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Abstract 
 

of 
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by 
 

Leslie Celeste Bailey 
 
 

Collaborative writing projects in first-year composition courses teach students to write in 
groups while attending to the academic needs of the university and the post-graduate 
needs of business and government employers.  However, collaborative writing can 
silence individual student voices because the writings are merged instead of collected.  
This thesis reviews literature concerning collaborative writing, empowering student 
voices, introducing computers to the classroom, creating blogs as assignments to 
understand the current obstacles for collaborative writing, and introducing blogs to a 
first-year composition class.  A three-week unit was designed along with pre- and post-
assignment surveys, interviews, and observations to determine if blogs could be used to 
facilitate collaborative writing projects without silencing the individual student voice.  
The findings suggest that the technology barrier is subsiding as students have ready 
access to the Internet.  The study also shows that blogs can be used to address the needs 
of both the business and academic communities, providing teachers with an assignment-
level option that adheres to academic standards by using a structure becoming prevalent 
in the private and public sector. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I am one of those kids you read about that arrives at the college campus as a 

freshman without a solid background in reading, writing, and arithmetic, as if I never 

attended high school.  That is because I did not attend much of high school; instead, I 

took a test, dropped out, and went to work.  My problem was not a lack of intelligence; I 

was in gifted programs, starting in the second grade.  My problem was not a lack of 

motivation.  I was motivated, but my pursuits were immature and negative.  When I 

arrived in school, I found a gap in the communication between the school and my mother.  

I took advantage of this gap and created a system whereby my mother never saw any 

paper from the school that I did not want her to see.  I signed every school paper for her 

as soon as the school year began.  This meant that I did not have to forge her signature, 

for her signature was my signature.  If I wanted her to see a particular paper, I told my 

teachers I had lost the paper.  This allowed me to give a paper to my mother and have her 

sign it, presenting her with the information she needed without requiring me to turn in her 

signature.  After all, she would have been very suspicious if she had never signed 

anything.  I kept this up for years, but eventually I was caught.  Unfortunately, at that 

point, it was too late to undo the damage I had wreaked on my relationship with my 

mom, my school, and myself.  She became very involved.  The school became very 

involved.  No one was going to allow me to continue the charade.  After all, I was a 

bright kid with plenty of potential, I just needed positive motivation. 
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By the time I agreed with this assessment, time was running out.  I was 16 years 

old and a junior.  I joined a “School Within a School” (SWAS) program designed for 

students who were in trouble with the school, but not in trouble with the law.  The school 

administration and my mother hoped the SWAS program would speed up the process of 

my education, but to no avail.  Too many assignments had been missed.  I did not have 

enough of a foundation to learn on my own at an accelerated pace.  SWAS was a great 

program that allowed numerous kids to catch up and graduate with their class, but that 

was not the case for me.  A counselor observed that it was impossible for me to make up 

the lost time and graduate with my class.  She suggested I take the California State High 

School Equivalency Exam to gain my diploma.  I would like to say I was devastated by 

this news, but I came from a working class family.  When I heard that I could take a test, 

get a diploma, and join the work world, it sounded like a good deal to me.   

Unfortunately, the work world for a kid who is not yet 18 and only has a high 

school equivalency is not very welcoming.  I started working full time as a secretary, like 

my mom.  Granted, I had much more discretionary income, but the tired look on my 

mother’s face when she came home from work, and the tired look on her face when she 

came home from classes at the local community college where she had spent the last five 

years working toward her Associate Arts in Business degree gave me pause.  My mom 

was smart, wrote well, and worked hard, but she struggled to make ends meet, and she 

did not seem very happy with her position in the work world, where they did not take 

advantage of or encourage her talents.  I worried that I might find myself in the same 
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situation, unable to get ahead, not spending the majority of my day writing, my favorite 

activity. 

I decided I needed a college education.  When I announced this epiphany to my 

family, they were surprised.  Honestly, I think they were more amused than surprised.  I 

barely attended high school, now I was talking about going to college.  My mom 

encouraged me, though.  I took the bull by the horns and spent money on a class to help 

me study for the SAT.  I studied every day, and I ended up getting enough points to make 

up for the abysmal grade point average of my high school years.  Eventually I was 

accepted to California State University, Chico.  I became an English major because I 

knew whatever lay ahead in my professional career it was going to include writing as 

much as possible, every day.  Unfortunately, my critical analysis in my college essays 

could not overcome the rampant technical errors.  My first-year composition teacher put 

it succinctly, “Your ideas are good, but your grammar is haphazard and your spelling a 

fantasy.”  I knew I would have to work harder than other high school graduates: I wrote 

every day, employed every suggestion from a teacher, and, ultimately, imitated academic 

discourse.  Eventually, I earned a spot in the tutoring center, focusing on students like 

me, those trying to pull their life together after years of making mistakes.  I was finally 

taking school seriously, and I wanted to be a teacher, a mentor to other students from 

outside of academia. 

While I did not become a teacher, I remained true to my mentoring goal through 

volunteer work, encouraging those on the edges to get in the game, go to school, and 

allow their voices to be heard.  Professionally, I wrote technical manuals, marketing 
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materials, white papers, magazine articles, whatever paid.  For twenty years I developed a 

technical but informal, just give-me-the-facts-ma’am, style of writing.  Yet, I yearned to 

learn more about writing, to develop my skills, increase my speed, and improve my 

critical analysis.  At the age of 45, I was accepted at California State University, 

Sacramento where I planned to earn my masters degree in English with an emphasis in 

Composition Studies. 

When I read Mike Rose and Paulo Freire, I realized that I was not an anomaly in 

the system; I was one of the students on the boundaries that need not be silenced, forced 

into academic speak, but encouraged to find my voice while still in school, while still in 

first-year composition.  Students do not need to wait 20+ years to find their individual 

voices; they could begin today.  As I continued my graduate studies, I found myself 

gravitating toward articles like Mike Rose’s “The Language of Exclusion: Writing 

Instruction at the University,” and bell hooks’ “Learning in the Shadow of Race and 

Class.”  Both of these authors considered the conundrum of students who were not part of 

the mainstream academic discourse community struggling to become a part of this new 

community without losing individual identity.  I wondered about reaching out to those 

students.  I wondered if computers might be helpful, blogs in particular.  I wrote a weekly 

blog for a software company, and the discipline this brought to my writing and voice was 

undeniable.  Perhaps, there might be some legitimacy in introducing blogs to a first-year 

composition course. 

I began reading articles that spoke to the topic of blogs with an eye on 

empowering the individual student voice.  Again, Paulo Freire was a part of the 
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pedagogical foundation as implied by Richard Kahn and Douglass Kellner in their 

provocative 2007 article “Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich: Technology, Politics and the 

Reconstruction of Education.”  I thought I might be on the right track with Freire looking 

over my shoulder, contemplating if there exists a writing discourse that does not emanate 

from the towers of academia but enables all of the people in a democracy.  I noticed 

blogging prevalent in all levels of society, from grass-roots revolutions against dictators 

to marketing maneuvers from corporate boardroom executives.  Blogs are ever-present on 

the Internet.  If you are partial to a particular product or idea, there is a blog where people 

espouse their delight in how this product or idea will make the world a better place.  If 

you disagree, there is likely a competing blog for those of your persuasion.  Students and 

teachers alike are writing blogs.  Social networking sites, like Facebook, include blogging 

technology.  With all of this writing pervading our Internet-connected society, it seemed 

to me blogs might be a tool ripe for inclusion among assignments for first-year 

composition students. 

Still, the idea and my readings left several questions unanswered.  How do you 

structure the assignment?  How do you integrate the technology in such a way that 

neither the teacher nor the students are stymied by the technology?  How do you justify 

the inclusion of the blogging unit so that it complies and augments the writing and 

educational goals of the university?  These are the main questions this thesis undertakes 

in an attempt to understand and evaluate the idea of introducing a blogging unit into a 

first-year composition class. 
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Considering the first question, “How do you structure the assignment?”, I felt the 

blogging assignment needed to be part of an integrated approach to collaborative 

projects.  Much of the literature pointed in this direction.  In particular, James Leonard 

and Christine Wharton’s article “Breaking the Silence: Collaboration and the Isolationist 

Paradigm” spoke to me.  While it is an article about the textual collaboration of great 

literary writers, it touches upon the idea that writers do not write on their own.  Writers 

are building upon and referencing previous texts, essentially all text is a collaboration 

(35).  This incorporated my ideas about democracy and collaboration, and I felt that it 

contained the kernel of an assignment that I was hoping to create.  Then, I read Stuart 

Brown’s “More than an Exercise: Annotated Bibliography as Collaborative Learning.”  

This article brought academic structure to a hypertext assignment.  In my mind, hypertext 

and blogging are similar enough to give credence to the conjecture that a blogging 

assignment might be a good idea, but I was not as enthusiastic about the annotated 

bibliography discussed in Brown’s article because it did not allow for the individual 

student voice.  I thought the assignment would be more interesting if it had a research 

component and included multiple entries.   

As I mulled over this concept, I was introduced to a fellow graduate student who 

was also a first-year composition teacher intending to write her thesis about course 

assignments using the collaborative writing concept as defined by Bruce Speck in his 

book, Facilitating Students’ Collaborative Writing.  Serendipity played its hand.  We 

found common ground in our thesis topics and began to create a plan to work together.  I 

thought a class designed around a collaborative writing curriculum would be perfect for 
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the blogging unit because the students would already be familiar with writing as a team.  

She thought the blogging unit would provide an opportunity within the collaborative 

atmosphere for the individual student voice to be developed.  The scaffolding of her class 

required the establishment of writing groups at the beginning of the semester, with 

several collaborative assignments in place before the blogging unit was reached.  Having 

the blogging unit later in the syllabus gave the teacher more time to reserve computer 

labs, maneuvering the timing of the assignment with the availability of the labs.  She felt 

that if the assignment had been in the beginning of the semester, she might not have 

enough time to rearrange assignments if there was a problem with the computer lab 

reservations.  I included this structure and timing for the blogging unit as part of my 

thesis inquiry:  do the variables of collaboration and sequence make a difference in the 

success of the unit? 

 The next question of concern for this thesis is “How do you integrate the 

technology in such a way that neither the teacher nor the students are stymied by the 

technology?”  Reserving the computer lab is only a part of the equation for setting up the 

blogging unit.  Some scholars, including Andrea Lunsford in her article “Writing, 

Technologies, and the Fifth Canon,” have expressed concerns about technology in the 

classroom, mainly in its ability to disrupt by usurping the purpose of the class (where 

teachers spend more time teaching the technology than teaching students how to write 

well).  Lunsford also expresses concern about technology and its ability to be problematic 

with software that does not work or crashes (176).  The technology used for the creation 

of the blogs and the students’ ability to access and easily navigate the blogging 
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technology is imperative to the success of the unit.  During the creation of the blogging 

unit, with input from the teacher of the first-year composition course, I researched several 

blogging platforms, seeking a technology that would allow multiple bloggers, easy 

access, and features that encouraged creativity. 

The success of any first-year composition course is how well it accomplishes the 

goals of the class: has student writing improved and do students have a better 

understanding of their writing processes?  With only so much time in the class schedule, 

teachers need to be able to justify each assignment and ensure that the progression of 

assignments match the standards of the university where the class is being taught.  This is 

the crux of the last question of inquiry for this thesis: “How do you justify the inclusion 

of the blogging unit so that it complies and augments the writing and educational goals of 

the university?”  Angela Pascopella and Will Richardson’s article, “The New Writing 

Pedagogy: Using Social Networking Tools to Keep Up with Students Interests,” responds 

to this question by arguing that social networking has brought about “the next revision of 

writing pedagogy” (45).  They believe new Internet technologies can engage students 

(48-49).  This corresponded with my idea of using a blogging unit to entice the students, 

encouraging them to write and learn about their writing process without being 

exclusionary, so that students do not feel as if their individual voices are unheard.  It also 

suited the notion that blogs could be used to teach students about the importance of the 

some of the more obscure elements of well-crafted writing (such as a title that explains to 

the reader what the essay is going to be about) and how graphic elements in writing 

influence the reader (especially in advertising and web content).   
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Another goal of the university is to prepare students for the working world, be it 

academia or business.  As stated in Bruce Specks’ book, Facilitating Students’ 

Collaborative Writing, “One purpose of higher education is to prepare students to 

function effectively as writers in business, government, and industry” (29).  With the 

majority of students working outside of the university, in the private and public business 

sectors, teachers may want to familiarize students with the types of writing in which these 

industries engage.  Blogs certainly fit this call-to-action.  In a study of global 

corporations, Burson-Marsteller, in their white paper entitled “The Global Social Media 

Check-up: Insights from the Burson-Marsteller Evidence-based Communication Group,” 

found the majority of companies were using blogging and other internet technologies (3).  

A similar paper written by Josh Bernoff of Forrester Research, entitled “Time to Rethink 

your Corporate Blogging Ideas,” found that the writers of these blogs were at all levels of 

the company, from the lower level employees to the executives in the corporate 

boardroom (5-7).  Businesses are using blogs to reach out to consumers using an informal 

writing style with a formal purpose of relating company goals without alienating readers.   

The blogging articles have a specific structure, with a shorter word count and an 

informal tone, but also with facts that must be accurate and attributed.  This attribution 

dovetails with the needs of the academic community.  Moreover, a single person 

generally does not write the blogs of businesses and government.  The blogs are an 

accumulation of writings from many different writers.  There is collaboration and there 

are standards.  The blogs need to have individual voices, but they also need to adhere to 

company guidelines for style and word usage.  This standardization and collaboration is 
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also important to the academic community.  Standards must be followed, citations of 

sources must be made, plagiarism cannot be condoned, and word choice matters.  These 

are the same goals whether you are writing a business blog or an academic paper.  

