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Ponderers, Sloggers, Slackers and more:
understanding the profiles of student bloggers to help
promote academic self-regulation
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Self-regulated learning is the fusion of skill and will. Students who can regulate their
learning show a high level of self-awareness, are motivated and are able to adapt their
approaches to the task at hand. Blogging may be seen as one approach to enhancing
self-regulation but for that to take place, an understanding of how self-regulation is
manifest in blogs must be developed. This paper identifies a range of blogger ‘profiles’
and offers suggestions as to how the processes in self-regulation can be developed
through blogging as a learning activity.

Keywords: blogging, self-regulated learning, elearning

Introduction

The concept of self-regulation, or self-directed learning, is something of an educational ideal. It can
be defined as ‘the process whereby students activate and sustain cognitions, behaviours, and affects,
which are systematically oriented toward attainment of their goals’ (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1994,
cited by Boekaerts, 1997, p 171) but is an inherently problematic one because it is a process that is
only manifest in the outcomes that result from it. We recognize self-regulated learners instantly — they
attend classes and deliver work that is timely, demonstrating the application of a range of generic
skills to their assignments. The problem is that the processes that underpin these are not so
transparent.

At the overt level it can be seen as an active and goal directed approach to learning, that results from
self control of behaviour, motivation and cognition (Brooks, 1997). However, the integration of
behavioural concepts with less amenable ones that relate to both emotional and cognitive factors
immediately situates it in several broad disciplines of research (Boekaerts, 1997). Ultimately it
involves students’ reliance on internal resources to achieve learning goals and these are difficult to
delineate. It can be viewed in terms of phenomenological, social cognitive, volitional, Vygotskian and
cognitive constructivist theories (Zimmerman, 1989) all of which provide different approaches to
understanding how effective learners are able to manage their learning and ways to promote such
practices.

This paper aims to provide a further lens through which to explore and articulate the concept of self-
regulation; in this instance through the common learning activity of writing web-based journals —
‘blogging’. As blogs are increasingly used as reflective tools in education, it has become increasingly
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important to understand what makes for effective blogging in order to assist learners in developing
skills in the use of this tool. The purpose of this paper is to make the concept more tangible by
identifying the processing inherent in self-regulation or the lack of it, as it is evident in students’
reflective journals. By analyzing the textual elements that demonstrate self-regulatory practice we may
become closer to identifying ways in which to enhance it.

A model of self-regulation

In order to begin this exploration, a model was developed that identifies the main processes within
self-regulation (Figure 1). This was developed from existing frameworks. Boekaerts (1997), for
example, provides a six component model based upon the following notions:

e content domain (conceptual and procedural knowledge, misconceptions and inert knowledge);

e cognitive strategies (such as rehearsal, elaboration, generating questions and so on);

e cognitive regulatory strategies (mental representations of learning goals, defining a plan,
monitoring and evaluation, goal achievement);

e metacognitive knowledge and motivational beliefs (beliefs, attitudes and values related to tasks
within a domain);

e motivational strategy use (such as coping processes, effort avoidance and so on); and

e motivational regulatory strategies (mental representations of behavioural intention, linking this to
an action plan, and maintaining that plan in the face of obstacles).

Key to this approach is the notion of both applied and regulatory strategies. Self-regulating students
have appropriate domain-specific skills but are also able to moderate and develop these skills through
monitoring their effectiveness in the light of their beliefs and attitudes.

In an alternative model, Garcia and Pintrich (1994) articulate self-regulation in terms of knowledge
and beliefs, strategies used, and outcomes. Each of these is moderated by motivational and cognitive
components such as personal beliefs and conceptual knowledge, motivational and cognitive strategies,
and quantity and quality of effort.

Common to both models is an integration of both affective and cognitive issues. ‘Neither motivational
nor cognitive models alone can fully describe the various aspects of student academic learning, yet the
two types of models are complementary due to the respective strengths and weaknesses of
motivational and cognitive models.” (Garcia & Pintrich, 1994, p. 127).

Such approaches have been synthesized into an integrative model (McMahon & Oliver, 2001, Figure
1). It is defined as a series of levels. At the highest level, described here as psychological states,
metacognition and self-concept exist as the primary enabling conditions for self-regulation, but these
are developed through subordinate processes — in this case self-monitoring and motivation.

