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Abstract 

 

In this paper, we investigate the powerful role of blogging to promote student engagement.  We use 

the experience of students on four courses at one university, which all included blogging in their 

assessment portfolio.  The paper draws on focus groups undertaken with the students participating in 

the courses to provide a detailed examination of how and why blogging fosters engagement.  We 

show how a focus on assessment practices, including blogging, is an important addition to the 

literature on student engagement.  In the empirical section, we present detailed findings from the 

student interviews, including discussion of how blogging enables students to develop their own voices 

as part of the writing process.  The evidence suggests that a broader understanding of student 

engagement depends not only on the complex interaction between students and assessment 

practices, but on understanding the role of students’ investment in the learning process.   
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Recent debates on learning and teaching in higher education have focused on how to foster greater 

levels of student engagement (Biggs and Tang 2011). Curriculum (re)design, including changes to 

assessment practices, has been subject to particular scrutiny (Carless 2015).   Increasingly, emphasis 

is placed on how teachers strive to create as ‘rich a learning environment as possible for students’ 

(Falchikov 2005: 153), where they are supported in their own efforts to learn.  To enable this 

involvement, Serafini (2000) argues for a shift towards enquiry-based assessment where students 

become involved in the learning process through a wide variety of assessment devices and methods.   

This study focuses on students’ perceptions of the affordances and challenges of blogs, as an example 

of one such assessment practice.  Students’ reflections on assessment practices have gained 

importance in recent years, most notably in the research literature on how best to promote more 

engaged student learners (Trowler 2010).  In order to support engagement, educators must rethink 

assessment practices to include a more diverse set of activities than simply relying on examinations 

and essays.  Blogging is one example of an innovative form of assessment.  Our focus on this paper is 

on using students’ perspectives on blogging to investigate the link between engagement and 

assessment strategies.   

 

 

Enhancing student engagement 

 

The current interest in student engagement is part of a wider trend to understand the drivers of 

student success in higher education (Biggs and Tang 2011), and has become ‘ubiquitous in mainstream 

discourses concerning higher education’ (Gourlay 2015: 402).   In discussing this ubiquity this section 

looks to the broad literature on engagement before focusing on the links between assessment 

strategies and student engagement.  It also looks to research that focuses on the links between active 

learning and student engagement both of which are important to understanding how new forms of 

assessment, including blogging, can be used to promote engagement.   

 

One widely cited definition of engagement is by Trowler (2010: 3) who sees it as ‘the interaction 

between the time, effort and other relevant resources invested by both students and their 

institutions’, which is ‘intended to optimise the student experience and enhance the learning 

outcomes and development of students and the performance, and reputation of the institution’.   

Student engagement is thus a construct that captures a range of institutional practices and student 

behaviours related to satisfaction and achievement, including academic integration, teaching 

practices and curriculum design.   
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How students engage with their studies and what they, and their institutions, can do to improve 

engagement has been well researched (Kuh 2009; Zepke and Leach 2010).  Some researchers focus on 

students themselves, such as Rust, O’Donovan and Price (2003), who argue that engagement requires 

students to become active participants in their own learning.  Others note the role of individual agency 

and motivation as factors in engagement (Forrest, Judd and Davison 2012; Klemencic 2017;  Ni 

Raghallaigh and Cunliffe 2013), or employ socio-material analyses to explore the practices through 

which students engage with course materials to create meaningful, and hence engaging, learning 

experiences (Gourlay 2015).  Others highlight the role of institutions through pedagogical issues such 

as curriculum design (Holmes 2018; Almarghani and Mijatovic 2017) and via the kinds of learning and 

teaching regimes in which educators operate (Trowler 2008).   Often the emphasis is on the first year 

of the university curriculum (Bovill, Bulley and Morss 2011; Everett 2015), indicating the links between 

student engagement and increased retention rates (Kuh et al 2007).   

