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Abstract

Blogs are one of the newest tools in L2 instruction. This article offers a brief
overview of the literature on blogs in L2 teaching and an outline of how they can
be used in class to encourage language production and cultural awareness in
learners. Also detailed are conceptual and practical concerns related to these
activities. Finally, an overview is presented of what students think of using blogs,
and a few topics are proposed for further research.

Background

The expression of ideas using the typewriter, computer, and networks of com-
puters has often been compared to writing. Differences between writing on paper
and using computers to “write” are numerous. Therefore, as technological expres-
sion continues to become more mainstream, the question arises: Are these new
technological media, particularly blogs, useful in teaching the more traditional
skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, as well as addressing cultural
topics?

A review of the literature indicates that the use of blogs in second language
(L2) instruction is relatively novel, with some of the earliest articles on the topic
published online in 2003. This review indicates that blogs are a dynamic vehicle
that L2 professionals can apply to the teaching of L2 skills. Ward (2004) mentions
this application to writing instruction for ESL students and provides a definition
and history of blogs, stating that blogs look more like Web sites than e-mail, al-
though they have qualities of both. He defines blogs as “a free online publishing
house for anyone who cares to write and for those who care to read it” (p. 2). In
citing Stiler, he further differentiates blogs from journals, in that the former are
more like reporting, and the latter are like diaries. Ward then emphasizes the ben-
efits of blogging in composition classes. The readers are authentic, and the language
is communicative, as opposed to mechanical, with the emphasis on the process of
writing, with peer review or editing. The effect is that of reducing inhibitions
regarding the act of writing, or what he denominates “disinhibition.” Furthermore,



the technology itself provides “dynamic content, connecting multiple authors,”
facilitating “an interactive relationship with an infinite and unknowable audience.”
He concludes that bloggers and their readers have “expectations and ‘needs’ that
may not have existed in previous modes of communication” (p. 3).

Ward (2004) also argues that blogs aid in the development of reading skills.
For his study, blogs were readily available in English for his ESL students. Blogs
are also increasingly available in non-English target languages, such as Spanish
and French. These may be used as authentic reading material. Ward, however,
lists some of the drawbacks of blogging, including the fact that it may lead to
superfi¢ial reading and sloppy writing. These problems can be avoided with judi-
cious moderating by the instructor of the exchanges in a blog. The possibility
remains, too, that blogging may be just the latest flash in the technological pan, an
outgrowth of e-mailing and perhaps the sibling of IM-ing (Instant Messaging),
another technology—this one synchronous—that could also have application to L2
instruction.

Ward’s article provides a solid background of blogging, but there is a Web
site with a virtual catalogue of ideas as to how to apply blogging to many aspects
of L2 teaching. Paul Hampel's (2004) Web site offers many good suggestions for
using blogs in education, including creating a reflective-journal-type blog, ideas
to start a class blogging, and ideas to encourage students to start their own indi-
vidual or shared blogs. ’

Godwin-Jones (2003) points out that the advantages of blogging include main-
taining a log of exchanges among students, a more serious consideration of language
(as opposed to the language used in e-mails), and the encouragement of commu-
nity language learning by electronic means. Godwin-Jones indicates that
“self-publishing encourages ownership and responsibility on the part of the stu-
dents, who may be more thoughtful (in content and structure) if they know they
are writing for a real audience” (p. 13).

Edugadget is an online publication whose subtitle is “Plain-Talking Technol-
ogy Reviews for Teachers.” In one of its 2005 articles, Steve Brooks plants blogs
as a platform from which listening to sound files, viewing posted graphics, and
speaking to classes in other countries are all possible using Audioblog, Flickr, and
Skype, respectively. As further corroboration that the use of blogs has attained
mainstream status in L2 education, the authors cite prospectuses of studies of
their use in classes and announcements of conferences about the topic.

Setting

Before outlining the uses of blogs in an L2 classroom, the authors wish to
describe the particular setting that served as the basis for their study. All activities
and courses discussed in this article took place in public university courses. At
Southern Polytechnic State University, campus technological resources are many,
including multiple high-speed Internet-connected computer labs. The department
involved in this study also maintains its own language lab with 28 computers.