Environment & Context

Affective
Domain

Cognitive
Domain

Metacognition Self-concept States
Self-monitoring Motivation
Processes
Strategy formation Volition control
strategies Strategies

Figure 1: A model for self-regulation (McMahon & Oliver, 2001)
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The end products in terms of behavioural objectives of self-regulation are the ability to develop
cognitive strategies and approaches to control effort. This model therefore accommodates the role of
both affective and cognitive aspects of self-regulation. Most important however is that in both of these
domains there is a link between the level of awareness and the application of strategies that is a
dynamic one where beliefs are instantiated and strategies are evaluated through a reflective
motivational and self-monitoring process.

While difficult to identify within the actual use of strategies, factors that are situated outside the
learners themselves must also be taken into account. Many studies and reports have focused on the
external factors that can impact on student success and these can include factors both external to and
within the learning environment that have significant impacts on the success of students such as the
nature of teaching, resourcing or socio-economic status of students and their need to undertake paid
work while studying (e.g. Ertmer, Newby, & McDougal, 1996; NCIS, 2002). While the focus of this
study is on the evidence of self-regulation inherent in students’ blogs, such environmental and
contextual constraints must be accommodated.

Blogging as a learning activity

Blogging involves online journaling and is an emergent form of discourse in both the classroom and
the broader community. In some large classes blogs allow for the articulation and development of
understandings where there may not be enough time for direct feedback from the instructor (Paulus,
Payne, & Jahns, 2009). They are also a familiar medium to many undergraduate students, with one
2005 survey identifying that, at least in the USA, over 12 million 12-17 year olds maintained a blog
(Lenhart & Madden, 2005). While it may be easy to cursorily dismiss blogs therefore as educationally
expedient or an outlet for adolescent narcissism, it must be acknowledged that they can be used for a
range of purposes and these can be closely aligned to teaching and learning goals.

McBride and Luehmann (2008) summarise much of the research to suggest that blogs can have a role
in:

promoting reflective thinking;

nurturing collaboration and relationship building;

increasing perceived accountability and therefore quality of student work;

encouraging peer support for one another;

increasing opportunities for students to receive feedback;

extending learning outside classroom walls; and

allowing and encouraging interactions with experts and others outside of the classroom.

It is the first of these that was the primary focus of this study. That is not to say that the others are not
integral to the reflective process, however. Scaffolding learning through both peer and instructor
feedback can play a large role in prompting the reflective process inherent in self regulation as well as
activities such as problem-based learning and concept mapping, and supports such as modelling,
explicit instruction and self-assessment (McMahon & Oliver, 2001).

The approach to blogging that was taken in this study was one that was developed from the discipline
of design. McColl et al. (n.d.) cite Fiedler (2003) in identifying key design processes within blogging
and these include recording and representing one’s personal patterns of meaning as well as reflecting
upon the representations through temporality and history. It should involve shifting from a task-
focused level to a learning-focused level of awareness and the development of an internalized
language to converse about design.

This was instantiated within an assessed activity undertaken by students in a unit of Writing For

Games and Edith Cowan University. Students were required to use the blogs in a formative capacity,
to reflect on open-ended game writing problems posed in class and to draw from a range of readings
and other sources to assist in the development of a game script. Students were encouraged to identify
key elements of weekly readings that were relevant to them, explain them within the broader context
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of gaming and use that as well as other game examples and external readings to assist in the
development of their game ideas.

The purpose of this research is not to evaluate the approach taken in the classroom but to identify the
patterns of blogging demonstrated by the students and to see to what extent they manifested the six
internal processes within self-regulation. Conclusions can then be drawn about the pitfalls inherent in
using blogs to promote self-regulation and strategies that may be implemented to enhance the level of
self-regulation inherent in them.

Patterns of self-regulation in blogging

To expose the types of thinking evident in blogs, six examples are presented that represent the
‘typical’ blogger in terms of the elements of self-regulation discussed. These are:

the Slogger Blogger — demonstrating volitional control;

the Worker Blogger — demonstrating cognitive strategy formation and application;
the Eager Blogger — demonstrating motivation;

the Ponderer Blogger — demonstrating the reflection inherent in self-monitoring
the Bragger Blogger — demonstrating high self-concept; and

the Uber Blogger — demonstrating a high level of metacognition.

These are discussed through textual analysis of learning outputs that best exemplify the above

characteristics. While it may at first appear to be a somewhat reductive approach to defining a
complex process, it is hoped that it will provide a simple framework to assist future students in
understanding themselves and the strategies that work best for them.

A. strategy formation and application in blogs — the Slogger Blogger and the Worker
Blogger

The best evidence of strategy use is in the blogs within the unit on Writing for Games lay in the
specific activities that students selected. Typical cognitive strategies evidenced by Worker Bloggers
were:

summarising readings;

describing designs;

sourcing other forms of information; and
writing personal anecdotes.