 

A concern in the literature is with the relationship between student engagement and assessment 

strategies.  This is allied to wider debates about assessment outcomes and successful learning, with a 

focus on investigating the impact of summative assessment on student learning.   This is not 

straightforward.   Foster, McNeil and Lawther (2012), for example, argue that, while assessment and 

feedback can help students to engage in their learning, this is not an automatic outcome.  Rather, 

there is a critical role for teachers, administrators, academic developers and university leaders to 

ensure that this link is built for their students.  This begins from the assessment practices and their 

effect on how students become self-regulated learners (Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick 2006) who are 

motivated by the grades received for assessed work (Rust 2002).   Assessment becomes the central 

driver in supporting learning (Taras 2008) and attention focuses on how the design and development 

of an assessment strategy might be used to encourage increased motivation and engagement with a 

course.   

 

Holmes (2015, 2018) indicates that the approach a student takes to learning will depend on the 

assessment task.  In her research, a low stakes continuous weekly e-assessment had a positive 

influence on student engagement, with students attributing this to the continuous nature of the 

assessment process.  Studies have looked to the impact of multiple-choice questions to understand 

how these can help to increase student engagement.  While there is some debate about the link 

between multiple-choice questions and deep learning (Jordan 2009), investigations undertaken 

amongst nursing students found that testing of higher level skills, such as critical thinking, can be 
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fostered using multiple-choice questions which are well-designed (Brady 2005; Leung, Mok and Wong 

2008).   

 

Another strand in the research on student engagement focuses on active learning.   Of central concern 

here is the active engagement that students demonstrate in or out of class including their participation 

in group work, public interactions with staff and their use of the Virtual Learning Environment (Holmes 

2018).  While these are valuable additions to our understandings of how students engage, Gourlay 

(2015 pp.403) highlights how the emphasis on participation may overlook the private, quiet and 

contemplative practices that may also be powerful indicators of student engagement.   A focus on 

assessment is crucial here to call attention to the practices that are non-verbal and non-observable, 

but which contribute enormously to student engagement with a course.    

 

Here we investigate an innovative form of assessment, namely blogging, as a way to encourage 

students to become engaged learners.  While there is a burgeoning literature on blogging, much of it 

concentrates on the benefits that accrue to students including the development of reflective reading 

and writing skills (Kidwell et al 2012).  Attention has also focused on the extent to which blogging can 

be used to motivate students to think independently and assume responsibility for their own learning 

(Hansen 2015; Park 2003; Smith 2010).   A further strand concentrates on cognitive and personal 

benefits of blogging including the extent to which it can improve students’ writing and communication 

skills and accommodates a diverse set of learning strategies (Cook 2000; Hansen 2015; Smith 2010).  

Allied to this is a concern with the extent to which blogging can increase the level of ‘realness’ or 

authenticity of the learning tasks which increases students’ motivation and so supports deeper 

learning (Pursel and Xie 2014).    

 

Blogging, of course, like all kinds of assessments, brings with it a set of expectations and demands of 

students.  One concern is the potential of novel forms of assessment to increase the levels of stress 

experienced by students or to change the nature of the power dynamics inherent in the assessment 

process (Carless 2006).  Increasingly, recognition is being given to the links between students’ 

approaches to learning, their experienced emotions and the outcomes of their learning (Trigwell, Ellis 

and Han 2012), as well as to their emotional responses to feedback (Shields 2015).  As such, it is 

important to attend to the potential of blogging to raise new kinds of questions about the emotional 

dynamics of assessments as well as to how it makes students feel about their engagement with the 

course.   
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Method  

 

The material presented in this paper draws on a project investigating the use of blogs at the University 

of Edinburgh.  The project received ethical clearance from the School of Geosciences, where the 

Principal Investigator (PI) was based.   Following a university-wide survey of Course Organisers (CO) 

17 courses were identified which used blogs as a form of assessment. From these, four courses were 

chosen to represent the breadth of disciplines, blog formats, VLEs, and class sizes found in the sample 

(Table 1).  The students ranged from second years through to fifth years.  The different stages at which 

the students were at did not feature as a factor in the research process.   For three of the courses 

there was no prior educational contact with the students.  One of the courses was taught by the PI, 

and this required additional ethical consideration.  Every effort was made to separate the research 

process from the day-to-day teaching of the course.  Students were reassured that participation was 

voluntary, anonymous, not linked to successful completion of the course, and that the data gathered 

would not be analysed until after they had completed all of assessments, including the blogging tasks.    

