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Due to the social changes brought about in no small part by Web 2.0 tools, the
potential impact of the blog writing phenomenon upon teaching and learning contexts
reveals an important area for consideration for all university educators, and in
particular for e-learning practitioners. Today, web users may access a wide variety of
media to express themselves and to communicate with others. These may include
conventional blog websites such as blogger.com or indeed social networking sites such
as MySpace, Facebook or Bebo, which continue to integrate blog tools and which also
encourage self-expression on the part of the users. Moreover, the application of such
written expression tools into a language learning context requires further investigation
by the computer-assisted language learning (CALL) community, most notably in the
field of exploring the distinct pedagogical environment which emerges within such a
context. This paper shall detail the pedagogical and support role of the teacher as well
as considering the content of learners’ reflective output throughout the course of the
semester. Our analysis will consider the overall teaching and learning environment,
with additional qualitative examples from the learner blogs and essays in order to
define clearly emerging roles and activities with regard to future classroom practice.

1. Introducing blogging and CALL research

Berners-Lee’s original web weaving in 1990 is now generally accepted as a radical
catalyst of self expression and global connectivity (Butler, 1998). Since then, additional
upheavals have occurred: from search engines such as Altavista, Google, Cuil and
WolframAlpha, to podcasting, RSS feeds and Twitter, to name but a few components of
the Web 2.0 social software revolution. Uniquely bridging both these evolutions stands
blogging. Blogging, as Hill states: “is throwing the Internet forward and backward at
the same time. Forward into a new era of consumer empowerment, and backward to
the grass-roots spirit of the early Web” (2006:19). As we shall see in this paper, the
consumers are also the producers of content and if blogging for language learning (L2)
purposes is to be both empowering and engaging, it must first be integrated
efficaciously into current modern foreign language pedagogies. Indeed, the recent
impact of Web 2.0 tools on education clearly represents important developments in
terms of current pedagogical practice. The introduction of a wide range of such
innovative new technologies into teaching and learning contexts underpins the
necessity of reflecting upon their proposed role and contribution within this distinct
environment. Examples of such Web 2.0 tools which have recently been evaluated as
potential learning aids include: podcasts (Lonn and Teasley 2009; Walls et al., 2010);
online games (Paraskeva, Mysirlaki & Papagianni, 2010); smart phones (Cochrane &
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Bateman, 2010); wikis (Elgort, Smith & Toland, 2008; Zorko, 2009) and social
networking sites (Vie, 2008; Lockyer & Patterson, 2008).

While already established within recreational online activities, the main challenge in
exploiting these tools lies in establishing clear contexts of use across different
disciplines in higher education. Thus, while some Web 2.0 applications are already
being used in academic institutions as valid alternative approaches to the teaching of
computer science, mathematics and statistics (Alt, 2006), CALL practitioners and
teachers have also been quick to appreciate, evaluate and integrate such applications
(Godwin-Jones, 2003; 2005). Despite the increasing use of mobile technologies with its
echoes of ‘invisible’ ubiquitous computing and mobile-assisted language learning
(MALL) practices (Kukulska-Hulme & Shield, 2008; Chinnery, 2006), many researchers
continue to investigate the disruptive nature of technologies with their incumbent
advantages and disadvantages (Heilesen & Josephsen, 2007). It is clear therefore that
we should revisit Hubbard’s description of CALL as being “most properly viewed not
as computers teaching people but as people teaching people through the medium of
computers” (1996:32).

2. Blogging as a learning activity

Research on the potential of blogs for enhancing second language acquisition has been
growing since the start of this century (Duber, 2002; Godwin-Jones, 2003), with
blogging changing “the dynamic of teaching rhetorical sensitivity” (Will, 2005, July
Entry section). Indeed, the medium of blogging is distinct from web page content
management. Blogging software encourages frequent site updates with the content, or
‘microcontent’, as Alexander (2006:34) prefers to name it, being presented in reverse
chronological order. Hence, the microcontent or posts are mainly composed of the
blogger’s own opinions and thoughts, showing why they are referred to as ‘online
diaries’ (Wikipedia, 2008). Moreover, blogs can successfully promote self expression in a
place where the L2 learner/blogger is developing deeply personalised content dealing
with their language learning strategies (Murray & Hourigan, 2008). Being both
potentially individualistic and collaborative (Rourke and Coleman, 2009), blogs can
transcend linguistic barriers and may be used for language learning purposes, where
bloggers: “become part of a discourse community in a complex multimodal setting”
(Raith, 2009:276), learning together in “collaborative spaces where people negotiate
and construct meaning and texts” (Richardson, 2006:74).

