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Abstract

Advances in information and communication technologies, and the introduction of
competency-based educational approaches promoted as a result of the participation of
universities in the construction of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) are
demanding urgent changes in teaching methodologies and in the role of students. In this
context the article proposes and assesses how blogs can become a useful learning tool
for the acquisition of professional competencies. Students were asked, after opening a
personal blog, to introduce the activities carried out in class as well as their reflections
on the Practicum period, and to use labels as an element of self-reflection on the degree
of acquisition of the competencies worked on. In order to assess the experience, a self-
report questionnaire was used, which was completed by 82 students. This information is
complemented with an analysis of the contents published in the blogs. Among the results
obtained it is worth highlighting that students did not always have extensive knowledge
of blogs as a technological tool, a fact that must not be overlooked if blogs are to be
included in university courses. The study also showed that participating students valued
blogs as a valid instrument for the acquisition of professional competencies, were
satisfied with the teaching-learning-teaching process achieved, and recommended their
use at university level.

Highlights:

Blogs are a support to reflect on the acquisition of professional competencies.

The use of labels gives guidance to students on the acquisition of their competencies.
Blogs have potential benefits as interactive and communicative tools.

Feedback from teachers helps students increase their professional competencies.
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I. Introduction

Competency-based educational approaches and the introduction of information and
communication technologies (ICT) in university classes are two of the key elements that have
characterized the redesign of curricula in Spanish universities following the construction of the
so-called European Higher Education Area (EHEA), which was launched in order to agree on
learning standards between European universities. Although these two additions are justified by
different (and occasionally contradictory) arguments, the truth is that today they represent
much of the instructional innovation taking place. Their emergence has been so fast that, in only
a few years, a host of case studies, studies and research have proliferated in this field (Aguaded,
Lopez, & Alonso, 2010; Bartolomé, Cano, & Compafid, 2011; Portillo, Iranzo, & Rossello, 2013).

Adopting the recommendations of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) (2002, 2005), many universities have introduced academic, cross-curricular and
professional competencies into the core of their syllabi. Zabalza & Escudero (2004) point out
that competencies constitute applied abilities that enable people to know how to recognize the
relevant problems of a profession, to know how to prevent and detect their existence in real or
simulated situations, and to know how to organize their solution. Meanwhile, Pérez Garcia
(2008) holds that the notion of professional competency refers to problematic situations that
require mobilizing the knowledge to make decisions and to act in an appropriate manner in the
work context.

While competency-based approaches have been conceptualized in different ways, in our context
what has predominated is the idea of understanding competencies as the ability to mobilize all
sorts of resources (cognitive and social, among others) in order to make decisions and resolve
complex situations efficiently in every context. As Cano, Portillo & Puigdellivol (2014) explained,
“being competent involves choosing and combining the knowledge available in a pertinent way in
order to address a situation” (Cano et al., 2014, p. 9), a definition that supports the so-called
competency-based learning approach. In the words of Palmer, Montafio & Palou (2009, p.438),

Competency-based learning is not merely educational technology aimed at the immediate
performance of skills, but rather it involves the comprehensive education of students, as it
covers both theoretical knowledge and personal attitudes and commitments, which range from
knowing and knowing what to do to knowing what to be like and knowing how to be.

Competency-based learning involves a strategic and methodological change that must go hand
in hand with a new psychoeducational approach and the provision of training and the necessary
resources to make its materialization possible (Area, 2010; De Miguel, 2006). Some key ideas
and psychoeducational implications that derive from this model lie in the contextualization of
problem-based learning; students’ reflective and autonomous action; mobilization not only of
knowledge but also of skills and attitudes; the importance of the process and progression in
learning.

The approach has also had some critics who see this as the subordination of educational
institutions to the overwhelming demands of the job market (Boutin & Julien, 2000; Crahay,
2006).

The incorporation of this nhew competency-based approach has coincided with the massive ICT
boom at universities, who are using it to transform teaching, attempting not to get left behind in
the continuous technological change. The term ICT includes a wide spectrum of tools, but this
article focuses on the use of blogs within the university context.
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A blog - also known as a weblog - is an online journal that users can continuously update, in
their own words, online (Matheson, 2004). Blogs use a simple interface to make it easy for any
user to construct, without having to understand HTML or web scripting. Furthermore, a blog is
interactive (Rodzvilla, 2002), in the sense that readers can respond with comments in just a few
steps. Writing for blog posts tends to be more in-depth and extended compared to a discussion
board or email, but less formal than for an essay or paper (Farmer, 2006). In addition to text,
blog posts can include pictures, links to other websites and embedded multimedia. Compared to
conventional learning management systems, such as Moodle and Blackboard, students find blogs
more intuitive to use (Kim, 2008; Tekinarslan, 2008; Thurman & Schapals, 2016).