 

A range of methods was used to gain insight into the case studies.  Semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken with the course organisers (n=6), and four focus groups (FG) were used to gather data 

from the students (n=16) taking the courses in 2016-17.  The courses chosen were small, with between 

10 and 50 students in each.   The aim was to recruit a maximum of five students from each course to 

generate enough data to say something meaningful about the cohort as a whole.  No attempt was 

made the vary the number of students in each focus group because their purpose was to highlight 

themes across the respondents as a whole and not to discern disciplinary or course differences, or to 

try to address issues about the validity of quantitative data.   

 

Students were recruited by the research assistant.  He attended a class for each of the courses, 

introduced the project and asked students to participate.  He conducted the FGs which were semi-

structured, lasted 40-60 minutes, and covered students’ perceptions of the advantages and 

disadvantages of blogging, and their experiences of being assessed in this way.  FGs were recorded 

and transcribed in full before being uploaded for analysis using NVivo software.  

 

The constant comparative method was used in our analysis of the transcripts (Braun and Clarke 2006).  

We gave each data item equal attention in the coding process, and checked the themes against one 

other and back to the original data set.  In looking at themes, we referred to both an entire section 
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and also to the remainder of the transcript to ensure that any extracts used were consistent with views 

expressed on other topics.  This process ensured that the analysis gave a holistic picture of individual 

variables.   Particular attention was paid to the course where the PI was the CO in case her contact 

with the students could have affected the data collected.  For example, the students who participated 

might have been those who enjoyed blogging, liked the course, or wanted to impress the PI/CO.  In 

analysing the data every effort has been made to identify the themes which were important across 

the courses as a whole and not unduly driven by the (often positive) insights shared by the students 

on the PI’s course.   The quotations selected for this paper represented significant constructs that 

appeared across the range of students.    

 

Each student has been allocated an identifying number which is used to attribute quotes to individuals.  

Thus, for example, Geol R1 indicates the first respondent from the Geology focus group.  The details 

of the students’ experiences are used to illuminate the extent to which blogging enhanced student 

engagement, including the power of blogging to engage them in the learning process, as well as to 

allow them to personalise their learning.   These narratives provide a more nuanced account than is 

currently available of the extent to which student engagement is fostered through innovative 

assessment methods.   

 

Case 

study 

Subject Course type VLE Blog Other assessment 

1 Human 

Geography 

Optional 

Year 3/4 

LEARN Independent 

Private 

40%  

3,000-word essay 

60% 

2 Geology Compulsory 

Year 5 

PebblePad Independent 

Private 

30%  

Technical report 

70% 

3 Law Optional 

Year 3 

LEARN Individual 

Visible to 

peers 

40% 

Group presentation 

60% 

4 Veterinary 

Medicine 

Optional 

Year 2 

WordPress Group 

Private 

100% 

N/A 

Table 1. The case study courses 
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Using blogging to enhance student engagement 

 

Using the data from the FGs we draw attention to three ways in which blogging enabled students to 

become more engaged learners.  First, to the structure of the blog which allowed them to engage 

consistently with the course materials.  Secondly, through its difference to conventional assessments 

and the opportunities this afforded the students to take a more creative approach.  Finally, we look at 

the difficulties of blogging and show how students often turned these to their own advantage and, as 

a result, increased their engagement levels.   

 

1. Engaging students through the blogs’ structure  

 

A common theme was for students to describe a feeling of engagement with the course and to have 

a sense of how this had had an impact on their learning.  This stemmed from the structure of the blogs 

where they were required to write a series of entries over the course of the semester.  This forced 

them into engaging with more material, across the length of the course, than they might have done 

with an essay or examination.  As one student stated: 

 

I guess  the  way  they  were  set  out  in  five,  they  allowed  you  to  reflect  on  each  lecture,  

which I  probably  wouldn't  have  done  if  I  didn't  have  to  write  a  blog’ (Geog R4).    

 

Taking responsibility for their blogging was an important issue for the students and they appreciated 

how its continuous nature kept them fully engaged with the course.  This involved them in 

approaching classes in much more engaged ways because they were required to blog about them 

afterwards.  This, they felt, ‘tricked you into enjoying lectures’, and hence rendered them more 

meaningful.  One commented: 

 

The sessions  we  went  to  we  had  to  […] pay  attention  in  a  different  way,  to  the  lecturer.  

