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Chapter 15. Reflexion, analysis and language practice: From
individual critical thinking to collaborative learning using blogs in a
Literature class

Marta Giralt and Liam Murray
University of Limerick (Ireland)
Abstract
In modern times, blended learners may easily access a high variety of media to express and share their thoughts and
opinions with others. These may include typical blog websites such as WordPress.com or blogger.com or indeed
Social Networking Sites (SNS) such as SnapChat, Instagram, Facebook or Twitter, all of which continue to
encourage self-expression on the part of the users, which is known as User Generated Content (Levina & Arriaga,
2014). Furthermore, the employment of such tools for practising writing and analysis skills in a literature class
requires further investigation by the CALL community, most notably for investigating the potential for raising
critical thinking from an individual to a collaborative basis. This chapter aims to add to this ongoing debate and will
describe the pedagogical impact, effectiveness and viability of using blogs to enhance both student learning and
peer collaboration in a literature class with final year learners of French.

1. Introduction

Teaching environments are becoming more and more hybrid as the use of technology for learning
purposes is an element present in most, if not all higher educational contexts (Graham,
Woodfield, & Harrison, 2013; Porter, Graham, Bodily, & Sandberg, 2016). The field of teaching
and learning languages is not an exception in this trend and thus it is the same with the teaching
and appreciation of literature. Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) is now a
normalised practice in many third level Institutions to the extent that we are facing not just a
generalised practice of the use of technology for pedagogical purposes but an almost
overwhelming presence of mobile technology in education (Farr & Murray, 2016). Into this
blended world of education, the large impact of blog writing for Second Language Acquisition
has been noted in more recent times . However, as will be seen later in this chapter, blogging on
literature modules/courses has been less well practised.

In modern times, blended learners may easily access a high variety of media to express and share
their thoughts and opinions with others. These may include typical blog websites such as
WordPress.com or blogger.com or indeed Social Networking Sites (SNS) such as SnapChat,
Instagram, Facebook or Twitter, all of which continue to encourage self-expression on the part
of the users, which is known as User Generated Content (Levina & Arriaga, 2014). Furthermore,
the employment of such tools for practising writing and analysis skills in a literature class
requires further investigation by the CALL community, most notably for investigating the
potential for raising critical thinking from an individual to a collaborative basis. This chapter
aims to add to this ongoing debate and will describe the pedagogical impact, effectiveness and
viability of using blogs to enhance both student learning and peer collaboration in a literature
class. In this evolving paradigm, the teaching of literature may not remain immune from the
learner/reader’s practices with and expectations of SNS. Although there exists a dearth of case
studies and pertinent research findings, there are a notable few exceptions, such as Lancashire’s
publication in 2009, entitled: “Teaching Literature and Language Online”.

2. Literature review

Previous research on the high potential of blogging as a learning activity for enhancing second
language acquisition has been increasing since the start of this century (Godwin-Jones, 2003),
with blogging transforming “the dynamic of teaching rhetorical sensitivity” (Will, 2005). To be



precise, the blogging medium is quite distinct from managing web page content. There are
various types of blogging software, such as the ever-evolving WordPress.com, each of which
encourages updating the content on a regular basis, or ‘microcontent’, as Alexander (2006, p.
34) prefers to categorise it. In this way, the microcontent or posts are mostly composed of the
blogger’s own reflections and opinions, this explains why they have been also named as ‘online
diaries’ (Godwin-Jones, 2003, p. 13). Equally, it has been claimed that blogs may successfully
promote self-expression where the L2 learner/blogger is creating and developing personalised
content dealing with their own particular language learning strategies (Murray & Hourigan,
2008). Blogs are both individualistic and collaborative (Rourke & Coleman, 2009), they may
also transcend linguistic barriers and be employed 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). Many applied researchers and teachers (Ducate &
Lomicka, 2005; Hendron, 2003; Hourigan & Murray, 2010; Lee, 2017) have argued for the
adoption of blog writing for all parties involved in the SLA and the cultural acquisition process,
there are a few warning signals that should be flagged for teachers. Walinski (2005) has written
about a less than successful attempt to use blogs for offering feedback to ELT teachers in Poland
who had been asked to blog about the e-learning methods that they use in their teaching.
However, Walinski makes no mention of any supporting theoretical background to this research
and also reports that the integration timeframe is very short (2 weeks) with no attempt to assess
and resolve the participating teachers’ main concern: that the task set for them was far too
personal in nature and the group was very reluctant to engage in the whole blog writing process.
The message is clear that the participants need to “buy in” to the blog writing process and accept
the specific differences involved in using this collaborative medium. We will return to this point
later in the chapter.

