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New literacies, or new forms of creating and communicating ideas, have become commonplace for the young people of today.  Relationships are formed through the keyboard and the mouse.  These new forms of communication rely on some of the same reading and writing skills we have traditionally used along with a new set of skills that takes into account the nature of electronic communication (Author, 2007; Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004).  Although this type of communication can take a variety of forms, one commonality exists.  Whether using instant messaging or blogging, or a host of other forms, the roles of reader and writer have become blurred.  We quickly switch between authoring and constructing meaning, sometimes as swiftly as a click of the mouse.  Blogs, or weblogs, are one tool for providing both teachers and students with a format for sharing and receiving ideas within an online community of people who share a common interest (Lunsford & Bruce, 2001).

For many, a first exposure to blogs comes from hearing about students’ use of personal blogs such as MySpace and Facebook.  Concern about the safety issues of children sharing personal information on blogs has escalated, as reported by popular news programs and websites.  Definitely teachers and parents should be aware of these concerns even to the point of monitoring personal blog use by children.  However, this article seeks to move our understanding of blogs past the use of personal blogs and onto the use of blogs as learning and communication tools among children and adults.  A description of blogs and rationale for using these tools will be shared along with the ways blogs can be used in and out of classrooms for learning and communicating.  
What is a Blog?

A blog, or weblog, is a type of electronic communication where

participants can use the language arts skills of expressing ideas and receiving

information within the same format (Leu, Leu, & Coiro, 2004).  Other types of electronic

communication includes email, instant messaging, chat rooms, listservs, and discussion

boards.  Although each type of electronic communication differs slightly, there are also

many similarities  (Table 1).  Technology users choose the type of electronic

communication tool that best meets their needs.  Blogs are often thought of as an online journal and this is one personal way they can be used.  However, blogs can also serve as a way to share information and receive feedback from others who share a similar interest or a common purpose.  First, the blogger, or author, posts an entry.  Then others can add comments to the entry and a discussion begins.  This discussion can be open to anyone with access to the Internet or a blogger can choose to limit who has access to the blog.


One feature that makes blogs appealing is the ease of accessing and using blogs.

Within the last two to three years, blogging websites have been developed that make creating a blog a quick and simple process.  Modern blogs date back to 1994 and developed from online diaries that were typically components of websites (Wikipedia, 2007).  The term “blog” is credited to Peter Morholz who used the phrase in 1999 to describe both a noun and a verb (Wikipedia, 2007).  The blog can be an online journal or a collection of entries about a topic and “to blog” means to post or edit one’s weblog.  Current uses of blogs go beyond the journal format to include creating classroom webpages, hosting literature discussion circles, enhancing the writing process, and developing electronic book talks.  Along with text, blogs may include images and links to other blogs and webpages.  Blogging websites make the creation of these learning tools quite simple by providing the user with the framework, background, and setup for the blog, so only the user’s text needs to be added.  Table two provides a list of suggested blogging websites, and others can be located by using a search engine, such as Google.  Teachers have found blogs to be a useful and easy tool for creating a class website for sharing information and student work with parents and the community.  Blogs also provide a place for others to share comments in an interactive format, thus creating a communication circle between the author and reader.
Why Should Blogs Be Used in the Classroom?


Few of us would disagree that technology plays a big role in our daily lives and the daily lives of our students, both in and out of the classroom.  Typically our use of technology includes communicating with family, friends, and colleagues and seeking information to answer personal and professional questions.  In order for technology to be our communication tool of choice, it must allow us to do something that cannot be done as effectively and efficiently any other way.  For instance, I recently sent an email to a colleague in Canada, thus saving the time and expense of an out-of-country phone call.  Also, I searched a website for information on our family vacation, saving me the time of mailing a letter to the Convention and Tourism Bureau and waiting for a reply.  Technology does not necessarily replace more traditional methods of learning, but may enhance traditional methods by providing opportunities that can be found only with using technology.