[…]  you  felt  like  you  were  taking  something  away  from it,  rather  than  just  regurgitating  

it,  like,  an  exam  question,  and  being  asked  to  write  about  it.    You  actually  remembered  

it,  because  you  were  paying  attention  to  something  a  bit  more  exciting  (Geol R3). 
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In Law, the blogs were based around seminar discussions that relied on students having done set 

readings.  One student outlined how this process enabled everyone to participate more fully in the 

learning activities:   

 

What I thought  […]  was  good  about  it  was  that  every  class  there  was  a  discussion.  

Whereas any  other  classes,  you  don't  get  that.  You  maybe  get  one  or  two  topics  where  

everyone  really  gets  into  it,  especially  the  ones  where  the  essay  comes  out  and  then  

you  get  the seminar  after  it.  And  no  one  comes  because  everyone's  like  […] I'm  not  

going  to  do  an  essay  on  this,  I'm  not  getting  examined  on  this  class;  what  is  the  point?  

Whereas  every  single  class  we  were  basically  getting  examined  on.  So  every  single  class  

people  wanted to  join  in  and  learn  from  it (Law R4). 

 

What was clear across the data was that making a number of blog entries encouraged the students to 

engage more often, and more deeply, with a range of learning activities.   

 

2.  Engaging students through creative and personalised assessment processes 

 

In documenting the importance of blogging as a novel assessment method, the students referred to 

the opportunities it afforded them to be more creative in approaching their assessments. One 

commented: 

 

when I write an essay I always want to emphasise a point by putting it in bold, or emphasise 

one word by putting it in italics, and I could do that in the blog, and that's fun, because you 

finally do things that you've always wanted to do in an essay but you never really thought you 

could justify it. So I was like oh, exclamation point, or bold, and underlined. So that was fun 

(Geog R1). 

 

The design of the blog was an important part of this and contributed to the sense of blogging as being 

‘creative’ and ‘fun’.  The impact of designing the blog, however, was about more than just its visual 

appeal. It allowed them to bring their emotions and passion into their work:   

 

Using [an] exclamation point, it's so freeing. Really. I really liked adding the media stuff. I just 

thought it was fun. […] So I think adding the media and the videos or the pictures or the fonts 
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really does get across, like what you said, more of your personality and more ‘this is who I am, 

this is what I want you to know about what I'm trying to say to you’. (Geog R2). 

 

They often contrasted the blog format to the rigidity and standardisation of conventional essays and 

described the freedom of writing in an engaging fashion: 

  

Doing [...] the pictures and the font and colour and stuff,  […] I really enjoyed that […] having 

your own personality and individuality attached to an assessment. Whereas essays are 

standardised font and layout and everything, […] university assessments feel like they just 

want everyone to be the same. […] something  like  this,  it  allows  you  a  different  way  of  

expressing thoughts  and  your  perspective  (Geog R4). 

 

The students enjoyed the process of blogging, which in itself is a crucial step in enhancing engagement:   

 

I just quite really enjoyed blogging.  It was different.  Even though at times it seemed like a lot 

of work it was still really enjoyable (Law R3). 

 

This enjoyment brought clear benefits for student engagement.  One commented:  

 

it renders something that's so hard-core academic into something you can relate to.  And if  

you can relate to it that means you can learn it better, if you can learn it better it means you 

can perform your best  (Geog R1).   

 

This enthusiasm carried over into their personal lives to the kinds of conversations they had with peers 

which, again, furthered engagement with the course materials.  They commented:   

 

I think it's one of the first times I've felt fully engaged with a course,   […]  I talked about it  

with  people.  […]  I've literally never done that.  Even if I've enjoyed a course, I've never fully 

felt... […] like it's impacted the way I think fully.  And I think the blogs definitely have helped 

that (Geog R2).   

 

But with this one it's like every week I get home and I talk to people about oh, this week, this 

is a topic, what do you think?  And we have arguments (Law R2). 
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Their accounts revealed how an emphasis on learning-orientated assessment (Carless 2015) afforded 

them the opportunity to experience a very different assessment process that was creative and 

enjoyable, and which they felt enhanced their engagement.  

