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ABSTRACT 

 The School of Global Media Studies (SGMS) is a program created by Aubrey Patterson 

and myself, Jessie Mann both educators in a Catholic high school in Saskatchewan. 

Initially, the idea of having a small number of students together for a longer block of time 

everyday, to learn curriculum content in an integrated manner, was intriguing. The idea 

expanded to embrace technology and encompass program flexibility. With support from 

the Catholic school division, development and implementation of SGMS began in the fall 

of 2011.  

 

The program began with five, 20 level subjects taught to 21 students: English, Biology, 

Social Studies, Media Studies and Photography. Research and recommendations from 

educators places an importance on writing online, as a means to get students engaged in 

English. Trials with blogging proved to not only engage and excite learners but provided 

a platform for the entire program. Daily lesson plans, assessments, rubrics and other 

materials were placed online for students through an online portfolio or blog called a 

WordPress. Each student created a personal WordPress account to communicate their 

learning, post reflections, assignments and connect with others. Emphasis was placed on 

peer and parent feedback as well as connecting with local and worldwide communities to 

enhance lessons. As community developed and deepened, so did students’ English skills 

as a whole.  

  

In the beginning, students were nervous about posting information online claiming it was 

more work. However, after a few months over 90 per cent of the class claimed that 
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blogging and posting assignments online coaxed out their best efforts and allowed the 

opportunity to, as one student noted, “showcase their work to the world.” This was one of 

many learning’s discovered through action-based research, in regards to blogging as a 

tool to enhance English skill development and engagement in a high school setting. 
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COMING TO THE QUESTION 
 

It was a new school year and I had no idea what to expect. Technology had been thrown 

my direction and I was not sure how I saw it fitting into my professional practices. It is 

quite a feeling handing 21 brand new Mac Book Pros to students saying, “Here, this is 

yours to use all semester. You will not be needing a binder or a writing utensil.” I was 

excited but I had always learned and taught for the most part using paper and pen.  

 

I had been looking over some of the online writing we had created within the first few 

days of school.   

“Would you look at that!” I said it aloud I am sure.  

I read the words as if someone was telling me I had won a pocket full of cash. My heart 

rate increased and I could feel excitement surging through my body.  

“Thank you for your comments Miss Mann, I think actually know what I am bad at! I 

will get better now I promise. I will re do my last post and show you. I get it! Woop 

woop.”  

She got it! The date was September 15, 2011. 

 

Had I actually given a student meaningful feedback that would impact their English 

skills within the first couples weeks of school? I thought about it for a while. With the 

entire semester looming ahead consisting of a new program and five courses I had never 

taught before, I would soon learn if their promise would be kept. If they really did show 

improvement I would be challenged with helping them to continue to grow within this 

subject area. I was excited! But, did they really get it? 
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I left it at that. Caught up in the insane busyness of teaching I went about my day with a 

smile, feeling like I had reached a student whom I had pegged early on as a ‘tough 

cookie’. Knowing I would get to spend the coming months learning alongside this 

student got me to thinking;  How does a student with so many deficits with basic skills 

make it to their grade eleven year not knowing these simple underlying principles of 

basic English that I had shown them? 

  

I had so many questions for this student but would not see her again until after the 

weekend. Alas to my despair she was absent Monday morning. I went about my morning 

as usual. Glancing at my email over lunch my attention was peaked immediately when I 

saw that my elusive student had written a blog post and this was my notification to read 

it. It began with an explanation as to where she was and why she was unable to come to 

school. I did not question whether it was a believable excuse as something else was 

glaring. The length of the post was astounding. This was coming from a student who had 

previously given me a single sentence response for a paragraph assignment. She had 

taken it upon herself to read the plans for the day that has been posted on the classroom 

blog. She had completed a creative and inspiring ‘free write’ in response to a reading we 

had done in class the week before. I could not believe my eyes. I was reading a relatively 

well thought out submission that not only made sense but had fewer grammatical errors 

than before, and continued imagery that made my cheeks hurt from smiling. I could 

almost feel confidence pouring out of the student’s words. I had trouble finishing the 

final sentences, as I just wanted to respond. After wanting to quickly respond to her with 

countless comments I settled on writing; “I am endlessly proud of your submission. You 
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have taken the constructive criticism literally and are beginning to consider it. Please 

come and see me as soon as you return. We need to talk! Signed, Ecstatic.” 

 

The next day I had my back to the door as I was filing through some paperwork when I 

heard, “What do you want to talk about?” She was back and I could tell she was excited 

about her work that she felt had been well done. After congratulating and praising her for 

the effort demonstrated, we got into an informative conversation. I had been copying 

each student blog and posting them into their comment areas to provide written feedback 

directly within their text. This was something she found useful. I was informed that the 

short hand feedback on papers in the past was impossible for the student to decipher, and 

the endless lines, arrows, codes and circles did nothing to identify basic problems for this 

learner. The immediacy of my response also helped her to maintain interest on the 

particular assignment. The publicity of the blog also added what she called a “bad but 

good stress” that forced her to copy my comments and repost a newly revised blog, 

continuing to learn as the revision process occurred. What also stood out was the 

comment; “It is like getting mail when someone comments on your writing, and who 

doesn’t like getting mail?”  

 

This form of online journaling was much more than I had anticipated it to be. Before I 

knew it I realized we were ‘blogging’ and that blogging is a technological tool to which 

students as a whole were beginning to respond. Students seemed engaged and I hoped 

that engagement would lead to further developments. I was energized to start quizzing 

other students and to forge ahead into the unknown. My action research question 
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became; How do I improve my practice of developing students’ English skills 

through the use of a new technological tool- blogging? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Too many rules and requirements ‘removes all discretion’ and stifles the 

development of flexible officers, resulting in ‘reactive instead of proactive 

thought, compliance instead of creativity, and adherence instead of audacity.’ 

These are not the kinds of officers the army needs in unpredictable and 

quickly changing situations where specific orders are absent and military 

protocol is unclear. The army is creating cooks, says Wong, leaders who are 

‘quite adept at carrying out a recipe,’ rather than chefs who can ‘look at the 

ingredients available to them and creates a meal.’ Wong found a number of 

top brass who agreed. Retired General Wesley Clark observed that senior 

army leaders have ‘gone too far in over-planning, over prescribing, and over 

controlling.’ The consequence, according to retired General Frederick 

Kroesen, is that ‘initiative is stymied, and decision making is replaced by 

waiting to be told… There is no more effective way to destroy the leadership 

potential of young officers and noncommissioned officers than to deny them 

opportunities to make decisions appropriate for assignments’ (Schwartz, et 

al., 2010, p. 159). 

 
Teaching can and should be much more than following a set of prescribed instructions or 

recipes. Applying this quote directly to education, teachers must learn to take risks 

within their practices as ‘chefs’ of knowledge and not just ‘cook’. Cookie cutters must 

only be used to make cookies and not as the guiding metaphor for classroom practices. 

The best way to help build our students into knowledgeable, life long learners is to allow 

them the opportunities to become leaders in control of their own progress and 
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development. Blogging, when implemented properly, may be a way to help students 

promote learning that forges into critical thinking, construction of new ideas and inquiry 

into the impossible. This happens when a student becomes a ‘chef’ and teachers cannot 

promote this style of learning without becoming a ‘chef’ themselves. Being able to draw 

from different learning tools to create something unique and individualistic is so much 

more crucial to learning than following prescribed instructions. Technological skills, 

such as blogging, can provide opportunities for students to visualize their progress 

directly while deepening their skills.  
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RECONNAISSANCE 
 

The process of researching an area of interest can uncover information that can guide 

actions that lead to productivity. To ensure learning is enhanced through blogging, one 

can read the literature available and converse with professionals engaged in similar 

actions to best benefit the learners.  

 

Engaging students in English courses is crucial to success in other subject areas as well 

as life beyond school. The Saskatchewan Evergreen English 20 curriculum 

(Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 1996) states that,  

language is the defining characteristic of human begins and it is the base for 

learning, thinking and communicating. A program that promotes language 

growth gives learners opportunities to: learn language through experiences 

with language, learn about language as students speak, listen, write, read, 

view and represent and learn through language by using it to learn about life, 

literature and language itself (p. 3).  

It is difficult to ignore the importance of helping learners develop proficient skills in 

English. The Canadian Literacy and Learning Network (2012) states that almost half of 

all Canadian adults, at 48 per cent, have lower skills in literacy. This is not a statistic that 

educators can ignore.  