According to the International Reading Association position statement on integrating technology, educational professionals must expand our definition of literacy.  “New information and communication technologies also make possible new instructional practices.  Thus, traditional definitions of reading, writing, and viewing, and traditional definitions of best practice instruction – derived from long tradition of book and other print media - will be insufficient” (IRA, 2001).  The ways we communicate and learn are changing both in the classroom and in the real world.  Adept teachers search for the most effective tool for instruction, and this tool often involves some form of technology.  For example, imagine a fifth grade classroom where a group of seven students are having a literature discussion about the book Rascal by Sterling North.  Three or four students are in the midst of an excited discussion when the discussion group time has ended.  Access to a class literature discussion blog would encourage this enthusiastic sharing of ideas and thinking at higher levels to continue at school and even at home.  Students who did not feel comfortable sharing verbally in the group might become an active participant in the discussion when the format is online.  In this way, both print and online texts can be used to enhance learning.  

Our definition of literacy is changing to better match the reading and writing skills students need to be successful in a world where online communication has become so important.  The following list describes the five functions of new literacies as described in the chapter Toward A Theory of New Literacies Emerging From the Internet and other ICT in the book Theoretical Models of Processes of Reading (2004).  The authors, Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack propose that being literate in today’s world requires a person to be adept at each of these five functions, whether we are seeking information for pleasure, learning, or work.

· Generating important questions 

· Locating relevant information 
· Critically evaluating the usefulness of information 
· Synthesizing information 
· Communicating possible solutions to others 
Blogs provide a forum for us to pose our questions to others, provide links to where we find solutions, invite reflection as we evaluate and synthesize information, and encourage communication of possible solutions to others who are interested.
What Should Students and Teachers Know About Blogging?


Blogging has become a part of the culture for many of our students and others who use an online community to share information and provide feedback.  As with any community, there are expected standards for etiquette, and the blogging community is no exception.  In 2007, Tim O’Reilly, a well-known blogger, proposed a Blogger Code of Conduct, encouraging bloggers to treat each other with respect and giving suggestions for what to do when this does not occur (O’Reilly, 2007).   Blogging etiquette is similar to the etiquette necessary for any type of online communication in order for the community to maintain a civil atmosphere.  Bloggers should always be aware of how their words are seen and interpreted by others.  As some young people have unwittingly discovered, blogs are not private and can be viewed by parents, teachers, and even future employers.  When using blogs in the classroom, teachers may want to develop their own classroom “code of conduct” or list of expectations.  Creating such a list with the help of students gives all those involved a feeling of ownership in this online community while maintaining high academic standards.  A list of dos and don’ts for blogging (Table 3) can be used as a springboard for creating a classroom list to ensure that a blog represents the respect we have for ourselves and others.

What Should Teachers Consider Before Using Blogs?


As with all learning tools, teachers should give consideration to the details of blogs before implementing these learning tools.  This section of the article includes suggestions before introducing blogs into the classroom.

· Set a goal or purpose for the blog.  A blog may be a place to share written work, respond to literature, or create a dialogue journal about a text.  A blog can also serve as a class newsletter, a daily classroom diary, or a record of a class project, such as a study of lunar patterns during a month.  A blog is a quick and easy way to display information and invite others to respond.  Having a clear purpose helps both the readers and writers to better define their contributions to the blog.  

· Determine the level of formality and language usage expected in a school blog.  As with any type of communication, a more formal style is typically expected in a school setting, and a less formal style may be considered when blogging on a personal blog at home.  A blog may be used as a form of a literature discussion group or a writing workshop where participants respond to each other’s written text that has been posted in the blog.  In either situation, one would expect students to use accurate spelling, punctuation, and grammar.  A collaborative discussion with students could be used to create a list of expectations when it comes to the use of standard English.  In many forms of online communication short cuts are used – dropping capital letters, brief spellings (G2G for got to go), and emoticons (symbols to convey emotions such ( for happiness).  As a group, determine which, if any of these are acceptable on the class blog and discuss the steps that will be followed is these standards are not met.
· Decide if and how to evaluate blog contributions.  As with all online communication, there are expected codes of civility.  A checklist could be used as an assessment tool for monitoring blog contributions.  Creating the checklist as a whole class would be a great teaching activity.  Likely topics would include expectations for appropriate language, constructive feedback, spelling, punctuation, and grammar.  Through these discussions, students can learn effective ways to monitor the quality of their entries along with ways to give peer assessment and feedback to others.