 

Another feature of the blogs was the opportunities they brought for personalisation of learning.  As 

indicated above, students perceived essays as standardised models of assessment that forced them 

into a series of restrictive practices.  In contrast the blogs were liberating and gave them the freedom 

to express their own personalities.  In part this came from the opportunity to choose the topic to blog 

on, and the perspective that they would then adopt.  They expressed relief that they had ‘the freedom 

finally, to express themselves’.   One commented:   

 

what was good about the blogs is everyone could work with what really tickled their fancy  

[…].  So different things excited different people and you got more into it depending on what 

reading you did. (Law R4) 

 

Students also benefited from the ‘flexibility to pick and choose what you think is interesting’.  In this 

way the opportunity to tailor the topics to their own interests allowed the students to engage with 

their course in a much more personal way:   

 

It was good to put in your personal  reflections,  whereas  essays  don't  tend  to  do  that  so  

much.  So  that  was  fun  and  exciting,  and  it  gets  you  to  engage  with  the  course  in  that  

personal  level (Geog R1).   

 

For others it was the first time that they could integrate thoughts from their personal lives into an 

academic assessment, thus enhancing the authenticity of the assessment process.  One student 

captured the excitement of this:  

 

So  as  this  course  relates  to  so  many  things  that  we're  personally  engaged with,  I'd  just  

be  walking  around  and  be  like  ‘oh,  I  could  write  my  blog  on  this,  I  could  write  my  

blog  on  that,  oh,  oh’ (Geog R1).   

 

With the freedom to design the blog to their own specification, and the considerable choice in the 

content, students felt they had the opportunity to find their own voice.  Indeed, some commented 

that it had been the first time they had been ‘asked to give an opinion on a lecture’ and that the 
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process of identifying their voice in the style of the blog had been a key moment in their 

undergraduate career.   

 

 

3. Engaging students by turning difficulties into learning moments  

 

A final theme from the focus groups was the students’ accounts of the difficulties of blogging.   

Students, however, often turned these struggles to their advantage, seeing acquiring new skills as a 

key learning moment and again, furthering their engagement with the course.   

 

One difficulty related to the use of unfamiliar software packages and/or technology.  Many described 

the VLEs as ‘not very intuitive’ or ‘not user friendly’.  This, coupled with uncertainties about how to 

write a blog, led to students struggling in the first instance:   

 

The formatting thing was a disaster […]  my font kept going … I would put it all in one font and 

then save it, and then go back to it two days later and it just turned into a different font of its 

own. […] I found that really an annoying part of the blogs (Geog R1). 

 

Some worked it out for themselves: 

 

It took me, I don’t know, like, two days, to figure out why my reference list wouldn’t save in 

the blog, but then I found out that it’s only because I was copying it from a PDF file (Geol R2). 

 

Others illustrated how individuals would support their peers by sharing information: 

   

There was  a  lot  of  common  frustration,  in  trying  to  help  each  other.  […] For example,  

someone  figured  out  how  to  put  figures  in,  and  then  shared  that  wisdom  with  everyone 

(Geol R1).   

 

The Vets were typical in being concerned about the extent to which they should make their blogs 

multi-modal.  From initial disquiet they worked backwards from the grade-related marking criteria for 

the course and used these as a guide to designing their blogs.  They thus developed solutions to their 

problems:   
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we  got  given  the  marking  sheets  for  what  we'd  be  marked  on,  which  was  quite  useful;  

[…] ...one  of the points  on  the  marking  sheet  was  appropriate  use  of  media,  so  we  knew  

we  had  to  put  some  sort  of  media  in  it (Vet R1).  

 

The marking criteria further helped students to gauge how best to write a blog that would gain a good 

mark:   

 

the  only  specific  thing  was  it  must  be  between  this  number  and  this  number  of  words,  

and  you  should  have  between  eight  and  20  reference […].  And  then  the  rest  was  things  

like  appropriate  use  of  media  and  appropriate  language,  and  good,  well  proofread,  […]    

it  was  quite  well  laid  out  exactly  how  many  marks  we  can  get (Vet R1).   

