¢lInnovative
Instructor

What this is

The Innovative Instructor is an
article series (https://ctei.jhu.edu/ii)
and a blog (https://ii.library.jhu.edu)
related to teaching excellence at
Johns Hopkins

Article categories
Best Practice
How to use technologies and apply
innovative instructional methods
Pedagogy
Hopkins professors share successful
strategies for teaching excellence
Technology
Information about emerging
technologies, who is using them,
and why you should know

For information on

how to contribute to

The Innovative Instructor

or to read archived articles

please visit:
https://ctei.jhu.edu/ii

or email:

ctei@jhu.edu

About the CTEI

The Center for Teaching Excellence
and Innovation partners with
faculty, postdocs, and graduate
students to extend instructional
impact by connecting innovative
teaching strategies and instructional
technologies

CENTER for
TEACHING
EXCELLENCE &
INNOVATION

J JOHNS HOPKINS

UNIVERSITY

Pedagogy

Vol. 13 | December 2015

Using a Course Blog as a Class Ice-Breaker
Anindya Roy, Postdoc, Dept. of Materials Science and Engineering

The issue

In the fall of 2014 I taught a course, Stuff
of Dreams: How Advances in Materials
Science Shape the World, in the new
Whiting School of Engineering Hopkins
Engineering Applications & Research
Tutorials (HEART) program. The pro-
gram introduces undergraduates to en-
gineering research in specific disciplines
in a small class taught by advanced gradu-
ate students or postdoctoral fellows. The
classes meet once a week for two hours
for six weeks. The challenge of teaching
these one credit, pass/fail courses with no
requirement of the students beyond
class attendance, is getting the students
engaged.

The students in my class were freshmen,
sophomores, and one junior. Not all were
engineers, there was one from the School
of Public Health. The students had a mix
of backgrounds, interests, ambitions.
With a two hour class session, I did not
want to lecture; I wanted the classes to
be discussion based. With no require-
ments to do assignments, I had to rely on
intrinsic motivation to get students to do
reading outside of class and participate in
discussion. My first priority was getting
them engaged by relating materials sci-
ence to their interests. I thought I could
use a blog to determine what they wanted
to learn.

Why does it matter

In general, blogging can be an effective way
for students to respond to course readings
or to work collaboratively in groups. Blogs
can also be used to improve students’ writ-
ing along while developing their critical and
analytical thinking skills. In this case, I used
blogs as a way to get to know my students
and their interests, specifically those that
intersect with materials science.

Faculty solution

Materials science is a very broad field. My
research uses computational methods based
on quantum chemistry not likely to be
accessible to beginning students. Before the
course started I polled the students using a
Google survey to determine which social
media platform they would be willing to
use. Facebook and Twitter were among the
choices that students rejected. I decided to
use a blog based on their responses. There
are a number of options for blogging
platforms, including Blackboard, which
offers both course and individual blogs. I
used Blackboard for other course materials,
but the blog tool didn’t have some features I
wanted, including making the blog available
to the public, so that it would stand as a re-
cord and could be referred to after the course
ended. WordPress is the free, easy-to-use
option that I selected.

I introduced the blog in the first class session,
asking the students to spend up to an hour
outside of class to pick an area of interest,
then research and post two links to resources
on their topic on the blog. The students
were then asked to do enough background
reading on their topic to give a five minute
presentation in class at what I called a Wiki-
pedia level. When the students presented
in the second class, I used the links they
had provided to teach them how to think
critically about information on the web.
Students collected a wide range of content,
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We are delighted that you are considering to participate in the
discussions that are going on in our classroom and through this
blog. We welcome your comments, insights, questions, answers,
links — anything that fuels this conversation! Please add your
comment via the threaded reply button below.
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Discussions

In this page you'll find the aggregated links posted by the students
in the HEART2 — Stuff of Dreams course. Each set of articles
posted by a user is followed by a link to the original comment. We
encourage you to post your comment by following the link
corresponding to an article, rather than posting it here.

1. magaas on October 13, 2014 at 3:41 pm posted:

limited use of blogging
in my HEART class, but
this technique could be
even more effective if
used throughout a tradi-
tional course. I certainly
will use a course blog
in the future and have
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Here is the related page with comments and questions

2. Cnfie W i+l on October 13, 2014 at 5:18 pm posted:
Spider-Soldiers of the Future Ascend Buildings With Ease

3-D Printed Shark Skin Boosts Swimming Speeds

Here is the related page with comments and questions.

3. Wi Sirdec i) i on October 13, 2014 at 5:33 pm posted:
Carbon fiber aircraft frames and their effects on the aviation

Here is the related page with comments and questions

4. Tl finies Wimise on October 13, 2014 at 9:15 pm posted:
Apache helicopters and their Target Acquisition Designation Sight

Here is the related page with comments and questions.

5. I i fsmspass on October 13, 2014 at 10:54

students write more
extensively, perhaps in
response to assigned
readings. I like the idea
of having them do peer
review of classmates’
posts. Students take
pride in their writing,
especially when it is
open to the public and
judged by their peers.

Being able to give forma-

Course blog using WordPress

everything from Buzzfeed lists to high-
level research articles in scholarly journals.
I asked the class how they could evaluate
the materials. What claims were being
made? Were sources cited? Were those
sources credible? It was a good way to
educate the students on evaluating con-
tent for research purposes, something
they need to know as they move forward
in their education. In this course, I didn’t
ask the students to go through the exercise
a second time to find better or more
appropriate materials, but in a more tra-
ditional course, this could be a two-part
exercise.

For the second blog assignment, the
students were asked to review the posts
made by their peers, read some of the
articles, and comment on them. This
helped the students get to know each
other and to see where their interests in
materials science aligned. They engaged
by commenting on each other’s posts. Be-
cause the students were determining the
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topics for discussion in these first couple
of weeks, it meant that I was teaching on
my feet to some extent. If I didn’t know
the answer to a question, I would have
the students do just-in-time research,
using their laptops or other mobile de-
vices right there in class to figure it out.

Results

The blog worked very well as an icebreaker,
getting students interested in the course
content and engaged in discussions. Stu-
dent interaction outside of class was another
challenge for me, with the course running
only six weeks. The blog provided a way
for students to continue their work outside
of class collaboratively. As researchers and
instructors our work doesnt stop at 5:00
PM; neither should class discussion be
confined to the time students spend in the
classroom. When students are reading
they can immediately post what they are
thinking, and their peers can respond with
comments. This was the case even with the

tive feedback to students

for the first assignment
was a valuable teaching
strategy. I think the students benefited from
gaining an understanding of how to evalu-
ate content on the web.

Other thoughts

From my perspective there were no dis-
advantages to using a blog. WordPress
was easy to set up and the students
found it intuitive to use. That said, there
is a need to think about how you set up
the WordPress or other blog instance.
It is important to organize the pages
so that students are clear about where to
post each assignment. You will also want
to consider what aspects of the blog
to make public if that is applicable. As
the site administrator you can make
these choices. On my blog only the as-
signments, posts, and my comments are
visible to the public; to view and post
comments, users have to be registered.
This prevents spam comments, which
can be a problem. The blog can be seen at
https://h2stuffofdreams.wordpress.com
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