Although researchers (Ducate & Lomicka, 2005; Hendron, 2003; Murray & Hourigan,
2005) have described and argued in favour of teachers adapting blog writing for all
parties involved in the L2 and the cultural acquisition process, one must add a ‘caveat’
for teachers (and teacher developers) who are considering this process. Walinski (2005)
describes an unsuccessful attempt to use blogs for feedback with ELT teachers in
Poland who had been tasked with blogging about the integration and employment of
e-learning methods in their teaching. Surprisingly, Walinski mentions no underlying
theoretical perspective to this research and the integration timeframe is very short (2
weeks) with no attempt being made to address the participating teachers’ fears and
worries throughout the integration process. Despite Walinski’s problematic
methodology and rigid implementation, one definite and important caveat remains
valid and relates to issues of blogger privacy and the appropriateness of the set tasks.
Unsurprisingly, the main problems reported were the ‘post-communist mindset’
(reluctance to reveal private thoughts) and cultural practices with the teachers being



Hourigan and Murray 211

obliged to continue to participate in the blogging despite the main task being of too
personal a nature for the group (Walinski, 2005: 442).

Another caveat for teachers can be identified in a recent study by Strampel and Oliver
(2008) who examined the reflective content produced by student bloggers in a
university setting. Even though students in this cohort were encouraged to produce
critically reflective blog postings, their highest levels of output typically fell under the
categories of descriptive reflection and cognitive retrieval. This again highlights the
necessity of investigating the quality of the learning experience established within the
blogging environment in order to justify the potential bonus afforded by an alternative
technological tool.

On the positive side, other researchers have described more successful attempts at
integrating blogging for educational purposes, for improving L2 writing (Leja, 2007;
Downes, 2004); for significantly increasing students’ ‘reflective learning processes’ (Xie
et al, 2008:18) and for developing an L2 community of writers (Sollars, 2007). Alm
(2009) also highlights a number of additional advantages, discussing how using blogs
in the classroom allowed a group of language students to control more readily their
immediate environment, to personalise their own space and to engage in meaningful
and relevant exchanges with their classmates. Furthermore, it is undeniable that
“blogging requires higher-order thinking skills such as the ability to evaluate and
synthesise” (Ford, 2007:9), therefore teacher and student roles should be clearly
defined, in addition to “the complexities these sites showcase and what ramifications
they may hold for our pedagogies and our field” (Vie, 2008: 23). In addition, Hsu and
Lin (2008: 67) developed a model based on the theory of ‘reasoned action’ which
involves “technology acceptance, knowledge sharing and social influences”. Their
project was effectively a group blog, strongly encouraging a single step approach in
the use of the technology and the sharing of knowledge and discussion amongst
student peers. This model uncovered the importance of “altruism and reputation”
within their blogging context of 212 participants.

For our purposes, integrating blogware successfully into a classroom context means
acknowledging the distinct set of tasks which emerge for both teacher and student in
this environment. This is particularly crucial given the necessary steps which must be
taken in order to adapt adequately to the blog writing task demands. Thus, following
Kern’s recommendation to “be prepared for new ways of structuring tasks” (2006:201)
and Farmer, Yue and Brook’s (2008) emphasis on introducing blogging as an integral
component of the learning programme, we aim in this paper to outline clearly the
particular activities inherent in our specific L2 blogging context. It is undeniable that
there will be an inevitable blending of multimodal technologies on the web (Farmer,
Yue & Brook, 2008: 195), and we do recognise the huge importance of this movement
in the direction of ‘media integration on the Internet’ (Carney, 2009: 306). However, it
may be stated that blogs continue to maintain their distinct ‘presence’ on the web, for
example note the increasing popularity of the “citizen bloggers” on so many national
newspapers (e.g. Le Monde, The Australian, The Times of London, Time Magazine, The
Guardian, The Irish Times). This ‘presence’ reveals the ongoing need for the space with
Web 2.0 to express ourselves in a particular way. Regardless of the medium / media
chosen for expression, as educators we still have the choice of designing the pedagogic
task to oblige the learner to either speak / record / listen via podcasting; to record
visually via videologs; or to type the well-considered word.
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After introducing the potential of using blogs for learning purposes, we shall now
outline in more detail the methodological approach unique to this particular study.