A second caveat for teachers may be found in a study by Strampel and Oliver (2008) who
examined the reflective content created by learner bloggers in a Third Level Institutional context.
In this study, students were actively encouraged to write critically reflective blogs. However, the
researchers reported that the student postings would be best described as being descriptive rather
than critical reflection. Once again, this emphasises the need for applied researchers to examine
adequately the quality of the learning experience for student bloggers within their writing
environment so that they may justify the integration of blog writing tools in their teaching. Within
our own study, the student participants were questioned about the quality of their blogging
experience and the results will be related later in this chapter. A final caveat can be found in
Lin’s (2014) research which goes some way to illustrating that blog writing is not a panacea for
any motivational difficulties in writing in the Target Language (L2), as he points out in a paper
on his longitudinal study carried out in Taiwan: “The results of the study show that (1) both
groups [Control Group - CG and Experimental Group - EG] made significant improvements in
all of their performance in writing and in their learning motivations and self-efficacy beliefs; (2)
no significant difference was found between the two groups in terms of their writing proficiency;
but a closer examination shows that (3) the CG significantly outperformed the EG in terms of
learning motivation” (2014: 577).

However, on a slightly more positive note, other researchers have reported more successful
efforts in using blogging for improving L2 writing (Downes, 2004; Gabaudan, 2016; Leja, 2007)
for significantly increasing student ‘reflective learning processes’ (Xie, Ke, & Sharma, 2008, p.
18) and for effectively developing an L2 community of bloggers (Sollars, 2007). Alm (2009)
also shows a range of additional advantages, stating 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 in additional to collaborate in useful and pertinent exchanges with their



fellow learners. On top of that, it is clear that “blogging requires higher-order thinking skills such
as the ability to evaluate and synthesise” (Ford 2007: 9), ergo, teacher and student roles should
be correctly defined, as well as “the complexities these sites showcase and what ramifications
they may hold for our pedagogies and our field” (Vie, 2008: 23). Further favourable evidence is
presented by Hsu and Lin (2008: 67) who produced a type of writing model based on the theory
of ‘reasoned action’ which invites “technology acceptance, knowledge sharing and social
influences”. Their project was effectively a collaborative group blog, strongly recommending a
single step approach in the employment of the selected technology and the active sharing of
knowledge with relevant debates between student peers. This model shows the importance of
“altruism and reputation” within their own blogging context comprised of 212 active
participants. With our own particular aims in mind, integrating WordPress successfully into a
classroom context meant creating the distinct set of tasks needed for both teacher and student in
this environment. This is especially important if all the participants are expected to engage
effectively with the blog writing task demands.

Therefore, taking Kern’s advice to “be prepared for new ways of structuring tasks” (2006: 201)
and Farmer, Yue and Brook’s (2008) recommendations on making blogging an integral part of
the learning programme, we will in this chapter outline the particular activities involved in our
specific L2 blogging environment. It cannot be denied that there has been a blending of web-
based multimodal technologies (Farmer, Yue & Brook 2008: 125), and we do acknowledge the
high importance of this movement in the direction of ‘media integration on the Internet’ (Carney
2009: 306). On the other hand, it may be observed that blogs continue to hold their distinct
‘presence’ on the web, one may even observe the ongoing popularity of the “citizen journalists”
in the online editions of so many national and international news outlets, with some
commentators going so far as to claim that this phenomenon is very likely to remain a part of our
social media world (King, 2017). Indeed, one example illustrates this phenomenon best and that
is the citizen journalist-led website called www.agoravox.fr (accessed 24/11/2017) where the
vast majority of the articles are compiled and written by non-professional bloggers/citizen
journalists. Such an important ‘presence’ emphasises the continuing need for the appropriate
‘writing space’ in order to express ourselves in a particular way. Irrespective of the chosen
medium or media of expression, as teachers we still need to design and justify the relevant tasks
when asking learners to practice their analytical skills whilst communicating in their Target
Language via whichever social media we recommend, be it blogging, vlogging, podcasting or
tweeting or the next Killer app.