Blogs enable the classical limitations of space and time in traditional education to be broadened.
At a technical level, they are an easy-to-use, simple, free tool. In addition, they are accessible
from anywhere, efficient for organization of content, enable interactivity, and allow the creation
of permanent links. They are a ‘hybrid’ resource where comments, professional-type links,
reflections and anecdotes are mixed with places and other network tools (Santovena, 2011, p.
60).

According to Cabero et al. (2009, p. 3), blogs can be used under a broad range of
methodological strategies: "discussions, problem-solving or case-analysis, interviews with
experts, development of group projects or preparation of electronic portfolios". Bartholomew,
Jones & Glassman (2012) emphasize that blogs enable students to investigate the universe of
knowledge to take this to the blogging community in itself. For Santovefia (2011), blogs are,
fundamentally, collaboration and participation tools, illustrating the shift in teaching paradigm
that universities are experiencing.

Among the negative aspects of blogs’ application at university level, studies basically describe
three points: a high drop-out rate in their use (Gonzalez & Garcia, 2011); problems related to
respect for authorship in terms of the content published (Tekinarslan, 2008); and the huge
volume of work entailed both for students and teaching staff (Martinez & Hermosilla, 2010). In
addition, researchers have identified potential negative impacts social web technologies such as
blogs may have on student learning. For instance, the public nature of blogs may create anxiety
among some students who need to make their work visible to a broad audience (Hurlburt,
2008). Further, the adoption of social web technologies could challenge the existing assessment
standards and procedures and academic integrity (Waycott, Sheard, Thompson, & Clerehan,
2013).

Based on these initial considerations, the project that we present addresses the challenge of
using blogs for learning and development of professional competencies at the university level. A
review of the literature reveals diverse lines of research in this direction.

In early research there are experiences using blogs as a lab notebook (Balagué, Forés & Gros,
2007) or as a class notebook in different subjects (Churchill, 2011; Orihuela & Santos, 2007;
Salinas & Viticcioli, 2008; Molina et al., 2013), since they enable a chronological collection of
evidence and the final presentation of the learning achieved. These experiences revealed an
improvement in the processes of written expression and promoted a positive attitude towards
the writing process. In other cases they were used in an attempt to promote a sense of
community and collaboration between teaching staff or students or between both groups
(Buchem & Hamelmann, 2011; Cuesta Morales, 2011; Halic, Lee, Paulus & Spence, 2010;
Tekinarslan, 2008), facilitating horizontal communication, motivation for participation and
individual and group expression (Santovefia, 2011) and helping to develop social and civic skills
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(Redecker et al., 2009).

There are also projects whose fundamental aim focuses on the development of digital
competence through the elaboration of electronic portfolios and other tools that foment the
construction of a personalized learning environment (Dos & Demir, 2013; Isakovik & McNautght,
2013; Prestidge, 2014; Tur, 2011). Goktas & Demirel (2012) note that students view blogs
positively and consider them a powerful tool for improving their digital competence and identity.
Along the same lines, other research studies (Halic et al., 2010; Top, 2012) coincide in that
students view the learning experience with blogs positively as it facilitates collaboration in the
construction of knowledge, helping to understand the content worked on. Meanwhile, the study
by Hanuscin, Cheng, Rebello, Sinha & Muslu (2014) shows how blogs can serve as a resource to
support the development of the teacher identity not only in their role of teacher, but also as a
leader, by taking advantage of all the benefits of this means of communication.

Finally, there are projects that promote students’ reflection on the learning they achieve with
regard to professional competences (Bartolomé, Cano & Compafid, 2011; Deng & Yuen, 2010).
These projects promote reflection, documentation and collaboration, revealing the evolution of
learning (Barrett, 2011; Cambridge, 2010; Chuang, 2010; Conole & Alevizou, 2010; Deng &
Yuen, 2010; Tur & Urbina, 2012) and the acquisition of professional competences (Bartolomé,
Canod & Companyo, 2011; Deng y Yuen, 2010; Rossellé & Pinya, 2013; Blanco, 2016). The use
of multiple languages and the fact of being able to integrate audio and image (Deng & Yuen,
2010) expand the possibilities for reflection with the creation of videos (Parkes & Kadjer, 2010;
Parkes, Dredger & Hicks, 2013) and open the way for making comments and linking to other
websites, which facilitates collaborative and cooperative learning (Top, 2012). In short, as Deng
& Yuen (2012) point out, students find blogs an adequate platform for self-expression, reflection
and interaction with others.

