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Abstract

Purpose: To determine if writing weekly blog posts with peer-editing will improve
graduate students’ professional writing skills, as well as their confidence in and
attitudes toward their professional writing Methodology: Students wrote 10 weekly
blog posts on topics of their choice, using APA format and 2 cited peer-reviewed
references. Weekly, they completed peer editing and received edits from the
instructor before posting a final draft of the blog online. A rubric was used to
evaluate changes in writing skills from the first to the final blog post. Additionally, a
focus group discussion was completed at the end of the experience to evaluate
students’ attitudes and perceptions. Findings: Three of the 4 writing skills and the
overall average rubric scores improved significantly from the first to the last blog
post. Throughout the focus group discussion, a few themes surfaced including
accountability for one’s writing, exposure to a wide audience, improvement in writing
skills, a sense of purpose/importance, and a better appreciation for the importance of
good writing skills. Practical Implications: Blogging can have a profound impact
on the writing skills, confidence, and attitudes of collegiate students. This is a unique
approach to teaching professional writing and research skills in the collegiate setting.
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1. Introduction

At higher education institutions, professionals agree that students do not
possess the writing skills needed to communicate successfully as students or future
professionals (Defazio et al., 2010). It is critical that students understand the value of
quality written communication and that they are able to constructively evaluate their
peers’ writing (Defazio, et al., 2010).
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The ability to critique one’s own writing is also a necessary skill to develop
due to this reflection process being a method of teaching problem-solving for
students within professional programs (McGuire et al., 2009). The writing deficiencies
of collegiate students need to be addressed. Research has shown support for students
writing for a real audience (Chen, 2013; Gunel et al., 2009; Magnifico, 2010; Wiggins,
2009). By visualizing an audience, writers are better able to frame their ideas and
create direction for their writing (Berkenkotter, 1981; Flower and Hayes, 1980;
Wiggins, 2009).Magnifico adds that individuals who choose to participate in writing —
through blogs — appearto do so because of the interaction with an audience. Wiggins
(2009) states, “The point of writing is to have something to say and to make a
difference in saying it” (p. 29). In order to accomplish this goal, students need a real
audience that includes more than a single instructor. Writing for a real audience
encourages students to articulate ideas more clearly and deepen their own
understanding of the material (Chen, 2013). Wiggins (2009)argues for real world
writingthat includes making both the audience and the purpose important to the
successful development of writing skills in students. In the classroom setting, students
do not view their writing as being impactful because the course instructor is the only
person who will read their writing. The audience has been severely limited, and
therefore, purpose is diminished too.

In their survey of high school and university faculty from various fields,
Addison and McGee (2010) were surprised by the lack of emphasis on audience and
purpose in writing assignments. Wiggins (1989) suggests the following criteria for
creating writing tasks that are related to skills that students will need in the real world:
engaging and purposeful, enabling, real problems, intellectually complex challenges
rather than pieces or individual tasks, requires a superior end-product or presentation
for a purpose and audience, and requires collaboration. The tendency forwriting
assignments is to focus on the specific writing skills rather than providing students
with something that they feel is worth writing about (Wiggins, 2009). If the goal is to
have students think and write with conviction, the assignment needs to provide a
source of purpose. Consider that the careers of some professionals depend upon their
ability to concisely write a proposal, report, or convincing perspective to a defined
audience. Keeping a job can provide a clear motivation, but without the quality
writing skills that consider purpose and audience, motivation might not be enough. By
strengthening the focus of writing on a true audience and a convincing purpose,
students will get feedback needed to develop stronger writing skills (Wiggins, 2009).
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Blogging might be one avenue that could potentially help students to improve
their writing skills by providing them with a real audience and a sense of purpose. In
the process of writing blogs and responding to other blogs, students are given global
access to an audience and to feedback, can engage in multi-directional discussion to
better comprehend peers’ perspectives, and can contemplate their own writing
abilities (Ellison and Wu, 2008; Powell et al., 2012). The process of blogging helps
students learn how to be analytical (Oravec, 2002), and for some students, blogging
can be a way to influence practice within their chosen future profession (Powell et al.,
2012). One study found that using blogs instead of paper and pencil writing for a
journal resulted in more improvement of writing skills and less anxiety about writing
(Lin et al., 2014). The same study found improvements in students attitudes towards
writing, but these improvements were the same as those for students using blogs and
students using paper and pencil journals. Additional research has demonstrated
positive outcomes for various aspects of blogging. For instance, blogs get students
more engaged in reading, writing with more meaning, and producing a better quality
assignment (Richardson, 2005). In one study, researchers found that blogging allowed
students to interpret, analyze, and elaborate on concepts (Anderson et al., 2006).
Hashemi and Najafi (2011) concluded that blogging in an Iran English Language class
provided students with choice, genuine experience, real purpose, and self-confidence.
In another study in Taiwanese university English courses, results also supported
blogging for enhanced writing and speaking, as well as for improved self-confidence
and increased motivation for writing and reading in English (Wang, 2012). By adding
blogging to a course’s format, Marsden and Piggot-Irvine (2012) found that students
reported writing more for the course simply because they are using blogs. These
studies demonstrate the academic potential that exists in the blogging process. The
purpose of the current study is to determine if writing weekly blog posts with peer-
editing will improve graduate students’ professional writing skills, as well as their
confidence in and attitudes toward their professional writing.