An app of this kind may well contain extracts from one’s favourite literature artefacts; such is
the chaotic unpredictability of future trends and design in social media. Historically, the teaching
and appreciation of literature has held an important place in most, if not all cultures of the world.
In the current maelstrom of social media influences, it is nigh impossible to know where this
might go or might entail for literature. It is pointless to speculate if technology should be involved
in aspects of the literature experience, per se, because it already is involved. There may not have
been many studies dedicated to the use of technology for teaching literature, there are, however,
some notable exceptions. Lancashire (2009) presents a large variety of case studies from
literature teachers and applied researchers, offering a wide spread of practices from which
contributors' report on the benefits of digital tools when applied to literature courses. Within his
edited publication, student engagement and audience seem to be a definite factor when
introducing blogging in a literature class (see Fitzpatrick 2009:207) or when adapting the use of
online hyperlinks (Murray McGillivray 2009). Moreover, from using online collaborative
writing through a course management system or in an online classroom, there were reported an
increased quality of submissions in student submissions. (Driver 2009; Grossman 2009; Bush
(2009).

The idea of collaborative learning with students working in pairs and various groupings carrying
shared goals and intelligences that help them make informed decisions, has been in existence in
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Higher Education for over 30 years and as Gokhale (1995:3) neatly connects the practice with
critical thinking: “Proponents of collaborative learning claim that the active exchange of ideas
within small groups not only increases interest among the participants but also promotes critical
thinking”. MacKnight (2000: 38) has also convincingly made the connection between the two:
“Critical thinking affects all forms of communication. It is not a separate activity from problem
solving, creativity, inquiry, or collaborative learning”. We would like to extend these proven
practices by marrying them to collaborative and open blog-based discussions on a work of
literature. This is certainly not an original concept and various applications of this idea has
grown in other contexts, for example, see Sauro and Sundmark’s (2016) research on fan fiction
and blogging collaboratively. Our aim is to extend this practice in the individual and group
interactions around a work of literature ina TL.

3. Research background and context. Student profile.

Our study is based on the grounds of a well-established teaching practice that has been taking
place for over 10 years. The teaching practice occurs in a blended learning environment where
the students (n=40) meet every week for 12 weeks for an hour to discuss and analyse a modern
work of literature - L"aventure ambigué by the Senegalese author Cheikh Hamidou Kane - in the
target language of French. In addition, as part of their coursework and assessment, students must
complete a weekly individual blog post covering a proposed literary or philosophical theme
essential to the novel in question. The idea of introducing technology as part of their module is
a way to motivate the students, to foster the use of the target language they are studying and to
give them the option to further practise and develop their literary competence through
collaborative learning.

The teaching and learning practice is performed with final year students taking a core module in
French Literature in a Higher Education establishment in Ireland. After each tutorial, the students
need to write a post of at least 75 words, objectively summarising the discussions that happened
during class time, adding their own critical and personal reflexions.

The aim of using a blog is to create a progressive reflexion and critical approach to a literary
novel through weekly blog posts, as the students need to reflect on the topics and themes covered
week-by-week, building up to a final critical appreciation of the novel submitted in essay form
for evaluation. Although the virtual student interaction afforded by the blogs of commenting on
their peer blog posts has always been encouraged, the actual resulting interactions obtained
during this exercise have consistently remained disappointingly low from a pedagogical
perspective. Promoting and enhancing collaborative practice amongst students has proven to be
the sternest challenge for the teachers on this literature module.