The present article is framed within this last line of research, whereby we aim to focus on blogs
as a tool to enable students to become involved in a process of reflection, following the
guidelines of Killeavy and Moloney (2010, p. 1071) "A key area in professional development is
the ability to reflect on practice as the basis for learning". As opposed to digital competence,
this study takes the blog as the starting point for reflection on the acquisition and development
process within the academic context.

a. Purpose of the study

This study aimed to answer a dual question: Is it viable to use blogs in the university classroom?
How do students rate the experience in terms of usefulness, workload, feedback received, and
final satisfaction?

Therefore, we had six hypotheses:

1. Students have a high degree of knowledge before starting the experience
The use of blogs in the university classroom must be accompanied by information and
technical support

3. Students value the blog as a user-friendly tool at the technical level

4. Students value the usefulness of blogs since they relate to the other proposals in the
subject and would recommend their use

5. Students consider a blog generates an excessive workload
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6. Students express that the feedback giving by teaching staff and by colleagues contribute
to improving their competences

It is worth noting that this study was part of a broader research project entitled “La evaluacion
formativa de competencias mediante blogs” [The formative assessment of competencies through
blogs], project REDICE A 1002-04, which was carried out during the 2012-13 academic year in
various university teaching contexts in Catalonia. The project promoted students’ self-regulation
in their own learning through regular, reflective contributions to blogs in order to assess
competencies (Ion, Silva, & Cano, 2013).

II. Material and Methods

In response to the questions posed we used a mixed research methodology: first collecting
students' comments through a questionnaire (quantitative), and then performing a content
analysis (qualitative).The combination of methods makes it possible to give depth to the analysis
and to better understand students’ view of the incorporation of new technologies in the
university classroom.

In a mixed methodology several sources of information are used that combine to support more
comprehensive analyses regarding the education situation proposed (Bryman, 2007; Greene,
2008; Creswell, Shope, Plano-Clark & Green, 2006). In our case, the data collected through the
contents of the blogs made by the students and the questionnaire enabled us to triangulate the
information and collect the divergences and dissonances as well as the coincidences in the points
of view.

A Pre-Experimental Design was used, more specifically a One-shot case study design, where a
single group is studied at a single point in time after some treatment that is presumed to have
caused change (Berganza & Ruiz, 2005). The carefully studied single instance is compared to
general expectations of what the case would have looked like had the treatment not occurred,
and to other events casually observed. No control or comparison group is employed.

a. Participants

In academic year 2012-2013 a total of 102 students enrolled in the third year subject in the
Bachelor degree in Early Childhood Education at the University of the Balearic Islands, 82 of
whom participated in the study, representing 80.39% of the total, which is highly considerable.

A convenience sampling method was used, that is a type of non-probability and incidental
sampling that involves the sample being drawn from the part of the population that is close to
hand. This sample population is selected because it is readily available and convenient, as
researchers are drawing on population to which they have easy access.

As regards the general characteristics of the sample, it is worth noting:

e The sample was made up of students from two admissions pathways: 48.65% of
students gained admission through a knowledge-based test, and 38.6% were admitted
through vocational training. The rest (12.9%) did not indicate their admission pathway
in the questionnaire.
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* Most of the subjects surveyed were women (91.4%) although this was due to the normal
distribution of the population in Bachelor Degrees in Early Childhood Education.

* 55.7% of the participants were between 20 and 24 years of age; 28.6% were between
25 and 30 years old, and only 15.7% were over 31. The median age was 25.9 years with
a standard deviation of 6.765.

In the qualitative part of the study sample, the number of participants was smaller (n=40)
because some individuals decided not to proceed with the study.

b. Instrumentation

A specifically designed, self-report questionnaire was used which took into account the
questionnaires of Lin (2008) and Teo (2008); assuming the dimensions of analysis that Teo
(2008) proposes and completing them with the proposals of Lin (2008) by incorporating the
concepts of reflexive practices, development of effective learning strategies, and acquisition of
digital competencies. Then we proceeded to adapt diverse items from the general questionnaire
applied in the project, "The formative assessment of competencies through blogs”, as did Cano,
Portillo and Puigdellivol (2014) in their study.