  

The English 20 curriculum (Saskatchewan Ministry of Education, 1996) also states, “that 

technology and media can play an important role in the language arts program. Students 

live in an information age filled with a variety of technology and multimedia learning 
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tools” (p. 5). One cannot ignore that technology is changing our everyday lives and also 

education at its core. “New 21st century skills must be learned.  Technology will not 

only enable this, it will drive and require it” (Kuhn, 2011, p. 1). The days of using only 

pen and paper in English classes are coming to an end. Fortunately for English educators 

everywhere, technology is offering new insights and methods to integrate into their 

professional practices.  

It has become commonplace to recognize that Western society, and indeed 

the whole world, is undergoing a paradigm shift… In our own case, 

industrial economies and technologies are being replaced or at least 

supplemented by modern technologies and communication (Tymchak, 2001, 

p. 9).  

Lemke and Coughlin (1998) note the emerging trend of using technology within English 

classrooms. Their report, Technology in American Schools: Seven Dimensions for 

Gauging Progress argues that under the right conditions, technology: 

 1. accelerates, enriches and deepens basic skills 
  2. motivates and engages students in learning 
  3. helps relate academics to the practice of today's workforce 
  4. increases the economic viability of tomorrow's workers 
  5. strengthens teaching 
  6. contributes to change in schools 
  7. connects schools to the world (p. 2). 
 
Technology is indeed impacting education. It has in many cases become common place 

or expected by students within classrooms. “Some general trends are emerging about 

how learners view technology. Not surprisingly, technology is assumed to be a natural 

part of the environment” (Oblinger, 2003, p. 38). It is also important to see that 

technology is also adding to the new paradigms of co-learning with students as opposed 
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to more traditional models where the teacher speaks and students listen. Baird (2011) 

states that educators,   

…need to create a culture in the classroom. There needs to be a shift from 

teachers as oracles or producers of all knowledge and students as receptacles 

to teachers as facilitators and collaborators or co-constructors of knowledge. 

The phrase ‘the whole is greater than the sum of its parts’ holds new meaning 

in the light of collaboration… When we collaborate we often get better ideas 

and quicker solutions… By developing these skills in the classroom we can 

increase the chances of student success in tomorrow world. These skills are 

important, even essential, in today’s complex fast paced world (p. 1).  

 

Educators cannot ignore that technology is changing the environment of the classroom. 

“The insertion of this technology into the ecology of schools and classrooms has had a 

profound impact on education and its resources” (Tymchak, 2001, p. 87). Educators must 

ask the questions, what technology do they have available to their classroom and how 

can they use it to best serve students? Gopin (2009) states,  

Technology is always evolving and changing, as are today's students. The 

one predictable thing about technology is that its future is unpredictable. 

Therefore the ability to continue learning beyond school is imperative. New 

media including interactive videos and digital games have the ability to 

create much more engaging educational opportunities - as long as the focus is 

not on the technology itself, but how technology can be used to enhance 

education (p. 1). 
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Developing 21st century skills in education is becoming a focus for many educators. 

What are 21st century skills? What is this ‘movement’? People everywhere have accepted 

and defined it on Wikipedia as referring to;  

a growing global movement to redefine the goals of education, to transform 

how learning is practiced each day, and to expand the range of measures in 

student achievement, all in order to meet the new demands of the 21st 

Century. The movement’s driving question is, ‘What do students need to 

learn to help them succeed in our times?’ The organization, The Partnership 

for 21st Century Schools parallels the common idea by stating, ‘that we must 

address the individual within our room and the whole child or person’ (The 

Partnership for 21st Century, 2012, p. 1-2). 

In The Global Achievement Gap, Tony Wagner writes about seven survival skills that 

can ensure proper teaching of the 21st century skills. They are: 

1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 
2. Collaboration across Networks and Leading by Influence 
3. Agility and Adaptability 
4. Initiative and Entrepreneurialism 
5. Effective Oral and Written Communication 
6. Accessing and Analyzing Information 
7. Curiosity and Imagination (p. 2) 
 

It is commonly stated, that we are preparing students for careers that have not yet been 

created yet. As Wagner (2002) states, there are keys to ensuring that learning is 

occurring within our classrooms. Quality learning environments are best not only for our 

classrooms but the future of communities.  
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Our community vibrancy, personal quality of life, economic viability and 

business competitiveness depend on a well-prepared citizenry and workforce. 

Public education provides the bedrock from which our national and 

individual prosperity ride together (Partnerships for 21st Century Skills, 2012, 

pg. 2).  

Many of the richest people in the world are individuals who created something new and 

are entrepreneurs of new ideas and modern businesses. Students must be taught the 

importance of flexibility and develop skills to construct new information to further their 

learning and benefit from new problems. Learners must ask questions and work to 

uncover the unknown and use their curiosity and imagination to work through the 

impossible. It takes countless tools and approaches to learn in today’s world as things are 

rapidly changing at a rate we can hardly comprehend.  

 

It is clear that endless literature points out that there are new opportunities to learn 

presented and offered to educators and students alike. Many educators are using 

technology to ensure English skills are developed. MyEnglishTeacher.net and 

EnglishClub.com both emphasize and offer many online tools to allow students 

opportunities to better their skills, tools such as: online dictionaries, thesauruses, 

vocabulary builders, writing prompts, concept maps, translation machines and editing 

supports. They also note the benefits of online weblogs as they surge in popularity.  

A weblog (aka Blog) is a live online journal that can be easily and instantly 

updated. A Blog can be a frequently posted list of interesting web sites, or a 

personal diary of events and thoughts, or a combination of the two (among 
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many other things). The newborn publishing world of weblogs seems to be 

having a significant impact on digital culture, communication, education, and 

publication (Quinnipiac University, 2001, p. 1).  

It is undeniable that blogs are changing the face of the Internet as any regular user 

comes across them often when surfing through social networking sites, completing 

research, or just browsing.  

 

Blogging is a technological tool that millions around the world are using daily to build 

skills and enhance outcomes. Both The Social Skinny (2011) and Agent Media (2012) 

report there are 70 million WordPress blogs and 39 million Tumblr blogs worldwide, and 

4 out of 5 Internet users are visiting social networks and blogs. Educators and students 

have also embraced the benefits of this collaborative tool and it is being used 

successfully in millions of classrooms. “Collaborative technology is a valuable aid in 

teaching students to engage in meaningful discussion, take responsibility for their own 

learning and become critical thinkers in a rapidly-shifting world – skills necessary for 

success in the 21st century workforce” (Dietrich, 2012). Effective use of technology and 

collaboration in general can have substantial benefits to education.  

 

The Reading Workshop (2011) breaks the benefits of blogging into three obvious 

categories.  

 Benefits for students: 

  1. Authentic audience 

  2. Encourages pride in writing 
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   3. Motivates students to think and question 

4. Encourages students to share 

  5. A finding place for ideas 

  6. Opportunity to express ideas and opinions 

  7. Better communication with teacher 

  8. Can learn tips about reading and writing 

  9. Improves vocabulary 

Benefits for parents: 

  1. Better home/school communication 

  2. Can be involved with child's education 

  3. Can interact with teachers and students 

  4. Helps to know assignments, expectations, and homework 

Benefits for teachers: 

  1. Sharing of ideas 

  2. Reflect on craft 

  3. Converse with peers 

  4. Meet and connect with educators 

  5. Showcase students' work (p. 1). 

The benefits of blogging have been reported by countless websites and online 

mediums as a tool that can impact the learning while broadening communities and 

net works for students. Teaching Today with McGraw Hill Publishing (2011) 

states,  ‘ 

Class blogs can serve as a portal to foster a community of learners. As they 
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are easy to create and update efficiently, they can be used to inform students 

of class requirements, post handouts, notices, and homework assignments, or 

act as a question and answer board (p. 1). 

 

Creating a community of learners within the classroom through teacher and peer 

feedback is evidently possible when blogging. This feedback can enhance the 

learning. 

Edudemic (2012), is an online website that connects educators with 

technology. They offer eight tips for teachers who blog with their students 

and contribute to further learning. The first tip being that teachers must see 

the importance of choosing a platform or foundation. Setting guidelines for 

students and ensuring that teaching is a number one focus is also emphasized 

through Edudemic. ‘As well as that defining a purpose and emphasizing 

content over form is also imperative. Embracing other multimedia tools to 

enhance student blogs and look for inspiration is important for engagement 

as well. Lastly there is an evident importance on the focus on safety 

(Edudemic, 2012, p. 4). 

In direct conversations with George Couros, Division Principal of Innovative 

Teaching and Learning for Parkland School Division, in July and August of 2011 

he personally recommended WordPress as a means to provide a foundation for the 

new SGMS program (personal communication, August 15, 2011). He has recently 

suggested,  
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Our students need to be more connected.  There is a definite shift in the 

mindset of many.  With that being said, the focus on creativity, innovation, 

and the skills that are needed for the ‘21st Century’, many understand that 

schools need to continue to focus on strong relationships with their students 

and school community to thrive in our time.  Relationships continue to be the 

foundation that great schools are built upon (Couros, 2012). 