3. Methodology
3.1 Context and student profile

This study details the blog integration process incorporating the activities of one
teacher and a class of 45 students which took place from September to January during
the 2007/2008 academic year. The students who participated in this study were second
year MFL (Modern Foreign Language) students who had enrolled in the Language and
Technology module at the authors’ University. The aim of this specific module is to
introduce students to the integration of ICT tools into their personalised learning
strategies. Over a 12 week semester, students typically develop experience with using
various software and resources such as: corpora, machine translation, automated
summarisers, blogs, and both generic and dedicated language learning websites. In
fact, this is the only course of its kind offered to MFL students at the university. The
module was devised chiefly to introduce students to the major pedagogical,
professional and research applications of technology in modern languages and to
enable students to integrate these into their studies. Typically, students taking this
module come from various degree courses such as Language and Cultural Studies,
Applied Languages and the Erasmus Study Abroad program. The main languages on
offer to these students include French, German, Spanish, Irish, Japanese and Teaching
English as a Foreign Language.  In terms of previous experience with ICT, all students
had at least one form of online presence via a social networking site such as Bebo or
Facebook. However, learners in this particular cohort would typically be inexperienced
in terms of exploiting and reflecting on their use of technology for learning purposes.

Due to their familiarity with social media, as young people, students may in the past
have been called “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001). However, our findings continue to
show that they are not ‘digital learning natives’, in other words, they need to receive
adequate and substantial tuition in exploiting ICT for learning purposes. Similar
findings and questioning of Prensky’s claims have been reported by Kennedy, Judd,
Churchward, Gray and Krause (2008). Acknowledging that their report is limited to a
study of the first year cohort of more than 2,000 students at an Australian university,
the authors conclude: “It is difficult to expect students to have the expertise to judge
how to best use emerging technologies for educational purposes” (Kennedy et al,
2008). In our context, before taking our particular module, learners would have
followed more traditional modules on topics such as literature and grammar as part of
their MFL course of study. As such, they would have not have registered on any
formal course promoting the development of independent or generic ICT study skills.
For a summary of the learners’ profile at the commencement of the module, please
refer to Table 1 and Figure 1.

Table 1: Breakdown of student-language combinations (n=45)

Main subject
below French German Spanish TEFL Gaeilge Japanese

French with - 2 10 1 6 0
German with 0 - 5 3 2 0
Spanish with 0 0 - 10 1 0
TEFL with 2 0 2 - 0 1
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Figure 1: Enrolments by degree program (n = 45)

3.2 Design and integration of the reflective blogging task

The reflective blog writing task was worth 20% of the overall mark for the Technology
and Learning module. In addition, students were also required to complete two other
projects worth 40% based on other aspects covered on the course. The blogging task
required the students to undertake the following activities:

1. Consistent posting on their blog, detailing their various language learning
strategies and experiences throughout the course of the semester;

2. Submission of a 1,000 word essay on their reflective experiences in relation to
second language acquisition (SLA).

Frequent blog entries were required during the semester in order to allow students to
become accustomed to using this writing space for L2 (second laguage learning)
purposes. This decision was taken simply because we wanted to guide learners in their
transition from the generic and oftentimes recreational blogosphere to this now
specific language learning blogging space. Hence, it was important that students
understood the significance of keeping their entries L2 focused and did not to fall into
the trap of writing about non-SLA experiences. As such, this reflective task had to be
completed over the 12 week period with at least two entries with a minimum of 100
words being posted per week by the learner. Students then used the content of their
blog entries for a final essay reflecting upon the ways in which they exploited the blog
and their feelings towards using this tool in their future and/or long term language
learning. In terms of assessment, students were graded on structure and presentation
of the essay, and elaboration and development of their main points. This was to ensure
that they would embrace the expressivist nature of this particular technology
integration task. In addition, the possibility of using the blog for interactive purposes
with either fellow classmates or bloggers was also highlighted as an added bonus for
the students. However, this interactive option was left to the learners’ own discretion
and was not included as a mandatory element of the assessment.
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Please refer to Figure 2 for a summary of this process. For more detail on this
established expressivist blogging approach, please consult Murray and Hourigan
(2007; 2008).