Collaboration is another area where business blogs and academic scholarship overlap.  

Many of the articles cited in this thesis have more than one author.  By illustrating the 

common goals of business blogs and academia, this thesis intends to determine if the 

unification of goals in academia and business in a single unit outside of the traditional 

assignment structure might entice students who are struggling to find their niche in the 

writing classroom. 

Overview of Chapters 

This thesis proposes to closely examine a three-week blogging unit in a first-year 

composition class in hopes of determining if collaborative projects can build better 

writing communities, whether or not the technology is distinct enough from other tools in 

the classroom to generate fresh enthusiasm, and whether the medium emboldens or 

discourages student voices and encourages or discourages participation.  It also proposes 

to detect any issues with introducing unfamiliar technologies into the classroom.  In 

Chapter 2–Review of the Literature, I will examine the prevailing literature, searching for 

answers to my questions, integrating the views of authors who support and refute my 

suppositions.  In Chapter 3–Curriculum/Procedures, I will detail the process of creating 

the curriculum and procedures of the blogging unit research project.  In Chapter 4–

Results, I will detail the results from the pre-unit survey, post-unit survey, and post-unit 

interviews, analyzing the results, searching for confirmations in the data and for 
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surprising outcomes.  In the final chapter, Chapter 5–Reflections and Conclusions, I will 

review each of the questions posed here, scrutinize the answers found in the data, and 

illuminate the uncertainties that remain. 

Limitations 

There are two main limitations to this thesis.  The first is the size of the survey 

population.  This blogging unit (and associated survey) reflects only one first-year 

composition class taught in the fall of 2010 at California State University, Sacramento.  

This random single classroom may or may not reflect the larger student population at the 

university, the State of California, or even the U.S.  In the creation of the survey 

questions and the introduction of the student population (described in Chapter 4), I 

attempted to get as much relevant information as possible about the students in regards to 

their ability to access and use blogging technology.  The answers to these questions 

should help guide teachers interested in including a blogging unit with variables for 

determining whether the unit is appropriate for their classroom. 

The second limitation is how my background may influence my reading of the 

data toward a more positive outcome.  My suppositions of the research results reflect my 

personal biases.  I write a weekly blog for my employer, a software company.  I am 

employed as a technical writer and have been in the software industry as a technical 

writer or in marketing for over 25 years.  I have been writing web copy for the past 12 

years.  I think it is important for the reader of this thesis to understand my background so 

that allowances can be made for my technical expertise and positive feelings toward 

blogging technology and blogging as a viable writing platform. 
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Chapter 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The evolution of pedagological theories behind the teaching of first-year 

composition is ongoing.  Teachers need to keep on the cutting edge of methods, 

curriculum, and the use of technology to excite and entice their students to discover their 

writing processes, become acclimated to academic discourse, and improve their writing 

skills for their academic, business, and life goals.  Today’s first-year composition class 

includes some technological neophytes, but, more often than not, students have daily 

access to text messaging, the Internet, blogging, and social media.  A review of the 

competing views and pedagogies for the teaching of first-year composition finds that 

these new technologies might be a useful tool for teachers to address issues of group 

projects and student empowerment without interfering with other philosophies that 

include portfolios and discourse communities.  Using these new technologies, some 

scholars have found a union between writing and computers and, perhaps, a new strategy 

for teaching first-year composition. 

Group Projects 

As many of the pioneers of first-year composition pedagogy refined their 

philosophies, some scholars turned to group projects to increase participation and get 

students involved, writing together, and encouraging each other.  Kenneth Bruffee is one 

of the earliest and foremost proponents of collaborative classrooms.  In his article 

“Collaborative Learning: Some Practical Models,” Bruffee explains how a collaborative 
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classroom would look and introduces rules for the running of such a classroom.  He feels 

that classroom assignments should reflect the society in general: most papers (even 

academic) are written collaboratively.  He suggests students in writing courses be 

assigned to groups for the duration of the class.  According to his pedagogy, stable 

groups encourage loyalty and progress (51).  He has a very prescriptive methodology that 

includes week-by-week steps for organizing a collaborative classroom to facilitate 

students learning on their own and from each other.  Bruffee also introduces the 

pedagogy of talk-through techniques that create a collaborative atmosphere, addressing 

knowledge as a community activity (52-54).  The talk-through technique is performed by 

students literally relaying out-loud the tasks they perform as they write.  This 

performance is done in a group, creating a collaborative learning environment. 

In Stuart Brown’s 1986 paper entitled “More than an Exercise: Annotated 

Bibliography as Collaborative Learning,” he references Bruffee’s work and uses it as a 

background for his documentation of creating an annotated bibliography as a group 

project in a graduate student class on writing across the curriculum at the University of 

Arizona.  The article details the creation of an annotated bibliography as a group project, 

finding the inherent collaboration as a promising way to engage students to create real 

learning (4).  Gayle King and Bonnie Hawk also study collaborative writing projects as a 

way to teach students how to acknowledge sources and influences in their article 

“Developing a Code of Ethics in the Collaborative Classroom.”  Their article documents 

their classroom experiences with a particular exercise that calls for students to work in 

small groups to generate a list of all the people who have influenced their writing, 
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including writing center tutors.  In their article, King and Hawke attempt to address the 

issues of other academics by creating codes of ethics for collaboration and using 

collaborative writing projects as a way to teach how to acknowledge sources and 

influences (206).  By requiring students working in groups to create acknowledgement 

papers even if the project is creative, King and Hawke underscore the concept of 

intertextuality and force students to recognize the intertextuality in all of their writing 

projects, leading the students to understand the necessity of academic citations and the 

unique nature of discourse communities.  

Intertextuality works against the isolationist paradigm as described by James S. 

Leonard and Christine E. Wharton in their article “Author-ity and Textuality: Current 

Views of Collaborative Writing.”  In this 1994 article, Leonard and Wharton encourage 

teachers to help students understand that all text is in-addition-to text previously written 

(intertextuality), realizing that writers do not write on their own (isolationist paradigm).  

Every writer is building upon and referencing previous texts, suggesting that essentially 

all text is a collaborative effort (31).  Their theory underscores the interactive nature of 

writing, especially group writing.  This intertextuality requires teachers to consciously 

and creatively avert cross-cultural pitfalls by encouraging students to be open-minded 

through working in groups. 

By the same token, Thomas Inge, in his article “Collaboration and Concepts of 

Authorship,” finds that there is no such thing as individual ownership of any text; 

therefore, all writing is collaborative, a group effort (624).  His article contends that all 

writing is based on previous writings.  Teachers do not need to put a false structure on the 
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group to understand, reinforce, and teach the concept of group writing as a collaborative 

effort.  He argues for a broader understanding of the term collaboration, not just two or 

more authors writing a text line-by-line, but all authors who have influenced you.  

“Anytime another hand enters into an effort, a kind of collaboration occurs” (Inge 629).  

He takes umbrage with the concept that an editor does not add to a text.  Inge shows that 

editors do make a difference and that their contribution is really only another form of 

collaboration, and that this type of collaboration cannot be denied or lessoned (626). 

Nancy Steineke, in her book Collaborative Literacy in Action, notes that 

structured assignments work best for group projects.  The structure keeps everyone on 

track and establishes student/teacher expectations and parameters for getting along, 

writing well, and collaborating as a community.  Steineke demonstrates that collaborative 

projects in a group setting build analytical academic skills, including learning from each 

other, checking for understanding, and developing a consensus (263-268).  While her 

pedagogy is very prescriptive—she calls for regular intervention—she encourages tools 

like self-reflective letters and a compliment card (where you can only respond to 

another’s writing in a positive way) as a way to control groups and force constructive 

feedback (64-68).   

As more and more teachers incorporated group projects and collaborative writing 

assignments, reservations about the benefits of collaboration began to arise.  While the 

articles already cited document the benefits of learning within a group, there was also 

documentation about group dynamics, power struggles, and the level of the writing.  In 

addition, one of the concerns about collaborative writing projects was that the text was 



16 

 

merged instead of collected (where each student’s writing remained their own).  Some 

scholars started to express their concern that collaborative writing was being taught at the 

expense of the individual student’s voice.   

Enabling Student Voices 

Silencing student voices is one of the re-occurring concerns in the construction 

and reconstruction of the theory of teaching writing.  Paulo Freire, in his groundbreaking 

book The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, persuasively argues that higher learning must take 

the voice of the student into account and actively encourage participation of all students 

so that they are part of the solution to oppression:   

The pedagogy of the oppressed, as a humanist and libertarian pedagogy, 

has two distinct stages.  In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of 

oppression and through the praxis commit themselves to its 

transformation.  In the second stage, in which the reality of oppression has 

already been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed 

and becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of permanent 

liberation.  (51)  

Freire lays the foundation for years of pedagological theories that work to 

empower student voices.  One such scholar is Ira Shor.  In his article “Working Hands 

and Critical Minds: A Paulo Freire Model for Job Training,” Shor takes this concept 

further, citing statistics that imply that colleges and writing courses in particular are 

creating an inequality (economic and otherwise), resulting in a student population that 

does not promote democracy (103-105).  Shor combats this oppression with “an agenda 
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of nine values” that is “participatory,” “critical,” “situated,” “dialogic,” “desocializing,” 

“decondition,” “democratic,” “interdisciplinary,” and “activist” (105).  Both Freire and 

Shor shed light on the dark side of academia and other institutions: silencing the voice of 

the individual student, believing that the goal of first-year composition is to help students 

find their voices, not teach them to conform and replicate what has been written before.  

Another scholar interested in the empowering of student voices is Mike Rose.  In 

his article “The Language of Exclusion: Writing Instruction at the University,” Rose 

argues that there are a variety of problems with the current educational structure, and one 

of the most pervasive is that of disenfranchising student voices.  Rose believes that 

minority voices need to be heard in a living democracy (355-357).  This idea of a 

multifaceted voice is mirrored in his philosophy concerning writing tools: no one tool can 

work for all students.  He advocates for a highly fluid variety of writing opportunities to 

allow the students to find their voices in a way that is productive, gently transitioning the 

students to academic discourse without alienating them from the writing process.  He 

argues, “It is not simply that the work of such disciplines [history, philosophy, 

economics] is recorded in writing, but that writing is intimately involved in the nature of 

their inquiry” (348).  Rose is not alone in contending that student empowerment is 

imperative to successful teaching pedagogies.  Breaking the cycle of oppression through 

the voices of the student writers dovetails with bell hooks’ article, “Learning in the 

Shadow of Race and Class,” where she expresses her belief that student writers are agents 

who can redefine themselves, creating a pattern of learning that allows them to listen, 

learn, and write their stories with a distinct voice, adding to the democratization of the 
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written word (B12-B14).  Rose and hooks provide a pedagogical basis for first-year 

composition teachers to include assignments in their syllabi that encourage the individual 

student’s voice to be heard. 

Introducing Computers to the Classroom 

Introducing computers to the classroom was one approach used to empower 

students inside and outside of the classroom; however, it is not always an easy task.  

Computers need software, maintenance, and teachers and students who know how to use 

them.  While introduced to improve learning outcomes, sometimes computers got in the 

way of learning.  Andrea Lunsford addresses the technology conundrum directly, stating 

that teachers need to remember that the goal of first-year composition is “rhetoric, 

research, argument and presentation rather than advanced training in media production” 

(“Writing” 176).  Dànielle Nicole DeVoss, Ellen Cushman, and Jeffrey T. Grabill also 

express this concern in their article “Infrastructure and Composing: The When of New-

Media Writing,” where they worry about the teacher focusing too much on the media and 

not enough on the writing.  They include cautionary tales of teachers trying to use 

software that is too complex or not compatible with university standards (18-19).  One 

story details how an assignment was subverted by the students’ inability to save files to 

the hard drive, which was required by the software package used for the assignment (24).  

Other tales include problems where the university computers simply did not have enough 

memory for the program to function properly (27-31).  These types of issues are out of 

the control of the teacher, yet they must be addressed by the teacher.  The point of 

bringing technology into the classroom is not to teach the technology (or debug it) but to 
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use it as a tool—as a pen or pencil or typewriter—to facilitate the writing process and to 

engender excitement and collaboration about learning and writing in an academic 

environment.   

Another reason to introduce computers into first-year composition is to level the 

playing field and create a more democratic classroom.  In the article “Politics, Ideology, 

and the Strange, Slow Death of the Isolated Composer or Why We Need Community in 

the Writing Classroom,” Carolyn Handa finds that collaborative projects build 

community and academic skills, especially, she argues, when computers are involved, 

leveling the playing field for many of those too shy to talk in class or in need of special 

attention for different learning styles (180).  She finds the introduction of computers 

especially compelling when the assignment requires a merging of texts instead of just 

copying and pasting unrelated and different styles of writing into a single text (175).  The 

computer does not define her pedagogy, it complements and interacts with it.  She does 

caution, though, that computers do not ensure interaction between students, only a 

teacher can do that (183). 

In “Peer Collaboration and the Computer Assisted Classroom: Bridging the Gap 

between Academia and the Workplace,” William Van Pelt and Alice Gillam found that 

computers in the classroom did aid in group collaboration but that personality conflicts 

still arose.  The computers did not change the group dynamic, but they did allow the 

teacher to engage more readily in the writing process (188-191).  As mentioned 

previously by DeVoss, Cushman, and Grabill, these scholars found technology needs to 

be simple and not overwhelm the discussions about writing.  The group is the most 
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important element of a collaborative writing project.  This theme is repeated in “When 

Interests Collide: Collaboration and Demonstration” written by Byron Stay.  In this 

observational study of five students writing a story collaboratively, Stay also addresses 

the power struggles inherent in group projects (31).  In his study, the students could select 

how they were going to present their story.  One of the groups decided to use a blog.  