In the elementary courses used for this study, students ranged in age from
approximately 18 to 50. Many of the students in the Elementary Spanish Il course
are.ﬂ-“non-traditional” and come to the class after non-academic work during the
day. During the semester in which these blog activities were implemented, ap-
proximately 20 students were enrolled in Elementary Spanish 1, 28 in Elementary
Spanish II, and 12 in Intermediate Spanish II. Blogs were also used minimally in
advanced-level Spanish classes: Techniques of Translation and Advanced Gram-
mar and Composition.

The elementary and intermediate classes met in one of two locations—the main
classroom or the language lab. At the front of the main classroom there is a
SmartBoard connected to a computer and projector, and the desks are arranged in
a large circle. The language lab is arranged with an instructor’s computer at the
front and the student computers in carrels. Both the classroom and language lab
computers are connected to high-speed Internet.

A voluntary survey completed by 23 students from the elementary courses at
the end of the semester revealed that most students rated their “familiarity with
computers” very high and their “familiarity with the Internet” even higher. Only
two students rated their “familiarity with computers” as “average,” and only one
student rated his/her “familiarity with the Internet” as “average.” No students rated
themselves below average in these two areas. These results are key to understand-
ing the setting and students with which these blog activities were used, namely
underscoring the fact that the majority of them are technologically trained.

Goals and Objectives

The language goals for the elementary courses described here adhere closely
to a list of performance outcomes provided by the university system. As such,
these courses could be described as objectives-based or competency-based. Fur-
ther, these outcomes are divided into the four language skills and do not address
culture.

A main goal in implementing blogs in the elementary L2 classrooms was to
improve student writing. Blogs were seen as an opportunity to decrease inhibition
in writing, to encourage self- and peer-editing, and to practice writing strategies.
A lesser goal in the Elementary Spanish II and Intermediate Spanish I courses
was to increase opportunity for reading of authentic materials through target-lan-
guage blogs.

Many of these blog activities were designed specifically to meet the outcomes
listed under the writing section of the university system outcomes. Some of these
include “write short paragraphs about self, family, school” (Elementary Spanish
I); “write short notes to classmates about plans for the weekend or descriptions of
last weekend” (Elementary Spanish IT); and “write expository prose of one to two
pages, consisting of a description or an opinion, about very familiar topics” (In-
termediate Spanish IT). Thus, blog tasks were often guided by these desired
outcomes.



Once the use of blogs for teaching writing was established, their uses to teach
other skills became evident. There are services that include the capacity to publish
sound files, including MP3 and WAV, and podcasts, or the posting of a sound file
to a blog that readers will download and listen to on a portable player, much as
they would listen to a radio program. One disadvantage is that some services charge
a long-distance fee that makes participation of all students too costly. Additional
services include storing, searching, sorting, and sharing graphics for their use in
class, both “big C culture” graphics, as well as “little ¢ culture” graphics of every-
day life in the target culture. An additional advantage to blogs is one’s ability to
make long distance phone calls over the Internet, thus facilitating the possibility
of having a class in the U. S. talk to one in another country.

Activity Types

Over the course of the semester, students were asked to use the blog in four
main types of activities. A fifth activity, authentic blog reading, was explored rela-
tively little, due to time limitations.

Assignment prompt

The instructor posts a prompt on the blog and students are expected to re-
spond to it. Prompts were often directly related to the vocabulary presented in the
chapter and being considered in class. Responses to the prompt would sometimes
be assigned as homework. Some examples of prompts follow:

“;C6émo eres? ;Qué te gusta hacer?” (What are you like?

What do you like to do?)

. C6mo es tu familia?” (What is your family like?)

“;Qué haces todos los dfas?” (What do you do every day?”)

“Haz un plan para tu bien estar.” (Make a personal health plan.)

Although superficially quite similar to traditional paper journal prompts, blog
prompts allowed for a sense of community to develop. Students knew that a real
audience, their peers, would see their replies. Further, as the blog was on the Inter-
net, students also knew that their audience was not only limited to their classmates,
but perhaps expanded to the larger Internet community.