In response to this challenge and as the next developmental phase of this teaching practice, the
current study is extending the same type of practices but with several important changes and
tasks, which were designed to promote collaborative peer learning. The 40 students that took
part in the study were final year students that were taking a French module as part of their degree
in Applied Languages. Students had previous experience of writing blogs as part of their learning
processes on earlier modules in their undergraduate studies.

The literature component of the module represents approximately one quarter of the total module
content, with the remaining three quarters covering: contemporary French politics, translation
and video subtitling projects and a final oral examination.

For the literature part, which accounts for 25% of the overall assessment grade (and after the
implementation of several innovations for promoting collaborative learning) the students had to
produce: 1. A weekly individual blog post focussing on one theme/topic for a ten-week period;
2. A critical appreciation of a different theme/topic emerging and extending from a peer’s blog
posts and interactions conducted within the same blog space; 3. A final summative individual
essay based on the student’s own original theme/topic.
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Figure 1: Establishing the pedagogical intervention

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.

4. Methodology

This study details the blog integration process in a literature class incorporating the activities of
one teacher and a class of 40 students (2 groups of twenty) which took place from September to
November during the 2017/2018 academic year.

After the pedagogical intervention that we will describe in the section 4.2, some feedback was
gathered from data elicited in a number of ways: an anonymous Survey Monkey questionnaire
and a final semi-directed class interview at the end of the semester.

4.1. Questionnaire and group interviews

At the end of the semester, the student respondents (n=20, which equates to 50% of the total
class) carried out an anonymous survey containing 10 open questions.

The aim of the survey was to gather feedback from the students regarding the use of the blog as
part of their literature class. The feedback ranged from a general opinion of the advantages and
disadvantages of using blog writing posts to complement the understanding of the novel to a
more detailed perception from the students in relation to their reflexions about the philosophical
aspects of the novel. The feedback also covered the critical thinking and/or the collaborative
learning that was fostered through the use of blog writing. Another source of data came from
semi-directed class interviews that the teacher conducted during the final classes with the
students. The recordings of the interviews were transcribed and analysed. For the analysis of
both sources of data, we used a discourse analysis approach (McCarthy, 1991) providing



examples of direct quotations from students revealing their most pertinent and salient of
comments.

Finally, it should be mentioned in this section that the question of technical support used to be
of crucial consideration for any teacher thinking of introducing a new e-learning tool into the
classroom (see for example, Hourigan and Murray, 2010). However, from our most recent
experiences in using the robust and easy to use (and free) external blogging tool known as
WordPress.com, this type of support is no longer essential as no students reported having any
technical issues whatsoever.

4.2. Design and integration of the reflective blogging task

The blogging tasks were one of the big components of the literature module. The reflective
individual blog writing tasks and the 5 critical appreciation comments emerging from the peer
blog posts which were conducted in the blogs comments sections (with a stipulated minimum of
5 discrete commentaries) was worth 15% of the overall mark of the module. In addition, students
were also required to complete an individual essay based on their final individual reflexions
about the novel.

The blogging task required the students to undertake the following activities: 1. Weekly posting
on their blog, detailing their reflexions, interpretation and appreciation of the topic of the novel
they were exploring. 2. Submission of a 1,200 word essay on their personal reflexions and
appreciation of the different philosophical and literary topics of the novel. Weekly blog entries
were required during the semester in order to allow students to reflect and explore the challenging
topics of the novel, as well as to collaborate with peers sharing their interpretation and
understanding of the literature piece analysed. Students were also encouraged to re-examine their
weekly blog posts as a possible starting point for their final essay. Please refer to Figure 1 above
for a summary of this process.

The discussion and analysis in the next section is based on qualitative data collated during this
particular phase. Examples of opinions of the learners from some focus groups and an
anonymous online survey are also examined in order to underline a number of salient themes
emerging throughout the course of the semester.

5. Analysis and findings: emerging themes and student quotations

To present our data analysis and findings we will be showing, firstly, some overall perceptions
of the students in relation to the blog post writing and the novel.