Most students in the group were able to produce elements of the above. These varied, however, in the
extent to which they demonstrated higher order thinking. Worker Bloggers could select strategies and
apply them to their assignments. Summaries were the most common of those demonstrated by weaker
students in that they tended to describe what the week’s reading was about. This involved some
necessary selection of detail but not always an ability to effectively critique work. Similarly being able
to express opinions, identifying links and articulating design ideas in an unintegrated way are all
symptomatic of students who operate purely at the strategic level but without engaging in self-
regulatory processes.

The best of these were also Slogger Bloggers, who showed an ability to manage effort. One ‘slogger’
provided lengthy descriptions of the reading but even then there was little that related back to the
week’s topic and other materials such as the lecture notes. Failure to apply volitional control, on the
other hand, resulted in little or no work contained within the blog. These Non Bloggers are typically
the students that fall by the wayside over the semester. Only one student in this group could be
classified as demonstrating high volitional control but weak cognitive strategy formation. This student
simply reiterated the contents of that week’s lecture, with each post beginning, ‘This week was
about...” Ultimately there was little evidence of the student having done anything other than attend
the class and reword the lecture material.
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Non Bloggers may be amenable to a more rigorous and frequent approach to assessment to provide an
external mechanism to ensure consistent effort. Slogger Bloggers, however, appear to have the
opposite problem, where they cannot match their effort with a consistent level of quality. For those
that do not have existing cognitive strategies, direct instruction may be helpful. The assumption that
all students already have existing skills in areas such as summarising or internet research proved an
inaccurate one, at least for the student in this cohort.

B. Motivational and self-monitoring processes in blogs — the Eager Blogger and the
Ponderer Blogger

While most of the students in Writing for Games could submit their work and use received strategies
such as summary appropriately, they did not always demonstrate a high level of motivation or self-
monitoring. Ponderer Bloggers did more than apply strategy - they connected strategies together to
enhance them and reflect on their value. A good example of this was one student who identified key
elements of a reading on genre that were perceived as particularly relevant and then discussed in
terms of how it applied in films as well as games. The student identified a contrasting perspective and
sought to reconcile it with the one in the reading. As self-monitoring is a key regulatory process that
assists in the formation of strategies it is important to provide students opportunities to reflect on their
performance and to go beyond being purely Worker Bloggers. While it was not a component of this
particular activity, one of the intrinsic benefits of blogging environments is its potential as a medium
for peer review. Allowing for social remediation that is geared towards learners’ zones of proximal
development (Vygotsky, 1978) provides a strong point from which to reflect as well as exposing
learners to multiple perspectives on an issue. Such techniques may be able to support Ponderer
Bloggers in developing new strategies

Many of the students appeared to have a high level of motivation. This was evident in the stated
enthusiasm for the concept within class and in their blogs, with one student in an early activity where
they were required to discuss their motivations for studying the unit arguing that this was an
opportunity for him to combine two of his loves — creative writing and gaming. Previous teaching
evaluations have demonstrated a strong orientation towards having choice in their blogging activities
and may have explained the large number of Eager Bloggers that made up this group. The level of
enthusiasm inherent in the tone of some of their writing when either agreeing or disagreeing with
concepts or ideas reinforced this (‘This article summed up my ideas perfectly’) as well as the strong
evidence in the form of the outputs of motivation through the effort evident in their work. For the two
students who could not be classified as Eager Bloggers it became clear that personal relevance was a
major factor in their motivation or lack of it. The first statement of one student on her first week’s
blog was that she ‘didn’t like writing’. In order to address these Slacker Bloggers, teaching strategies
need to be in place that go beyond purely extrinsic motivators such as assessment to provide more
intrinsic mechanisms to motivate learners. Malone (1981) for example described motivational factors
such as Challenge, Control, Curiosity and Fantasy. In having a strong sense of ownership of their
work, and a lot of choice in terms of activities, most students could be described as demonstrating
Eager Blogger characteristics.