Stay found that the so-called “blog group” did not manifest as many power struggles as 

others.  However, he also noticed that the blog group’s story was not the best story of the 

bunch (43-44).  While Stay does not come to a conclusion concerning how teachers 

might keep stronger students from silencing more reserved students, it is interesting his 

study implies that using blogging as a structure for a writing assignment reduces conflict 

within a group. 

Blogs as a Strategy to Teach Writing 

Mike Rose’s article, “Remedial Writing Courses: A Critique and a Proposal,” 

provides insight as to how blogs can help avoid “the five ways” teachers limit the growth 

of writers: not connecting to academic writing, too much personal information, vigilance 

for error, separating reading from writing, and undercutting the expressive and 

exploratory nature of academic writing (109).  Blogs can be used as a tool to acclimate 

students to academic discourse using an informal structure that motivates students to 

conduct research and rewards students who consider audience awareness.  Richard Kahn 

and Douglass Kellner, in their provocative 2007 article “Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich: 

Technology, Politics and the Reconstruction of Education,” imply that blogs can be one 

of the strategies used to teach academic writing without silencing the individual student 
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voice.  In the article, they address this issue head on by trying to bridge the gap between 

the pedagogies of Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich and the affects of technology on education 

and social equality.  Kahn and Kellner believe, “So-called ‘bloggers’ have reinvigorated 

journalism and politics through the manifestation of an efficient grass-roots media force 

and, in their hands, computing technology appears to be a vehicle for citizens to (at least 

on occasion) demonstrate directly both meaningful voice and agency in society”; and the 

authors apply this belief to the pedagogy of educating university students (434).  Kahn 

and Kellner point out that Paulo Freire used “cutting-edge media technologies as part of 

his system, even during his formative days as an educator in the early 1960s” (435).  In 

this context, blogs can be used as a tool teaching first-year composition and encouraging 

student empowerment. 

Several other scholars have written articles and given presentations about their 

experiences using blogs as a tool for teaching writing.  Karen Lunsford and Bertram 

Bruce, in their article “Collaboratories: Working Together on the Web,” show how 

blogging is more akin to a collection of individual writings than to a merging of texts.  In 

this article, they draw a distinction between collective (blogging) sites—such as Yahoo 

Groups and webzines—and “collaboratory” projects where the writing is undertaken as a 

group instead of as individuals contributing to the group (54).  This distinction is 

important to the teacher in a collaborative class that wants to include blogs, because blogs 

are more collective than collaborative, which allows the individual voice to be heard but 

still remains a collaborative effort.  Michele Knobel and Colin Lankshear come to the 

same conclusion in their article “Wikis, Digital Literacies, and Professional Growth.”  
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They find that wikis and other digital literacies—like blogs—can be used as writing 

development tools in the education classroom, allowing students to post individual 

articles and comment on other student articles.  The use of blogs is also discussed in 

Angela Pascopella and Will Richardson’s article “The New Writing Pedagogy: Using 

Social Networking Tools to Keep Up with Students Interests.”  They argue that the 

advent of social networking has brought about “the next revision of writing pedagogy” 

(45).  They feel that teachers need to incorporate new technologies and styles into the 

classroom to keep students engaged.  They encourage teachers to be on the constant 

lookout for innovation that can be incorporated into the classroom to reframe topics such 

as audience and discourse (48-49).   

More than just encouraging teachers, Ken Davis and George Landow, in separate 

studies, successfully teach using hypertext (a precursor to blogs) to generate student 

enthusiasm for the writing process.  In the Landow study, “Hypertext and Collaborative 

Work: The Example of Intermedia,” he surmised that the technology could be used for 

almost any writing purpose and that it empowers the student and enables collaboration: 

“Whatever the political, economic, and other discipline-specific factors that perpetuate 

noncooperative authorship in the humanities, print technology has also contributed to the 

sense of separate, unique text that is the product—and hence the property—of one 

person, the author” (411).  This statement drives to the heart of the issues of disparity 

espoused by Mike Rose and Paulo Freire.  Enabling student voices and generating student 

enthusiasm are important goals for first-year composition courses.  Ken Davis, in his 

article “Hypertext as a Medium for Student Collaboration,” found that the technology led 
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students to discover more relationships between texts in the classroom, research, and 

other information.   

While new technology can be problematic, there are many upsides to introducing 

it into the classroom.  As pointed out by Pascopella and Richardson, new technologies 

can encourage students to think more about audience, differentiating between discourse 

communities (48-49).  However, in a very personal essay, “Literate Lives Across the 

Digital Divide,” Iswari Pandey provides insight into the complexities teachers may face 

introducing computers to the classroom.  Pandey describes how his background did not 

prepare him for computers in the classroom.  He cautions teachers to recognize the socio-

economic complications of digital technologies (252-256).  He believes teachers need to 

provide for alternatives in cases where students’ cultures or financial situations cause 

problems with the assignment (247).   

Using Blogs to Connect Academic and Business Pursuits 

In his book Facilitating Students’ Collaborative Writing, Bruce Speck maintains, 

“One purpose of higher education is to prepare students to function effectively as writers 

in business, government, and industry” (29).  Speck recognizes that group projects can be 

difficult to teach because of the dynamic between personalities.  It can be difficult for the 

teacher to control this part of the group dynamic, as Speck lists several stages of the 

teacher’s responsibility for group collaboration: preliminary decisions, setting the lesson, 

monitoring and intervening, and evaluating and processing.  He also suggests that 

professors should start with small assignments and work toward increasing complexity 

(18).  This is true whether students are working in groups or not.  In Elizabeth Tebeaux’s 
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article, “Redesigning Professional Writing Courses to Meet the Communication Needs of 

Writers in Business and Industry,” she discusses how academia needs to assist students in 

learning the writing requirements of business and industry.  She documents calls from 

business for help in meeting the needs for writing communication at all levels—whether 

it is writing a memo or a letter to a client or conducting an employee evaluation (419).  

Tebeaux cites ten surveys conducted in the 70s and 80s that show the increasing need for 

communication skills, especially in upper management.1

The new century still finds the need for writing at all levels in business.  Blogs are 

becoming an integral part of business and journalism.  According to his 2010 Associated 

Press article, “Bloggers Now Key to Forbes’ Future,” Andrew Vanacore states that 

Forbes Magazine’s introduction of a blog was unavoidable.  Forbes had “no choice but to 

adjust to the way news and information are consumed online” (D4).  Journalism is not the 

only beneficiary of the new medium; other businesses are jumping onboard as well.  As 

noted in Aarti Shah’s article, “Microsoft Launches a Policy Blog,” Microsoft launched 

several blogs in 2009 and has expanded them since.  Employees from all departments of 

  In her study of technical writers 

entitled “Owning Chunks of Information Rather than Books: A Team Writing 

Approach,”  Carolyn Coppola found that team writing in the workplace had far more 

advantages—increased productivity, improved consistency, balanced workloads, 

discipline, less oversight and editing—than disadvantages—accountability and confusion 

(MG-3).   

                                                 

1 The articles she cites are footnoted in her article as coming from James C. Bennett, “Communication 
Needs of Business Executives.” 
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Microsoft—including government and legal departments—write the Microsoft blogs.  

The blog managers expect to attract submissions from other industries, such as 

technology companies, academics, think tanks, government employees, and journalists 

(1).  Many businesses define blogs broadly, including all social media, such as Twitter, 

Facebook, and RSS feeds (a mechanism that sends updates to subscribers when new 

information is available on a web page).  These blogs not only have to be written, they 

must be monitored, and postings must be responded to.  The blogs are not just for 

external consumption by newspapers and consumers either.  Many companies are also 

setting up internal blogs to keep employees in the loop about the latest regulations, team 

sales, and project management.   

While many corporations have not fully realized the potential of blogs (still using 

them as a marketing tool), industry experts—such as Paul Gillin in his article "Corporate 

Blogs Fail Crisis Test; New Channels”—are urging companies to embrace blogging as a 

tool to manage customer expectations and innovate business products and models.  Two 

recent studies by marketing research companies illustrate the coming of age for business 

blogs.  In the 2010 Burson-Marsteller white paper entitled “The Global Social Media 

Check-up: Insights from the Burson-Marsteller Evidence-based Communication Group,” 

Burson-Marsteller provides analysis of responses from the world’s largest companies 

concerning blog usage as a marketing and communication strategy.  The survey found 

65% of the Fortune Global 100 companies have Twitter accounts, 54% have Facebook 

pages, 50% have YouTube video channels, and 33% have corporate blogs (3).  Thirty-

four percent of U.S. firms have corporate blogs, facilitating “thoughtful and meaningful” 
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communications with their customers, investors, and other stakeholders (4).  These U.S. 

firms are following the trends already set in Europe (83% have posted on their blog in the 

past month) and Asia (averaging 14 blog posts a month) (5).  Burson-Marsteller predicts 

that U.S. firms will include more blogs in their social media mix.  They are advising 

companies to create a blogging infrastructure so that employees can participate to a 

greater extent with company guidance, as opposed to allowing the corporate voice to be a 

dissonant, chaotic social media presence (11-12).  Part of this infrastructure would 

require regular postings by a variety of employees, as seen in the Microsoft model.  

Forrester Research’s recent analysis of blogging in the corporate world found 

similar conclusions to Burson-Marsteller.  Josh Bernoff of Forrester Research in his 

article, “Time to Rethink your Corporate Blogging Ideas,” advises Forrester clients to 

take corporate blogs more seriously and, like Burson-Marsteller, advises clients to 

monitor and manage the blogs (5).  Forrester’s research found that most consumers and 

stakeholders do not trust corporate blogs due to the limited number of writers (mostly 

anonymous) and the “corporate tone” of the blogs (1).  According to Forrester, 

companies need to push-out the writing of blogs to the employees, build an infrastructure 

with corporate guidance, and address the issues that are at the core of the community that 

reads the blog (customers, investors, and other stakeholders).  Blogs need to be honest, 

well written, genuine, and valuable (5-7).  The key phrase here for teachers is well 

written.  Forrester defines well written as “those that intelligently comment on customer 

problems and competitor products, and those that speak like people” (6).  The informal 

tone is an important component to building trust and readership. 
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Blogging is not limited to business, though.  There are several blogs that are 

designed for academia, including blogscholar.com which is a non-profit academic 

website launched in 2005.  The Edublogger (theedublogger.com) is another site dedicated 

to academic topics and emerging technologies for concerned high school and 

undergraduate teachers.  Another academic blogging site is academicblogs.org.  This site 

is also non-profit, but it is set up as a wiki with contents, resources, and citations.  These 

examples demonstrate that blogs can be viewed as a cross-section of writing in business 

and academia.  

Conclusion 

Bruce Speck exhorts teachers to prepare students for academic, professional, and 

civic writing assignments (“Facilitating” 29).  Scholars have looked to group projects and 

new technologies to achieve this goal, but many have found issues with the merging of 

collaboration, technology, and remaining true to the teaching goals of first-year 

composition courses.  In the more recent literature, there seems to be some consensus 

that, with the advent of simple setup, blogs may be a tool teachers can use to address the 

technology conundrum, group-collaboration issues, the difficulties of merging texts, and 

the disenfranchisement of student voices.  Blogs lend themselves to the teaching of 

discourse communities and writing across the curriculum, creating enthusiasm in the 

classroom.  Blogs also reinforce audience awareness and reading because students are 

working together, reading each other’s work.  However, what the literature does not 

address is, in today’s wired environment, can technology be introduced to the classroom 

in a simple manner, such as a blog?  Do the students have access to digital technologies 
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or is there still a digital divide as expressed by Pandey?  Can a blogging unit address both 

academic and business needs for learning to write well?  
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Chapter 3 

CURRICULUM/PROCEDURES 

Reviewing the Curriculum and Procedures of the Blogging Unit Research 

The purpose of this research project is to determine whether blogs might be an 

effective tool for facilitating group writing without silencing the individual voice of the 

student.  For this research project, I created and observed the teaching of a unit on 

blogging in a first-year college composition class in the fall of 2010 at California State 

University, Sacramento.  The research included the following components: a pre-

assignment survey, the blogging unit that included a presentation component and self-

reflective letter, a post-assignment survey, a post-assignment email interview with the 

teacher, and a post-assignment in-person discussion with two of the students from the 

classroom.  

Development of Curriculum 

To develop the curriculum, I worked with the teacher who I will refer to as 

Celeste Michaels (not her real name per the requirements of the Sacramento State 

Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects, which approved the research conditions 

under which this thesis could be written).  Celeste was also a graduate student and, for 

her thesis research project, she was creating a classroom based on her reading of Bruce 

Speck’s 2002 book entitled Facilitating Students’ Collaborative Writing.  Each student in 

the class was assigned to a permanent group at the beginning of the semester.  Celeste 

defined the group participants with minimal student involvement.  For each collaborative 

project, Celeste had all group participants sign a Group Collaboration Contract that 
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defined rules for respect, listening, compromising, and sharing.  It also presented rules for 

individual participation, including being on time, vowing to communicate ideas and 

thoughts in a respectful manner, and completing assignments on time.  Having already 

participated in several group projects for this class, the students were very familiar with 

the contract and its expectations. 

The blogging unit was one of the last assignments, taking place in November, 

immediately preceding the Thanksgiving recess, crossing the Veteran’s Day holiday.  

Celeste felt that this was a good time for the unit.  She thought the uniqueness of the 

assignment would spice up the end of the semester, bringing in something fresh and fun 

during the holidays when the weather is dark and the students are distracted.  Originally, I 

created the unit and then collaborated with Celeste concerning the exact timing and 

topics.  We accomplished this during the summer preceding the class.  Celeste and I felt 

that three weeks were important to allow the students to slowly develop their topics and 

blog entries.  We were not sure if the students would be familiar with the concept of 

blogging, so we chose to introduce it as a new concept, allowing ample time for 

questions, answers, and problems with technology. 