5.1. Overview perceptions

Most of the students find it a positive, interesting, enjoyable experience but challenging. The
novel brought to the students the opportunity to think and reflect about some topics that they had
never studied or discussed before. Writing a weekly post in some cases made them aware of
progress in their appreciation and understanding of the novel. See Figure 2 below for student
quotations.



STUDENTS QUOTATIONS: OVERALL
PERCEPTIONS OF THE NOVEL AND THE
BLOG WRITING EXPERIENCE

STUDENTS QUOTATIONS: CHALLENGES OF THE
NOVEL

Really like it, it has been one of the more
interesting novels we've studied

Very complex novel with its themes but I enjoyed

The novel was in places interesting, however | thought
that it was very philosophical, and hard to read.

Difficult. But | liked it more and more as the semester

it overall especially the culture clashes

It was a very interesting and insightful book,
especially given the current political climate

I enjoyed studying the novel. The language could
be a bit challenging to understand at times, but the
themes were interesting to think about.

It was an interesting novel and fairly easy to read
language wise

I enjoyed reading the novel as it introduced some

progressed. Overall the language is not too difficult given
that the book is so short.

| thought that the book was quite difficult and
philosophical, but | enjoyed the themes and the message
that the author wanted to convey

Very complex novel with its themes but | enjoyed it
overall especially the culture clashes

| enjoyed studying the novel. The language could be a bit
challenging to understand at times, but the themes were
interesting to think about.

themes | have never studied before. However, |
thought some of these themes prevented cohesion
of the storyline as a whole. | thought some of the
characters were not very believable .

I thought it was interesting and I liked how it
allowed for personal thought and opinions as well
as the normal analyzing of a novel in literature
classes.

I thought that the book was quite difficult and
philosophical, but | enjoyed the themes and the
message that the author wanted to convey

The themes were interesting and relevant but |
found some of the story a bit boring especially the
long descriptive passages.

Interesting and thought provoking

Quite difficult.

It was highly challenging.

I think it was an interesting novel. It was quite heavy in
terms of abstract philosophical conversations which at
times took away from the flow of the récit.

The themes were interesting and relevant but I found
some of the story a bit boring especially the long
descriptive passages.

Quite complicated, not very interesting

I didn’t really like it, sometimes it could be quite difficult
to comprehend

STUDENTS QUOTATIONS: CHANGE OF
PARADIGM

STUDENTS QUOTATIONS: AWARENESS ON THE
PROGRESSION - LEARNING TO APPRECIATE
LITERATURE

An interesting read, made me think about things |
wouldn't normally have thought about in other
classes

| enjoyed reading the novel as it introduced some
themes | have never studied before.

Difficult at first, not something | would read for
fun, but important to read once you understand the
big concepts that fuel the story. It opens up the
mind to questions that too few people spend time
reflecting on, in my opinion.

| didn't appreciate reading this book at all in the
beginning, | found it boring, irrelevant and difficult to
relate to. After 10 weeks of reading and analyzing it I've
grown to appreciate it, it's important to look at literature
outside of France because that would be quite one
dimensional.

Difficult. But I liked it more and more as the semester
progressed. Overall the language is not too difficult given
that the book is so short.

Figure 2: Student Quotations An Overview




5.2. Advantages and challenges

The majority of students that participated in the survey and the interviews had similar views
when talking about the advantages of writing a blog entry every week based on the novel. The
reflexive writing help them to understand the book and to go deeper in philosophical
exploration and improve their language and writing skills in French. At the same time, it
scaffolded their preparation for the final essay. Some considerations about the positive impact
of the collaborative learning were mentioned as one of the advantages of using a blog for the
literature class. However, the big challenge that all students seem to agree upon is the question
of the time spent on task. Writing a weekly post was perceived as a time consuming activity. In
spite of these “complaints”, and in a somewhat self-contradicting manner, other students
reported that the results of the activity turned out to be very beneficial for them in their writing

practices and style.

It is relevant to point out that the students gave this feedback without directly being prompted
to comment on these themes, which make them more authentic and valuable.