C. Self-awareness and self-concept in blogs — the Bragger Blogger and the Uber
Blogger

The separation of self-awareness to affective and cognitive components is a necessary but somewhat
arbitrary one. Corno (1986), argued for metacognition as the dominant controlling process; that
‘affect is the subjective perception of emotional states; thus associated attempts to control negative
affect fall within the domain of metacognitive control’ (p. 334). While this may be true, most would
argue that knowing oneself and believing in oneself are still discrete states of awareness. To have
belief that is not based upon an accurate model of ones abilities suggests that on its own self-concept
is a limiting state. This evidenced itself in the form of Bragger Bloggers within the unit Writing for
Games. Gaming often is associated with fan-based activity where the line separating knowledge of the
medium as a consumer and ability to actually design games can be a difficult one for novices to
understand. Bragger Bloggers were most visible in this study where students articulated designs that
tended to replicate their own favourite games without providing much originality or creativity. In this
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sense, their high level of self-concept combined with low level of metacognition meant that they were
unable to critique their own work. Providing a ‘reality check’ for such students to ensure that they
continued to question the value of their work became an important focus of the feedback provided
throughout the semester. This was done by asking students to question the originality of their ideas
and provide a mini ‘exegesis’ to accompany their designs, which both placed their work in a cultural
framework but separated it from other typical examples. Further evidence of Bragger Blogging could
be found in a tendency of some students to critique other examples without applying the same level to
their own work.

The flipside of self-concept was evident in Blamer Blogging, which in the case of this study proved to
be a more damaging concept. This was evident through self-blame or the application of defense
strategies such as self-handicapping, defensive pessimism or self-justification. Examples of this were
where one student regularly qualified his ideas as ‘not very good’ but failed to identify specific aspects
that could be improved. Another student in class admitted that he deliberately left his work until the
last minute, not because he could not regulate his effort but because he could then justify a bad mark
as a result of his laziness rather than his talent. It is therefore important that blogging environments
encourage supportive feedback and allow the risk taking inherent in many creative processes.
Enabling students to identify a specific number of strengths and weaknesses in their work allows self-
assessment to be done in a way that is not punitive, as does ensuring that peer feedback is always
focused on improvement rather than identifying problems.

As the dominant controlling process there is evidence to support the contention that metacognitive
blogging is the ultimate goal to be achieved. The best examples of blogs were those that provided a
clear development of design and an ability to both justify design features and identify areas for
improvement over coming weeks. Such students are called Uber Bloggers in this paper because they
have share some qualities with the Nietzschian concept the Ubermensch — a transcendent individual
characterised by a Will to Power, which is not necessarily a state of domination over others but more
one of creativity and self-efficacy (Nietzsche, 1977). Such students may be seen as manifesting the
true potential of blogging. The most metacognitive of blogs demonstrated the best of its subordinate
processes — enthusiastic and timely posts that bore witness to the application of key strategies both for
design and learning within a framework of reflection and self-evaluation.

Recommendations

The profiles discussed in this paper are not designed to be a complete or fully accurate depiction of the
multiple forms of discourse in blogs as they relate to self-regulation. Rather, they are provided here as
a point of discussion and basis from which to explore the value of blogging for effective learning.
Nevertheless the following key findings may prove useful for those attempting to use blogs as a
learning tool:

e Provide extrinsic volitional rewards and controls such as frequent assessment.

e Provide direct instruction on the strategies inherent in blogging within the academic discipline.

e Encourage intrinsic motivation by providing challenge, engaging curiosity and promoting choice
and personal relevance.

e Encourage multiple perspectives, contextualisation and recontextualisation learning content.

e Provide opportunities for peer review.

e Provide a supportive environment for risk taking, identifying strengths as well as weaknesses and
providing opportunities for improvement.

o Have students not just reflect on their work but themselves as learners, through self-assessment,
journaling their thinking processes and developing plans.

Appendices 1 and 2 show two example blogs from this study. These and others will be discussed in
light of the concepts identified here. Most students will not become Uber Bloggers overnight and to
try and ‘make’ someone metacognitive is inherently contradictory. Instead, students need to use blogs
in ways that help make their own thought processes explicit and give them the means to understand
them. When this is combined with the teaching strategies identified above, then students may have a
greater opportunity to develop as self-regulated learners.
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Appendix 1 - Blog Example 1

The Worlc¢

Just another WordPress weblog

‘._.l‘ — 4&. vh‘h
e TR T T T R W

///Week 4 Writeup: Worlds (inspiration)

Pasted by adn 26 Auo omment

I have just recently compieted Portal, a first person shooter by Valve Incorporated, USA. unlike most

other shooters, Portal differs from others where &t is based on the player's puzzie solving ability to

complets the gamae, rather than his/her quick reflexes.
Background:
you play this game as Chell, a girf who is basically placed through &
number of tests in order to recleve a reward of “cake.” The puries
are grueling and challenging, requiring siills in basic Physics,
Visualisation and Logic in order to solve the associated problems.
your only weapon is a device called the *Aperture Science Handhelkd
Portal Device,” a gun which can create portals from one part of the
map to ancther. Your goal is quite simple, to make It across the map
without injuring yourself. the problem Is that there are several
different challenges and pleces of equipment used to soive said
puzzies.