Since this unit was a small part of Celeste’s curriculum, her class was assigned to 

a traditional classroom.  She would have to request computer lab time from the 

university.  Thus, the full semester class would be held in both the traditional classroom 

and, on certain days, a computer lab.  Celeste felt that the students would be less 

distracted in the traditional classroom, so she thought it would be best to split up the days, 

meeting in the computer lab for some classes, but staying in the traditional classroom for 



31 

 

the overview and workshopping sessions.  Celeste reserved the computer lab for three of 

the class days, two for in-class work on the blog and one for the presentations of the blog 

to the class.  Other classroom days were held in the regularly scheduled classroom.  The 

following is the prompt for the assignment and the schedule: 

Throughout the entire semester, we have worked collaboratively on all of 

our writing assignments.  By discussing the readings in smaller groups and 

then participating in brainstorming and writing workshops, every aspect of 

this course has drawn upon some type of collaboration.  Composition 

theorists and advocates for collaborative learning in the classroom such as 

Locker, Lunsford and Ede, Trimbur and Braun have all conducted 

research studies tracking the collaborative writing environment associated 

with various careers outside the university.  Writing outside the university 

is largely collaborative.  Thus, creating opportunities for you to practice 

and participate in activities that mimic the experiences you will encounter 

after college to become better citizens and employees is vital.  For this 

project, you will work in your groups of four or five to create a group blog 

that explores a particular theme or topic.  You may choose a topic for your 

blog that will make a statement about a particular issue or perhaps the blog 

may just be information, covering a variety of viewpoints and positions.  

Each student will be required to contribute one piece to the blog.  The 

topic that the group chooses must be broad enough to accommodate four 

to five different entries.  Group members will present their blog in a five-
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minute presentation on the day that the collaborative writing project is 

due.  Along with creating the blog, each group member will submit a self-

reflective cover letter analyzing the project as well as assessing his or her 

group members and their individual participation in the writing process. 

• Week 1, Day 1 – Introduce Blog Writing Project; Pre-blog 

Questionnaire; Group Brainstorming of Topics:  Traditional classroom 

• Week 1, Day 2 – Introduction to Blogs; Discussion of Topics: 

Computer Lab 

• Week 2, Day 1 – In-class Blog Drafting: Traditional Classroom  

• Week 2, Day 2 –Introduce Self-Reflective Letter; Workshop Blog 

Entries: Traditional Classroom  

• Week 3, Day 1 – Organize and Build Blog; Prepare for Presentations: 

Computer Lab  

• Week 3, Day 2 – Presentations; Blog and Self-Reflection Due; Post-

blog Questionnaire: Computer Lab  

The only change Celeste made to the original blog unit we created was a change 

to the number of words required for the blogs.  Celeste felt that 500 words were too many 

for an experimental, low stakes assignment.  She changed the number of words required 

for the blog entry to be 250.  She felt that this underscored the low stakes emphasis and 

allowed the students more opportunity to explore the blogging technology, automatically 

building into the schedule time for problems with the technology or the computer labs. 
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To reduce problems with the blogging technology, I researched several blogging 

sites, searching for the least requirements in terms of the technological knowledge 

necessary for the creation and administration of a blog.  I wanted to avoid the technical 

conundrum found by Lunsford and other researchers where the students and teacher 

became so focused on the technology that they lost sight of the writing purpose of the 

assignment.  With this in mind, I selected Blogger (www.blogspot.com).  This site 

required only a single Google account to access, and more than one person could access 

the site simultaneously.  I wanted to have simple instructions that did not require students 

to use their own email addresses or have to create blogs from scratch.  I created a new 

Google account that was based on the name of the class and was not used for any other 

purpose.  The site, Blogger, seemed very easy to use, including templates students could 

use to define a creative blog design quickly without additional technical knowledge 

beyond the scope of the classroom.  Celeste and I practiced using Blogger and found it 

quite user-friendly, especially considering students who might not be web savvy.  In 

addition to providing a practice area before the assignment began, the teacher-defined 

blog gave Celeste a place where she could demonstrate how blogs are created and 

administered without affecting the students' blogs.  The students were presented with a 

list of award winning blogs—including the weblog awards site, www.bloggi.es—and 

special topic blogs to help students understand the nature of blogs and to generate ideas 

on topics.  The discussion of the blogs, during class time, facilitated brainstorming and 

discussion of what makes a “good” blog.  This discussion also prompted students to 



34 

 

examine the blog’s ability to address a particular audience effectively, as described in the 

assignment prompt. 

Overview of Procedures 

To provide unbiased and confidential information, I had several layers of 

procedures.  I wanted to make certain that the limitations I detailed in the introduction 

(my positive blogging experience) did not influence the student answers.  I also wanted to 

ensure student confidentiality.  First, I submitted a proposal to and received approval 

from the California State University, Sacramento Committee for the Protection of Human 

Subjects.  I included consent forms for all students and the teacher.  I developed two 

questionnaires, one for before the assignment began, and one for after the assignment was 

complete.  I observed all class lectures and workshops, taking comprehensive notes on 

how the students were reacting to the assignment and to each other.  I also included the 

option for students to talk to me after the semester was complete.  While this would not 

be confidential, holding it after the semester was complete would allow students the 

freedom to speak without worrying that whatever they said to me might somehow affect 

their grade.  I asked all students to join me for pizza where I could ask some follow-up 

questions.  Only one student took me up on this, but she asked another student to join us, 

and he agreed.  I also asked Celeste if we could conduct an email interview to address 

questions concerning potential grading and administrative topics after the semester was 

complete.  All of these components are discussed in the following sections. 
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Consent forms 

The Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects required the teacher and 

each student to sign a consent form before participating in the research.  I attended the 

class when the blog unit was introduced.  The teacher introduced me to the class, and I 

told the students about the research project and advised them that participation in the 

survey or having conversations with me were voluntary.  While the assignment 

components, including the blog writing, presentation, and personal reflection letter were 

not voluntary, choosing to answer survey questions or not was completely up to the 

individual and would not affect the grade for the assignment.  I passed out consent forms 

to all students with the stipulation that if they did not want to participate in the survey, 

they could return the consent form without entering any information.  For those who did 

want to participate, I gave them the option of using an alias for the duration of the 

research project.  I told them I would log the aliases and remind them of their aliases (if 

necessary) to group and track the surveys, and that when the research was published, I 

would trade the aliases for yet another alias to protect their privacy. 

I told the students that the purpose of this research project was to determine 

whether blogs might be an effective way to facilitate group writing without silencing the 

voice of the individual student and that by participating they might gain additional insight 

into their writing processes, or they might not personally benefit from participating in this 

research.  I also told the students that I hoped that the results of the study would be 

beneficial for programs designed to encourage students to participate in collaborative 

projects using blogs as a structure for the writing.  Finally, I explained the data would be 
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analyzed and reported upon as part of a thesis project, but they would remain anonymous 

in the publication of the thesis.  No other individuals or classes would take part in the 

construction or analysis of the raw data.  Both the teacher and 21 students of the 25-

student class signed the consent forms.   

Pre-Unit Questionnaire 

The students were given two questionnaires: one before the unit was taught and 

one after the unit was taught.  To avoid making this chapter repetitive, I will describe the 

procedure for both questionnaires and then give a quick review of the questions on each 

questionnaire separately.  (Questionnaires are included in Appendix A–Pre-unit 

Questionnaire and Appendix B–Post-unit Questionnaire.)  The questionnaires queried the 

students about their access to the internet, exposure to blogs, and feelings about 

collaborative writing projects, including group writing and blogging.  The students were 

asked to complete both questionnaires, requiring about 10-15 minutes each during class 

time.  The students were advised that some of the questions in the surveys might seem 

personal, and they did not have to answer any question that made them feel 

uncomfortable.  

The pre-unit questionnaire was divided into several sections.  The first section, 

“Internet Access,” concerned the student’s internet access.  The point was to develop a 

baseline to determine if there is a digital divide affecting this study.  In other words, is 

access to the internet an issue, where “wealth and social status are important 

preconditions for access to literacy in emergent technologies” as described in Iswari 

Pandey’s article, “Literate Lives Across the Digital Divide” (246-247)?  The section 
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contained a variety of check boxes in which students were asked to check all that applied 

to their situation.   

The next section of the questionnaire, “Exposure to Blogs,” concerned the 

student’s experience with blogs.  This was done to provide a baseline for understanding 

the student’s technical savvy.  This information could potentially shed light on problem 

areas concerning the understanding of new technology in the student population. Similar 

to the first section, the questions in this section included a variety of check boxes, but in 

this case, only one check box was supposed to be selected. The first question and the last 

two questions were open-ended, allowing students to develop their answer in any manner 

that produced clarity for the student. 

The next section, “Collaborative Writing Experience,” was created to provide a 

baseline for determining the students’ exposure to collaborative writing projects.  

Granted, this class was designed as a collaborative writing class with students in groups 

from the beginning of the semester, so obviously there was going to be at least some 

exposure to group projects if they attended class.  However, I still felt it necessary to have 

the students’ experiences carefully delineated.  This could shed light upon a number of 

potential concerns with the research.  If there were issues with a lack of exposure or 

conversely this collaborative classroom environment created an overexposure, skewing 

the data, this section of the questionnaire could be used to discuss these issues. The first 

three questions contained checkboxes, but the last four were open-ended, providing lines 

for students to write their thoughts. 
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This survey was conducted in the middle of class time, following the wrap-up of 

the previous assignment but before the beginning of the blogging assignment.  Students 

were given the choice to participate or not, returning surveys either filled in or blank.  

Twenty-one of the 25 students participated in the pre-unit questionnaire. 

Post-Unit Questionnaire 

At the end of the unit—after the classroom presentation of the blogs and the 

collection of personal reflection statements—students were given a follow-up 

questionnaire where they could compare and contrast their views previous to this 

blogging assignment and/or to other writing assignments.  In addition, students were 

invited to provide an email address for in-depth interviews following the unit.  The 

questionnaire was designed to quantify the student’s feelings about the assignment and 

ideas for future variations of the assignment using a six point Likert scale for some 

questions.  In addition, the post-unit questionnaire included five open-ended questions 

about the assignment.  

The first section queried the students about their feelings concerning this 

assignment, ranging from the likelihood of their continuing to blog to specific questions 

about the nature and scope of the assignment.  There were 10 questions, prompting the 

students to think about whether or not they would blog again and how they felt the 

assignment connected with their writing.  The purpose of questioning students about 

whether or not they would blog again was to see if the assignment resulted in more 

writing outside of the classroom.  The questions concerning the nature and scope of the 

assignment were designed to discover if the assignment produced other behavior changes, 
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such as creating explicit titles for essays and considering visuals in writing projects as 

part of the persuasive process.  Specifically, I was interested to discover if the blogging 

assignment prompted students to think more about the titles of their essays.  I was also 

interested to see if the students paid much attention to the “look” of their essays, 

considering the graphic nature of a blog.  The students were asked to rate each statement 

using a six-point scale from Disagree Strongly to Agree Strongly. 

Using the same six-point scale, the students were asked to rate the following 

assignments as a “good idea” for a class assignment for blogging.  The assignment ideas 

included research project, personal narrative, annotated bibliography and creative writing.  

The purpose of this section was to ascertain if the students were interested in more 

blogging projects, and how they felt those projects should be constructed.  The blogging 

assignment for this thesis project would be in the “Research Project” category.   

Finally, students were provided space for a free-form response to several open-

ended questions.  These questions asked students to compare and contrast other group 

assignments with this blogging assignment.  The questions also asked for positive and 

negative feedback.  The questions were added to the survey to provide students with an 

opportunity to express their feelings about the assignment without having to have their 

thoughts recorded and graded as part of the self-reflection letter.  In particular, I included 

a question about whether or not the blog allowed for more personal opinions than other 

group projects to tease out a theory of blogging assignments as providing more 

opportunity for individual student voices to be heard than occurs in traditional 

collaborative writing assignments. 
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The last page of the survey included an optional form for providing an email 

address for the follow-up interviews.  All students were given the questionnaire and again 

told that they did not have to participate.  After they filled out the questionnaire (or not), 

they could turn it in to me along with their self-reflective letter (or not) and leave class.  

This class was the last class before Thanksgiving break.  Eighteen students completed the 

post-unit questionnaire.  Six students provided email addresses for the follow-up 

interview.  

Classroom Observation 

I observed the class on each day the unit was taught.  While the teacher was 

describing the assignment or conducting housekeeping, I quietly sat in the back of the 

room.  Once the teacher completed her tasks and the students were told to get into their 

groups and work on their project, I became mobile and moved around the classroom, 

observing each group for several minutes before moving on to the next group.  For the 

most part, the students directed questions to each other and the teacher; however, during 

the workshops when the students were creating their blogs, I was asked several technical 

questions.  During my rounds, I took copious notes, including direct quotes.  I also tried 

to ascertain the mood of each group in general and how well individuals within each 

group shared responsibilities and ideas.  I took special notes of problem areas that might 

reflect on the outcome of the project, such as excessive personal conversation, playing on 

Facebook, and progress toward consensus.  While most of the classes took place in the 

traditional classroom, three of the classes were held in computer labs: two for students to 

work on their blogs during class time and the third for the student presentations.  
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Presentations 

The presentation portion of the project was created to provide an avenue for the 

students to share their blogs via a class presentation.  (There was no requirement to read 

other group blogs, only to attend the presentation.)  The students were given five minutes 

to show the blog to the class in a group presentation.  The students were given free rein to 

design the structure and content of the presentation.  The only requirements were that the 

blog had to be shown to the class and the students needed to explain their rational for the 

creation of the blog and the division of labor.  Specifically, the presentation was to cover 

the concept of audience as defined by the group.  The prompt said: 

Imagine an audience beyond the instructor.  Imagine an audience that 

includes your peers.  You will determine the specific group or target 

audience for which you will be writing.  The more specifically you can 

imagine your audience (i.e., their likes, dislikes, experiences, values, ages, 

genders, races, educational backgrounds, etc.) the more likely you are to 

make appropriate rhetorical choices such as what to write, what not to 

write, or how to say what you want in the most effective manner. 