It was made up of 15 questions, grouped in two dimensions: Technical aspects of the tool, and
Pedagogical issues. The items in the questionnaire were posed using a Likert scale with scores
ranging between 0 and 10, in which 0 means very poor and 10 excellent.

The questionnaire was subjected to a consensus process based on a Delphi Panel made up of 8
university lecturers knowledgeable in the subject. To carry out this validation we administered
the questionnaire to the experts in its original format adding in each section the possibility of
assessing the Pertinence and Relevance of each question, scoring from 1 to 4, where 1 is
inappropriate and 4 very appropriate; in addition, a section on suggestions and observations was
added to facilitate the contributions of the judges consulted. Two consultation rounds were
carried out. In the first round, once the answers of the eight experts had been collected, an
item-selection process was carried out to refine the instrument: three items were eliminated,
two items were rewritten, and one new item was added at the proposal of the experts.

The items eliminated referred to technical aspects as, in the opinion of the experts, they had
been considered in the items related to ease of use and technical support received; besides,
from their perspective, they overstepped the object of study of the present research. The two
items that were rewritten were redrafted following the experts’ suggestions and observations.
The item added was: I would recommend using a blog again for similar activities as we felt it
was a suggestion that contributed information valid to the study.

In the second round, a new version of the instrument was presented and a new consensus
validation process was begun. Validity was studied in order to determine the extent to which the
instrument measured what it was intended to measure.

As a complement to the Delphi Panel, we proceeded to pilot the instrument. This consisted of
administering the questionnaire to a group of 20 students enrolled in a later year, gathering any
doubts or problems raised by its administration. After finishing the piloting process, we
proceeded to carry out the relevant statistical analyses so as to determine the internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81) and to obtain the final version of the questionnaire.
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Moreover, content analysis was also used. We asked students to voluntarily make a blog post
qualitatively assessing the course and its contribution to the development of professional
competencies. Forty entries were collected as “evaluative.” These posts were analyzed using the
qualitative analysis software N-Vivo, a categorization of deductive character, using macro-
categories: Technical support and information regarding the use of blogs; Difficulties in making
and developing the blog; Volume of work; and Usefulness of blogs as a reflection tool.

Based on these four macro-categories we began segmenting the blog entries, looking for
patterns of wording that responded to these categories, without rejecting the possibility of new
categories emerging. The final result is the categories that are used in the presentation of the
results.

c. Design and Context of the Study

The research was carried out during academic year 2012-2013 within the framework of a third
year subject in the Bachelor degree in Early Childhood Education at the University of the Balearic
Islands. This subject is taught in the second semester through a blended learning format (in
which face-to-face classes are combined with video-conferences and the use of the virtual
learning environment Moodle) at the same time as students are doing their Practicum in early
childhood centers.

The design consisted of two phases: In phase 1, an intervention was carried out using the blog
as a tool for learning and reflection; this phase covered one semester. In the last week of this
semester the data were collected; while the data analyses were performed the following
semester, both tasks making up phase 2 of the study.

During phase 1, students reflected on their learning throughout the subject course and in the
Practicum regarding five key competencies:

e Autonomy in learning

* Reflection concerning the learning process in itself

* Analysis of and reflection on the operation of early childhood centers

* Analysis of and reflection on the teaching-learning processes that occur in the classroom
» Reflection on the improvement project implemented in the practical sessions

To this end, on a weekly basis, students published on their personal blogs the activities
proposed, all of which were related to the experience they were having in the Practicum. Table 1
shows all the activities students had to carry out individually in order to pass the subject; this
does not mean that during the course no other type of activity was carried out, but as they were
not included in the blog, they were not the subject of study. The timing of these activities varied
depending on the workload associated with each task and with the insertion process experienced
by students in their Practicum.