 Couros has used WordPress personally with hundreds of learners vouching for the 

learning opportunities for students, teachers, support staff as well as administrators. 

Through connectedness learning can be deepened. He was quick to comment on getting 

students to blog privately while educating them about online awareness and safety 

procedures, before moving them to blog publicly allowing them to reach people around 

the world (personal communication, August 15, 2011). 

 

While the benefits of blogging may be plentiful, it is crucial that students are protected 

when using this tool to further their learning.  Teachers must begin lessons with safe 

blogging procedures and protocols. Teaching Today with McGraw Hill Publishing, 

(2012) suggests,  

Blogs may be viewed publicly, as any other web site. Students must be 

trained on issues regarding access, privacy, security, and free expression. As 

blogs have no publisher, producer, or editor, students must carefully consider 

the content of postings to avoid anything defamatory, libelous, or infringing 

upon the rights of others (p. 2).  
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Blogging online does pose new risks to educators and learners. However, an important 

report on education in Saskatchewan (Tymchak, 2001) suggested that, 

A new attitude and culture needs to be promoted in secondary education that 

is risk taking, that does not see making mistakes as organizationally fatal; 

that believes we can learn from mistakes, with the recognition that they are 

essential to a healthy institutional culture and the responsive, learning 

organization (p. 97).  

Any risks attached to blogging seem to be outweighed by the benefits and are most 

importantly preventable if classroom lessons in safety precede the blogging itself. 

 

It is important, as the facilitator in the room, for the teacher to participate with students 

in the act of blogging. Educators, who expect their students to blog, must also blog 

themselves. Teaching students how to blog properly and safely is important but they 

must also be taught how actual programs function best so that learning takes place and 

lessons do now revolve around questions like, How do I post this? How does this work? 

Bruce (2011) states,  

The social web is here and given that it can offer such a level of anonymity 

that much of what goes on is unproductive, base and quite nasty, perhaps it is 

the role of teachers to provide a role model in how to use these tools to 

enhance learning and not to just bully people or flirt (p. 12)  

Lessons must be focused and understood by all. According to Stein et al (2003)  
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Without clear guidance, and without adequate explanation of what the 

interactions were to accomplish and how they were to be used, learners did 

not find the interactions themselves to be useful as an aid to learning or in the 

development of a learning community (p. 201).  

For community to occur and the benefits of blogging to surface, clear directions must 

always be provided for students.  

 

When all students understand the expectations of the teacher and the lessons then further 

learning opportunities and a sense of community can evolve. Creating ‘community’ is 

crucial in any classroom.  

By definition, a community is a group of people who work with one another 

building a sense of trust, care, and support. This means that in our 

classrooms, part of our job is to provide opportunities and structures by 

which students can help and support one another. It also means that we 

provide explicit instruction and support so that students learn how to do this 

(p. 1).  

Blogging together, can foster community through new learning opportunities. Creating 

community can be difficult but 

…one possible solution is for instructors to capitalize on peer feedback as an 

instructional strategy, requiring students to provide feedback to one another 

while simultaneously encouraging greater levels of interaction (Ertmer, P. et. 

al., 2007, p. 1). 
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Community can build confidence and engage learners. It is no doubt that engaged 

learners have a more open mind to real learning. 

 

McConnell (2002) notes that when students are working together it can build skills in 

interdependence. Working together also expands the views in seeing educators as the 

primary means of judgment thus building "more autonomous and independent situation 

where each individual develops the experience, know-how, and skills to assess their own 

learning" (p. 89). Editing ones own work is important. But, editing others work who 

followed the same guidelines can improve both works. Dunlap (2005) claims that "…the 

process of reviewing someone else's work can help learners reflect on and articulate their 

own views and ideas, ultimately improving their own work" (p. 20). Wassmer (2011) 

also adds that people can develop and grow their knowledge in many crucial areas, build 

faith, self-esteem and confidence with their peers while engaging in critical reflection 

and social discourse within their requirements and classroom activities. The benefits of 

effective peer editing are insurmountable when approached properly.  

 

The role of parents in developing student success is increasingly important in today’s 

classroom. With the complexities of student lives, it can be beneficial to include parents 

in the blogging process. Not only does this broaden the students’ community and provide 

teachers with insight into their specific needs, but it can also push students to achieve 

more. “When parents and schools work together, you double the chance of success for 

each child” (Couros, 2012, p 15). Teachers must give parents the opportunity to get 

involved within the classroom.  
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Parents and primary caregivers have a vital interest in children, and this 

interest needs to be nurtured and cultivated. Surgery, and similar metaphors, 

are not helpful for illuminating the teaching task and certainly do nothing to 

foster positive relationships between parents and teachers. No one is talking 

about parents moving in and out classroom at will, but a positive, active 

participant role for parents can be fostered by schools in the recognition that 

the education of children is a shared responsibility (Tymchak, 2001, p. 78). 

Blogging opens up the opportunity for parents to be as Tymchak stated, “positive and 

active participants in their child’s education” (p. 78). Whether it be reading and 

commenting on their child’s work or viewing and referring to a classroom blog for 

information, both can be of benefit to help push students to achieve.  Communities 

include “a sense of shared purpose, trust, support, and collaboration- i.e., a sense of 

community—[that] is an essential element in the development of quality online learning 

environments”(Shea, Li, Swan and Pickett, 2002, p. 70). Students who feel as though 

they have a purpose and can contribute to others have the potential to ask more 

questions, work more diligently and enjoy the learning process all the more.  

 

Blogging can build a connection to students and open up a community of people who 

can work together. Opportunities to learn where students are connected to others and 

receive specific feedback can better improve their skills. Higgins, Hartley, and Skelton 

(2002) suggest that giving individualistic feedback is obviously more meaningful, and 

thus of a high quality and more helpful to students. Timely feedback aids learners in 

become more aware of specific skills they can improve upon.  
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Bruce (2011) states,  

The ability to comment on a friend's work, a classmate's work, the teacher's 

work and an almost unknown person on the other side of the world provides 

instant feedback and is great motivation for the students… Parents, other 

students, teachers, grandparents, relatives and people from all over the world. 

(p. 13). 

Blogging and social networking can move beyond teacher, peer and parent feedback to 

the broader community to allow students to find and seek out individuals in any field 

from anywhere in the world. “Learning should not be confined to the walls of the school 

or to what Google throws up. Learning should be real and we have the tools to make 

these connections immediate, spontaneous and REAL” (E-Learning Journeys, 2007, p. 

1). Blogging can provide this for students. When a student is engaged in activities and 

participates in conversations with individuals in the field about what they are directly 

learning about, it is in that interaction that builds knowledge (Henning, 2004). 

 

Lastly, blogging can give teachers a foundation beyond that of regular classroom 

organizational structures by offering educators, parents and others an opportunity to see 

student development directly. Each student blog becomes a type of navigational portfolio 

of progress. Teaching Today with McGraw Hill Publishing (2012) states,  

Blogs present, organize, and protect student work as digital portfolios. As 

older entries are archived, developing skills and progress may be analyzed 

more conveniently. Additionally, as students realize their efforts will be 
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published, they are typically more motivated to produce better writing. 

Teachers and peers may conference with a student individually on a 

developing work, and expert or peer mentoring advice can be easily kept for 

future reference (p. 1).  

Bruce (2011) adds that, “the beauty of computers in the classroom is that they allow 

things to be done that could never be done before. If you only use the computer to 'type 

up their stories' then get a typewriter. If you want your children to take part in the 'Global 

Village' then set up a blog.” With millions blogging every second all over the world and 

overwhelming research pointing towards trying it within classrooms, it’s intrigue was 

something I knew I had to implement into my professional practices. With 

overwhelming research and advice from colleagues about communicating the benefits of 

blogging, I felt the students within the program could benefit and improve skills 

specifically in English. Embracing skills specific to the 21st Century through the 

technology that is available can prepare our students for life outside of the classroom as 

well.  

 

I began a classroom blog in August and September of 2011 and instructed students to 

begin a WordPress online portfolio and asked them to start blogging within the first 

week of school. I hoped this activity would provide an organizational tool for program 

material and also help students to build skills while writing to specific audiences. 
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             ACTION RESEARCH METHOLOGY 

Action research is so much more than just completing research on a specific area 

of interest.   

          It starts with a feeling- a sense of frustration or creative possibilities  

for action and the commitment to ‘do it differently,’ to bring one’s practice in 

line with one’s values and aspirations. It involves the continuous 

modification of a situation and theorizing from the standpoint of action 

(Holly, Arhar and Kasten, 2005, p. 5).    