Figure 2: Establishing the reflective blogging task

This research study is part of ongoing action research over the last five years at the
university regarding the development of an effective blog integration methodology.
The discussion and analysis in this paper is based on qualitative data collated during
this particular phase. Examples of personalised content of the learners’ blogs and
essays are examined in order to underline a number of salient themes emerging
throughout the course of the semester. In addition, correspondence with the teacher as
well as classroom observational notes is used to detail the distinct pedagogical context
established.

4. Creating a context for blogs: Preparative and ongoing teaching
activities

The process of integration itself is often viewed as a difficult and complex procedure to
establish. Essentially, the context in which the actual learning takes place is regarded
by many as being paramount to helping the teacher to implement realistic goals
throughout the duration of the study. In many respects, there are a number of global
variables, such as institutional vision, timetabling, access to PCs, departmental support
- to mention but a few - which greatly influence how we may measure the outcomes of
any ICT integration procedure. While previous studies established our expressivist
assessment objectives (Murray & Hourigan 2007; 2008) we wanted in this current
phase to examine the characteristics of this specific process as it unfolded inductively
throughout the semester. In Figure 3, the particular evolving teaching and learning
structure details how certain environmental factors shaped the different types of
activities undertaken by the teacher in this setting. Contextual input factors such as the
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design of the course and its learning objectives resulted in a number of specific
responses on the part of the teacher. Face to face classroom teaching time was quite
limited in this course, with the initial allocation of three formal teaching weeks (Weeks
2-4 of semester) comprising one lecture hour and two lab hours for this cohort of
students. As such, a great deal of interaction outside of the formal classroom context
was anticipated, especially with regard to queries by the students at different stages of
the task during the semester. Consequently, these particular constraints resulted in
additional administrative duties on the part of the teacher and were regarded as
essential  to  enhance  the  integration   experience   for   students.   Grouping   together

Figure 3: Description of teacher activities
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the different types of activities undertaken, we can identify two main categories which
we shall examine in due course, namely learner support activities and pedagogical
activities. Learner support activities emerged as the most time consuming of the tasks
and thus shall be discussed in more detail. They can be divided into three primary
areas, providing technical support, learner development, and electronic content
management. Pedagogical activities centre around three main areas, task
encouragement and reinforcement, provision of support material, and refining one’s
overall teaching methodology. We discuss a number of examples from these categories
in order to highlight the significance of these roles within this blog integration context.

The question of technical support is a crucial consideration for any teacher thinking of
introducing a new e-learning tool into the classroom. From our experience, this type of
support is an essential and often time consuming requirement of the process. While
students may indeed have an online social networking presence dedicated to their
recreational activities, the appropriation of these or similar tools is often not so
straightforward in nature within an academic context (Kennedy et al. 2008; MacLean &
Elwood, 2009). What became apparent from our study was the necessity to establish
good organisational practice from the immediate outset, in order to be prepared
adequately for the wide variety of email requests. Given the lack of contact hours,
students submitted their work and assignments electronically to the teacher. Examples
from student correspondence included the following:

• It seems that there is a problem with my XX account. All the e-mails that I had sent
for the past few weeks hadn't been sent. This includes all my assignments.

• I “lost” the first one in cyberspace.
• It might help if I attached it.
• I only just realised that I sent you the wrong blog address.