The potential of this training strategy is very big; as mentioned by Margalef & Pareja (2008, p.
112) “the potential of this formative strategy has been revealed in the level of elaboration and
in-depth analysis of some students’ reflections and in the way learning progressed as they
constructed new knowledge and meanings”. The following table shows the relationship between
activities and competencies, which was established in the procedure adopted:
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Competency Worked On Proposed Activities

Autonomy in the learning process 1. Define the competencies that a good
teacher must possess
2. Identify current competence level
before starting the internship
3. Contrast the personal profile with the
profile defined in Exercise 1

Reflection on the learning process 1. Identify the competence improvement
carried out during the internship and
class

2. Collect and show evidence of the
process

Analysis of and reflection on the working of 1. Conduct a Strengths, Weaknesses,

the schools Opportunities and Threats (SWOT)

analysis on the center where the
internships are being carried out

2. Describe a typical day in a kindergarten
education center

3. Contrast different types of educational
sessions with peers

Analysis of and reflection on the teaching- 1. Identify and document a good practice
learning process of the center and the classroom
2. Visit the blogs of some peers and
exchange comments about the
descriptions they make of good
practices

Reflection on the improvement process 1. Analyze peers’ improvement projects
2. Self-assess the improvement project
according to some established items

Table 1. Relationship between competencies and activities
Source: Compiled by the author

Once the activity had been performed, students were required to label each post or entry with
the competencies and indicators that, in their opinion, they were working on. The lecturers
offered each student regular feedback using a Web 2.0 application. With this application, it was
possible to offer each student personalized feedback, showing the coincidence or discrepancy
with the labels used by students, and giving guidance on the acquisition of each competency.

During phase 2 we proceeded to the assessment of the experience per se, such that in the last
class session the questionnaire was handed out and the teaching staff explained the process of
filling it in, as well as the aims of the research. Emphasis was placed on the anonymous nature
of the answers and any questions were answered before the task of filling in the questionnaire
was begun. In all, 82 questionnaires were collected. In this same session, after finishing
administering the questionnaire, students were invited to make one final entry in the blog in
order to gather all their reflections, ratings and impressions on the experience. Emphasis was
placed on unlinking this last entry from the final mark. In all, 40 students published this last post
upon which we performed the qualitative content analysis; sample mortality was due both to the
voluntary nature and to the impact of the exam schedule.
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d. Data analyses

To process and analyze the data from the questionnaire, the data processing software SPSS
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) version 19 was used. A descriptive statistical
analysis was carried out along with chi-square tests and symmetric measures.

For the qualitative analysis, the blog entries were extracted to the latest version of the
qualitative analysis program N-Vivo, whereby it was possible to perform coding of the
information obtained in established nodes, in accordance with the aims of the study. For the
analysis process we used the saturation of information, that is, the moment within the study
when participants’ opinions are repeated, are redundant or do not provide new information
(Souza, 2009).

The categories of analysis used were as follows: Degree of prior knowledge of blogs; Technical
support and information regarding the use of blogs; Difficulties in making and developing the
blog; Volume of work; and Usefulness of blogs as a reflection tool. During the analytical process,
no emerging categories arose; in fact, this node tree enabled us to answer the questions posed
in the study.

III1. Results

Below we present the results obtained in accordance with the research questions and their
corresponding hypotheses: is it viable to use blogs in the university classroom?

To answer the first question we assessed the degree of knowledge possessed by students
concerning blogs (Hypothesis 1), the information and technical support received at the start of
the experience (Hypothesis 2) and the perception students have regarding the tool (Hypothesis
3). The statistics of the scores calculated for each variable (Technological questions) are shown
in Table 2

N Minimum Maximum Mean Stand. Stand.
error dev.
Degree of knowledge of 82 0 10 4.30 372 3.365
blogs before starting this
experience
Information received at the 82 3 10 6.98 .188 1.699

start of the course for the

use of blogs was adequate

The technical support 82 0 10 6.24 .269 2.432
received throughout the

experience was adequate

Making the blog was 82 0 10 7.13 212 1.917
technically easy for me

Valid num. (according to 82

list)

Table 2. Statistics concerning each Technological variable
Source: Compiled by the author

Concerning the ‘Degree of knowledge regarding blogs upon starting the experience’ assessed in
item 1 of the questionnaire, the sample distribution enables us to establish two distinct groups of
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students: the group of “inexperienced or novices” made up of students who used scores ranging
between 0 and 5 to assess the initial knowledge they have of this tool; and the group of
“experts” which consisted of students who used scores higher than 5, as can be observed in the

following figure:

107

2

0=

Figure 1. Sample distribution according to the mark assigned to students’ own knowledge of blogs.