Self-reflective educators feel tensions and notice areas that need improving within 

their practices. Action research attempts to eliminate these tensions and improve 

practice through cycles of action, observation and reflection. Educators address a 

frustration and ask questions, carry out promising actions, collect data and then 

reflect on the action’s impact to address the question, How can I improve for the 

betterment of the individual students I am educating? 

 

Action research is individual professional development to foster improvement and 

growth. “As a basic principle, action research is designed to improve practice. It is 

conducted by a person or persons, or a small group, who want to bring their actions 

more closely in line with their aims and intentions” (Holly, Arhar and Kasten, 

2005, p. 44).  Action research was chosen for this particular project as it promises 

to build more effective and meaningful professional practices for the individual 

teacher. This better equips educators to teach the individual learners within their 

classrooms.   
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Research and reflection allow teachers to grow and gain confidence in their 

work. Action research projects influence thinking skills, sense of efficacy, 

willingness to share and communicate, and attitudes toward the process of 

change. Through action research, teachers learn about themselves, their 

students, their colleagues, and can determine ways to continually improve 

(Ferrence, 2000, p. 7).  

Continual, cyclical growth is at the heart of action research.  
 
 

There is more pressure placed on educators than ever before.  

Practitioners are responsible for making more and more decisions in the 

operations of schools, and they are being held publicly accountable for 

student achievement results. The process of action research assists educators 

in assessing needs, documenting the steps of inquiry, analyzing data, and 

making informed decisions that can lead to desired outcomes (Ferrence, 

2000, p. 3).  

While pressures may exist, it is action research that allows the educator to make 

informed decisions based on evidence, leading to new understandings that are directly at 

the heart of individual needs of both teacher and student.  

 

Action research was used for this particular project because it was time to ask questions 

that applied to my aims, visions and methods. With a new program and many unknowns 

looming ahead, I needed professional development that would apply directly to 

improvement of my professional practices for the betterment of student learning. I found 
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that for me action research followed a pattern of: Identifying a tension, exploring that 

tension through reconnaissance, creating an action plan, observing, collecting data and 

reflecting for new understandings. This pattern repeated itself numerous times and was 

cyclical. It allowed me to dive deep within my practice to continually define and redefine 

a tension area for improvement. How could I help students become passionate about 

improving their English skills? Taking a risk, trying something new and then having the 

guidance and structure to continue building my knowledge of what was working for 

students was the key to helping them to further develop their skills in English.  

 

There were 21 students involved in the data collection process for this particular action 

research project, 11 males and 10 females. All students lived within 30 km of a fairly 

wealthy small prairie town of about 34,000. All students exhibited admirable attendance 

and behaviour.  Interviews with students were ongoing and occurred throughout the 

semester. These interactions and conversations were documented in a journal, was a 

means to organize thoughts and provide a way to reflect on events to become conscious 

of new understandings and how they came to fruition. Formal online surveys and 

questionnaires were completed by students during the following time periods of: 

September 7-14, October 3-7, November 21-25 and December 12-19, 2011. 

Questionnaires provided student comments about their feelings and individual growth, 

and highlighted areas where efforts could be focused for improvement.  

 

I was the sole researcher on this project and I had three critical friends and colleagues. 

Two were completing their Masters as well within the same cohort. They provided a 
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sounding board and outlet to discuss findings, and provide other viewpoints and 

perspectives. The other critical friend was a professor from the University of Regina. 

They all provided me ongoing advice to maintain focus and determination. All three 

critical influences offered a foundational structure to my research that supported my 

entire efforts through this project. 

  

To ensure anonymity and confidentiality for all participants I submitted an ethics 

application to the University of Regina in the spring of 2011. I then discussed with my 

school administration the plans to conduct my research and obtained approval.  All 

student participants were notified of the expectations and plans for their involvement in 

the project for the entire semester. The purpose of the project was explained in depth. 

The permission slips and confidentiality forms were reviewed on the first day of the 

semester in September by a third party without the researcher present. No data collection 

or research began before all forms were returned and filed. Questionnaires and surveys 

handed out (see Appendix E-F), did not contain any student names. Data collection was 

completed in the classroom with no outside influences. Anonymous online surveys were 

used to regularly interview students. Primary data were placed within a secure email 

account folder or within a locked filing cabinet at all times. This documentation will be 

kept for three years at which time it will be destroyed by shredding and deleted from all 

online files and records. The protection of participants was taken very seriously 

throughout this entire action research project. 
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THE PROJECT 
 

Cycle 1: Creating a Blog and Online Portfolio 

With overwhelming research and advice suggesting the benefits of blogging, I decided to 

try this technological tool and Internet phenomenon. I had little to no experience with 

blogging myself. I wanted to provide skill enhancement specifically in English and offer 

students feedback to help develop their writing and individual skills. I was informed, and 

research stated, this could happen when blogging with learners. Knowing that if I was 

going to expect my students to start blogging I would have to model it as well. I began 

blogging on an almost daily basis. I posted all classroom information, notes, rubrics, 

assignments and other forms of media on the WordPress page so as to build students, as 

well as my own, familiarity with the program. This took place within the first week of 

the new school year. A WordPress is a free, easy to use program available online. It 

takes on elements of a personal website and combines it with the benefits of blogging in 

a basic format.  

 

Students began referring to the WordPress on an almost hourly basis to meet their 

classroom needs. This allowed them the opportunity to genuinely navigate through the 

software and become familiar with blogging and its benefits. It gave the WordPress 

program in general credibility as students witnessed its uses and benefits. It also made 

me accountable and organized as an educator. Not only were students using the blog but 

also their comfort with it grew exponentially. Positive feelings towards the WordPress 

were very strong as it provided students a means to get what they needed for school from 

any place with Internet access. I found more homework was returned in a timely manner 
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than ever before and even encountered students after school hours at coffee shops around 

town working together on assignments and homework.  

 

I knew before allowing students the opportunity to blog in class, it would be crucial as 

the research states, to provide students with media awareness training and to just begin 

blogging on a private level. Students were responding well to my classroom blog and the 

materials made available to them but were quick to comment when I unveiled my 

expectations for them to be blogging in the coming weeks. There was a wide range of 

experience with blogging in the class. Some were blogging daily on their own, others 

had never thought about starting one and a few did not like the idea at all. One student 

loudly verbalized, “Do we have to blog, seriously? How much will we have to do 

it”(Student comment, September 8, 2011)? Another stated,   

I sometimes find blogging very boring, I just make up stuff and it might not 

be what I actually feel, it is just to get it done. And I don’t like blogging very 

often, I have only done it a few times. As I said before I only like blogging 

about things I know about or else I cannot do a very good job (Student 

comment, September 8, 2011).  

Another noted that, “I do not believe that blogging can make me a better writer because 

if I post something online I can’t erase it or take it back, but when I am writing I can 

erase it or even destroy it. I prefer writing on paper rather than online. It also stressed me 

out”(Student comment, September 13, 2011). Many other students agreed with these 

direct comments. There were five students who detested the idea of blogging and adding 

it into the classroom routines. Fewer than 60 per cent of students in the classroom felt 
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that blogging would become useful or enhance their individual skills.  

  

In conversation with one student he expressed,  “I do not feel like I’ve had nearly enough 

individualized instruction from past English teachers. When you have to teach five 

classes a day, with 30 students in each class, you don’t have time to focus on each 

individual student” (Student comment, September 13, 2011). Student perception at first 

did not seem very promising. However, I did have a base of 10 students, 6 females and 4 

males that enjoyed blogging and were quick to share its benefits with their classmates. 

They would say things like, “Are you kidding me, I already have a blog! I am pumped.” 

Or, “I spend most of my time online blogging, I learn more blogging and treading other 

peoples blogs than just reading articles and watching videos” (Student comments, 

September 13, 2011). There were no doubts that the topic of student blogging evoked 

mixed emotions.  

  

I knew it would be crucial early on to show students how engaging blogging could be 

and that they too could individually improve using this tool. It was crucial that during all 

blogging activities that expectations were clear and direct connections to the curriculum 

were made. Students received learning targets to make curricular connections and rubrics 

on how they would be graded before each blogging assignment.  To make their blog 

more meaningful I took the time to sit down and comment on all posts made by students 

in a timely manner and on an every other day basis. I found the more timely I was in 

providing feedback, the most receptive students were in accepting it and working to 

improve immediately.  
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After blogging almost daily for weeks the mood towards blogging changed drastically. I 

had integrated blogging into assignments asking students to respond to everything from 

photographs, quotes, videos and knowledge from specific outcomes. All blogging 

assignments were a means for students to think critically and creative about material we 

were learning in classes. I would begin class with the expectations and outcomes to be 

taught throughout the next class(s) and students would access my specific classroom 

blog for classroom notes, material and rubrics. Then material and lessons were presented 

to students based on efforts to advance student knowledge of the outcomes in question. It 

was then that student blogs were used for learners to communicate their learning and 

respond to various prompts they were given. These prompts aligned with the 

expectations and outcomes taught during specific lessons.  