· Consider the role the teacher will play in the blog.  Teachers can contribute to the blog as an equal member of the blog community by joining in on discussions while at the same time monitoring the overall tone and quality of blog entries.  Some blogs are set up so that all postings are sent to the teacher first for approval.  Others allow any of the registered members to post at any time.  Consider the purpose of the blog and the needs of the students before deciding what active role the teacher will play.
Thinking through these and other instructional decisions about blogs will help to make this tool a successful part of instruction.  For support in using blogs or just to learn more about using blogs, consider joining an educational blog.  Using a blog to learn about blogs is a great way to become a part of a learning community while polishing your own blogging skills. 
How Can Blogs Be Used for Teaching and Learning?  One Teacher’s Perspective

Blogs can be used for a variety of purposes, depending on the needs and academic goals of the classroom.  For blogs to be effective, they must do something that cannot be done in the same way without the technology.  Although blogs may be new and fun, they must also be a justified part of our teaching decisions.  Consider using a blog to share information and published work with parents and students, to invite feedback and discussion from parents and students, and to encourage group communication in the online community of the class.  Certainly some of these goals can be met with traditional printed text, handwritten notes or even the telephone, but consider the possibility of motivating or encouraging more participation through online text that can be accessed at school, home, work, or the public library.


The following list of blog uses is one I have generated through my teaching of undergraduate and graduate courses in reading and language arts at the university.  Table four lists the web addresses for the blogs I describe in this section.  Some of the examples are my own work and some are the work of undergraduate and graduate students, some who share the work of children in their middle and high school classes.  All reflect the possibilities blogs can provide in promoting learning and communication.
Sharing books.  I once heard a teacher describe the way she posted a small sign outside of her classroom door displaying the title of the book she was currently reading.  She told of the many students who passed by her classroom and often paused to discuss the book with her.  She motivated students to read the same book or another book by the same author simply through this act of sharing.  I wanted to be able to do this with my university students, so I created my own literacy journal blog.  I list the title, sometimes add an image of the cover, and write a brief description, without giving away the ending of the book.  This blog also serves as a reminder or timeline of my personal reading.  At the beginning of each university class I teach, both face-to-face and online, I share my blog so that students can get to know me as a reader as well as a teacher.


A teacher can use this type of blog in the classroom to share his or her own personal reading as I have done.  Also, children could be invited to share a book they have read by creating a summary which might include images and links to information about the book or the author, and take the format of an online book report.  Children can also be encouraged to respond to the summary of others.  People who read the same book can build a connection through this shared experience, thus forming an informal book club.
Literature circles.  Literature circles provide a forum for children to have “natural and sophisticated discussions of literature” (Daniels, 1994, p. 75), by encouraging mental connections between the text and other books, discussions, media, experiences, and memories.  Consider the possibilities of hosting this discussion online.  Electronic literature circles take the best of face-to-face discussion and written responses in reading logs and combine these in an online format (Worley, 2004).  By adding discussion contributions to a blog, students have time to think about and reflect upon responses before sharing their thoughts with others.  Often, students who are reluctant to speak in a small group will feel empowered in an online setting because it is a more equitable communication environment.  There are no gestures, facial expressions, or physical positions to make one group member more powerful than the others.  Also, from the teacher’s perspective, several groups can be monitored at once, and the teacher can take as active a role as he or she feels is necessary to keep the discussion focused.
In my university teaching, I have used electronic literature circles to hold discussions about the collection of books published by Lois Lowry entitled The Giver, Gathering Blue, and Messenger.  Students in a graduate reading class selected one text from the group and posted responses to the appropriate blog.  In the discussion postings, students were expected to also describe the comprehension strategies used while reading the text, such as making various types of connections, asking questions, drawing conclusions, and creating visualizations.  They also responded to the postings of classmates.  The discussions reflected a deep understanding of the text and some of the similar and different values expressed by the students.  In fact, some of the discussions about the theme of these books were quite lively!  For many of these graduate students, this was their first experience with a blog.  Several shared plans to incorporate a blog in their own teaching.
Classroom webpage.  Even though I write about technology, my knowledge of creating webpages is virtually nonexistent.  When I discovered that a blog could serve as a personal webpage, I was eager to give it a try, but apprehensive.  I was encouraged to use the website Blogger.Com because of the simplistic format of three easy steps, which was just what I needed.  Once you create an account, which is free, then you name the blog.  The third step involves choosing a template or a layout design for the blog.  These designs are already created for you, and you simply choose from various colors and shapes.  Then, voila – you have a webpage!  The directions are easy to follow, and an account and blog can be created in about 15 minutes.  Once this is created, then a teacher only needs to add text typed in a word processing program and pasted into a text box on the blog.  If you want to get fancy, you can add images from the Internet or scan children’s work, or create links to other websites.