Source: Compiled by the author

Thereby becoming an independent variable which is related to the other items as we can see in

Table 3:
Item Mean Novices Mean Experts Chi-square Significance
Degree of 1.90 7.71 82.00 0.000
knowledge of
blogs before
starting  this
experience
Information 6.54 7.59 14.545 0.085
received at
the start of
the course
Technical 6.38 6.06 8.897 0.351
support
received
Ease in 6.31 8.29 21.080 0.000

making the
blog

Table 3. Relationship between variables of the first hypothesis

Source: Compiled by the author
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As regards ‘Appraisal of the information received at the start of the course’, if these same results
are analyzed according to the two groups established (“novices” and “experts”), we find no
significant differences (p=0.85). There is no relationship between the rating of the information
received concerning the blog and whether the students that received it had any knowledge
regarding blogging; indicating that both groups expressed the need to receive initial information.

Several subjects expressed this same idea in their blogs by claiming that it is necessary for the
teacher to provide information on the technical and aesthetic aspects of the tool. In the class
sessions, technical and aesthetic aspects were not explained in detail, as students were offered
the chance to use any of the management tools available.

“In relation to the blog, I think a whole class should have been devoted to explaining this fact
because at first it was a little confusing because many people didn't know its real functionality,
how to create it, how to develop it..and I think to give people confidence when presenting the
subject, it would be essential to devote one session to explaining this issue” (S6)

The score awarded by students when rating the technical support received during the experience
stands at 6.24. When we analyzed whether there are differences between the “novice” and
“expert” groups, the significance level was 0.351, indicating that there are no differences
between the rating students award the technical support received and the fact of belonging to
one group or the other. As in the above item, both groups expressed the need to receive
technical support during the experience.

Finally, the item that rates ‘Appraisal of the technical ease-of-use when making the blog’ reveals
the highest scores. Besides, as can be observed in Table 2, statistically significant differences are
detected (Chi-square=21.080; p=0.001) when comparing the frequencies of replies between the
two established groups: “novices” and “experts”. Symmetric measures, non-directional, confirm
the degree of association between the variables (Phi=0.507; p=0.000).

In short, as far as the first research question is concerned, it can be observed that the sample is
not homogeneous but rather that two extremes are detected: novices and experts. The item that
assesses whether the blog is perceived as an easy-to-use tool receives higher scores in the
group of experts than in the novices. All in all, both groups express the need to have initial
information and technical support from the teaching staff during the experience.

In order to answer the second research question, the appraisals that students made regarding
the usefulness of the blog and their satisfaction with its use was collected (Hypothesis 4); the
workload generated (Hypothesis 5) and the feedback received (Hypothesis 6). Ratings statistics
calculated for each variable of the pedagogical questions are shown in Table 4.

N Min Max Mean Standard Stand.
error error
For a blog to be useful, it 82 5 10 7.79 .147 1.331

must be related to the

other activities proposed

in the subject

The volume of work 82 3 10 6.74 .164 1.481
required of me to make

the blog was adequate

87 0 10 6,40 .175 1.632
The number of comments
provided by the tutor was
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enough to improve my

competence

Consulting colleagues’ 87 0 10 7.34 .196 1.829
blogs and receiving their

comments was useful for

me to improve my

competence

I would recommend using 82 2 10 7.61 .178 1.616
a blog again for similar

activities

Valid N (according to list) 82

Table 4. Statistics concerning the second hypothesis
Source: Compiled by the author

Table 5 shows the relationship between the items in the second hypothesis and the independent
variable that classifies students as “novices” or “experts”.

Item Mean Novices Mean Experts Chi-square Significance
Relationship 7.71 7.91 1.170 0.948
between the blog
and the
proposed
activities
Adequacy of the 6.58 6.97 8.099 0.324
volume of work
Sufficiency of the 6.33 6.53 8.591 0.283
number of
tutor’s
comments
Consulting 7.65 6.97 8.146 0.419
colleagues’ blogs
Recommendation 7.15 8.26 14.340 0.045
of the wuse of
blogs in similar
activities
Table 5. Relationship between the items related to the second hypothesis and extent of knowledge
regarding blogs.
Source: Compiled by the author

First, on exploring the data of the item Appraisal of the relationship between the blog and the
course activities proposed, we observed high scores on questions regarding whether there exists
a relationship between the blog and the course activities.

On the whole, the qualitative data illustrate how the blog was used to develop the activities
proposed and, more importantly, facilitate the reflection processes that were the aim of the
experience. Students described the blog as follows: “Yet, little by little, we have learned how to
make our own blog — who would have said I was going to have a blog! Well, I do — thanks to
this subject, I have been able to reflect on many issues I had never questioned before” (S12).
Analysis reveals no statistically significant relationship between the scores of “novices” and those
of “experts” (p=0.948).