 

All students mentioned in mid October that their WordPress and blog were becoming 

more useful to their learning, and specifically English, and that it was a great place to 

house and showcase classroom projects and highlight skills. A 100 percent of students 

also remarked that publishing material online was exciting and useful; I knew I was onto 

something.  

  

As an English teacher I felt like I had given more individual feeback than ever before. 

Students were perceptive and would take any feedback I offered and make changes to 

edit their blog immediately so that it, as one student stated, “it helps to make the blog 

look better when I made changes. Then when I make changes I guess I learn how to 

overcome those tendancies so I don’t have to make those changes in the future. My skills 
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in English have improved. No doubt. I am maybe more creative too” (Student comment, 

October 5, 2011). Students were encouraged to let their personalities shine through their 

words and I felt I was getting to know the individuals within the classroom better than I 

had ever known a group of students in my professional career. Student grammar 

improved and vocabulary was increasing. This was evident on classroom assessments. 

Students within the class were scoring higher than another class on routine terminiology 

quizzes to prepare them for the final exam. These terminology quizzes are common types 

of assessment amongst all English 20 courses offered. Typically this group of students 

was scoring 8-10 per cent higher than the other class. The act of publishing their work 

online seemed to be coaxing students into working more diligently as well. 

 

While blogging was providing students with a great deal of benefits, another slight 

tension arose. I had a fear that students would get bored with blogging so frequently and 

knew there had to be a way to ensure more use and feedback. One student commented, 

“If I knew others in the class were going to see it I would have probably spent more time 

on that assignment last night” (Student comment, October 20, 2011). This comment gave 

me the idea of trying peer feedback. It was time to try other tools with blogging and 

broaden the feedback students were receiving. Research places importance on peer 

feedback and the implications it can have on the learning process. This was something I 

felt I could integrate directly into lessons. I knew I had to keep advancing student blogs 

to keep the process moving. Regularly commenting on 21 blogs was taking days and I 

was noticing that I was getting frustrated at the countless hours I was spending as well. 
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Cycle 2: Peer and Parent Feedback 

Again personal experiences as well as exploration of published research led me to the 

idea of implementing peer feedback through blogging as a means for students to build 

their English skills. How could I keep students working hard at improving their 

assignments through feedback without personally having to spend the extra 12-15 hours 

a week just commenting on blogs? Could peer feedback be an answer? When students 

were questioned in late September on their feelings about peer feedback I was not 

shocked when 76 per cent of them said they did not like peers reading and commenting 

on their work. I knew this added more pressure. One student noted, “I want my teacher 

to comment on my work not my peers. They may judge me and I would rather have 

someone who for sure knows what they are talking about giving me advice” (Student 

comment, October 20, 2011). Another added, “It is too stressful, learning is supposed to 

be fun. I do not want other people seeing my work” (Student Comment, October 20, 

2011). Believing that if I approached peer feedback properly, I hoped in time they would 

see the benefits and their beliefs about it would change. 

 

Specific lessons and activities given to students requiring peer feedback gradually 

increased over the month of October. At first students only provided positive feedback. 

One stated, “There is no way I am going to say something bad and hurt their feelings. I 

don’t want someone saying anything bad to me, so I am not going to say anything 

negative to others. I don’t want them to get mad at me and then have to spend time with 

them” (Student comment, October 31, 2011). For the most part this view mirrored the 

views of most students. They seemed stressed out when commenting on one another’s 
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work, or would not take it seriously. There was little being said to one another that 

seemed to be of benefit. Slowly after a few weeks, three students started to take some 

risks. They began commenting critically on one another’s work to help them improve. 

The improvements resulting from peer collaboration were evident in higher evaluation 

exceeded their expectations. They were happier with their progress and verbalized their 

success to the class. By the end of October a few students openly suggested that peer 

feedback could be even more useful to them if as a collective group they made, as one 

student coined it, “a pact to help each other and not get mad at one another” (Student 

comment, October 31, 2011). After continuing to offer students opportunities and 

activities involving peer editing, it did not take long for students to start seeking out help 

from peers on some other assignments as well. By mid November, 20 out of 21 students 

said peer editing was helpful to their growth and success in writing. The student who did 

not agree said she still felt “stressed out knowing others will see their work”(Student 

comment, October 31, 2011). Again, I was unsure of what to expect when peer editing 

with students but was pleased they were surpassing my expectations. Again it seemed 

student skills were improving and this was showing on assessments and daily work.  

 

One change in the students that was noticeable was that they were handing more work in 

on time.  Typically this group of students was known for handing in assignments late and 

I had noticed this within the first month of school. Towards the end of October I noticed 

fewer over due assignments and wondered if peer editing had an impact on this. I spent 

time interviewing students. Some interesting discussions revealed that as one student 

mentioned, “Peer feedback helps to answer questions that I have. Sometimes working 
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with them gives me ideas I can relate to and work with. This pushes me to complete 

work” (Student comment, October 27, 2011).  Another added, “It also gives me ideas 

and helping them [other students] to do well and finish on time forces me to try harder” 

(Student comment, October 27, 2011).  I then handed out a sheet of paper to the 15 

students in the class. I asked each to write yes or no on the paper in response to the 

question, Do you think you are more accountable with handing work in on time since the 

emphasis on peer feedback? In reviewing the responses, 13 out of the 15 students said 

that they felt they had improved with handing assignments in on time since peer 

feedback had been instituted. I had not expected such a strong impact from using peer 

feedback. 

 

 With most students reaping rewards of teacher and peer feedback I felt it was then time 

to involve parents. Parents have always played an integral role within my classroom- or 

so I thought. I always felt I connected parents to their student’s development through 

progress reports and frequent calls home. Now the project was leading me to include 

parents directly in lessons to help students succeed. What better way to show parents 

their son/daughters work than by giving them the opportunity to directly comment on 

blogs, videos, assignments and an online portfolio? With 76 per cent of students almost 

loathing the idea, I was not so sure this would see as much success as the blogs and peer 

feedback.  

 

Students were encouraged to seek parental feedback outside the classroom within one 

week, November 21-25, 2011. I asked students to sit down with their parents and find a 
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blog post they felt passionate about and was well done and to also pick a blog post they 

felt had not been completed to the best of their ability. I wanted this experience to show 

parents the spectrum of their student’s abilities and interests. I hoped that they would 

read these two, and other posts. I encouraged students to help their parents write specific 

comments directly on the posts they had written. Then I told students that if they 

incorporated the feedback and reposted their initial blog I would remark their work. I 

hoped that by increasing my expectation and setting a deadline they would complete the 

task of sharing their work with their parents. 

 

Figure 1 

There were eight students who completed the task within four days (refer to Figure 1), 

six of which stated that initially they did not feel it was necessary or beneficial, while 

two felt it could be “fun”. All but two out of the eight said they were glad they 

completed it and they felt their parents were going to begin viewing their WordPress site 

more often. One stated, “I did not really like taking time out of my day to sit down with 

my mom. I knew she was going to force me to work harder. But, actually she was pretty 

good and there were things she did not know about my styles” (Student comment, 

November 24, 2011). Other students said while they did not feel it would be very 

Parent Feedback Offered to Students	


Within	  1	  week	  

Within	  2	  weeks	  	  

Did	  not	  comment	  
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beneficial it was as one noted, “not as bad as I thought it was going to be. I do not think 

my parents directly helped me but knowing they are going to see my work more often 

does make me more critical of my own work” (Student comment, November 30, 2011). 

Five students took approximately two weeks to get this task completed. Upon 

completion these students were again interviewed. Two felt it was a worthwhile task and 

wished they had not put off completing it. The other student did not enjoy the process 

nor felt it was beneficial as one stated, “My parents did not have the time and I felt like I 

had to force them” (Student comment, December 5, 2011).   

 

Figure 2 

In January students filled out a questionnaire and 76 per cent said that parent feedback 

had the potential to be “slightly beneficial” (refer to Figure 2). While students may not 

have felt parent feedback was directly beneficial to improving their marks, 90 per cent 

did feel that knowing parents would be seeing it pushed them to better complete 

particular assignments. Three students had their parents comment on their work one 

more time. These three students did not feel that their parents were instrumental to their 

grade actually increasing but did feel they put a greater effort in knowing their parents 

were going to see their work. Eight students did not have their parents comment on their 

Student Perception of the Benefits of Parent 
Feedback  

Extremely	  
BeneAicial	  

Slightly	  BeneAicial	  

No	  BeneAit	  

Neutral	  
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work but still participated in the overall questionnaire and interview process.  