If we have a close look at the students’ commentaries (see Figure 3 below), it is clear that the
students are giving conflicting views in some cases.

LANGUAGE LEARNING

TIME ISSUES

PHILOSOPHICAL REFLEXIONS

Writing a weekly blog really
helped me with my writing
skills in French. | enjoyed
writing more as the semester
progressed.

Honestly can't think of
advantages except for writing
in French

Share ideas, improve French

Helps improve vocabulary and
syntax, but it can be time
consuming trying to choose
topics

There’s lots of stuff that like
you wouldn’t even have really
talked about at that level in
English even

I found it slightly time consuming
taking aside for something so
small, as opposed to knowing
there is an assignment you must
do for a certain date.

At times, it could be difficult to
allocate time each week to write a
blog.

Disadvantages are the fact that the
blogs can be quite time
consuming with regards to the
level of reflection needed to make
sure that they are grammatically
sound.

it takes time to look up academic
references.

very time consuming - | don't
think 4th year is the right year to
be doing blog posts as we are
already inundated with work and
assignments.

Time consuming yet great as |
feel | have a very in depth
knowledge of the book now

It's an extra pressure to sit down
and write something every week
when you have other modules and
assignments.

I believe the main advantages of writing
a weekly blog is to allow us to explore
our own thoughts about the book and
reflections without the stress of a
classroom environment. The main
disadvantage was that it was hard to
keep thinking of new relevant blogs to
write about.

I think writing weekly blog posts on
specific topics encourages in depth
study of the novel and its theme.s

The main advantages are that it allows
you to think more deeply on a topic that
was mentioned in class

It keeps the topics raised in class fresh in
your mind and forces you to reflect on
them.

| suppose to get you used to writing and
expressing your thoughts. Trying to
come up with what to say is always
difficult.

Advantages: Keeps the novel fresh in
your mind each week. Weekly updates
mean that at the end of the semester you
can go back and see how your ideas and
understanding evolved week by week




Helps improve vocabulary and
syntax, but it can be time
consuming trying to choose
topics.

ESSAY PREPARATION

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

CRITICAL THINKING

Advantage: weekly writing
allows you to put all our
thoughts together on paper and
can help you with you end of
term essay.

The main advantages are to
gather your thoughts about
different themes and topics
relating to the module and
something to look back on for
the final essay.

The blog is advantageous in
the sense that, when the time
comes to write the essay, you
can refer back to what you
have written over the past 10
weeks and you can use the
blogs as a skeleton plan for the
essay.

Personally, | don't like literature
so | found it very helpful reading
other peoples posts because | am
terrible at coming up with deep
and intellectual idea when
literature is involved.

| think the advantages are you get
to see other people's opinions and
it encourages you to keep up with
what you're doing in class, it's like
doing a weekly task to check if
you actually know what's going
on.

My blog writing helped to an
extent but | think it was the blog
writing of others in the class that
helped me understand the novel
and ensured that | was on the right
track of my own understanding.

It was also very interesting to read
the others' blogs and their
insights.

Definitely, some people explained
some extracts very well and gave
a detailed analysis which helped.

Yes, | found that | looked back over my
notes from the tutorial and read passages
of the book several times when writing
the blogs. When | started to develop
ideas and thoughts on certain topics, it
helped me understand the book better
because | needed to give my opinion on
what was happening in the story.

Figure 3: Student Commentaries
5.3. Language learning and blog writing

The following results show how the students felt about their language learning during the 10
weeks of the blog writing. They all reported that their writing, vocabulary and grammar had
improved and believed the proposed structure to be helpful and effective. They also felt that they
had developed a new register of writing style, yet others felt that the blogging medium was not
an appropriate medium in which to practice an academic style: -Doesn't feel academic because
it's online. - It was also difficult to maintain an academic style in a blog post, as the language of
blogs is quite informal. -This recommended structure forced me to be more academic in my
writing whereas my first impression was that the blogs were to be written in a more relaxed and
creative style. For us, as researchers who have been working in the area of academic blog writing
for over a dozen years (Hourigan & Murray, 2006) we found the latter comments to be quite
surprising, to say the least. This revelation further illustrates both the changing perceptions of
our students towards seemingly well-established writing tools and our need to question regularly
our learners’ attitudes to the tools that we ask them to use in their learning.