 

Another challenge for students who were used to ‘churning out essays’ (Geol R3) to set deadlines was 

the need to blog regularly over the duration of the course.  Again, they turned this pressure to an 

advantage as they sought to adapt to the demands of writing regularly and in a different format: 

 

the  hardest  thing  about  it  all  was  just  because  it  was  so  new.  I'd  never  done  a  blog  

before […] So  whereas  when  we're  do  an  essay  obviously  […]  we  all  know  how  to  write  

an  essay  very  easily.  Whereas  a  blog  was  just  like completely  alien.  But  then  I  think  

that  was  also  good  because  it's  something  completely  new  which  is  exciting  as  well  as  

it  is  a  challenge (Law R4). 

 

Overall, then, student engagement was enhanced through a range of problems which actually were 

‘more of an advantage than a disadvantage’ precisely because the students turned them, consciously 

or not, into learning moments.  The evidence presented here points to the capacity of students to 

become active agents of their own engagement in situations where they might feel an initial 

annoyance about some aspects of an unfamiliar method of assessment.   

 

Discussion 

 

The study found that the inclusion of a blog in four case study courses increased student engagement.  

The students reflected that they engaged more with the lectures and the course materials than they 

did when they were assessed using more conventional methods, and that the assessment was more 

meaningful and relevant for them.  This supports the theory that students’ approaches to learning are 
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shaped by assessment (Foster, McNeil and Lawther, 2012) and that students are motivated by 

assessment.   The structured nature of the blog posts gave the students the opportunity to reflect on 

their course materials at regular intervals and to build up a portfolio of their learning.   As others have 

observed, course design drives the nature of the ways in which students engage with course materials 

(Biggs and Tang 2011).  This design was built in to the structure of the courses by the COs and here 

this was achieved by setting up blogging tasks on a week by week, or block by block, basis.  The 

continuous nature of this type of assessment is key to supporting the students’ learning (Holmes 

2015), and their engagement with the course, and is an example of what Rust (2002) and Carless 

(2015) describe as a learner-centred assessment practice.    

 

Although we did not examine the learning preferences or strategies of the students the findings 

suggest that the use of the blogs encouraged a self-perceived deeper understanding of the content, 

adding to debates about the links between assessment strategies and learning preferences (Gibjels 

and Dochy 2006; Smith and Miller 2005).   What emerged from the study was the significance of the 

students’ ability to make connections across the course as a whole, which they linked to the 

continuous nature of the blogging tasks.  They felt they engaged with more of the taught content, with 

more of the learning resources, and understood more of the connections across the course, all of 

which contributed to them learning in a deeper way.   Further, they used the blog as a springboard 

from which to make connections between real world issues, including their personal experiences, and 

the course content.  Feeling personally invested in the assessment process contributed to their deeper 

engagement with the course content in ways that have not been captured in debates about authentic 

learning which tend to focus on the design of real world learning experiences rather than on what the 

students bring to the assessment process (see, for example, Herrington and Herrington 2006).  What 

is clear from this study, however, and which confirms existing work on authentic learning 

environments, is that the more authentic the tasks and activities, the more the students are engaged, 

the more they learn and the more they retain (Samball, McDowell and Montgomery 2012).   

 

How students participate in their studies has become an important question in debates about student 

engagement with attention focusing on both institutional practices and the students’ own motivation 

and persistence.   Much of this research focuses on the creation of meaningful, and hence engaging 

learning experiences, in which students have the opportunity to express themselves, as well as to 

learn from peers.  While this is a an important contribution to debates about participation and 

engagement it tends to focus on the visible aspects of participation such as speaking in class, engaging 

in small group discussions or contributing to on-line fora (Gourlay 2015).   Our study adds to these 
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debates by highlighting the silent, thoughtful, contemplative work that students undertake on their 

own, often outside of class, to meet an assessment brief.  What was clear from the study was that 

blogging encouraged them to engage in the kind of quiet, private work that is more commonly 

associated with preparing for essays and exams.  This preparation is often stressful and anxiety-

inducing, especially when tied to high stakes assessment (Robothom and Julian 2006).  Here, however, 

the students described altogether different emotions in their approach to the assessment process, 

characterising blogging as fun, exciting and even as something that they found enjoyable and looked 

forward to doing.  This is an important addition to emerging debates about the links between learning 

preferences, assessment strategies and experienced emotions (Trigwell, Ellis and Han 2012).   

 

Continuous assessment has been found to be a popular type of assessment amongst students 

(Furnham, Batey and Martin 2011) and this study begins to unpack some of the reasons behind this.  