The purpose of this part of the assignment was to build upon a previous 

assignment, where students analyzed graphic advertisements and wrote a paper about 

audience, color selection, font choice and other marketing tools that affect the viewer of a 

magazine advertisement.  Celeste felt that there was a connection between the blogging 

assignment and the advertising assignment concerning the use and effect of graphics on 

the audience.  
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Self-Reflective Letter 

The unit also included a self-reflective letter.  This was included for both the 

teacher and the researcher to get a more nuanced view of how the students were reacting 

to the assignment.  The students had previous assignments that included self-reflective 

letters, so this concept was not new to them.  (In addition to the self-reflective letter, the 

teacher also required an assessment sheet for each member of the group from each 

member of the group.  This was also standard for every assignment in this classroom.)  

The prompt for the self-reflective letters was as follows: 

This semester we have explored the process of writing as a socially 

constructed task.  In the Collaborative Writing Project, you have been 

asked to write a collaborative blog.  For your self-reflective letter, analyze 

the overall effectiveness of your group.  How did your group work 

together?  How did your group communicate?  What sort of obstacles or 

challenges did your group face?  Highlight your group’s strengths and 

weaknesses.  Draw upon your individual group member assessment and 

use this space to explain your scores.  (Remember these forms can be 

found on SacCT.  Each group member must complete one form for each 

member of the group.)  Give specific examples of group interaction to 

support your statements.  Explain and elaborate on your individual 

involvement in the group.  What role did you play in your group?  Again, 

give examples of your contributions as evidence.  Finally, what are your 

overall thoughts about the collaborative writing project?  Your cover letter 
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must be a minimum of one page, typed, single-spaced, and use 12-point 

font. 

Students were given the option of printing a second copy of the self-reflective 

letter and giving it to me, replacing their real name with their pseudonym.  Eleven 

students provided self-reflective letters. 

Post-Class Teacher Interview 

I decided to include a post interview with the teacher as part of the project to 

ensure that the analysis of the writing for the blogs could be compared accurately to other 

writing assignments in the class.  Since I was not privy to other student writing and, as I 

stated in the introduction, I have such a positive reaction to blogs, I was concerned that if 

I were to evaluate the writing, I might inject a bias into the project.  I felt that by asking 

the teacher to analyze the writing for the blog, as compared to other assignments, I would 

get data that are more comprehensive.  Celeste had nothing to gain by saying the writing 

was better or worse, and she had the grade book and other writing samples by which to 

compare.  I had hoped to conduct the interview in person, but due to time and schedule 

restraints, Celeste and I agreed to perform the post-class interview through email.  This 

worked very well for the both of us, allowing Celeste the luxury of going through her 

grade book on her own schedule, and allowing me the freedom to get direct quotes 

without having to transcribe our conversation.  

The questions were designed to determine if the assignment allowed struggling 

students a platform for better writing.  In particular, did the informal nature of a blog 

allow students more freedom to explore their writing process, thus producing 
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improvements or degradations in writing?  In developing these questions, I hoped to 

determine if there were any anomalies in the grading of the assignment.  Were there 

students whose grade differed greatly on this assignment as opposed to other 

assignments?  In other words, were there students who struggled on other assignments 

who did significantly better on this assignment, perhaps indicating this assignment is a 

way for teachers to draw out some of the more marginal students?  I was also interested 

in the teacher’s perspective of the assignment: how well it worked for her as designed for 

this thesis project.  Were there elements she would change?  Was this an assignment that 

she was likely to include in future classes?  These questions were designed to help other 

teachers determine if the results and conclusions from this thesis project could be applied 

to their university and classroom. 

Post-Class Student Interview 

In the creation of the structure for this research project, I anticipated that some of 

the data might be difficult to analyze.  I thought some answers to questions might prompt 

other questions that were not anticipated.  Taking the undefined nature of some of the 

open-ended questions into consideration, I planned to have a post-class student interview.  

My intention was to ask follow-up questions about the data and give students a chance, 

outside of the classroom and after grades have been posted, to open up and express their 

feelings about the assignment.  At the end of the Post-assignment Questionnaire, I 

provided a separate page for students to enter their email address and give me permission 

to contact them.   
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Based on the data, there were indications that the number of words required for 

the blog entry was considered too low.  This interview would include questions about the 

number of words for the assignment and how students might improve the assignment in 

other ways, such as making it more formal.  I also intended to ask questions about the 

technology, querying whether they found it prohibitive.  Finally, I planned on asking if 

they would like to have this as an assignment again and what advice they might give to 

another student who received this assignment.  In developing these questions, I hoped to 

determine why so many of the students found the assignment less challenging (based on 

the post-unit survey results).  I also hoped to gain insight into the student view of the 

assignment by interacting with the students, as opposed to the sterile nature of a 

questionnaire.  I planned for digressions, allowing students to veer wildly from the topic, 

again, in hopes of gaining insight for future application of this unit in a first-year college 

composition classroom. 

Putting It All Together 

Except for the post-student interviews, the curriculum and procedures were 

followed for this thesis project.  I attended each class, observing and taking copious 

notes.  Most students, but not all, filled out the questionnaires and were more than happy 

to ask and answer questions during class time.  Celeste conducted the classroom, while I 

wandered observing.  The switching back and forth between the traditional classroom and 

the computer lab was a little confusing, but no one seemed to have a problem with it.  

Celeste kept the class on track by writing the schedule on the board for every class day.  

There were a few absences on the day of the presentation, but the groups covered for the 
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missing participants.  There were no technical glitches or classroom or student 

obstructions of note. 

At the end of the last class, after the presentations, I gathered the post-assignment 

surveys and personal reflection letters and put together the data.  To ensure the analysis 

was accurate, I transferred all data from the questionnaires into a Microsoft Excel 

workbook, creating several spreadsheets, graphs, and pivot tables.  Using the students’ 

pseudonyms, I placed all pre-unit questions and answers into the first worksheet.  On the 

second worksheet, I placed all post-unit questions and answers.  I created a final 

worksheet that cross-referenced only the eighteen students that completed both 

questionnaires.  The next chapter will discuss the results and analysis of this data. 
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Chapter 4 

RESULTS 

Background on California State University, Sacramento 

Before reporting the data of this research project, it may be useful to understand 

the larger demographics of the university and metropolitan area where these students 

learn and reside.  The research was conducted during the fall of 2010 at California State 

University, Sacramento (CSUS) located in Sacramento, California.  According to the 

University Fact Book, the total student population is quite large at 27,033 (14), but only 

2,731 are first-time freshman (4)—most students are undergraduate transfers.  Over 55% 

of the first-time freshman class are minorities, and almost 60% are female (11).  While 

the gender and ethnicity of the students in the research project were not catalogued, the 

information concerning the student population of CSUS provides background for other 

researchers with questions concerning Internet access among specific student 

populations. 

Internet Access Questions in Pre-Assignment Survey 

Before the assignment began, 21 of the 25 students filled out the pre-assignment 

survey (as seen in Appendix A).  The first section of the survey attempts to determine the 

location from which the student accesses the Internet, and how the student perceives the 

success of that access.  The section description instructed students to “check all that 

apply”; however, all questionnaires came back with only one checkbox marked per 

question.  The first question, “How do you normally access the Internet,” provided the 

student with four locations: home, work, school, and phone.  Assuming the students 
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chose the option that they used more often than others, 20 students normally access the 

Internet from their home; nine access the Internet from school; zero access the Internet 

from work; and nine access via their telephone (Figure 4.1). 

 

Figure 4.1.  How do you normally access the internet? 

More than half of the respondents (13 out of 21) rated their home access (“How 

would you rate your home access”) to the Internet as “excellent” (always have access) 

(Figure 4.2).  Seven rated the access as “good” (sometimes no access).  The only 

respondent to rate home Internet access as “bad” (access is rarely available) was the same 

respondent to the previous question that did not normally access the Internet from home.  

The companion question (“How would you rate your cell phone access?”) asked students 

to define the availability of their cell phone but not specify Internet access as part of the 

question.  The respondents divided almost evenly in their ratings of cell phone service 

(Figure 4.2), with 16 respondents rating cell phone access as “excellent” and “good” 

equally, and the remaining five stating access was “bad”.  I found these results very 

surprising.  I would have thought that fewer students would have “good” or “excellent” 
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Internet access from their homes.  Considering that 66% of first-time freshman at this 

university are commuters (Handbook 11), I would have thought that Internet access from 

home would have been more of a problem.  This may indicate that the digital divide 

described by Iswari Pandey in his 2006 article is waning as the century continues, and the 

scholarly literature concerning limited access to technology is running a little behind the 

times. 

 

Figure 4.2.  How do you rate your home internet access and  

your cell phone access? 

The last two questions concerning Internet access focused on school and work 

locations.  Three students were able to access the Internet from their work for school use 

(Figure 4.3).  Eleven said there was no access, and seven did not answer the question 

(delineated as “none” in Figure 4.3).  Based on notes taken during the survey entry, this 

question confused many students, especially those who did not hold jobs.   
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Figure 4.3.  Is access from your work available for school use? 

The companion question (“How often do you use school computers?”) included 

more options for response.  Two students checked the box for “always use school 

computers”; three used school computers only in class; eight used them in class and 

occasionally outside of class; and eight had never used school computers (Figure 4.4).  

Because the access-from-school question did not confuse the students, I think the results 

of this question are more reliable.  Yet, I found these results surprising.  I would have 

thought a much higher percentage of students would be using school computers.  This 

limited use might be because few first-year students live on campus and they are still new 

to the university and its resources, or it could be that the digital divide is truly vanishing 

as more and more students have cell phones and personal laptops. 
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Figure 4.4.  How often do you use school computers? 

Exposure to Blogs Questions in Pre-Assignment Survey 

The first question in this section of the survey was a free-form query, “How 

would you define a blog?”  The majority of respondents included the word “opinion,” 

“personal,” or “journal” in the response.  One respondent summed up the majority with 

the following, “As a way of communicating your thoughts, opinions, personal truths, and 

knowledge to others via Internet.”  Less typical were the five respondents who did not 

include those keywords, stating the definition of a blog as “a way to post entries onto the 

Internet,” “a short description of a subject,” “an online entry on a certain topic available 

for people to see,” “an excerpt of information,” and “a discussion site on a certain idea or 

topic.”  Based on these answers, I think many of the students associated blogs more with 

Facebook and movie stars than CBS News or Microsoft.  This may require the teacher to 

introduce more blog examples to provide a more realistic picture of the diversity of the 

blogging community. 

The rest of this section queried students about their reading, commenting, and 

writing habits in relation to blogs.  Three respondents checked “none” for the question 
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“What type of blogs do you read?”  Three respondents stated they read “news” blogs, six 

read “subject” blogs; and ten read “personal” blogs.  Two respondents wrote in that they 

read “other” blogs: one was defined as Facebook, the other as Religious.  Eight 

respondents did not answer the question, “If you read blogs, how often on average?”  Of 

those who answered, three read blogs every day; two read a blog once a week; four read a 

blog once a month; and four read blogs less often than once a month (Figure 4.5.).  This 

data is interesting because students seemed to have trouble defining a blog, yet many are 

reading them regularly.  I am not sure how to reconcile the discrepancy.  The students 

could be answering questions without thinking or they could be reading blogs but lacking 

metacognition about the activity. 

 

Figure 4.5.  If you read blogs, how often on average? 

The next set of questions was set up in the same format as the reading questions, 

but these were about students commenting on blogs.  There were three options for the 

question, "What type of blogs do you add comments to?”  The options were “personal,” 
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“none,” and “other.”  Eight respondents checked “personal.”  Two respondents checked 

other, with one student specifying Sports/Politics and the other Religious.  (The 

commenter on Religious blogs was the same respondent who specified Religious to the 

question concerning reading blogs.)  These responses showed nine students commenting 

on blogs —the Sports/Politics commenter also commented on personal blogs; otherwise, 

there was no overlap.  Of the ten blog commenters, three commented on blogs every day; 

two commented on a blog once a week; one commented once a month; and four 

commented on blogs less often than once a month (Figure 4.6.).  This set of data seems 

more intuitive: students are not commenting on blogs at a high rate; nevertheless, the data 

does show that nine students are commenting on blogs on a regular basis.  Thus, one can 

surmise that this technology is not foreign to the students. 

 

Figure 4.6.  If you comment on blogs, how often on average? 

The final set of questions related to writing blogs.  Of the 21 respondents, five 

students wrote personal blogs and one student wrote a subject blog.  There was no 
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overlap between those who wrote personal blogs with the student who wrote a subject 

blog.  There were two questions related to the writing of the blog: one about how often 

students wrote and the other about how many words.  Of the six student bloggers, three 

wrote weekly, two wrote monthly, and one wrote less than once a month (Figure 4.7.).  

The three weekly writers wrote 100, 250, and 500 words per blog.  One monthly writer 

wrote 500 words per blog, and the other wrote less than 100.  The one blogger who wrote 

less than once a month wrote 250 words (Figure 4.8).  (Four students in the survey did 

not indicate that they wrote blogs, yet provided answers for the questions about the length 

and frequency of their blogging activities.  These four students’ answers were not 

included in the summary of results.)  This shows that while some students blog outside of 

class, most are not blogging a lot, making the idea of creating a blog a little more exotic 

and perhaps more challenging and potentially exciting in the eyes of the students.   