Undergraduate students in the language arts methods class I teach created a blog to share information with parents describing the writing program in their future classroom.  Topics included a description of the writing process, writing workshop, and tips for encouraging writing at home.  These future teachers needed to focus on making the information interesting, relevant, and easy to understand while maintaining their own style and voice.  


Besides sharing information about instructional activities and procedures, a class blog could be used to share directions for homework, the school/class calendar, information about field trips, student of the week, spelling words, or reminders about deadlines.  This information can be posted within a matter of a few minutes – even by non-technology type people (myself included!).

Student sharing of ideas and written work.  A blog can serve as a place for students to share new learning or written work, reflect on ideas, and respond to the ideas of others.  Traditional classrooms can promote these same activities through class discussions, writing conferences, peer editing/revision, and dialogue journals.  Blogs add a new dimension because students know that their thoughts and writing are shared with a wider audience.  At the same time, there is a sense of anonymity or a wall of separation between the reader and the creator.  Some might say that this wall allows both to be more objective in what is written because the person who will read my words is not sitting right next to me.  This anonymity allows those who are shy or less confident a more equal footing in the sharing of ideas.


Graduate students created a classroom blog as part of an instructional unit focusing on both teacher and child use of comprehension strategies when reading.  The blog provides a forum for children to share their own strategy use, for example, describing the way visualization helps the reader to develop a deeper understanding of the story setting.  For these blogs, children shared the ways strategies helped them to comprehend, and thus opened up a discussion about the many different experiences we each bring to the act of reading.


Blogs could also be used to share student writing and encourage others to give feedback for everything from the use of quotation marks to the development of an effective ending.  Using blogs to discuss student writing is a way to extend the element of sharing typically found at the end of a writing workshop along with extending the feedback provided during peer editing/revision conferences.  Students feel a sense of connection to those who provide feedback, especially when it is given positively and constructively.  Once again, the learning that is begun with traditional face-to-face discussion can be extended beyond the school walls and the classroom day.

Blogs stem from the human need to share.  Personal blogs directly reflect this need where people share their day-to-day activities or reflections on the everyday aspects of life.  This need to share is also a part of us as teachers and alive and well within our students.  As a blogger, you have an exhilarating feeling when you check your blog and find that someone has responded to your thoughts and ideas.  As the author, you feel like you are being heard (well, actually read).  As the person responding, you feel good about making a connection to someone else with similar interests or feelings.  The reader and writer create a circle of communication, one that can impact the ways we view ourselves and each other and learn new ideas.  
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Table 1:  Types of Electronic Communication.
	Electronic Communication Tool
	Description

	Blog
	A weblog, or electronic journal, is a way for a writer to make public his journaling about daily activities, thoughts, or interests and is often thought of as a personal webpage.  A writer may limit who has access to read the blog, or may choose to make his writing available to any and all who are interested.  Readers may even respond to the blog entries.  In a way, weblogs are social software that promotes social interaction and group communication.

	Email
	An email message is sent directly to one person or a designated group.  Formal messages may follow a business style.  Informal messages, usually to friends or family, typically follow an informal style and sound more conversational.  Some email writers even use a type of shorthand that leaves out capitalization, punctuation, or uses phonetic spelling.  Email is asyncronized, meaning the sender and the receiver are not necessarily communicating at the same time.