The above correspond to the typical types of correspondence one may expect when
using this particular submission method, such as attachment errors, poor backup
practices and server problems. However, the main point to emphasise here is the
importance of understanding and patience required of the teacher who did not have
any formal face to face interaction with the students after the initial three week
teaching block. Excluding the more predictable categories of technical problems, the
actual establishment of the blog itself was a significant phase of the integration
procedure, which brought its own set of questions to be addressed. We can identify a
number of these emerging issues in the following examples:

• Can you give me the full address? The one below doesn't work.
• Below is the address for emailing you, can I have the address for reading the blog?
• Could I have the full address, please? Just the URL from the address line will

suffice.
• Hi John, can you invite me again please? Thanks.

Firstly, students were asked to send on their blog addresses to the teacher at the start
of semester which were subsequently compiled onto the teacher’s blog database. The
blog addresses then had to be checked that they were authentic and indeed active by
the teacher. One subsequent problem stemming from these activities was that many
students confused their login name with the actual URL of their blog, resulting in
additional email correspondence in order to resolve the issue. Unsurprisingly, access
to public blogs was never a problem; however students wishing to make their blogs
private for the semester resulted in the fact that many viewing invitations became
invalid. Consequently, it was necessary to check that the invitation period had not
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expired at different points of the semester and to remind learners to either extend the
teacher’s access or to consider making the blog public. Thus, whether or not the
technical issues were distinctly blog-centred or due to poor generic ICT skills,
providing assistance with these issues was undoubtedly a necessary aspect of the
integration procedure.

Another practical element of this developing teacher role included administrative
duties such as calendar keeping and electronic content management. Frequent
reminders had to be sent throughout the semester, underlining the upcoming
completion dates of the learners’ blogs as well as the submission of their essay based
on the L2 blogging experience. Again, this was largely because of the limited contact
hours which the teacher had with this particular group of learners. More importantly,
managing this load of electronic content highlights another aspect of the process which
emerged as a major consideration to be factored into the teacher’s time management.
Creating an electronic database of blog addresses was a basic requirement for this type
of class, particularly as a means to keep up to date with students who sometimes
deleted their original blogs and restarted using a new blog address. More crucially,
given that the submission date was at the end of semester, the teacher’s administrative
function had to adapt quickly to any changes communicated by the students in
relation to their blog spaces. Sometimes this type of action was due to the individual
not producing the required type of L2-focused content. At other times this was due to
a preference for a different blog hosting site for example Wordpress.com instead of
Blogger.com. To complement both technical support and administrative functions,
adopting the informal role of student learning advisor was another aspect of this
process. This was particularly the case at the beginning of semester when many
students sought reassurance as they began blogging. Thus, we had many messages
from students expressing their inexperience and understandably seeking support at
this early stage of the task.

The second category of the teacher’s role – ‘pedagogical activities’ – was dictated to a
lesser extent by specific student requests and depended largely on the teacher
intervening at different points after the initial three week formal teaching period. Thus,
the examples here are more descriptive in nature and detail the general tasks which
emerged in this context. In comparison to the time-consuming administrative duties,
these particular actions were at the discretion of the teacher and were not as
demanding in terms of the overall workload. The following are two typical examples
of these activities:

• For those of you now considering your blog essay (20%) I have recently added to
the resources section a research article that I wrote with two colleagues

• Just to confirm the deadline: please submit the essay based upon your blog
writings to me in soft copy by email and hard copy in my pigeonhole in the Dept.,
before the end of Week 13.

Addressing the issue of task encouragement and reinforcement, it was decided to
email the group at different points of the semester to remind students of the aims of
the blog and accompanying essay as well as to reinforce the particular submission
dates. Additionally, the teacher also posted relevant reading material on the university
VLE at different points of the semester dealing with issues related to blogging and
learning. This action also served as an important reminder to students to maintain an
academic focus when working on their language learning blogs. Consequently, the
VLE did emerge as a vital support system for this course due to the limited contact



218 Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 2010, 26(2)

hours for this subject area. Hence, its integration with the pedagogical activities of the
teacher provided a valuable communication network with this group of students.
Additionally, the global integration context was incorporated into the teacher’s action
research agenda, taking note of various issues underlined by the students and
earmarking areas for development and change for future classes taking this course.

In order to understand this academic environment fully, the following section of this
paper shall now expand on the emerging student learning environment and considers
how this shapes the integration of blogs within this distinct language learning context.