Second, in the category of analysis related to ‘The volume of work required to make the blog
was adequate’. During the course, students declared that the blog entailed an excessive amount
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of work: “I can say I had to work a lot, but, sincerely I'm grateful for this work; now I see the
benefit” (S3).

Although it would be logical to think that the group of “novices” would have rated this item more
negatively, as by not knowing the tool it would be normal for them to have devoted a larger
volume of work, the data indicate the opposite (p=0.324): there is no relationship between the
scores awarded by one group or the other.

Third, as regards the item that assesses ‘The number of comments by the tutors was sufficient
and useful for improving the competences worked on’, no significance was found in the
relationship between this variable and the pre-established group of “novices” and “experts”
(p=0.283).

Fourth, when we assess whether ‘Consulting colleagues’ blogs and receiving their comments’ is
useful for improving competencies, no statistically significant differences with the group
established as “novices” and “experts” were found.

Students rated the usefulness of consulting their colleagues’ blogs and receiving their comments
on the learning process and on improving the competences built. Note that one of the
compulsory activities in the project was to visit and comment on three classmates’ blogs to
facilitate exchange and interaction within the group.

’

Qualitatively, from the blog content analysis, these data can be contrasted with students
comments: “The fact of being able to make comments and ratings to colleagues and for them to
be able to comment to us was an important, relevant fact in my learning” (S20).

“I really liked being able to see some of my other colleagues’ blogs, exchanging proposals, good
practices, as it is a very enriching way, as future teachers, to find out and exchange ideas,
suggestions and opinions” (S32).

Finally, an examination of the item descriptors recommends the use of a blog for similar
experiences. As can be seen in Table 4, the data reveal a statistically significant relationship
between the scores assigned by “novices” and “experts” (Chi-square=14.340; p=0.045). With
regard to association measures, the results point toward a low association: Lambda presents an
approximate significance of 0.154, and Goodman and Kruskal’s Tau is 0.17, like the uncertainty
coefficient. Symmetric measures, non-directional, confirm the low degree of association between
variables (Phi=0.418; p=0.045). Therefore, we determined that there is a statistically significant
relationship between the degree of prior knowledge of blogs and the recommendation that they
would make of this for similar activities, even if it is not very strong. Higher scores were
observed among the group of “experts”.

The qualitative analysis is along the same lines as reflected by the following comment:
“Therefore, I think the reflection subject and the blog have been very valuable, essential tools in
the learning process we have been through and experienced throughout the practical sessions
these last months” (S9).

In short, as far as the second hypothesis is concerned, it can be observed that the blog is
considered a useful tool to facilitate reflection processes when it bears a close relationship with
the other planned activities in the subject and when it has enough feedback from the tutor and
classmates. This is why students recommend its use in future learning experiences.
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IV. Discussion and conclusions

In rating and identifying technical aspects, our research reveals that, contrary to our initial
beliefs, students did not have a high knowledge of blogs as a Technological tool but, after
overcoming the initial stage, were satisfied with the information and support they received as
well as with the instrument’s technical ease-of-use.

On the other hand, as far as pedagogical aspects are concerned, we were able to show that the
blog entailed a high volume of work; however, students were satisfied with the teaching-learning
process achieved and would recommend the experience, as it was shown to be a valid resource
in recognizing the achievement of building their professional competence.

Here are some of the conclusions of the study in more detail:

In contrast to the initial hypothesis of the study, the results appear to show that students have
extreme stances with regard to the prior knowledge they declare regarding blogs. The sample is
divided between those who have much knowledge (“experts”) and those who have little
knowledge (“novices”). Therefore, university teaching staff ought to find out what prior
knowledge and experience students possess concerning this tool.

In the study, the participating students declare their satisfaction with the information received at
the beginning of the experience. With brief technical training it is possible to make better use of
the blog by making the most of all the interactive and communicative possibilities of the tool. In
order to do this, it is necessary to design the subject based on cooperative learning, proposing
activities that enable experiences to be shared as well as the co-assessment thereof. It would
even appear to be advisable to combine the blog with social networks such as Twitter and
Facebook (Zhu & Procter, 2012; Blanco, 2016).

Most of the students recommend the use of blogs as a teaching-learning tool; what is more, they
consider it an essential and relevant tool. All in all, the use of blogs depends on the relationship
it has with the activities proposed in the subject (Avci & Askar, 2012).