 

With teacher, peer and parent feedback contributing to students’ efforts, and the 

improvement of English skills, it was also becoming increasingly clear that increased 

blogging for the purpose of offering feedback was having an impact on student learning. 

Students were writing more creatively than ever and becoming critical of their own 

work. Students were editing their work more than I had ever witnessed in my teaching 

career. I knew from this experience that blogging could offer students’ even greater 

opportunities to grow since research stated that broadening connections to the world 

enhanced learning. I began to think that the chance for students to mentor and be 

mentored by individuals from all over the world was worth pursuing. Connections 

through blogging and social networking had already broadened our learning community. 

Could expanding feedback beyond our local community help students work harder and 

learn at a deeper level?  

 

Cycle 3: Going Public- Expanding the Community 

Student skill development and pride had grown. I had witnessed this. They now wanted 

to take their blogs public and expand them beyond the community of peers, their parents 

and myself. By mid December all students but one had shown the growth and skills 

necessary to safely publicize their work. The student who did not publicize their blog did 

not have parents who supported student information being accessible to the world. In 

other course activities in SGMS we had met many individuals over the first few months 

of school from the Middle East, United States and other provinces within Canada. 
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Students had also connected with individuals within Lloydminster and surrounding 

communities. Many of these individuals were invited to view and comment on students’ 

creative writing and other works. By the end of the school year over half the students had 

likeminded individuals commenting on their blogs and other social networking sites. One 

noted,  

When I went public and knew my friends and other people I had met, even 

future employers, were going to see my work; it kicked it up another notch. 

Blogging to begin with was just a means to get marks and complete 

assignments. Then through the phases of learning how to better my writing 

and as I got help through all the comments and feedback I became a more 

mindful writer. This helping me to begin liking and excelling within English 

(Student comment, December 19, 2011). 

 

Another stated, “I wish we would have had more time to meet people from around the 

world. Now that I understand how helpful it can be, I think this will be something I 

continue in other classes beyond ours [SGMS]” (Student comment, December 19, 2011). 

Initially I had not thought of expanding student blogging in this way. All students 

communicated on January 16 that more class time would have been beneficial to reap 

benefits in this manner. One student added, “It would have been awesome at the 

beginning of the year to have the responsibility to seek someone throughout the semester 

that could become a sort of mentor” (Student comment on January 16, 2011). They felt 

this component of the course was rushed and often disorganized. With only two weeks 

remaining in the semester it would be been immensely beneficial to begin work in this 
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area much sooner. 

 

I spent a great deal of time in January interviewing students and all completed the same 

questionnaire they had within the first month of school. All but one student felt that 

continual and differentiated feedback and emphasis on ‘going public’ all helped them to 

advance their personal writing skills. All English 20 students, in three classrooms, were 

compared after writing the identical final exam. Students wrote a letter of application in 

English 20 at the beginning of October and another one on the final exam. Marks were 

then compared to show growth areas and highlight ways where instruction could 

improve for following semesters. As a group students showed a 16 per cent growth as a 

group in improving letters of applications compared to scores they received at the 

beginning of the year. 

 

Going public was an exciting event for the majority of students. Students’ felt like they 

had worked towards it and that it was a privilege. Many spent hours fine tuning writing 

and the video component of their blog; 67% said within the first month of school that 

they were ready for their blogs to be public leaving 33% to note they felt nervous about 

publicizing their blog. It is important to note that two students felt that their blog and 

online portfolio had become a little overwhelming and disorganized. One student who 

did not feel that blogging helped her stated, “Blogging did not help me to enhance my 

skills, because English was already my best class. I enjoyed it though and it probably did 

contribute to helping me creatively and I got better with considering criticism from 

others” (Student comment January 16, 2012).  
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After a school semester of digital awareness, practice and fine tuning, 100 per cent of 

students felt that they knew what they needed to keep themselves safe in general and to 

get the most out of a blog. All felt they were better able to articulate ideas and had 

advanced critically as well.   

No matter how many new digital tools come out, the common denominator is 

still people.  And it will always be people.  The new collaboration revolution 

in education technology places people squarely at the center of the equation, 

making it easier to connect and produce solid results (Dietrich, 2012, p. 12).  

The successes evident in student English skill development that were witnessed were 

definitely enhanced by the collaboration and participation of individuals through the 

processes of blogging.  
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NEW UNDERSTANDINGS 
 

New Understandings of My Teaching Practice 

Identifying a tension within professional practice and committing to understand and 

improve to relieve that frustration is something that educators do informally. The process 

of doing this, through actual action research, reaps many professional rewards by 

formally bringing new understandings and consciousness. Many people asked me upon 

completion of the action research cycles if I had learned anything. There is no doubt 

when answering that indeed this has been the best professional development of my 

teaching career.  

  

First and foremost becoming a reflective professional who makes time for research is 

becoming more important and characteristic of my teaching. Reflection without action is 

just a thought. Reflection with action has the power to significantly impact student 

learning. Action also enables the elimination of tensions that can cause frustrations 

within professional practices. I now understand the importance of not only trying things 

outside of my comfort zone but properly preparing to implement them reduces much of 

the risk. Trying new things is much less risky when you are an informed educator who 

always focuses directly upon the needs of individual learners within your classroom.  

  

I knew blogging was a modern tool that millions of people were using and not only 

enjoyed, but also swore by. But, it was the hours spent reading the literature that led me 

to follow prescriptive plans to implement it properly. I learned the benefits of taking the 

time and learning about the technology on a personal level before introducing it to my 
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students. I believe it was more successful for both students and myself having done so. 

Over the course of the program we had nearly 20,000 hits on our blogs collectively and 

touched base directly with individuals from 10 other countries. The idea of students 

blogging to the world initially was daunting. I worried about the risks in being visible 

and sharing opinions with unknown persons. The truth is, if you follow all safety 

precautions and teach students to be positive critical viewers of their own work and the 

work of others, you can help to eliminate those major risks.  

 

Developing 21st Century skills was an unknown concept to me. I had not really heard 

about the term, nor understood the implications for ensuring all elements were included 

within lessons and activities. If we want to empower individuals to be willing to invent 

things that have not been invented, solve problems that haven’t yet occurred and 

contribute to the vitality of our communities, we have to ensure students become 

confident, life long learners. I did not realize the impact that blogging would have on 

developing these 21st Century skills and preparing students for life post graduation. 

 

One of the biggest responsibilities I undertook in this area was seeing the importance of 

safe guarding students when making contact with the outside world. The Internet is an 

inconceivable tool and preparing students how to protect their work, follow copyright 

laws and showcase their talents was crucial. Whether we like it or not our students are 

going to have access to the World Wide Web and people from all over the world. Media 

Awareness training is vital in keeping their digital footprints, positive and ensuring 

personal safety.  
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I have eliminated many feels of hesitation when presented with new elements to 

integrate into my professional practices. I used to grab an idea and rush to implement it 

without careful planning. Diving into the unknown is not useful for my practice and not 

effective for the learners within my room. By properly preparing students, classroom 

materials and myself in the areas of blogging we were all able to see real benefits. Being 

open to trying new things, researching the do’s and dont’s, and taking something and 

making it work for the individuals in my room is something that can truly change the 

environment and effectiveness of the learning.  

 

Technology can be a teacher’s best friend or their worst enemy. When an educator 

becomes comfortable with the programs and software available to them, opens the door 

to help students become effective users. Trying to implement technology before an 

educator is ready can be extremely ineffective. This sets up the lessons and activities to 

be more about the technology itself and less about the learning. Students should be 

taught how to use the technology and offered tools such as clear instructions and rubrics 

before beginning assignments as it will set them up to truly learn.  

 

I see my classroom much differently. I often felt it was limiting. There was a big world 

out there and I was forced to teach students about it within four walls. The power of 

technology and collaboration through blogging and social networking can not only bring 

the world into my classroom but also take the students out of it and introduce them to 

people and places they could not have understood any other way. The curriculum is a 

guide and it can and should be used to compliment us as professionals. It does not have 
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to be seen as restricting.  

 

Assessing students as early as possible is also vital in helping students develop. Blogging 

provided me with an opportunity to begin assessing particular skill areas in English that 

learners as individuals needed to address. With all students saying they feel their English 

developed throughout the course, many more so than ever before, I believe blogging was 

a platform that allowed us to collectively improve their skills. I have often witnessed the 

benefits of taking the time to offer all students’ detailed feedback and time to improve 

their work. I am once again reminded of the value of different feedback that is given to 

students often. A combination between student, parent and teacher feedback seemed to 

work well to provide learners an array of support on their assignments. That said, it is 

important to help students see that critiquing one another is helpful and should not be 

seen as any sort of negative criticism. This is something that must be taught and grows 

with time. 