The two instructors used this activity in several ways, one as a required home-
work activity in which the blog writing was viewed as product itself, and the other
as a means for the students as a class to analyze their errors. Thus, the first instruc-
tor required that students include their names on the assignment, whereas the second
encouraged the use of aliases. Future research could be done comparing the alias
method to the more traditional one in order to determine the efficacy of one method
over the other.

The instructor using the alias method relied on intrinsic motivation and fre-
quent reminders in class of the benefits of this writing to motivate the students to

write. At times the class as a whole would use part of a class period to respond to
a blog assignment prompt. As responses to a prompt were perused, the instructor
looked for recurring errors, though he never corrected them immediately. At the
beginning of the course, the instructor specifically alerted students that their blog
posts would not be corrected for accuracy unless they specifically put “PLEASE
REVISE” in the subject line. Instead, during the next class, using these posts as
the basis for discussion, the instructor taught or retaught certain vocabulary or
grammar points. Besides language content, the instructor often focused on revi-
sion strategies that could be used to identify and improve on these types of errors;
for example, finding and underlining all adjectives and then checking their agree-
ment with the nouns they describe. As the students were encouraged to use aliases
in order to ensure anonymity, there was little anxiety that the instructor was criti-
cizing an individual’s language use. '

The blog assignments at the advanced level were obligatory. Students of Ad-
vanced Grammar and Composition were asked to complete the following creative
writing exercise:

Ahora les propongo una historia de no més de 100 palabras. La idea, la
historia, el formato, se los dejo en sus manos, s6lo una condicién: yo le
proporciono el final. Su cuento debe terminar con la siguiente frase: “A
las cinco de la tarde, se callaron todos los relojes.” jOjo! Esta frase no
puede estar ni al principio ni en el medio, recuerden, sélo al final.

(Now I propose that you write a story of not more than 100 words. The
idea, the history, the format, I leave in your hands, with one exception: I
determine the ending. Your story should end with the sentence: “At five
in the afternoon, all the clocks stopped.” Careful! This sentence can be
neither at the beginning nor in the middle, but remember, only at the end.)

On the other hand, the class in Techniques of Translaﬁon had a more mun-
dane assignment:

Favor de definir las siguientes siglas en el contexto de la traductologfa.
Luego, haz un comentario sobre cada una:

(Please define the following abbreviations in the context of translation
science. Then, provide a commentary on each:)

1. T™
2. EMBT
3. CAT

In the case of each assignment, the students were later asked to post com-
ments on their opinions of their classmates’ submissions, including form and
content. The result of this use of the blog was that of creating a greater sense of
community, of sharing ideas, and of group learning than would have otherwise
been possible without the blog.

)



For the Business Spanish course, an extra-credit section was set up so that
students who attended outside activities, such as business conferences, could share
their observations about them by posting comments on the blog.

Free Write

Each week in the elementary courses, studen‘ts were asked to pqst something
on the blog. The assignment was purposely generic and open-ended in andat‘temﬁ)t
to lower the students’ inhibitions to wntg. As blogs are often used in ; e
“blogosphere,” or blogging community, to discuss rgndorp Qersonal Qag-t:l;is?
topics, students were encouraged to use the class blog ina similar way in Sp s .
While the topic of the assignment prompt was ofte‘:nlhrmted to the content eng
discussed in class, the content of the free write fiCthlty was much more opcel:n. 0
discourage inappropriate content in the free write, students'Were reminde ashFo
what would be inappropriate to post on the blog, such as links }o pornograp Atc
material, copyrighted material, inflammatory comments, or abgsxve language. As
students used aliases on the blog in the elementary level courses, these free?wme
posts could not be used for grading, since the instructor could not and did not
necessarily want to identify the students. e