The fact of labeling learning activities and relating them to professional competencies enables
students to become aware of the process they are going through, of their successes and of their
future challenges. This fact surprises students who are much more used to showing the final
product than to revealing the learning process. It is precisely the reversal of this priority that is
one of the most important advantages of blogs as opposed to other more traditional learning
instruments.

From the point of view of the teaching staff, the use of blogs enables them to find out the way in
which students construct their learning and how professional competencies are being developed,
as well as to detect many indicators regarding which ones are emphasized or poorly worked on,
based on the activities proposed in the middle of the subject. This is, possibly, one of the key
advantages of blogs: the tags or labels favor both the processes of meta-reflection performed by
students and the follow-up processes carried out by the teaching staff. Along these lines, Molina
et. al (2013) state that blogs encourage a greater level of reflection among students than the
classroom, while they also favor the development of certain competencies such as learning to
learn or the ones linked to the analysis and treatment of information.

However, not all the results are positive. Students claim that blogs and their maintenance entail
much work. From our perspective, a large amount of this workload may be related to or due to
the activities proposed. Given the workload the students invest in making the blog, this must be
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a main instrument in their assessment.

Not all of the results are the students’ responsibility, either. As mentioned above, the large
number of students and the huge amount of information they introduced in their blogs made
follow-up difficult and limited the quantity and quality of the feedback given by teaching staff.
Nonetheless, students value the usefulness of constant follow-up of the teaching-learning
process in itself through the blog. A key point is to plan the feedback: frequency, types and
channels to be used.

As Yang maintains (2009, p. 13), “blogs could be used to encourage interaction among students
and between teachers and students”. One of the compulsory activities proposed for students was
to visit and comment on some of their colleagues’ blogs; despite their reservations about
publishing their own blog, students positively value being able to consult and enrich themselves
from the work of their colleagues. For next year, we believe it is worth intensifying these
exchanges and making them more frequent, as this activity enables students to progress in the
development of their professional competencies. Moreover, this exchange allowed students to
broaden their knowledge regarding the educational reality of our autonomous community, which
is a value that students appreciate. After the experience, teaching staff are recommended to
include the use of strategies that lead to interaction between students and the blogs of their
classmates.

This study presents diverse strong points by linking the use of blogs to learning and developing
professional competencies in the academic context. As described in phase 1, the proposed
intervention enables one’s own professional competencies to be identified along with their
relationship with the entries in the blog, which is made viable through the use of labels in this
tool. Meanwhile, complementing this identification with feedback from teaching staff increases
students’ metacognitive self-assessment ability. Finally, another good decision lies in the mixed
methodology used, since by using two sources of information we were able to carry out a more
comprehensive and detailed analysis of the object under study.

In turn, there are some limitations in the study, which can be classified in two groups: on the
one hand those concerning the planning and methodological development of the study; and on
the other hand those concerning the concrete experience of the use of reflective blogs in the
classroom.

Although we have a large enough sample that could be extended in later studies, and we have
proposed a quantitative study complemented by qualitative information, we notice that the
proposed questionnaire has limitations in that it does not meet some of the identified research
objectives; we should have proposed a series of items that would have enabled us to further
assess the blog as support for reflective processes, with less emphasis on the technical aspects.
Moreover, the questionnaire suffers from some of the limitations typical of this instrument: there
is no way to tell how truthful a respondent is being; there is no way of telling how much thought
a respondent has put in; the subject cannot have an overall view of the process followed in the
intervention; and, finally, there is a level of researcher imposition: the researcher is making their
own decisions and assumptions as to what is important or not. Nevertheless, other limitations
were offset through the content analysis.

In terms of the experience, we noted that the number of students hampered our ability to
provide feedback, thus determining its depth. Future research could assess what a blog
contributes to the students, collecting their perspectives, and identifying the benefits of the
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introduced innovation. This is already exemplified in the study by Hanuscin, Cheng, Rebello,
Sinha & Muslu (2014), which addresses in what way blogs can provide resources for professional
identity and establish a space for professional development. In this sense the possibility of
considering blogs as a linking tool between initial training and professional development of
teachers opens up.

In conclusion, the study yields positive data concerning the experience, whilst offering an
intervention protocol for the use of blogs in the university classroom. It is an incipient study in
that it goes beyond the technological contributions provided by blogs, linking meta-reflection,
professional competencies, and ICT as three cutting edge pillars in current university teaching.
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