As we have already indicated, some of this stems from the continuous nature of the tasks and the 

opportunity to build connections across the course, as well as to the enjoyment the students got from 

blogging.  This sense of enjoyment is an important addition to debates about student engagement and 

continuous assessment.   The students were clear that blogging was a pleasurable activity that 

stimulated their learning in new and exciting ways.  It was the first time they had been asked to give 

their own opinion on a topic or to draw on their own experiences as part of the assessment process.  

The students frequently stated that the blogs were much more creative and, indeed, liberating, 

compared to more traditional assessment methods, all of which contributed to their overall sense of 

excitement about, and engagement with, the learning process.  If students enjoy something then they 

are more likely to engage in deep learning and to perform to their potential.  Our findings suggest that 

blogging as a form of assessment might be a good strategy to implement as a way to enhance both 

student retention and NSS scores.   

 

Inevitably, the introduction of a novel assessment strategy raises challenges for students who have  to 

undertake something that is different to familiar assessment methods.   This echoes the process that 

undergraduates go through when they arrive at university and have to develop an understanding of 

the ‘ways of thinking and practising’ (Hounsell and McCune 2005) in their disciplines.  Our findings add 

to these debates by indicating the ways in which students learn how to engage with a novel 

assessment method in ways which were sometimes transformational for them.  While blogging was 

not without its drawbacks, centring particularly on technical issues, the students became active agents 

of their own learning by turning these difficulties into learning moments.  This is an important 

contribution to debates which seek to better understand how students become successful learners as 
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well as to questions about how to design assessments which involve them in the learning process 

(Serafini 2000).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

Much of the focus on student engagement has been on curriculum design and on the role of 

assessment strategies in fostering more engaged students.  This has resulted in a great deal of work 

on how to promote student engagement.  Our research has shown the kinds of engagement that are 

fostered though the use of blogging as an assessment method.   What emerges from the analysis is 

that students found blogging a creative process that engaged them in their studies in ways that were 

very different from their engagement with conventional assessment methods.  We showed how the 

structure of blogging, which relied on students making a series of entries over the duration of their 

course, was an important way in which students became engaged.  The continuous nature of the 

process was instrumental in providing them with the opportunity to engage more often, more deeply 

and with a greater range of the course materials (see also Holmes 2015).  Further, students were able 

to personalise their blogs, such that the process promoted opportunities for a more individualised 

learning experience.   While students struggled initially with blogging, they actively turned this to their 

advantage such that blogging presented them with a series of learning moments which further 

enhanced their engagement with the course.  

 

The continued development of the students’ blogging skills is an important addition to debates about 

student engagement that often begin from a range of institutional practices and student behaviours 

linked to student satisfaction and achievement (Kahn 2013).  Through the process of blogging the 

students developed new ways of thinking and practising in an authentic and meaningful fashion.  They 

developed these new skills by two methods: first by engaging in a learning process that was genuinely 

creative and liberating; and secondly by participating in an assessment method that forced them to 

reflect upon the course content in a more engaged way.   They questioned knowledge more critically, 

both in the blog posts and more widely in their conversations with peers.   
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Our findings indicate that students actively want to engage with new forms of assessment practices   

that they see as less restrictive than essays and written examinations, and that these are important 

ways to enhance student engagement.  It is not difficult to understand why.  As Trowler (2010 pp.2) 

indicates, ‘a sound body of literature has established robust correlations between student 

involvement in a subset of “educationally purposive activities”, and positive outcomes of student 

success and development, including satisfaction, persistence, academic achievement and social 

engagement’ (see also Kuh et al., 2007; Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).    

 

With the pre-eminence of the neo-liberal university, and the quantification of both learning metrics 

and learning journeys, there has been a call for learning to become more personalised to the needs of 

the individual students.  There is a clear remit for assessment strategies to be more closely allied to 

the personal development of students, as well as to their expectation that learning will be more 

tailored to their circumstances.  Our findings indicate that blogging is an excellent example of such an 

initiative given that it (usually) requires students to write in a reflective and engaging manner that 

begins from their own experiences and understandings of the topic in hand.   This fosters creativity 

and allows students to personalise their learning, both of which are highly desirable at a time when 

higher education can make students feel like they are insignificant players in a massified system. 
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