5.4. Collaborative Learning and critical thinking

Some of the questions in the survey and in the interviews were directed at asking the students
to assess the collaborative learning potential of the blog exercises and the practice of critical
thinking. Amongst their comments, we can report some encouraging responses but also a more
negative perception of the collaborative learning dimension of the task:

POSITIVE PERCEPTIONS

NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS

| found it slightly difficult to comment on other blogs as they
are personal, but once everyone is 'in the same boat' it makes it
easy and enjoyable

I think it was useful since it encouraged me to read other
people’s blogs.

I like that we can comment on others blogs. It reduces the
monotony of writing a blog on a heavy, philosophical topic.

I think it is a good idea because it makes us more active in our
learning and more invested.

Again | enjoy it. | am however a social and confident person so
I didn't have a problem question or being questioned on ideas in
the blogs. | think some people may find this daunting as they
were shy and didn't want to challenge other people.

I really enjoyed it. | appreciated some of the comments | got,
they really made me reflect and my classmates have an
interesting way of looking at things. | enjoyed having a
conversation about important topics like materialism and
religion rather than the basic conversations we have on a daily
basis.

Good to get other people's opinions.

I thought it was interesting to get other points of view on certain
themes and it was helpful to further explore differences of
opinion with students. | think it helps critical thinking.

It was a good experience and meant we had to stand over our
work but also helped me to take inspiration from others.

No it was good, because it makes you want to engage with the
other students thoughts and | do think that the blog are very very
nice to because obviously these are topics that are heavy and they
can come to every person so I think it’s nice to see how different
people deal with them or maybe some people offer advice
somehow to deal with them or maybe some people give their
viewpoint that might enlighten others and make you think “ Ah
yeah, that’s actually really really nice”. So, I do think that that
way the collaborative is nice.

Painful at best. Such an exercise would
only really be effective in my opinion if
the participants are truly interested in the
subject matter on a personal level which
suffice and unfortunately to say university
students rarely are

I thought it was quite forced and definitely
do not think it should have been worth 5%
of our grade (this is the equivalent of half
of the final essay)

I didn't feel 1 was in any position to
criticize anyones blogs so | just praised
them, realistically none of your peers are
going to give you constructive criticism

A bit uncomfortable
Difficult

I perceived it to be very dainty, it made me
uncomfortable

It doesn't come very naturally and it takes
extra time to read through a couple of
peoples' posts but it's a good idea overall.

Again, quite forced. | read some of the
comments and | don't think they sounded
natural

Rather uncomfortable at the best of times.
We're an awkward generation as it is
without having to do something like
comment on each other's work
academically

Personally, I don't think I learned anything
from my peers and suppose they haven't
learned anything from me either. In the
end, we all wrote about what was in the
book and what we were told by our
lecturer

Not something that | was comfortable with
doing. | can understand its importance but
for me personally it didn"t work.




I only did it because | had to, not because I
wanted to or cared

| didnt really like it.

| felt that this could be quite time
consuming due to the sheer number of
blogs. | found it was helpful for me to gain
ideas for my own blogs but overall it was
not as useful as | would have thought.

Figure 4: Negative and Positive Student Perceptions

On the other hand, the fear of being judged or criticised emerges as one of the main reasons why
the students felt the commentary in the peers blogs was a threatening activity. It is noteworthy
from analysing this data that when the students are not thinking consciously about the action of
sharing and all what is involved in it (judgement, criticism, fear, discomfort, being out of their
comfort zone, lack of anonymity), they have a very positive opinion about the sharing and
collaborative aspect that was brought into the literature module. They are aware of the benefits
of the collaborative learning and how it can enhance their comprehension process of the novel,
the depth of their reflexions and the development of their literary appreciation, in other words,
their critical thinking: Writing the blogs as well as reading other people's blogs allowed me to
challenge my thoughts and views of the philosophical and literary themes.