	Instant Message
	An instant message is sent directly to one person, although the writer may be communicating with more than one person at the same time.  The writing is synchronized, so that both the writer and the reader are on the computer at the same time, so the message is sent and received instantly.  Since communication is done quickly, an IM shorthand has been developed which included abbreviations (e.g. G2G for got to go), emoticons ((), and a lack of standard punctuation.

	Discussion Board
	Think of a discussion board like a bulletin board where you can post your idea for others to see, and they can post their own ideas or respond to yours.  Discussion threads are organized around topics of interest.  Since discussion boards are asyncronized, participants can post comments at their convenience rather than all at the same time.

	Listserv
	All members of a listserv will receive all messages through their email account.  Members can choose to begin a discussion about a topic, respond to comments by others, or just sit back and read the discussion.  Because messages arrive through email, members can read and respond at their convenience.

	Chat Room
	A chat room is synchronized communication requires all participants to be present at the same time, although a completed discussion can be saved to be read at a later time.  Since several people can be participating in the discussion at the same time, the reader faces a challenge of keep straight who said what along with typing his own thoughts and responding to others.

	Wiki
	Wikis are often described as simple, yet powerful, because “open editing” allows anyone can post something, write a correction, or disagree with an idea, thus creating a social forum for collaborating.  Older articles may tend to be more balanced and thorough because more have contributed to the collection and authenticity of the information.  


Adapted from Author. (2007). Real World Reading: Making Sense of the Texts that Matter in Our Everyday Lives.

Table 2.  Blog Websites.
	Edublogs.org at http://edublogs.org

	Educators will find blog tools for various topics such as learner blogs, ESL blogs, and university blogs.

	TBlog.com at http://tblog.com

	Blogs at this site are organized around topics and locations.  The site promotes the creation of networks of individuals with similar interests.

	Blogger at http://blogger.com

	A quick and easy three step format is used to create a blog, so this site is good if you are just getting started.  Templates for color, background, font, and page organization are available for selection, which gives the blog a finish, published look.

	Class Blogmeister at http://classblogmeister.com

	Designed specifically for teachers, this site is password protected.  Comments about blog entries are first sent to the teacher for preview before being posted.

	Diaryland at http://www.diaryland.com

	This is a free site designed specifically for creating and hosting your own blog.


Table 3.  Blogging Dos and Don’ts.

	Do . . .
	Don’t . . .

	. . . try to be as clear as you can about communicating your message.  Remember that you have lost the advantage of nonverbal communication available when speaking directly with someone.  Make sure your ideas are clearly explained. 
	. . . forget that there is a record of your words.  Electronic communication can be saved, printed, or sent to someone else.  Remember there are consequences to what you write in cyberspace.



	. . . use spelling, grammar, and punctuation that will assist your readers in understanding your message.
	. . . say anything online that you wouldn't say in person.

	. . . remember to be respectful when a disagreement arises.  Make sure you are saying what you want to say in the way you want to say it.  Respectful disagreement is the key.
	. . . forget being civil is a sign of strength rather than weakness.  It takes lots of courage and creativity to respond to someone in a respectful manner when you may be seething inside.

	. . . take responsibility for your own words and reserve the right to restrict comments on your blog that do not conform to your standards.
	. . . post an emotionally charged entry the minute that you write it.  Let the entry set for an hour or two, and see if you still feel the same way.

	. . . ask someone who is unfairly attacking ideas to discontinue and make amends.
	


Table 4.  Sample Blogs.

	Beth Dobler Literacy Journal - http://literacyjournal-bdobler.blogspot.com/
This personal blog provides a record of my reading tastes and interests along with a summary of each book and sometimes a graphic of the book cover.



	Literature Circles - http://esu-comprehensionstrategies.blogspot.com/
Graduate students in the reading program participate in literature discussion groups organized around a collection of three books by Lois Lowry, The Giver, Gathering Blue,

and Messenger.



	Teacher Webpage

Mandy Chutskoff – www.mchutskoff.blogspot.com
Mel Dennison – http://xanga.com/teaching_is_life
Undergraduate students created a blog describing the writing program in their future classrooms.  



	Student Sharing of Ideas and Written Work

Robin Patterson, Middle School – http://robinpattersonstrategies.blogspot.com
James Rick, High School - http://readingcomprehnsionstrategies.blogspot.com/
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