 

New Understandings of Students 

The teacher cannot begin to connect with the students in their own room and the world 

outside of it if she does not know the students first. It is no surprise that students are 

individuals with their own personalities, likes and dislikes. As a teacher it should be a 

number one priority to get to know these individuals as early into the semester as 

possible. Educators cannot connect with students and cannot connect students with the 

outside world in an effective manner without first knowing what will appeal to them 

most. Blogging creatively and openly not only allowed me the opportunity to help their 
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English skills improve, but also provided insight into what the students were like and 

how I could teach them.  

 

When trying a new tool that you expect students to use as well, commitment is key. 

Educators must be dedicated to get to know the tool on a personal level. Teaching the 

tool should be swift and complete. Teachers cannot expect students to seamlessly begin 

using a tool to further their learning without first teaching them how to use the tool. 

There will be much less trouble shooting, problem solving and questions like, “How do 

I…?” if educators first focus on helping students to become accustomed to the 

technology.  

 

We cannot ever assume that students will know how to use some of the technologies we 

want to include in our lessons. Each classroom will be filled with students who spend 

countless hours on computers and always know of the latest advancements and 

applications, next to students who have only worked with a Microsoft word document 

for minor essays and assignments. Assumptions that students are technologically literate 

will lead to unproductiveness, frustrations, classroom management issues and lack of 

learning.  Students must be taught to use the technology to benefit their learning. This 

deeper learning can occur when students taught to use tools properly by teachers who are 

knowledgeable and confident with new instructional strategies.  

 

The classroom is meant to be an atmosphere of co-learning. I have taken over the role of 

the, as the saying goes, ‘guide on the side’ and no longer the ‘sage on the stage’. 
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Collectively there are more possibilities for learning with students, parents and others 

than there is in directly lecturing or acting as the sole holder of all the knowledge. I see 

my role differently now as I have witnessed first hand the power connecting with others. 

One can teach at the front of the classroom about the conflict in the Middle East for days 

but it is when students are introduced directly and feel connected to people living the 

conflict that deeper learning can occur. Students then not only understand the situation 

better but have their questions directly answered. When you can read words and look 

into the eyes of the people that are bystanders of the outcomes we are learning about, this 

is when real learning occurs. To walk into the classroom in the morning and have 

students meet you at the door waiting to tell you about their evening spent not only 

learning about, but witnessing the world is an unbelievable experience for an educator.  

 

There was no doubt that students for the most part ended up enjoying the process of 

blogging. In time they collectively saw benefit in peer and parent feedback. It was not 

until we then worked to extend our blogging to meet other people in their areas of 

interest that the most engaging and deeper learning occurred. It has always been said that 

human beings have a natural inert desire to connect.  

There is, therefore, no succession of studies in the ideal school curriculum. If 

education is life, all life has, from the outset, a scientific aspect, an aspect of 

art and culture and an aspect of communication. It cannot, therefore, be true 

that the proper studies for one grade are mere reading and writing, and that at 

a later grade, reading, or literature, or science, may be introduced. The 
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progress is not in the succession of studies, but in the development of new 

attitudes towards, and new interests in, experience (Flinders et al. 1998). 

 

Creating a life long love for learning is not easy. Many students come to our classrooms 

reluctant to spend time at school and wishing they were free to do as they wished. I 

learned that when you build a relationship with students, identify their needs and treat 

them as individuals helping them to progress, the learning become more worthwhile for 

them. When they feel and have tangible evidence that their skills are improving they are 

more open to the idea of spending time collaborating with others and participating in the 

learning. The more students can experience the curriculum the more they retain.   

 

Understandings of the Classroom Community 

The importance of community in the classroom can extend to encompass communities of 

all sizes and interests. It is in these communities that student learning of the course 

outcomes really developed. While students may dread peer and parent feedback, the 

majority of students can understand that it can be beneficial when implemented properly. 

Expectations for feedback must be clear to all individuals and implemented slowly to be 

effective. People must understand how they can help others and be open to criticism. 

This takes conversations and practice. Connecting with parents directly through student 

work is much more useful than simple conversations about general progress. The sooner 

you can connect with parents on a deeper level, the more of an impact it can have.  
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I am reminded that a community can exist in many facets. There are countless 

opportunities to build a network of people beyond the classroom able to create a bigger 

more helpful community based on specific students needs and interests. Helping students 

to identify areas of interest and working to help them locate individuals and 

organizations that offer people who can communicate with them on specific topics can 

enhance the overall learning.  

 

Action Research as Professional Development 

As previously stated, action research is one of the most useful forms of professional 

growth and development that I have undertaken as an educator. Action research allowed 

me the opportunity to self reflect and analyze what areas I could improve to relieve 

frustration. I always considered myself a reflective teacher and one that sought out ways 

to improve my teacher for the betterment of the individuals within my classroom. That 

was until I learned and witnessed the action research cycle and how it could change my 

practices. 

  

A revolutionary item of action research that was crucial for me was reading the research 

related to my concern. Teachers often lack time to wade through the gamut of 

information available to us. I was the first person to use busyness as an excuse to get out 

of reading articles and other forms of information. I discovered, however, that is worth it 

to see what is working and not working for other professionals in the field.  
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Final Thoughts 

This was a valuable project for me because in many cases I was ‘cooking’ with my 

students, carrying out prescriptive routines in order to get through curriculum outcomes 

to meet the end result. It was not until I saw the benefits of helping my students become 

‘chefs’, able to take learning and apply it in new critical and creative ways, that I started 

to see true learning occur. “If I have any teaching wisdom, it is that I have learned to 

know the struggle is the learning process... so as to lead my class well into this forest of 

ideas” (Heathcote, 1978). These are metaphors that I apply to all my classes and are at 

the core of my teaching philosophy.  

  

Since completing this action research project I have become more deeply reflective. 

Through journaling and documenting growth on paper and through a personal blog it is  

easier for me to tangibly identify areas to improve. I have been willing to spend time 

researching and taking risks. Incorporating parents was always something I felt I took 

seriously. Actually incorporating and including parents within daily lessons and 

activities is more beneficial to learners than simply communicating with parents about 

their child’s progress. This was revolutionary for me. Getting to know parents and 

working directly with them has created opportunities for me to really see students 

improve as the insights offered by the people who know them best is beyond vital. 

Planning for student showcases has already begun for SGMS in the fall. Students created 

such incredible pieces of work within the first year and much of it went unshared. I aim 

to have two opportunities for parents, mentors, community members, peers and special 

guests to witness student work. The City of Lloydminster has been so gracious in 
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working with me to identify a location that would be suitable and exciting for the 

students to prove their learning and highlight their talents. These showcases are 

tentatively scheduled for mid November and at the completion of course requirements at 

the end of January. I believe these events will also deepen contact on student blogs and 

again, help them to dedicate their efforts to working hard in the classroom. I found that 

engaged students work more aptly at completing quality work and that engagement can 

come from connections built by blogging.  

  

While creating community within the classroom and with parents was unbelievable, it 

was the relationships built with people from all walks of life that the students and I found 

unforgettable. In the upcoming school year, The School of Global Media Studies will be 

offered once again. I have already begun making connections with educators, 

professionals and students from all over the world who can help highlight outcomes from 

the curriculum for students. These individuals will connect with students on an ongoing 

basis to help them understand the course outcomes we will be focusing on within our 

classroom community.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: School of Global Media Studies Student Consent Form 
 

 
 

Your son/daughter has expressed interest in The School of Global Media Studies! 

This is a new program and initiative for Holy Rosary High School. We are excited at the 

possibility of including your son/daughter on our roster. There are currently only 22 

spots within this unique model each semester and the field is highly competitive. The 

School of Global Media Studies (SGMS) is a modern technological approach to 

education. 

 

Each student will receive their own brand new MacBook Pro and Mini flip video camera 

to use for the duration of the semester once registering and committing to the course. 

Other technology will be at their fingertips as we work together to bring curriculums to 

life. The bell schedule will not apply when students are within SGMS. That being said, 

dedication, commitment, organization and structure are musts when approaching a 

program model such as this. Your son/daughter will have a great deal of pressure to 

achieve to their full potential as they create projects that will challenge.  