The last aspect that rises in relation to collaborative learning is one of the most, if not the most
significant one. A considerable number of students commented that leaving comments in their
peers’ blogs, made the whole blog writing task meaningful and full of purpose (see Figure 5
below). The learners felt that the collaboration was real and it awarded a type of authenticity to
the whole process, as well as being beneficial for all the other questions that were addressed.
Furthermore, they suggested setting aside a final two week period for simply commentating on
their peers’ blogs, stating that commentating should be a “must”.

MEANINGFUL COMMUNICATION/AUTHENTICITY OF THE TASK

Yes | quite liked the fact other people were reading your blogs because it gives the blogs a sense of purpose
and meaning that someone else is looking at them

I found that commenting on the blogs and receiving comments gave the actual writing some sort of purpose.

Yes | enjoyed it. Good to communicate online

It forces you to read other people’s blogs. At first I didn’t want to. Then I realised that | could go and say
something about another person’s blog to help me with my own blog. | should have started earlier in the
Semester.

Yeah, I kind of thought like that way when I had to go make comments now about...Like I’'m going to have to
make up something that I think I’m interested in or whatever. But I actually started reading them like what I
said was actually quite interesting.

You know that this is coming from your peers and it’s nice to learn what they’re thinking but it’s not me saying
like, “Oh, Becca thinks this”. You know? Because regardless you’ll either not want to publish something
because you’ll think oh, it’s just someone else is just going to read that or else, I’ll think like, “Oh that’s very
interesting that she thinks that”. You know it’s just, it’s natural too.




| agree as well that it’s nice that for once it’s not just like you writing an essay and submitting it to your lecturer,
like the lecture reading it and that’s it. Like, you now have all these for reference like, it is a nice idea.

One thing that you could do is to insert a question to encourage collaborative commenting.

Figure 5: Student Opinions on the Authenticity of the Task
6. Conclusions and Recommendations

In this chapter, we have attempted to show and justify the aim of using a blog with students in
order to create a progressive reflexion and critical approach to a literary novel. In addition, we
have attempted to move on from individual standalone blogs to more collaborative and inclusive
types of blogs, displaying elements of critical thinking and language practice. Achieving
effective collaborative practice amongst students has proven to be the sternest challenge but also
the greater reward for the teachers on this literature module, revealing in our pilot study data and
feedback, higher levels of engagement and positive attitudes to studying and discussing earnestly
a difficult literary, roman a thése, Kane’s (1961) L ‘aventure ambigué.

Encouraging a top-down approach to collaborative learning in his oft-quoted article, Hattie
(2015: 89) has stated that: “University heads need to legitimize the debates about impact in their
departments, create a trusting and fair environment for this to occur, and provide the resources
(e.g., time) for collective collaborations in this pursuit of the highest possible impact on all
students.” Encouraging a bottom-up approach, we, as teachers, see that our students are
changing; their reading habits as well as their preferred devices on which to read or engage in a
multimodal fashion with text or video or both. Their literature reading experience may also need
to change when learning to engage with and evaluate a text, as a group or as an individual. Our
study has revealed that there remain several differences amongst the student cohort. Most
enjoyed the experience but still a few prefer not to engage with the collaborative peer exchanges
and feel constrained when asked to do so, this confirming evidence of discrete and individual
learning strategies (Oxford, 2011). Further conflicting viewpoints concerned the use of blogging
for academic writing. The medium is indeed the message (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967) when
students report that their perception of the blog medium is one that is unfit for academic writing
purposes. Issues such as these needed to be addressed and clarified early in the semester to tackle
preconceptions about various media for writing. When these issues are successfully addressed,
they help to authenticate the writing tasks in the minds of the students, as they readily
acknowledge (section 5.4, Figure 5).

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. Prensky declared: “Our students’ strengths lie in their ability to quickly
master, use and apply technology, and in their fearlessness to try new things” (2007: 46). Should
we, as teachers, not do the same?
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