2. Participants

Twelve students within a single graduate level kinesiology course were asked
to participate in the study, and all signed consent forms to be included. The ages of
students ranged from 22 to37 years (mean25.5, median/mode 24) and included 7
males and 5 females.
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3. Methodology

For this study, blogs were chosen as the writing medium because it allowed
weekly practice of creating a new professional writing. Blogs also provided a real
audience and a sense of purpose for the sharing of information. The utilization of
shared Google documents, a class discussion board, or private classroom blog would
limit the audience and therefore, the purpose of student writings. Blogger was the
blogging platform used for this project because students could be given access as a
contributor. This gave students the ability to post and edit their own blogs, while
blocking them from making changes to blogs posted by any other person. Students
could also easily see the number of views each of their posts had received. As
instructors, we were able to have administrator rights that allowed us to edit any blog
or to remove any blog or comment if it was deemed necessary. Having the different
levels of access was beneficial for the classroom environment. Students were asked to
write weekly blog posts on topics of their choice. When writing these blogs, students
were required to use APA style and to include at least two peer-reviewed references.
The word count was limited, forcing students to truly focus on the point they wanted
to make. The first draft of the blog was then exchanged with a peer, who suggested
edits and provided feedback. After peer-editing, students made corrections and sent
the blog to the instructor who made a second round of edits. Instructor feedback was
sent back to both the author and peer-editor so that both students saw the comments.

Students made final adjustments and then posted their blog on the kinesiology
department blog site. Finally, students were required to send a tweet with a link to
their blog, encouraging people to read their blog. Writing samples were collected from
the first blog assignment and the final blog assignment to evaluate the quality. A blind
investigator used a rubric developed for writing intensive coursework at the university
to evaluate the first and final blog assignments. The rubric specifically evaluated the
purpose, organization, writing standards, and rhetorical awareness of the students’
writing on a scale of 1 to 5. Blogs were printed out and mixed randomly so that the
first and last blogs were not grouped together. The investigator did not know which
blogs were from each category. Then rubric scores were analyzed using correlated t-
tests to compare the scores of the first blogs with the scores of the final blogs.
Additionally, focus group discussions were facilitated by an investigator other than the
course instructor during the final class of the semester. The focus groups were divided
into two groups of 6 with both groups receiving the same questions for discussion.
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The discussion groups were recorded (audio only), and the audio recording
was then transcribed so that coding for this basic qualitative study could be
performed.

4. Findings

All rubric scores for writing skills were analyzed using correlated t-tests. With
a significance level of 0.05, 3 of the 4 writing skills improved significantly from the
first to the last blog post. Purpose was the only individual writing skill that did not
show significant improvement (p = 0.13). The overall average score on the writing
skills rubric also significantly improved from the first to the last blog. A summary of
these findings is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of Writing Skills on First and Last Blogs

Purpose 2.8333 3.4167 0.130
Organization 2.5833 3.2500 0.025
Writing Standards 3.3333 3.9167 0.003
Rhetorical Awareness | 3.0000 3.8333 0.002
Overall Rubric 2.9375 3.6042 0.007
Average

In Table 2, several findings from the focus group of 12 participants are
presented. Students reported that completing blogs helped improve writing skills
(11), increased creativity (2), and improved research skills (1). All 12 participants
reported that confidence in their writing skills improved over the course of the
semester. When discussing an increase in confidence, students related this to
connecting their writing with their current profession, producing a better quality of
writing, seeing that other people were reading their blogs, completing the peer-editing
process, and going through the weekly repetition of the writing process.
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Table 2: Focus Group Responses

Questions

Responses

In what ways has completing
blogs impacted your writing?

Improved writing skills (11)

Increased creativity (2)

Improved research skills (1)

Explain how your confidence in
your writing skills has changed
since the first of the semester.

Improved Confidence (12)
o Applied in current profession [saw connection] (5)
o Better quality writing (6)
o Exposure/number of views (2)
o Peer-editing (2)
o Weekly repetition of process (2)

In what ways has your
perception of professional
writing changed throughout the
semester?

Different methods but the way you write is key (6)

Important to be able to write well (2)

Didn't think that I could write professionally, now I think
I can do it well, confident after this experience (1)

In what ways can completing
weekly blogs impact you as a
future professional?

Networking/sharing ideas (7)

Gain new knowledge/resources (3)

Learned time management (3)

Learned about myself (2)

Would you recommend the
continued use of weekly blogs
for this course? Please explain
your thoughts.

Yes (12)

Weekly practice/process (6)

Exposure (3)

Length to write and read (4)

Students reported that they viewed professional writing in a different way.

