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Blogs: A New Approach to Reading and Writing


Have you ever heard the song, “A Change,” by Sheryl Crow? The chorus goes, “A change would do you good.” It’s a pretty catchy jingle.  If technology was personified, this is the chorus it would be singing in the classroom.  Many teachers are afraid of making changes, but sometimes a change can make dramatic differences.  But, what does change really mean?  Does it mean giving up the way one does things completely?  Webster tells us that a change can be an altercation or a modification (Merriam-Webster, 2005).  Changing the way we do things doesn’t mean we have to start from scratch and do things completely different.  Simply, we can alter and modify our teaching styles and incorporate new ways of thinking and practices that will increase the learning opportunities in our classroom.  Many teachers have learned to embrace technology in their classrooms, in ways that were unthinkable years ago.  Some of these teachers have put pencils and paper over to the side and are using web based tools for learning.  One of the newest web based tools for learning are called weblogs, or more commonly known as blogs.  Blogs are a new approach to reading and writing in the classroom. 


Weblogs are a fairly recent technology development, making their premiere in the late 1990’s (Wikipedia, 2005). A weblog is similar to a diary or journal that is published online. But as Ryan Ozawa tells us in his article, a journal and a weblog are two different concepts with features that have converged. A journal focuses on the inward self in a reflective state of mind, whereas a weblog focuses on the outward, making connections to the World Wide Web. Many blogs bring the best of both worlds together. They feature entries with personal reflections along with meaningful connections to web sites across the World Wide Web and links to other webloggers (Ozawa, 2001). 

Traditionally, teachers have used paper and pencil journals to encourage students to reflect on their own experiences and respond to thought provoking prompts. Over the last few years though, many teachers have seen the advantages of using blogs in place of paper-based journals. When blogs are compared to traditional stationery journals, blogs offer far more benefits. Michael Stach says that “a blog is high tech and futuristic and may get students interested in writing” (Stach, 2004).  In his article, he describes blogs as interactive, hyperactive, and organized in chronological order. 

While researching good teaching practices at the undergraduate level, Chickering and Gamson (1991) found that an effective classroom is one that encourages active learning. This is true at all levels of education.  As Chickering and Gamson explain in their article:
“Learning is not a spectator sport. Students do not learn much by sitting in classes listening to teachers, memorizing pre-packaged assignments, and spitting out answers. They must talk about what they are learning, write about it, relate it to past experiences, apply it to their daily lives. They must make what they learn part of themselves” (Chickering and Gamson, 1991, p.66). 

Using blogs in the classroom makes this kind of active learning experience possible because blogs are interactive. Blogs are a communication tool which gives students the opportunity to participate in a learning community where they are posting, connecting, seeing, reading, thinking, and responding (Kajder and Bull, 2003, p.33).  Blogs can be thought of as a “multi-genre, multimedia writing space that can engage visually minded students and draw them into a different interaction with print text. Students at all levels learn to write by writing” (Kajder and Bell, 2003, p.34). Blogs enable students to interact with their teacher, classmates, and the World Wide Web by publishing their work online for public display.  In addition, students can give feedback and receive feedback from their teacher, as well as other students, simply by posting comments.  This feature of blogs benefits students because it allows them to “receive immediate response, making the writing relevant, responsive, and real” (Kajder and Bell, 2003, p.33). The process of giving and receiving comments creates a collaboration of learning within the classroom. 
Moreover, blogs help students construct meaning through interaction in a multimedia environment where text is combined with pictures, sounds, and videos. Leu (1996) emphasizes the importance of multimedia in learning when he says:

 “Multimedia environments, because they are powerful and complex, often require us to communicate with others in order to make meaning from them. Thus, learning is frequently constructed through social interactions in these contexts, perhaps even more naturally and frequently than in traditional print environments” (Leu, 1996, p. 163).

Typically, paper-based journals are kept private and are usually shared only with the teacher. When blogs are used in learning environments, students publish their work online and are encouraged to share their experiences, so that others can learn from them and make connections to them.  
 The hyperactive characteristic of blogs is another feature that makes it a better choice, when compared to paper-based journals. Imagine if a student could put their finger on a word within their stationery journal and magically be taken to a past entry written weeks ago, or to another student’s journal, or even to an article within a newspaper or a book. Hypertext and hyperlink technology make this scenario possible when students use blogs.  Hyperlinks put students in control of their learning.  When students click on hyperlinks, they have the freedom to move from one blog to another or from a blog to a web site.  In addition, the hyperactive aspect of blogs has also been recognized as having the potential to scaffold learning and engage readers though its use of on demand linking to definitions, pronunciations, graphics, photographs, videos, and interactive demonstrations (Vacca and Vacca, 2005, p.204).

Even the way entries are organized make blogs unique. In a typical blog, entries are organized in chronological order by date.  The newest entry always appears first when a reader visits a blog.  Furthermore, entries are archived so that past entries are easy for any reader to access. The way blogs are organized benefit readers in that it “allows readers (and student writers) to explore how ideas unfold and connect over time” (Kajder and Bell, 2003, p.33) 

When teachers first hear about blogs, many probably turn their heads because they don’t feel like they have time to learn how to create and maintain a blog or even better yet, they don’t feel like their students would be capable of using a blog. These teachers need to think again because even elementary students are using blogs.  Blogging is being used at all grade levels, from kindergarten through the twelve grade (Jackson, 2005).  Blogging is easy for both teachers and students to use. Even though blogs are a web based application, absolutely no html knowledge is necessary. All that blogging requires is the ability to type and click. The weblog publishing site that is used, such as, Blogger or Xanga, takes care of the hypertext language and the maintenance that is required, making the blogging experience easy for anyone.

In conclusion, using blogs as a new approach to reading and writing can enhance learning opportunities in the classroom.  We as teachers, do not have to completely change our lessons and teaching practices to incorporate the use of blogs. To make our students’ reading and writing experiences in the classroom more meaningful, we can modify the mediums that we use to present our content. We can still have students reflect and respond, but in a new type of environment. This new environment is one that is dynamic and revolves around interaction and hyperactive technology.  It is my belief that we as teachers, should make it our responsibility to use the technology tools that surround us. Our society places demands on all of us to be literate. But, literacy today, means something different than it did in past years. Today literacy means that one is skilled in reading, writing, and technology. We as teachers, must find ways to integrate these three skills, reading, writing, and technology into our curriculum, so that our students graduate being proficient in not just one area, or two areas, but in all three areas. 
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