What i like about it’s world: User Interactivity
one of the things | liked about this game Is how the Physics engine

is directly connected to the Puzzie Solving mechanic of this game,
for example, If you say, dropped out of & portal on a place that is
high on the map, you can shoot another portal below you, and
when you exit the first portal again, your residual downwards
momentum s kept and thus, you gain more forward velocity upon

exiting the portal.

Thus the whole aim of this game is to exploit the laws of physics in such a way that it allows you to
make your escape from the tests.

Portal: Simple inspiration.

What | really like about this game Is ts sheer fun and simplicty In s gameplay. for a short game (most
people could probably finish It In about 90 minutes after practise), & was quite 3 pleasurable experience.
the graphics were smooth (conmolmnahhyhdc_a!wp)wQOwwu(h RS eartly

stages) crisp and cean cut, mmmwumWwamu
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Appendix 2 — Blog Example 2

[seein |

dINITTmA DT

Pages

Categories

Blogroll

Week 7: Scripting and Storyboarding Cut Scenes

Fosing by 20 00 19 Seplerder X009 |

Week 7: Scripting end StorySoarding Cut Scenes

Freaman Sescrites Cul SCones a5 Serving Several Surposes, It Sots the 1oNe Of 3 GAME, T CSIDIEN
CRAraCIErs, 10 #5IADISN GaMe WOrigs 300 ThY DCEEround, 19 IS0 Parts of & $1ery, 10 Dridoe games
(0 the case of produels and sequels), and N30 10 Serve &5 & reward 10 slayers

A3 drometic are n eatesce Ahort Nima, Freomen soggoats seversl ways of ensuring thet thoy are mot
cormy o amateurah, that is avold hoge dlocks of daiogue in one et, interesting and wefudl character
damonds, ity alright for characters 10 feel mare than ore emation tomard ancther character,
ambivalence dotween Sharacters ix okay 8I80, avoid Send dwfogue, Use actions Inatead of words whan
posaitie, ity perminted 0 stray (8 fexie) from the mais topic, Cmematic should be unpredictable,
intarest Con e Srowaed by placng problems and SDAtackes witiin a Out scone, and Lstly dalogue
haudd sound natucal.

Openng Gramatic Seguencel are Boiher treod & well, thelr purpoae Is Mot inpirtantly B hook
Players M0 the game By arowaing thelr Interedl in The plol, viduels 6nd mechanics, and Froeman
SUPPESTS MmAny meThods of deing TN,

1) Begning with & mystery

2)Degin wEh B 1315e I0r, A Msledding aspect 10 ThE R0y
D)Show 3 WGV CAMTECTRT, WIth 8 UGG MUTUSES OF POWe's
A) Theow the player directly nto the actisn

S)Cispiay & wrigque wirg

TS efMsure the Dlayers CONLNOLS Interest and integrty OF & Qame Storybodrding IS Laod 10 Map out both
cirematic tequerces, sripted In game ovents, and general game level design. SEaryboarding therefore
s UMOS to Save Ume and Manay, IASH JEGUONCE, COMMETICtes QIMa Concepia, and hoiDe scive Josgs
prodlema.

1. Discuss S Hlowing Questons:
a I shorytoanding cech part of 8 pame lakos work, how doos £ seve e
developenont Company monty ?

Sryboardng Molgs Dy S0lving Drodiems i 3esign and COmMmunicalion badore mone mongy & soont on he
dewtitpment, ¢ irdiance i e making of & Sarme Cinderalic with comgies acicn e use of sitryboards
helps plct ot the action and whern all characiens and objects are 0 & 3Co%e a8 opposed 10 & much costl
i and ermor method whave any rumber of Sme and money Mght de spent inylng 1o "pet £ rght” where a
#0ryboand would have siagped having 10 reson 10 Such methods by deddng belore production what
somethung shauid bebarve ko

B Why is & 300y board Ror arimalion move ieporent Shen omo for fee action?

A $20ryDoend is Mone porant S0 anMaton DEOaUSe N & wholly iR world anything 0an be changed o
Wlernd and thero ore 1O “Sel’ ndes such & gravity o &k, daponding on the game thede Things sight nat
over galst 0nd o0e L 10 T Creative Sran of e development Seam. Thonslore of urigue aspects have 1o be
protied out and COMMUNCated N 8 MuUCh Cloarer way 35 A0NNS Can SIMply be %0k what 10 do, bt
PrOgramTalio Characlons rely On hirving st fules @nd Coding On how they betave end what Tey do
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