 

Figure 4.7.  If you write blogs, how often on average? 
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Figure 4.8.  If you write blogs, what is the average number of words? 

Following these checkbox questions were two open-ended questions about the 

student’s impressions about blogs, in particular personal and subject blogs.  These 

questions were not limited to those who read, commented, or wrote blogs, but open to all 

students taking the survey.  The question, “What is your impression of personal blogs?  

(Even if you haven’t read one)” generated extremely varied answers.  Four respondents 

included the word “fun” in their response.  Six respondents had negative comments, 

including phrases such as “not smart,” “kind of awkward,” “not very effective,” “weird,” 

and “waste of time.”  The other comments were general in nature with a definition that 

included expressing personal thoughts on the Internet.  The impressions of the subject 

blogs were mainly positive, with eleven respondents including words such as 

“informative,” “interesting,” “explore,” and “handy.”  I think the negative responses can 

be overcome by underscoring the research nature of a blogging assignment as opposed to 

creating a personal blog.  For example, the themes of the blogs created in this assignment 
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spanned a wide variety of topics:  seasons, superstitions, college life, and tourism.  The 

“Seasons” blog gave tips about how to have fun (or survive) each season with each 

student writing about a single season.  The “Superstitions” blog tackled the history and 

fable surrounding specific superstitions, such as black cats and pouring salt over your 

shoulder.  Another blog contemplated the subject of college life, giving tips and tricks for 

successfully transitioning from high school to college.  The entries varied from how to 

stay safe while partying to how to balance your nutritional needs as a freshman.  One 

blog focused on fun things to do in Orange County with historic information sprinkled 

into each entry.  The same angle was used by another blog, which focused on Old Town 

in Sacramento.  Each of these blogs contained research with citations, providing students 

with an assignment that was both academic and interesting. 

Exposure to Collaborative Writing Questions in Pre-Assignment Survey 

The last four questions of the pre-assignment survey concerned collaborative 

writing projects, asking students for positive aspects, negative aspects, and whether or not 

the projects allowed students to voice their opinions and display their writing talents to 

the teacher.  Five of the students did not enter answers for the positive aspect question—

“What was the most positive aspect of your experience in group-writing projects 

(including this class)?”  The other sixteen students did enter answers.  Six students used 

the word “feedback” in their answer to the positive side of the questions.  The other 

prevalent aspect of positive experiences was one of “sharing,” “perspectives,” and 

“variety.”  On the negative side, eight of the students did not enter answers:  the same 

five as the positive side, plus three more.  One of the additional three did not answer any 
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more questions: they may have run out of time, had to leave early, or simply decided they 

were done with the questions.  The other two of the additional three answered the rest of 

the questions on the survey.  Of the eleven who provided answers to the questions about 

negative aspects of collaborative writing projects, nine agreed the most negative aspect 

was the imbalance of the workload.  Comments included “difficult to get everyone to turn 

their writing in on time,” “having one member of the group do no work,” “other group 

members slack off,” and “people don’t actively participate.”  The other four comments 

concerned the organizational aspect of the group writing process, discussing how hard it 

is to come up with ideas, get everyone together, and revise the writing.   

While the last two questions were open-ended, students mainly began their 

answers with “yes,” “no,” or a combination of the two.  The majority (14 out of 21) felt 

that group projects did provide the opportunity to include their opinion (Figure 4.9).  

Only two felt that this type of project did not allow them to express themselves, and three 

wrote it depended upon the group.  Two did not answer the question.  Concerning the 

ability to show the teacher your writing, the answers were more evenly divided (Figure 

4.10).  Eight felt that the projects did allow the teacher to see their writing; six felt it did 

not; three wrote it depended upon the assignment; and four did not answer the question.  

This is interesting in that the students felt like they were able to express themselves, yet 

they contradicted that sentiment by implying that they did not feel as if the projects 

showed the teacher their writing.  It may be students felt they could express themselves 

while in discussions with other students, but that the teacher did not perceive their 

individual writing contribution. 
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Figure 4.9.  Do you feel that group-writing projects give you the opportunity to 

include your opinion? 

 

Figure 4.10.  Do you feel that group-writing projects give you the opportunity to 

show the teacher your writing abilities? 
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Overall, I did not feel that the pre-assignment survey provided data that was 

surprising given the copious amount of academic research about student resistance to 

group writing projects.  In general, though, I think it provided a good baseline to 

determine where students were in terms of their understanding of blogging technology, 

their feelings about group projects, and their perceptions of blogs.  I expected the students 

to have more exposure to blogs, but it is apparent from this survey that assuming students 

are frequent bloggers would be a faulty assumption.  The students’ feelings about group 

projects being unfair are well documented.  The only surprising outcome concerning 

group projects was that some students wrote that they had never participated in a group-

writing project, yet the class syllabus shows that they had.  I am not sure what to infer 

from this discrepancy between perceived group work and the class assignments according 

to the syllabus.  Perhaps they thought the question referred to work assigned before this 

class.  Finally, the students’ responses concerning their feelings about blogs show that 

teachers will have to be very careful when introducing this type of project.  The students 

surveyed overwhelmingly thought that blogs were the domain of the “awkward” person 

who wants to make their private life into a public spectacle.  The section of the unit 

where the teacher shows blogs currently live on the Internet to the class becomes very 

important to ensure that the perception of blogs as personal diaries does not affect the 

writing of the blog entry, if that is not the intention of the assignment. 

Rating Statements about Feelings in Post-Assignment Survey 

After the presentations of the blogs to the class, the students were given an option 

to fill out a post-assignment survey.  Eighteen of the 21 students who filled out the pre-
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assignment survey also filled out the post-assignment survey.  The post-assignment 

survey had four parts: rating feelings, rating ideas, open-ended questions, and an optional 

section for providing your email address for an in-person follow-up interview.  The first 

section of the survey related to how the student felt about the blog assignment and 

blogging in general.  The second part asked students to rate potential blogging 

assignments.  This section was followed by the open-ended questions and the optional 

email entry. 

The first section instructed students to rate each statement on a six-point Likert 

scale from “Disagree Strongly” to “Agree Strongly.”  The majority of students did not 

agree with the “I am likely to blog again” statement (Figure 4.11).  All but one student 

agreed the project was collaborative (Figure 4.12).  Most students agreed that they were 

allowed to express their opinions in this assignment (Figure 4.13).   

 

Figure 4.11.  I am likely to blog again. 
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Figure 4.12.  This was a collaborative project.  

 

Figure 4.13.  I was able to express my opinion in the blog. 
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collaboration and expressing of opinions are far more important to the first-year 

composition course. 

A telling question followed, “Do You Feel that Group-writing Projects Give You 

the Opportunity to Show the Teacher Your Writing Abilities?”  This question was 

designed to be compared to the pre-assignment question about group projects (Figure 

4.10) in which the respondents were evenly divided as to whether or not group 

assignments could show individual writing.  After the blogging assignments, only three 

of the 18 respondents thought that the project did not allow the teacher to see their 

individual writing abilities (Figure 4.14).  This was a welcome finding, establishing this 

assignment as a tool to facilitate the individual student voice. 

 

Figure 4.14.  This assignment gave me the opportunity  

to show the teacher my writing abilities. 
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challenging, whether the assignment made them think more about the title of their writing 

assignment, and whether the assignment made them think more about the effect of 

graphics and visual presentation upon the written word.  The majority of students (13 of 

18) agreed that the assignment was connected to their writing process, with five slightly 

or moderately disagreeing with this statement (Figure 4.15).  On the other hand, the 

majority (11 of 18) did not agree with the statement, “This assignment was challenging” 

(Figure 4.16).  Having students discover that writing a blog is one way to connect to their 

writing process does not seem overly presumptuous.  It seems likely that any assignment 

in a writing course will be associated with the writing process.  However, assignments 

need to be challenging too; they cannot be considered too easy.  Unfortunately, the data 

shows that this assignment was not considered very challenging.  It may have been the 

number of words, which some students indicated, but it may also have been that blogs are 

not seen as serious writing, especially in light of many of the students considering them 

to personal in nature.   

 

Figure 4.15.  This assignment connected to my writing process. 
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Figure 4.16.  This assignment was challenging. 

Concerning specific aspects of the assignment (titles and graphics/visuals), the 

majority of students felt that the blogging assignment made them think more about the 

title of their essay (as opposed to other assignments) and to think more about how 

graphic/visual presentation affects the reader (Figure 4.18 and Figure 4.19, respectively).  

This was a welcome finding.  The dreaded “Paper #2” title vexes teachers.  If the teacher 

can overcome the “challenging” problem, generating recognition of the importance of a 

good title in the student population would make the blogging assignment well worth it.  I 

think the graphic question is also important.  With so many people—students and non-

students—getting their daily information from the Internet, it is important for students to 

recognize the power of graphics to persuade. 
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Figure 4.17.  This assignment made me think more about the title of my essay 

(blog entry) than other assignments. 

 

Figure 4.18.  This assignment made me think more about how graphic/visual 

presentation affects the reader. 
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The next section of the post-assignment questionnaire was designed to elicit 

student responses concerning future assignments using blog technology.  The instructions 

asked the students to rate potential assignments as a “good idea” using the same six-point 

Likert scale as the previous section, with a range of “disagree strongly” to “agree 

strongly.”  The four ideas included were research project, personal narrative, annotated 

bibliography, and creative writing.  Unfortunately, the format of this section was such 

that many students did not see the delineation between annotated bibliography and 

creative writing.  (See Appendix B–Post-unit Questionnaire for formatting issue.)  

Therefore, the only two ideas that seem valid mention in the results are research project 

and personal narrative.  The majority of students (13 of 18) thought using blogs for a 

research project was a good idea; conversely, only one student thought it was not a good 

idea to use a blog for a personal narrative assignment (Figure 4.19). 

 

Figure 4.19.  Rate the Assignment as a “Good Idea” for Blogging 
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After rating their feelings and expressing opinions about potential assignments, 

students found five open-ended questions about the blogging assignment they just 

finished.  While six students in the pre-assignment survey mentioned “feedback” in their 

comments about positive feelings for collaborative writing, only one student used same 

word in the post-assignment survey.  While five comments mentioned blogging in and of 

itself as a positive experience, the focus of the comments seemed to be on the 

collaboration, working together, and learning more about others in their group.  Only 

three of the eighteen comments failed to mention working as a group as a positive aspect 

of the blogging assignment.  The negative aspects, however, mirrored the negative 

aspects seen in the pre-assignment survey.  “One member did not pull their own weight,” 

stated one student.  Another concurred, “when one person doesn’t do their share of the 

work.”  The other common negative comments concerned group dynamics—getting 

everyone together and getting everyone to agree.  Three students commented on the low 

word count of the assignment as a negative aspect.  Another three declared there were no 

negative aspects.  These results dovetail with the comments in the pre-unit questionnaire 

concerning the nature of a blog.  This sampling of students does not want to write 

personal blogs.  Some first-year composition teachers like to have an assignment that is 

personal so that students can write in a more personal voice.  The data may suggest that 

students do not want to write this type of assignment as a blog.  Although, it could also be 

saying that the timing of this assignment precludes a personal narrative, which is more 

likely to be assigned at the beginning of the semester as a get-to-know-you essay, not 

toward the end, like this assignment. 
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The next question concerned whether or not the blog format allowed for “more of 

your opinions to be heard than in other group projects.”  Six students felt that it was not 

very much different from other group projects.  Two other students felt that this was due 

to the limited word count of the assignment, and the rest of the students either did not 

specify or “still felt restricted” without elaborating.  Twelve students felt that the blog 

allowed more of their opinion to surface in the writing process.  Four students cited the 

ability to choose the blog topic as the reason for this feeling.  It is not clear if these 

students were talking about the blog topic as a whole or their individual contribution to 

the blog.  However, four other students specifically mentioned the individual entries for 

the blog as a reason why they felt their opinions mattered in this assignment. 

The last two questions in this open-ended section requested that the students 

compare and contrast “this blog-writing project to a group-writing project” and which 

type of project they felt was more challenging.  The theme of the comparison of the two 

types of projects was that they are the same; however, many (eight students) expressed 

their opinion that the blogging assignment was easier because of the access to 

technology, allowing for more “outside of class” work, creativity, and informal 

discussions.  The final question regarding which type of project was easier found the 

majority of the students (10 of 18) deciding that group work was more challenging 

because “group writing assignments are more challenging because it is way easier to 

write your own thoughts without trying to make sure everyone gets their input.”  Five of 

the students found blogging to be more challenging: “I don’t have much experience with 
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writing blogs.”  Two students did not answer the question and one said that the 

assignment types were equally “difficult/easy.” 

The post-assignment survey provides substantial data for specific conclusions.  

Certainly, students felt that they were able to express their opinions in the blog.  This 

could be interpreted as a positive or as part of the misconception that blogs were viewed 

by this group of students as personal in nature.  However, the blog entries were defined in 

the assignment prompt and in the syllabus as a research project.  From this, I deduce that 

given a collaborative project, blogs could be used as a tool to avoid silencing individual 

student voices.  The other positive outcomes from the survey were that students generally 

felt that the blog was connected to their writing process (13 out of 18, as seen in Figure 

4.15) and that the assignment made the students think more about the title of the essay 

and how graphic/visual presentation affects the reader.  From this data, I also surmise that 

a blog assignment is perceived as allowing the teacher to see more clearly the 

contribution of each member of the collaborative group.  The survey statement with the 

most mixed results would be the statement concerning the challenging nature of the 

assignment.  There are several ways this can be interpreted.  It could be that the difficulty 

with group dynamics may be at work in this assignment.  Blogs do not magically make 

students get along.  It is a group project with a different structure, but a group project 

nonetheless.  The perception of the assignment as less than challenging may also be due 

to the low word count of the assignment as some of the students indicated in their letters.  