Describe a Scene

Although the previous two activities were done mainly outside of class, the
“Describe a scene” was done during class time in two computer lab§ {the _lapguage
fab and another). Used to teach writing, reading, and cult}Het this activity was
created in an attempt to mimic a typical, authentic commumcapon exchz}nge over
the Internet. Although these students would perhaps rarely write a physical lettle(tr
to someone describing their “plans for the weekend or descriptions of last week-
end,” a desired outcome mentioned earlier, they would use the Internet for such

more often.

exmg)?lgt;irg:;: when the class would “describe‘a scene,” all students would A‘x\nfeet
in the language lab. First, the activity was e;xplamgd to the class as a}whole. tte:r
receiving this explanation, the class was d1v1deq nto t\{vo rooms .w1lth co.mplu ers
and access to the blog. The activity would start with a print of a‘panlltmg displaye
on the main projector at the front of the room. Each student’s _]Ol,) in RQOQ 1 wa;
to write a post describing the scene in the picture. Each student’s job in 90/1;1
was to read all of the posts from the other room and recreate the scene to his/her
best ability. Then, after all individuals had completed. arough sl;etch o_f what the
scene looked like, they would all compare their drawings and discuss in L2 h_ow
they arrived at this picture, perhaps by using key wqrds they had read. Following
such discussion, students would choose one of the pictures (or redraw a new one)
that was most representative of the posts they had‘re:ad. T_hen the two grlcilugs
would be rejoined in the language lab, and the two original pieces of art would be

/ d compared. . ‘ .
© e?rlﬁ?s Z?:tivity fequires a great deal of logisticaliplanning, including the avill;
ability of two labs in close proximity, and two projectors. Further, to ensure tha

the students in Room 2 were not waiting for those in Room 1 to post, those in
Room 2 had their own picture to describe. Thus, two iterations of this activity
were going on simultaneously.

Once the activity was in place, however, the process moved quickly with little
direction from the instructor. Occasionally when students were stumped as to where
to start, the instructor would ask them questions in the L2 about the painting, such
as “Where is this?” or “What are these people doing?” This prompt usually kick-
started their writing. To keep the activity moving, time limits were imposed on
each part of the activity, namely how long the students had to examine the picture,
write their post, read the posts of the others, draw a sketch, confer, and choose a
representative sketch.

The most productive part of the activity came when the groups were rejoined
and the two pictures revealed and compared. Often, students would gasp at the
revealing of the picture. Students were often amazed that their pictures looked -
generally like the original: a successfu] communication exchange! Time was also
allotted to discuss the communication exchange and problems that arose, as well
as the cultural aspects of the piece of art.

Structured, Peer-Edited Process Writing

The blog, because of its collaborative nature, was also found to be a useful
medjum for structured, peer-edited process writing. Students in Elementary Span-
ish IT used the blog to brainstorm ideas, post first drafts, receive peer feedback,
request feedback from the instructor, and post final drafts. The fact that the most
recent posts were presented first on the blog, followed by older posts-a feature
that has come to be termed “reverse chronology”-allowed for quick recognition
of the steps the final product had gone through, thus facilitating a focus on process.

Though done in all elementary levels, the largest implementation of this ac-
tivity occurred as an intra-departmental project. Students in Intermediate Spanish
IT were assigned to write a newspaper article on a current news item particularly
applicable to the Spanish-speaking world, such as the death of the Pope. Students
posted their first drafts on the blog. Revision strategies were taught, such as up-
derlining the verbs and checking for verb/subject agreement, to equip the students
to be peer-editors. Once the first drafts of al] students were up on the blog, stu-
dents were then assigned to post revision comments on two of the articles, All
students were assured that their papers were looked over by at least two of their
peers. Then, students in the Advanced Grammar course were assigned to play the
role of Editor and revise these articles again. Finally, students in Translation Tech-

niques were assigned to translate the fina] drafts back to English. The two final
editions-one in English, one in Spanish-were then put together to create a bilin-
gual departmental newspaper addressing current topics.

The implementation of such a large-scale project as the one mentioned re-
quired an extreme degree of coordination among classes and faculty members,
Because of the particular circumstances of the semester and the novelty of the
activity, the newspaper never made it to print. The articles remained only in their