 

Students will receive credits in: English 20, Biology 20, Social Studies 20, Media 

Studies 20 and Photography 20 as they learn and create projects integrating the newest 

cutting edge technology. Miss Jessie Mann will be the primary educator for these 

courses. Mrs. Barton will teach Biology 20. Your student will also have 1 period a day to 

enroll in a Mathematics 20 course in either Period 1 or 5 to ensure course requirements 

are met and appropriate for your students future. This will be instructed by a math 

specialist.  
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Students will create an individual online portfolio/website and blog to display and 

showcase their work. Many of their videos and creations will be viewed by the 

surrounding community and people all over the world. 

 

There will be a great deal of experiential learning as we travel often throughout the 

surrounding area to get as close to the curriculum as possible. We aim to ignite the sense 

as students witness firsthand what it is we will be studying. We will continue to build 

upon the connections our school has been making with Lakeland College and plan to 

travel both the University of Saskatchewan and Alberta to take advantage of their 

services, professors and facilities. The Lloydminster Source has embraced the 

opportunity to work with us and will be publishing student work regularly. Student will 

also have some opportunity to shadow the editors, writers, reporters, photographers and 

designers as students step ahead to see what covering the news is all about. 

 

Your son/daughter will be taught to become a responsible digital citizen as he/she learns 

to properly site materials and gain critical skills of what is available online. They will 

work to leave a digital footprint on the world that gets them noticed for their outstanding 

skills. 

 

Google is the new resume. Once completing all course requirements within The School 

of Global Media Studies your student will have a plethora of incredible creations online 

for the world to appreciate. Future employers and post secondary insitutions will have 

the opportunity to view your childs work first hand. Leaving a positive footprint while 

embracing the technological world can open doors and possibilities for your student you 

never knew possible. 

 

For more information please contact: 

Mr. Tim Brochu or Miss Jessie Mann @ (780) 872-8201 or email jmann@lcsd.ca 
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PERMISSION FORM: THE SCHOOL OF GLOBAL MEDIA STUDIES 

 
Please complete this information page and return to Miss Mann by Friday, June 3 to be 

considered for enrollment into The School of Global Media Studies. 

 

Student name: ____________________________ 
 
Student current grade:______________________ 
 
 
Parent name: _____________________________ 
 
Parent signature: __________________________ 
 
 
Phone Numbers:  
  Home: ________________________    Cell: ________________________ 
 
 
I ________________________ give my son/daughter __________________________ 
permission to attend The School of Global Media Studies and do not have any questions 
at this time. 
 
I ________________________ give my son/daughter __________________________  
permission to attend The School of Global Media Studies and would like to attend an 
information- parent evening to answer questions.  
(Date and time of parent meeting is to be announced.) 
 
 
Additional questions of comments I have at this time are: 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______ 
 
 
Please feel free to contact Jessie Mann at anytime. 
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Appendix B: University of Regina Consent Letter 
 

 
 
          Date: August 31, 2011 
Dear parent/guardian, 
I am Jessie Mann and your daughter/son/charge is in my classroom at Holy Rosary High 
School. I am completing a thesis project/paper/research at the University of Regina and 
as part of the requirements for that Masters degree I am studying my own teaching 
practices to make learning experience better for my students. The professors/supervisors 
are Dr. Stephen Kemp and Dr. David Friesen. I am specifically studying how technology 
can be integrated within teaching and learning practices to further student learning within 
The School of Global Media Studies. 
 
For this project I need to interview/video students to get their perceptions of the teaching 
such as comments on learning activity or an assignment. Sometimes I need to use their 
work as examples of learning activities I use with them. Some of this may be used within 
the thesis and posted online. From time to time, I may need to give them 
surveys/questionnaires that asks for their opinions. This information will only be shared 
in the utmost of professional manners. I require your consent to use the information 
gathered from the student for whom you are the parent/guardian. I have explained the 
project at length to all students. 
 
In order to protect the identity of students involved, I will not share the names of 
students at any given time throughout this process. The results I get from any interview 
or survey will be presented in my graduate class as non-specific feedback. Involvement 
in this project by the students is entirely voluntary; they can withdraw at any time 
without it affecting their treatment or marks. Their involvement will take place during 
school time; surveys and interviews will be about 15-20 minutes in length and not take 
away from the learning. After my course has been completed in April 2012, I will 
destroy the information collected.  
 
If you, or your child, have any questions or concerns about the rights or treatment of the 
students in this project, you may contact the Chair of the Faculty of Education Research 
Ethics Board at (306) 585-4608 or by email; patrick.lewis@uregina.ca, or call professor, 
Dr. Stephen Kemp at (306) 933-4618 or email: stephen.kemp@uregina.ca. 
If you consent to your child being a part of this study, please return the attached page by 
sending it to school with your child. Please retain this letter for your information. 
 
Sincerely I thank you, 
Jessie Mann 
Teacher, HRHS 
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Appendix C: September Written Questionnaire 
Questionnaire #1 (September) 
(The following questions were asked online using SurveyDaddy.com) 
 
A) If someone asked you, Do you like English? What would you say? 
Explain in detail.  
 
B) Do you know what English skills you are good at?  
Do you know what English skills you are not good at? 
Explain in detail. 
 
C) Do you feel that you have had individualized instruction to directly improve your 
skills from past English teachers? 
Explain in detail. 
 
D) Typically, in other English courses did you read feedback on written assignments? 
Explain in detail. 
 
E) Typically, when you handed in something in;  
Did you get it back marked in enough time to learn from? 
Explain in detail. 
 
F) What is your favourite subject? Why? 
Explain in detail. 
 
G) How do you believe you learn English best? 
Explain what you would need to better your skills and continue to improve? 
 
H) What do you like about blogging and writing/submitting projects online? 
List 2 or more things you like about this method? 
 
I) What do you dislike about blogging and writing/submitting projects online? 
List 2 or more things you dislike about this method? 
 
J) How can blogging make you a better writer? 
Explain in detail? 
 
K) When you post information online, in time all will be public to the world. 
Does this make you work more diligently to commit to improving? 
 
L) If your parents were invited into commenting on your blogs and you knew that 
community leaders and members were going to see your work; Would this make you 
work harder? 
 
M) If you were teaching English; What would you do to help your students enjoy the 
class but keep learning at the forefront? 
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Appendix D: Online Survey #1 October 
 
Questionnaire #2 (January) 
(The following questions were asked online using SurveyDaddy.com) 
A) If someone asked you, Do you like English? What would you say? 
Explain in detail.  
 
B) Do you know what English skills you are good at?  
Do you know what English skills you are not good at? 
Explain in detail. 
 
C) Do you feel that you have had individualized instruction to directly improve your 
skills using the WordPress and blog? 
Explain in detail. 
 
D) Typically, in other English courses did you read feedback on written assignments? 
Has the WordPress and blog affected this in any way. Explain in detail. 
 
E) Typically, when you handed in something in;  
Did you get it back marked in enough time to learn from? 
Has the WordPress and blog affected this in any way. Explain in detail. 
 
F) How do you believe you learn English best? 
Has the WordPress and blog affected this in any way. 
Explain what you would need to better your skills and continue to improve? 
 
G) What do you like about blogging and writing/submitting projects online? 
List 2 or more things you like about this method? 
 
H) What do you dislike about blogging and writing/submitting projects online? 
List 2 or more things you dislike about this method? 
 
I) How can blogging make you a better writer? 
Explain in detail? 
 
J) When you post information online it is now public.  
Does this make you work more diligently to commit to improving? 
 
K) When your peers/ parents/ community leaders were invited into commenting on your 
blogs; Did this make you work harder? 
 
L) What did you learn about yourself as a blogger and online author?  
 
Please add any additional comments at this time: 
 



	   59	  

Appendix E: Online Survey #2 December 
Online Survey #1 October 
  
I believe blogging is a useful tool for me to use within the classroom to develop my 
English skills and share ideas with the world. 
 
I like when comments are posted on my blog: they are helpful and engaging to read. 
 
Blogging has enhanced my writing. 
 
If I know people are going to see my blog posts I am more likely to... 
 
If I knew my parents and community leaders were going to view and post on my blog I 
would... 
 
I feel that my WordPress and blog is a... 
 
I try harder when I know my peers are going to view and comment on my site? 
 
Publishing material online is... 
 
Since the first day of school my WordPress and blog has gotten... 
 
I am ready for my blog to be public? 
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Appendix F: January Written Questionnaire  
Online Survey #2 December 
 
Having a WordPress as a means to communicate with my teacher was... 
 
Having a WordPress as a means to communicate with my peers was... 
   
Having a WordPress as a means to communicate with my parents was... 
 
Having a WordPress as a means to communicate with other communities was... 
 
Generally speaking, involving peer/parents/community into the blogging world was... 
 
I believe blogging helped me to individually develop… 
 
Did your views of blogging change? Explain? 
 
If you had to explain blogging to someone who did not see its benefits, what would you 
say? 
 
Do you think blogging helped you to learn courses outside of English? 