They gained an understanding of how various methods of writing can be impactful
within their professions, but it is always the way that you write that is key. Through
blogging, students also realized how to network, share ideas, and gain new resources.
All 12 student participants reported that they would recommend the continued use of
blogs for this course, indicating that the weekly process, exposure to an audience, and
length of writing and reading were all benefits.

5. Discussion/Practical Implications

During this study, the editing process was where more challenges presented.
Students were using email to send drafts back and forth with each other and the
instructor. This can create confusion. It is highly suggested to use Google documents
— or something similar — for online collaboration with the editing process. As the
course was taught again, this change has been implemented with satisfaction among
both students and the instructor.
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This study examined the writing skills of students at the beginning and end of
a semester of blogging experiences. When evaluating the first and last blogs, scores
from the writing rubric showed significant improvements in 3 of the 4 writing skills as
well as the overall average rubric scores, which is supported by the findings of Lin et
al. (2014). Lin et al. (2014) found that collegiate students who participated in blogging,
as compared to paper and pencil methods, had significantly better writing quality at
the end of the semester long experience. These findings are an important addition to
the literature due to the limited studies evaluating writing skills specifically. The
improvement of writing skills in this study could be the result of various factors
related to the blogging experience. Studies have already shown that having a real
audience (Chen, 2013; Gunel et al., 2009; Magnifico, 2010; Wiggins, 2009) and a
purpose (Wiggins, 2009) impacts writing. Blogging provides both an audience and a
purpose for students. Additionally, peer editing was utilized and could also provide
an improvement in writing skills (Yang and Wu, 2011). By repeating the writing and
editing process weekly, students were given the opportunity to practice the skills as
well. It would be useful for further studies to evaluate the weekly blog process,
comparing peer-editing and no peer-editing as a part of blogging. During the current
study, it was noteworthy that the only writing skill not showing significant
improvement was purpose. This was possibly due to the use of blogging as the means
of writing. Blogs provide a real-world audience (Powell et al., 2012) and purpose
(Hashemiand Najafi, 2011) for the students, which may have resulted in students
having a better sense of purpose from the beginning. Additionally, students chose
their own topics, which could also provide purpose.

In this study, the confidence and attitudes of students were also addressed
during the focus group discussions. All participants indicated an increase in the
confidence of their writing skills, and all but one student directly indicated that they
believed their writing skills had improved as well. Confidence and belief in one’s skills
will lead a person to continue utilizing that skill, which means continued practice and
further development. When asked how completing weekly blogs impacted writing
skills, one student responded, “It helped me to make sure that what | was writing was
of good quality so that I would not be embarrassed when other people read it. I was
more careful with what I would write just because | knew that anybody could google
it.” Other students made similar comments about accountability due to the exposure
of having your writing accessible to the world.
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This is supported by the findings of other studies (Chen, 2013; Richardson,
2005; Wiggins, 2009) concluding that having a real audience will improve the quality
of writing and encourage students to have a stronger understanding of their content.
During the focus group, students offered specific ways in which their writing and
research skills had improved. Skills included setting up ideas better, focusing only on
pertinent details, catching their own mistakes when writing, and dissecting
information from articles better. Several students also mentioned getting better at
being more precise and getting their point across more quickly. “In today’s
technological world, people want the point, and they don’t need any extra. Instead of
elaborating on a twenty page research paper, you had to be smart on your word
selection.” During a class session, one student stated, “The limited word count is
difficult. 1 am used to making one or two points in a long paper and filling the rest of
it with fluff. Now I cannot use any fluff.”

This improvement in writing skills adds to the findings of Richardson (2005).
Students mentioned how blogs allowed for more creativity, and one student made the
following comment. “Rather than getting bogged down by one large entry [paper]
where | would have to commit to one writing style weeks on end, | kind of got to
reinvent how | introduced the subject, and it allowed for a lot more creativity.”
Instead of having one big product that is edited several times, the blogs provided
students with multiple opportunities to create something new. Cycling through the
writing process from beginning to end on multiple occasions — even in a shortened
format — requires students to engage at higher levels of thinking repeatedly. In the
focus group, half of the participants indicated a change in their perception of what
professional writing was.

They realized the impact that shorter, concise writings can make within their
career fields if they write in the correct, professional manner. Students also realized
the power of connecting with other professionals and sharing accurate knowledge
through the use of blogs. These findings are supported by Lin et al. (2014), who
found that blogging is a way to improve students’ attitudes towards writing.
Throughout the focus group discussion, a few themes continued to surface no matter
what the question was. These themes included accountability for one’s writing,
exposure to a wide audience, improvement in writing skills, a sense of purpose and
importance, and a better understanding and appreciation for the importance of good
writing skills for a professional. In conclusion, blogging can have a profound impact
on the writing skills, confidence, and attitudes of collegiate students.
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Once the weight of a lengthy research paper was removed and an audience
was given, students took interest in writing, found purpose in their topics, and began
to improve their writing skills while actually enjoying the process.
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