Another option to consider is the timing of the assignment—coming up on Thanksgiving 
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break; however, it may also be of a different nature that was not ascertained by the data 

collected in this research project. 

Self-Reflection Letters 

The self-reflection letters provided an opportunity for the students to delve into 

their feelings about the project, their group, and the class as a whole.  Twelve of the 21 

original students to sign up for this thesis research project made an extra copy of their 

self-reflection letter and gave it to me.  In general, the letters were positive, but the 

overall tone was somewhat stymied by the rating sheet requirement for each member.  

(The rating sheet was not part of this research project, but rather a standard in this class.  

After every group project, Celeste required students to fill out a rating form for each 

member of their group and explain what their level of participation was and what shape it 

took.)  The following is a quick synopsis of each self-reflective letter: 

• Concerning the blogging, the student spoke of providing “a lot of ideas for the 

brainstorming” and working specifically on the “visual appearance.”  The student felt 

that the project was enjoyable due to the “freedom and simplicity.”  On the post-

assignment survey—rate your feelings section—this student’s ratings of the blog 

project were all positive. 

• The student did not feel that the blogging experience was connected to their writing 

process.  The student also did not feel that the assignment was very challenging, 

particularly due to the “250 words minimum.”  She noted that the class seemed to 

enjoy the computer labs and would be interested in doing “projects like this 

throughout the semester.”  On the post-assignment survey—rate your feelings 
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section—this student’s ratings of the blog project were positive except for the 

connection to the writing process and the challenging nature of the assignment. 

• This letter seemed to be oriented toward a review of the entire semester and did not 

mention blogs specifically.  In general, the letter had a very negative tone about group 

projects, although the student wrote, “[the] group, overall, was largely successful” on 

this assignment.  On the post-assignment survey—rate your feelings section—this 

student’s ratings of the blog project were positive except for the challenging nature of 

the assignment. 

• This letter seemed to be oriented toward a review of the entire semester.  The current 

project was mentioned, but mainly in the context of how well this group collaborated 

and allowed everyone’s voices to be heard.  The student admitted to not liking group 

projects, but found “no problems within the group.”  On the post-assignment 

survey—rate your feelings section—this student’s ratings of the blog project were 

negative concerning the connection to the writing process, showing an individual’s 

writing to the teacher, challenging the student academically, and making the student 

think about the title.  On the other hand, the student strongly agreed with the 

statements about a blog being collaborative, allowing the student to voice an opinion, 

allowing group members to contribute equally, and making students think about the 

visual nature of writing. 

• This student provided a detailed history of the group’s progress.  In regards to the 

blogging assignment, the student felt “overwhelmed because we didn’t know how to 

create a blog” but then goes on to explain how easily the group was able to overcome 
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the technology.  The interesting part of this story was that the students in this group 

used Facebook and Skype to coordinate and video conference because they could not 

find time in their schedules to have a face-to-face meeting.  This use of outside 

technology that is more advanced than the technology being used in the classroom 

seems to infer that most students are not going to be held back by the technology of a 

simple blogging platform like the one used in this research project, even if the student 

feels “overwhelmed” by the unknown.  This student responded positively to all of the 

statements in the post-assignment survey. 

• This student provided details about the topic-picking process and how members 

provided feedback to each other.  The student outlined the potential topics and how 

the group decided on the final topic (“we all know about [the final topic] and the 

[other topics] would have required more research”).  The student also stated, “My 

group worked very well together and we each did our blog drafts in time for peer 

reviews and in time to post the final drafts on the blog website.”  This student 

responded positively to all of the statements in the post-assignment survey. 

• This student found the project to be “extremely enjoyable.”  This student also 

mentioned the chatting online (outside of class) as part of their group dynamic for 

coordinating the project.  The suggestions for changing the project included “more 

freedom with topics and writing styles.”  This student also took umbrage with the low 

word count of the assignment.  This student’s responses to the post-assignment 

survey were positive except the student did not feel that the blog assignment 

connected with their writing process nor was it challenging. 
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• This student gave a play-by-play of the group’s design process, from the democratic 

nature of choosing a topic to determining the order of appearance for the blog entries 

within the blog.  The student included quite a bit about audience analysis, “It included 

lessons and tips for college, and we thought it would appeal more to the group we 

were trying to reach, college students.”  This student’s group also spent a lot of time 

on the title and format of the blog, which the student felt was an “obstacle that we 

faced.”  Yet, the student also commented, “If I had a choice to do anything over 

again, I wouldn’t.”  This student did not fill out a post-assignment survey.   

• This student was part of the “Skype” group.  The student mentions the coordination, 

but spends the majority of the letter discussing the feedback process.  This group took 

a different approach in that the group wanted each blog to have some type of 

relationship to the other blogs because they felt “the blog had to come from a 

universal voice” and therefore must be organized similarly.  They created a format 

outline that each blogger had to follow, including a humorous ending.  This student’s 

post-assignment essay was negative concerning the connection of blogs to the writing 

process, the ability to show individual writing to the teacher, and the challenging 

nature of the blog of the assignment.  The student also disagreed that blogging made 

writers think more about their titles or the visual nature of the assignment.  However, 

the student agreed blogging was collaborative and that everyone on the team 

contributed equally. 

• This student wrote a very positive letter about this assignment.  The student felt that 

the group spent “a lot of time trying to decide how we wanted to go about it, [but] 
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eventually came to the conclusion that we were going to set it up either as a lesson 

plan or create different subtopics.”  The group felt it was important that “our blog 

looked polished and well put together.”  The student ends the letter with, “I also 

helped revise all of the first drafts and made sure all of our entries went well together 

but still had separate identities.  I enjoyed doing this project because I thought it was 

interesting to have five different people put their writings together.  I feel that we 

usually don’t get the opportunity to do these kinds of assignments in English classes, 

and it is refreshing to get out of the normal essay writing groove.”  This student’s 

ratings on the post-assignment survey were all positive expect for the blog being a 

challenging project. 

• This letter was another review of the entire class.  This group also used technology 

(texting and cell phones) outside of class to coordinate.  (This student was not a 

member of the “Skype” group.)  The most interesting part of this letter was the 

student’s feelings about male/female ratios in groups.  “Even though I was the only 

male in the group, I managed to find a way to be outspoken and academically 

professional in my task at hand.”  This sentence followed a paragraph praising a 

female member of the group that “was always there to stop us or get us back on 

track” when they got off topic or started chatting too much.  This student disagreed-

slightly with the idea of a blog being a collaborative endeavor.  Otherwise, the student 

ratings for the other statements in the post-assignment survey were positive. 

• This student was a member of the “Skype” group.  The student detailed the process of 

creating the blog, paying special attention to the graphic nature of the blog, including 
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the selection of the template for the background of the blog.  “We had to pick a 

template that would reflect what we thought of [as the topic of the blog], so I found a 

black background with purple swirls gathered in the left-hand corner.  This 

background was not only mysterious, but it emitted a dark feeling that went well with 

our topic.”  The student’s overall collaborative experience was positive, “Because of 

my past experiences, I thought that I was going to have to create the blog myself 

while they would sit in the computer lab and talk with friends.  But, gladly, I was 

mistaken.”  Interestingly, this student gave a positive rating to all of the post-

assignment survey statements except that everyone contributed equally, in which the 

student moderately disagreed. 

These self-reflective letters show that the blog assignment was interesting to the 

students because of its out-of-the-norm and unique nature.  Most seemed to have a 

genuinely positive experience and thought they would enjoy writing another blog in 

another class.  In general, the more negative responses were focused on the nature of 

collaborative writing, with some students working harder than others.  Certainly, it is 

clear that the low word count (250 words) for the assignment was a sticking point for 

many students.  However, it is difficult to say if the word count had remained at 500 

whether there would have been much of a difference in the outcome of these reflections.  

It may have been the negative nature of group assignments or that students felt this 

assignment did not fully connect with their writing process. 
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Post-class Student Interviews 

Unfortunately, this part of the research did not work out as planned.  Several 

students provided emails, but only one responded to my follow up emails attempting to 

coordinate an interview.  Ultimately, I was able to get in touch with only one student.  

After several emails with the one student, we were able to find a convenient time and 

place to meet.  However, on the day of the meeting she was faced with a family 

emergency, so we had to postpone.  We selected another time and place, and she 

indicated that she would bring along another student from the class.  However, neither 

student arrived at the appointed time and place, nor did either student respond to follow-

up emails. 

Post-class Teacher Interview 

Similarly, it was difficult to coordinate with Celeste Michaels, the teacher of the 

blogging unit, after the class has ended.  Both of our schedules were very packed with 

school, work, and home.  We were finally able to catch up via email.  Here is a copy of 

my questions and Celeste’s responses. 

• In your evaluation of the writing for the blogs, did you notice that it was substantially 

better or worse?  What percentage of students would you say had improved their 

writing, stayed the same, or performed worse than other assignments?  Blog writing 

is a more informal type of writing genre, and I think this is the type of writing 

students are more familiar with; therefore, the writing was of a different type than 

their previous assignments.  Therefore, I do not know that I can make a distinction of 

better or worse.  I definitely do not think that any students’ writing was indeed worse.  
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• Did the students that generally performed well, perform as well for this assignment or 

worse?  Generally, the students that performed well on other assignments also 

performed well on this assignment. 

• Did the students that generally performed poorly, perform better or worse for this 

assignment?  Generally, students that were struggling with more formal writing 

assignments performed better on this assignment.    

• Do you plan to use this unit again in future first-year college composition classes?  

Yes, in fact I plan on doing the exact same thing this semester.  

• What would you keep the same for this unit?  Most everything. 

• What would you change for this unit?  I think I am going to make the word 

requirement longer.  Some of the students could have elaborated and expanded their 

ideas a bit more.  

• Would you change the timing of this unit?  To the beginning of the semester?  Or does 

it not matter, in your opinion?  I think assigning this unit at the end of the semester is 

a nice way to close out the course.  It is still a writing assignment but I use a lot of 

class time for them to work on their blogs and this lets the students also focus on 

revising their formal essays for their portfolio.  I also had students in my class last 

semester say they like that this assignment was at the end of the semester.  For me, 

the purpose behind the assignment also concludes nicely some of the goals that I have 

for the class i.e. rhetorical awareness in written as well as visual texts and 

collaborative writing both individually and collectively.  
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• Do you have any suggestions for other teachers that may want to use this unit in their 

classroom?  It is important to build a collaborative classroom from the beginning of 

the semester.  I think one of the reasons this unit was successful was due to the fact 

that these students were used to working together in a group the entire semester.  

Furthermore, while I did have some students complain about assessing their peers, it 

gave group members more accountability.  Bruce Speck’s book really gave me some 

great ideas as far as motivating students to contribute effectively to their group.   

While Celeste had an opportunity to see a summary of the post-assignment survey 

data and, of course, the blog entries and the self-reflective letters, she did not see the raw 

data.  Her responses are based on her perceptions of the class and the student responses in 

the classroom and in the self-reflective letters.  As of the writing of this thesis, Celeste 

has not yet taught the blogging unit in her next class.  Celeste’s analysis of the student 

writing in the blogs is of special importance.  The pre- and post-survey and self-

reflections cannot provide input about the results of the final product—the blog entries.  

Celeste notes that students struggling with the more formal writing assignments in the 

first-year college composition class did better on this assignment.  This may be 

interpreted to mean that these students could have a chance to build some self-confidence 

in their writing by including a project in a syllabus that is more exotic but has lower 

stakes.  Conversely, it may mean students simply found blogging to be too easy.  More 

research needs to be done on blogging assignments to discover a balance between 

connecting with students’ writing processes, introducing new technologies, and 

challenging students academically. 
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Discussion of Research Results 

My suppositions of the research results reflect my positive background and bias 

concerning technology and business writing in the first-year composition classroom.  In 

working with Celeste, I did help her with the instructions for the blog creation, and I 

directed her to several blogs that I thought showed interesting writing styles, topics, or 

visual presentation.  However, Celeste made the instructions her own and showed only a 

handful of the blogs I suggested, supplementing the list with others that she thought were 

more appropriate for her classroom.  Based on our conversations, Celeste does not 

consider herself a technological expert.  She uses a computer in her daily life as a teacher 

but does not blog.  I think her background and her willingness to take on this unit and 

plan to teach it again shows that the technology is not daunting for either the teacher or 

the student. 

The survey results, open-ended questions, and personal reflections of both the 

students and the teacher point to a unit that might help struggling students and provide an 

out-of-the-box solution for students who are not struggling.  Even still, this is not an 

assignment that should be considered as non-academic.  The data shows that this 

assignment illustrates the importance of a title, and implies that students will better 

understand the impact of visuals on messaging, especially important with more and more 

students getting information, news, and events from the Internet.   

Part of the allure for a teacher to include a blogging unit is the exotic nature of the 

blog and its merging of business and academic goals.  It is part of human nature to do 

more of what we enjoy and the data seems to support the idea that students like to do 
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something different.  Timing is important too.  Again, the data implies that the end of the 

semester is a good time to include an assignment like this.  The abundance of access to 

the Internet from home may be an indication that technology should no longer be 

considered prohibitive, but teachers should be wary of using this single classroom as an 

indication that the student population at a large school has good Internet access at home.  

Another important result from the data is that students do not think of blogging as serious 

writing.  Certainly, they do not think of blogs as a business communication method or as 

something that is concerned with academic standards.  It would be incumbent upon the 

teacher to introduce blogging carefully, advising students that this is not an editorial but a 

writing assignment.  Furthermore, the teacher needs to look at the number of words for 

each blog entry to ensure that the writing assignment is challenging and up to university 

standards for first-year college composition.   
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Chapter 5 

REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

This project was designed to see if blogs could be used as a tool in first-year 

composition courses as a way to facilitate group writing without silencing the individual 

voice of the student.  A related topic for this project is the companion question 

concerning the introduction of blogging technology into the classroom.  Can technology 

be introduced to the classroom without putting an adverse requirement upon the teacher 

or the students?  I spent three weeks observing a blogging unit in a first-year composition 

class at California State University, Sacramento in the fall of 2010.  I think the research 

was able to address the basic tenants of the study, and I think that several conclusions can 

be drawn. 