5. The student learning environment: Creating an appropriate
learning experience

Up to this point we have outlined the important activities of the teacher with regard to
designing the blogging assignment while remaining mindful of timetabling restraints
and the recognised learning outcomes of the established course. Moreover, the
activities outlined previously in Figure 3 represent the importance of implementing a
support system which facilitates the learners’ needs during this writing exercise.
Whilst acknowledging the important efforts by the teacher to create a meaningful and
effective blog integration context, we shall now turn to highlighting the typical
reactions as outlined by the students engaged in this specific task. Data from this
particular section of the paper has been collated via the learners’ blog essays. As such,
the reported reactions by the students at the completion of the task are helpful for
understanding the impact of the exercise from their own particular point of view.
Figure 4 summarises the main features in this learning environment.

As previously mentioned, the second year students at the commencement of this
module had no previous experience using blogs in their learning, even though every
student had some form of recreational web presence on a social networking site. The
distinct expressivist and personalised approach in this module was also a new
departure for this group as these participants had been previously accustomed to more
traditional, paper-based teaching methods. These particular features noted at the start
of the semester are described in Figure 4 as ‘existing ICT skills’ and ‘existing language
learning strategies’ and as such mark the starting point for acquiring proficiency in
other areas.  Examples as reported by students include the following:

• As a self-confessed technophobe, the prospect of being able to use and  understand
technology in a way that was going to help me learn what I love learning most,
was a rather exciting prospect.

• I had no experience of blog writing and so had no real idea of how to go about it.
Eventually, I pulled myself together and wrote a small entry.

• Reflective learning was not straight forward or easy for me. Not having
‘consciously’ reflected before, it was hard to know how it should be done and what
should be written in the blog.

What is significant here is to acknowledge the importance for the learners to come to
terms with the demands of the assignment and to work through these issues during
the course of the semester. Understandably, many students were to some degree
apprehensive when faced with the prospect of this exercise. For some, the fear of the
unknown emerged as an influential factor at the start of the blogging activity, brought
about in certain cases by the potentially public nature of the blog space and the
enforced expressivist approach. The fact  that  students  may  experience  this  negative
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Figure 4: Description of student activities
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the Language and Technology module as well as allowing students to reflect upon their
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revealed that maintaining the balance between creativity and the required notion of
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frequent postings on a chronological basis ensuring that at least a basic attempt was
made to integrate the blog for these purposes.

The development of ‘generic ICT skills’ and ‘personalised language learning strategies’
is thus highlighted in Figure 4 as being representative of these objectives within the
general learning context. It was intended by and large that the 12 week blogging
experience would give the learners the necessary time to develop these particular ICT
skills relative to the task. The basic mechanics of blogging, namely setting up the
account and personalising it in terms of design and digital content, were regarded as
tangible learning outcomes for the students involved. Thus, it is understandable that
the relationship between the student and the teacher was recognised as a vital
component as learners needed to feel free to approach with any relevant questions, no
matter how basic the subject matter. The ‘development of language learning
strategies’, as outlined here in Figure 4, relates directly to the mandatory, self-reflective
approach which learners were obliged to take and as expected produced a wide
variety of reactions unique to each student. This non-prescriptive style was thus
integral to helping learners to establish their own assessment of their foreign language
acquisition and ICT use. Indeed, this common thread served to contextualise the wide
range of learner reflections. Interestingly, a number of students, for fear of straying
from this context, referred frequently to making a conscious effort to blog L2 based
content throughout the semester in order to maintain focus on the topic at hand. A
brief sample of patterns which emerged from the data included the following:

• Embracing the wider blogging community to look for content
• Revealing a preference for traditional writing tools
• Recognition of progression in terms of one’s learning through self monitoring via

the blog
• Shift from recreational to academic contexts

The key feature of this kind of expressivist writing was for students to take
responsibility for their learning and to include some form of accountability in this
process. Many of these comments were quite positive in nature detailing for example
the discovery of other helpful blogs or indeed recognising progress in terms of content
output. However, this style of writing also facilitated students to recount negative
reactions to using the blog tool and allowed them the opportunity to disregard ICT
integration if it did not work for them personally. Thus, some students revealed that
they felt more comfortable working within the more traditional pen and paper
environment, while others critiqued openly the blogging task itself, stating it was
difficult to fit into their schedule. Indeed, one student commented that the blogging
task was a ‘waste of time’ as they only wrote it because it was mandatory.

As such, this emerging trend, which we have termed elsewhere ‘negative integration’
(Hourigan & Murray, 2006:313), is simply a natural progression of the student’s
growing awareness of their needs over this three month period. The main idea was to
make learners aware of L2 blogging as a potentially helpful practice for their foreign
language acquisition and to ensure that exposure to this task could be helpful for
making future choices with regard to their studies. Hence having successfully
completed this integration project, it was intended that students be more
knowledgeable about their own particular learning styles and could potentially draw
on this experience during their learning careers. The most crucial aspect of this process
is guiding the initial inexperience of the learners from novice integrators to
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increasingly confidant and informed learners. This aspect shall be developed further in
the final section of this paper.

6. Discussion and current conclusions

After considering this wide examination of L2 blogging, it is clear that this process
presents a number of factors which teachers should consider, ideally from the very
outset. Evidently, integrating this type of task into the language classroom is not a
straightforward issue and thus requires a great deal of groundwork beforehand in
order to validate its inclusion in any type of academic course. For our purposes,
successful integration was defined as establishing a realistic timeframe for students to
assess and exploit the tool as part of their activities as evaluators of technology for
language learning purposes. Additionally, we wanted to emphasise in this course that
using technology appropriately requires a certain degree of reflective and
interpretative skills which students may not necessarily use in their daily consumption
of Web 2.0 media.

One important caveat for any teacher considering using blogs in their teaching is the
increased administrative load associated with the nature of this task. Consequently, the
decision to implement such an exercise should not be taken lightly as learners will
undoubtedly require some form of support over the course of the semester, be it either
small scale technical and/or learner support. The reality of providing adequate
integration guidance requires that the teacher monitor the class blogs from the
beginning of semester, to make sure at least that learners are set up on their individual
blog spaces. The demands of this role can vary depending on the student variables, but
it is advisable that strategies to manage the administrative load are defined and set in
place early on. What is important to ensure here is that students can embrace the
creative component of the reflective blogging exercise without being overly weighed
down by technical or affective integration issues.

In a sense, the teacher should ideally provide a structured and dependable guidance
framework (as represented in Figure 5) which learners can access in times of self doubt
or difficulty. This is particularly relevant as the bottom up exploitation of e-learning at
third level makes it difficult to standardise student ICT skills for educational purposes.
As pedagogical approaches depend on the preferred style of the individual teacher,
there is no guarantee that learners can build on particular ICT skills from one semester
to the next. Indeed the student cohort may be so diverse in its makeup that the teacher
should typically expect to receive requests from some learners seeking clarification on
some basic issues, e.g. attaching documents for uploading digital content.

When speaking of secondary level students, Prensky declares: “Our students’
strengths lie in their ability to quickly master, use and apply technology, and in their
fearlessness to try new things” (2007:46). In addition to Kennedy et al (2008), MacLean
and Elwood (2009) also reported problematic variables (proficiency with technologies,
tradition, willingness to use technology and gender) with so-called digital natives,
concluding: “Use of the term ‘Digital Native’ should not be used as a blanket term for
an entire generation”. Indeed, with our Third Level students, such a term would be
misleading. Granted that they do belong to the “Digital Native” generation (Prensky,
2007:40) through their extended and quite fearless (and sometimes reckless) use of
Web 2.0 tools, yet as we have shown in this paper, many of our students still require
explicit direction and validation in the writing of their own academic blogs.
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Figure 5: Representation of the blog integration structure

When implementing reflective blogging practices within a distinct pedagogical
environment, the most important aspect of the process is in directing the initial
inexperience of the learners from neophyte integrators to increasingly confident and
informed learners through a learning scaffold, as depicted in Figure 5. There may be
some student negativity due to the mandatory nature of the blogging tasks. However,
there is a widespread recognition amongst students that the objectives and the learning
outcomes are valuable for their present and future multimodal learning needs.
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