How Do You Structure the Assignment? 

Using a three-week unit at the end of the semester seemed to work well in the 

class observed.  The caveat here, though, is that the writing assignment itself also needs 

to be challenging.  As stated by many students in their personal reflections and in 

Celeste’s evaluation of the unit from the teacher’s perspective, the number of words 

needs to be high enough to create an assignment with higher stakes, prompting students 

to feel more challenged.  Too few words, in this case 250, made the students think the 

assignment was only for fun and not for progress.  This was frustrating to many of the 

students as they pointed out in their letters.  Many students did not feel that the 

assignment was very challenging, especially one student that felt the dissatisfaction was 

particularly due to the “250 words minimum.”   
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By introducing blogging as a new and potentially exciting way to bring the 

written word to students, a blog writing assignment could be included as one of the 

assignments used to reach the writing goals of the course.  Four of the 21 students in the 

pre-assignment survey used the word “fun” when describing their impressions of blogs.  

In the self-reflection letter, one student commented, “I feel that we usually don’t get the 

opportunity to do these kinds of assignments in English classes, and it is refreshing to get 

out of the normal essay writing groove.”   

Certainly, there were mixed results in whether the assignment connected to the 

student’s writing process.  While 13 out of 18 thought it did connect to their process, only 

six strongly agreed (Figure 4.15).  One of the ways a teacher might make the blogging 

structure more integrated with the writing process is to require commenting.  Most blogs 

have comments.  It was not part of this assignment, but it certainly could be a part of any 

blogging assignment.  It might work especially well if coupled with an annotated 

bibliography.  If the class was assigned to research a topic, all students could contribute 

to the bibliography and comment on each other’s postings, specifying if they found the 

resource helpful and in what way.  

Having the assignment as part of the research portion of the class also seemed to 

work well.  In the post-assignment survey, the majority of students (13 of 18) thought 

using blogs for a research project was a good idea (Figure 4.19).  However, there were 

some problems with the collaboration as indicated in several of the open-ended questions.  

The collaboration seems integral to the assignment, though, so I am not sure how this 

could be removed from the structure of the assignment.  It seems that coordinating 
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outside of class is one of the necessary components of collaborating.  Even with the 

negative attitudes toward group work, one student commented that their “group, overall, 

was largely successful” while another found “no problems within the group.”  These 

contradictory responses seem to point to negative feelings about group projects in 

general, but positive feelings about the group to which the student is a member. 

How Do You Integrate the Technology in Such a Way That Neither the Teacher Nor the 

Students Are Stymied By the Technology? 

Through their survey responses, the teacher and the students answered this 

question positively.  While some of the students were concerned that they did not know 

enough about blogging to be able to create a blog, it quickly became apparent that the 

technology they already used on a regular basis—Twitter, Facebook, Skype, cell phone 

texting—was a building block for learning the blogging platform.  There appeared to be 

no technology barrier.  Nor was there an issue with access to the Internet.  More than half 

of the respondents (13 out of 21) rated their home access to the Internet as excellent 

(Figure 4.5).  In fact, eight of the 21 had never used the computers on campus (Figure 

4.2).  This surprising finding seems to imply that access to technology outside of the 

classroom is not a significant issue even for first-time freshman who are largely 

commuters.   

The uneasiness concerning bringing technology into the classroom can be very 

real with different university information technology standards, availability of computer 

labs, student finances for computers, and general knowledge of how computers and 

software work together.  The students who participated in this research project did not 
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seem to have any adverse affects from the introduction of the technology.  The decision 

to select a platform (Blogger) that included numerous templates helped ease the students’ 

fears about being in over their heads.  Also, creating one blog from which students 

developed pages kept everyone on track.  The students quickly became aware that 

everyone in the class could see what everyone else was doing.  For example, during the 

lecture when the teacher introduced the blogging platform to the class, all students were 

logged into the same blog, and one student thought it would be funny to change the 

language to Portuguese.  When the entire class saw their blogs change language, the 

student (who never confessed) realized that this was a class project and that pranks were 

inappropriate.   

The easy-to-use platform was also ideal for the teacher.  Having a single access 

point (one login) for technology takes away any additional student support required in 

case someone forgets a password or runs into some other type of problem.  While I am 

very happy with the results from selecting Blogger, I do not feel that it is the only 

platform from which to conduct this type of assignment.  Other teachers I have talked to 

who have used blogs in their first-year composition classrooms have used Tumblr and 

WordPress.  All of these blogging sites are suitable and should be considered when 

selecting the platform that best suits student and classroom needs.  The teacher in this 

study had very positive feelings about the platform chosen.  Celeste plans to use Blogger 

again.  She felt that Blogger was easily accessible and did not present any technical 

difficulties.  She thought it was practical to keep the same site. 
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Blogging can present a new, more difficult obstacle to collaborative writing 

assignments, though, and that is a potential problem of introducing technology into the 

classroom curriculum.  Students are going to be excited about assignments that deviate 

from the standard curriculum because it is always exciting to try something new.  What 

teachers need to be careful about is introducing technology to the classroom just for the 

sake of trying something new.  In the article “Writing, Technologies, and the Fifth 

Canon,” Andrea Lunsford notes “[the students] told us in no uncertain terms that while 

they loved the opportunity to explore new media in writing and to push their writing in 

new directions, they weren’t sure their writing was actually improving” (174, emphasis 

hers).  The research presented here does not fully answer that question.  In the teacher 

post-class survey, Celeste noted that while the writing assignment was different, she 

could not “make a distinction of better or worse” in their writing; however, she could not 

say definitely “that any students’ writing was indeed worse.”  The technology, in 

particular Blogger, and the ease of reserving computer labs for class time at the university 

where this research took place, was not a gating factor in the research project.  In fact, 

while some students felt a little apprehensive about using unfamiliar technology, none of 

them reported it being a problem or obstacle in their post-assignment surveys or self-

reflective letters.  The teacher also felt that the technology and university support were 

such that the unit researched here will become part of her next semester syllabus. 
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How Do You Justify the Inclusion of the Blogging Unit So That It Complies and 

Augments the Writing and Educational Goals of the University? 

Based on the answers to the post-assignment questions and the self-reflective 

letters, I believe that blogs are a noteworthy option for teachers looking for group-writing 

assignments that do not silence individual student voices.  This hypothesis was 

substantiated by the answers given to post-assignment responses to the statement, “This 

assignment gave me the opportunity to show the teacher my writing abilities”  (Figure 

4.14) as compared to the pre-assignment responses about group projects allowing 

individual student voices to be heard (Figure 4.10).  The students clearly thought that 

blogs displayed individual writing much more than group assignments.  The concept of 

blogs allowing for individual voices was validated in other post-assignment responses.  

When asked an open-ended about having more personal opinions allowed in the blogging 

assignment as compared to other collaborative group projections, four of the students 

specifically mentioned the individual entries for the blog as a reason why they felt their 

opinions mattered in this assignment.  The marriage of writing a blog with the writing 

required for a group assignment allows the student to experience the best of both worlds.  

The collaboration necessary to create a blog with a theme requires coordination, 

negotiation, compromise, and feedback.  Learning to define a structure and then have the 

group collaborate within the structure—agreeing at every step of the way—is part of the 

group writing process.  Writers do not write in a vacuum, without rules or structure.  

Decision-making and consensus-building is part of almost any academic or business 

writing project.  Academic assignments have rubrics that must be met for the student to 
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achieve the desired result.  Having students actively participate in the process also builds 

an understanding of and appreciation for the reasoning behind teacher requirements that 

all papers conform to MLA or APA standards, are due on the same day, and/or are 

presented to the class in the same way.   

One of the perceived obstacles of collaboration is the merging of the writing.  

Several students mentioned that they did not like the merging of the writing in other 

group projects in which they had participated, where one student ends up writing the 

entire assignment while another student barely participates, not contributing their fair 

share of the workload.  Because of the individual postings of blogs, the teacher can 

bypass this frustration yet keep the essence of the collaboration intact.  In fact, one 

student succinctly stated, “I enjoyed doing this project because I thought it was 

interesting to have five different people put their writings together.”  The concept of 

putting writing together, as opposed to merging, brings about another topic of style and 

tone.  The students were allowed to exhibit their personality in their entry but remain 

within the framework of the group.  One student’s reflection letter summed up the 

assignment this way, “we all know about [the final topic] and the [other topics] would 

have required more research” but working together, they were able to create a cohesive 

blog.  While this example suggests that this group chose an easier path, they still had to 

work together to create the blog, learning that the sum was greater than the parts. 

Being able to work collaboratively is part of the writing process in both academia 

and business.  The data results of this thesis show that many groups spent almost an 

entire class period trying to find a topic that all students found compelling.  Once a topic 
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was found, the students were then tasked with designing a set of guidelines for each blog 

entry.  This type of collaboration is found in both academic and business settings.  Rarely 

is an assignment given that does not require some type of structural boundaries, but with 

this assignment, it is imperative that the students create and agree to the boundaries, 

allowing them to learn about why teachers and employers create such boundaries.  For 

example, one of the blogging groups decided that the a strict research approach would 

make their blog too dry and might be uninteresting to the reader, so they decided to 

enhance each blog entry by interjecting some humor.  Similarly, business assignments 

have company standards and editorial guidelines that must be met for the writing to 

achieve its purpose, be it publication, conference proceedings, web site posting, or 

internal distribution.   

The notion that first-year composition should cater to business writing as well as 

academic needs is not revolutionary.  Bruce Speck maintains, “One purpose of higher 

education is to prepare students to function effectively as writers in business, 

government, and industry” (Facilitating 29).  According to the Sacramento State 

University Fact Book, the departments with the highest number of degrees awarded in 

2009/2010 academic year (Table 22, 34) were Health and Human Services (1,301 

degrees), Business Administration (1,259), and Arts and Letters (1,122).  While it is 

impossible to surmise what job titles these college graduates went on to hold, it could be 

supposed that not all students will hold jobs in academic fields.  Blog assignments can 

achieve both business and academic goals, preparing students for future employment in 

either field.  Today bloggers contribute to academic blogs, like academicblogs.org, and to 
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business blogs, like Microsoft and CBSnews.com.  There is no distinction between the 

platforms, only the content of the blogs. 

The teacher defines the assignment to meet the academic needs of the university, 

while allowing the new technology to meet the needs of the business community 

simultaneously.  In this thesis, the teacher used the blogging unit as part of a larger unit 

on research.  The research component underscored the needs of the university to teach 

students how to write research papers.  The writing component complemented the need to 

give students practice writing.  The collective nature of the blog allowed for individual 

entries to be written in a collaborative atmosphere.  By using a structure that is used more 

often in the business sector and requiring the research and writing requirements as seen in 

the prompt for the assignment, the blog unit speaks to both the needs of the university 

and the needs of the business community. 

Future Steps 

Without conclusive evidence that blogging technologies improve student writing, 

the reason for introducing it to the first-year composition class must come down to the 

individual teacher.  What is the level of confidence with university, teacher, and student 

abilities to incorporate technology?  If the university is similar to the one where the 

research for this thesis took place—where the information technology support is integral 

to the campus lifestyle; students are tech savvy; and the teacher is computer literate, like 

Celeste—the choice does not seem to be very difficult.  Introducing a unit that challenges 

students with technology can be very stimulating for the class and the individual students.   
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Teachers must understand their students’ technological abilities before attempting 

to include blogs as a unit in a writing class.  The students need to have a general 

knowledge of similar technology: Facebook is a perfect example.  If the student 

population is using Facebook on a regular basis, they are going to have some of the tools 

necessary to use any type of blogging technology.  In addition, if they have blogged 

themselves, this can also be very helpful.  For student populations who do not have as 

much access to technology in their daily lives, there could be students within the class 

who could act as mentors.  Teachers must also understand university standards in regards 

to use of technology in the classroom.  CSUS has computer labs that are available for 

reservation.  Without having computers available during class time, it would be very 

difficult for students to complete this type of project.  In fact, it may be against university 

standards to require access to technology outside of the classroom for a graded project.  

The teacher would need to talk to their department and perhaps even visit the Information 

Technology department to ensure that the technology the teacher wants to use for the 

blogging project is acceptable to the university and will be supported in case of problems.  

For example, some universities do not allow students to save files to the hard drive.  If 

this were the case, the teacher would need to make flash drives or some other alternative 

available to the students for the project.   

Security is also a matter to consider.  While it was not addressed in this research 

project, the Information Technology department or university as a whole may have a 

security policy that prohibits posting on public blogs or even prohibits access to such 

blogs.  This would have to be researched by the teacher before the beginning of the 
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semester.  As a side note, the teacher may want to have veto authority over the topic of 

the blog.  None of the students in this project chose a topic that was controversial or 

against university policies, but it might need to be addressed in future classes.  Students 

in first-year composition may not have the experience to recognize that posting 

insensitive or vulgar topics on the public space of the internet is not in their best interest. 

Blogs are not a panacea for student empowerment, collaborative projects, or 

introducing technology to the composition classroom.  Teachers will still need to draw 

out students on the boundaries and keep a close watch on the group dynamics of 

collaborative projects.  Teachers will also need to weigh the pros and cons of introducing 

technology to the classroom, considering the technological abilities of the students and 

the university, before deciding that blogging is an appropriate unit for their first-year 

composition class.   
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APPENDIX B 

Survey – Post-Assignment 
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