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Abstract
The plethora of web-sites related to blogging and the emergence of new research around this genre of writing reveal that this new form of composing on the web is growing in popularity and prevalence for a wide array of reasons that include access to an authentic audience, versatility of format, and immediacy of posting and reader commentary. Aside from blog use as a classroom scaffolding tool, how this genre of writing is beneficial to L2 writers’ language and identity development is still a question that has largely been left unanswered. In this paper I’ll attempt to further explore how blogging may be a useful tool to L2 writers while raising questions for future research.

“If people are increasingly writing on the Internet, then this may bring about changes in the nature of writing, and it is incumbent on us to better understand what those changes are.” Mark Warschauer, Changing currents in second language writing research: A colloquium
Introduction
The year 2006 will go down in my personal history as the year I learned to blog, or more importantly, the year that I discovered, as a writer, an audience. In one of my own posts to “The Thrill of It All” blog, my personal on-line journal, I reflect on the phenomenon of writing to an authentic audience (defined herein as an audience of community members, i.e. friends, classmates, etc, that are reading and responding to one’s writing):
One of the benefits of "going public" by writing blogs is the opportunity to receive encouragement. I'm not entirely sure what my actual goal was in starting down this path...But I'm finding the support via kind praise to be very, well, encouraging. Though intrinsic motivation and self-satisfaction are likely the ideals, when others validate my creative endeavors, I feel darn good. (Harrison, 2006)

Through my own experimentation in writing on the internet I have undoubtedly developed my skills as a writer aware of my readers and aware of both the genres within which I communicate and express and the actual language chosen to achieve this task. Because of these experiences – of ‘doing’ rather than merely ‘pondering’ – an idea was born: In practicing communication both for and with my audience, I have gained valuable insight about the nature of my own written expression which in turn has shaped my ideas about both language and my identity as a writer. This raised the question, “How would blogging activities be useful for L2 writers, or more specifically, how exactly are blogs being used in L2 writing curricula and what are the benefits?” This paper will not so much answer these questions empirically as it will explore current research into web-based writing and blog use to identify specific directions for future research.
Blogs and Bloggers
The plethora of web-sites related to blogging and the emergence of new research around this genre of writing (e.g., a fall, 2006 issue of the on-line magazine Reconstruction: Studies in Contemporary Culture is solely dedicated to the “Theories and Practices of Blogging”) reveal that this new form of composing on the web is growing in popularity and prevalence for a wide array of reasons:

Bloggers are driven to document their lives, provide commentary and opinions, express deeply felt emotions, articulate ideas through writing, and form and maintain community forums…Blogs combine the immediacy of up-to-the-minute posts, latest first, with a strong sense of the author's personality, passions, and point of view… Blogging is an unusually versatile medium, employed for everything from spontaneous release of emotion to archivable support of group collaboration and community. (Nardi et al, 2004)

David Sifry, web technology specialist and founder and CEO of Technorati (an internet search engine for searching blogs, specifically) tells us on his own blog, Sifry.com, that there are currently more than 57 million blogs and counting as of October, 2006; about 55% of all blogs are active, which means that they have been updated at least once in the last 3 months (2006). Surely not all of these blogs are written in the L1, so who are the L2 writers, why have they chosen blogging, and how is this activity particularly useful to them? As these types of activities are only now finding their way into curricula and as both writing and L2 language teaching pedagogies begin to embrace the opportunities provided by internet technology, research on this topic is slowly emerging. 

Being a second language writing instructor, ever in search of practices that can enhance student experience, I’ve come to consider the blog a viable learning tool to developing language and writing skills, a belief shared by my language-teaching colleagues: “Although not originally intended for use in EFL classes, blogs have immense potential as an extremely valuable tool for the teaching of second language writing,” writes Andrew Johnson of Ritsumeikan University in Kyoto, Japan (2004, Abstract). Though Johnson lists how blogs are useful to both teachers and students, mainly citing convenience, he stops short of elucidating who exactly this activity is best suited for or what the benefits are to writing and language. Other researchers (Campbell, 2003; Dieu, 2004; Koelbeitner, 2006; Stanley, 2005; Wu, 2004) echo Johnson’s belief and give practical advice as to incorporating blogs into a writing curriculum, but the advice stops short of exploring L2 writing theory specifically. Advantages to students commonly listed by the above authors include immediacy of writing and response; multidimensionality (in that blogs allow for video, audio, and image inclusion); experience using internet and computer technology; convenience of supportive internet text such as encyclopedia, dictionary, and translation engines; collaboration with classmates; and for teachers, convenience in providing scaffolding to classroom activities and dissemination of related information and materials. Despite my own attempts at sharing blogging technology with colleagues, I’ve repeatedly felt that a synthetic understanding of the uses of blogging with L2 writing students is still in its infancy. Each time I give a presentation on the merits of blogging, my argument seems to be limited to similar ideas of blogs as convenient pedagogical tools, by-passing more in-depth examinations of the blogging genre and its relation to writing and language.
Warschauer’s emphasis on the importance of understanding web-based writing is useful in that it clearly sets forth what is necessary for any student to have a successful experience with this genre. The following quote will serve as a frame within which to further explore blog use and L2 writing:

Studies by Lam (2000) and Warschauer (1999) have shown the central role of identity in Web-based writing; due to its highly public and multi-modal nature, the Web is an ideal writing medium for students’ to explore and develop their evolving relationship to their community, culture, and world. This can contribute to a sense of agency, as learners take public action through their writing (Kramsch, A’Ness, & Lam, 2000; Warschauer, 2000a). Once again, as with email exchanges, authenticity of purpose is critical, with students souring on Web-based writing that has no real-world objective. As summarized by Warshauer (2000b), high student engagement in writing for the Web depends on students’ understanding well the purpose of the activity, viewing the purpose as socially and/or culturally relevant, finding the electronic medium advantageous or fulfilling the purpose, and being encouraged and enabled to use medium-appropriate rhetorical features to fulfill the purpose. (2003, p. 64)
Thus, Warschauer emphasizes four necessary conditions to successful student writing on the internet: 1) understanding purpose; 2) relevancy; 3) sense of personal fulfillment; and 4) ability to appropriately use the medium. Transferred to the genre of blogging, these conditions provide an effective compliment to the more practical implications of blogs as communication tools. Moreover, these 4 conditions might help us understand how blogs may be used with L2 writers specifically, and reinforce the concepts of writer identity and writer in community.
As we progress towards finding answers to the questions raised above, paraphrased as “blogging for L2 writing development, but how and why?” it’s useful to continue exploring what exactly a blog is and why it would be beneficial to writers in general:
As I continued to read about ‘blogging’ I also realised that, unlike face-to-face conversation, blogging facilitates conversation without the usual commitments of in-person conversation. Because biological bodies are not obviously present, the bloggers create identities that to readers are largely ones they must imagine to be true….I went on-line and read some of these blog sites and realised that, for me, they represented a hybrid form – something in between the novel and the memoir, between the autobiographical and the fictional….As literary researchers and teachers…we must become much more interested in learning how new technologies support what are considered to be literary experiences….(Sumara, p. 94)

Perhaps, as Sumara hints, the blog offers opportunities for new explorations in voice and audience, and if the blog is to continue on its path of popularity, it might just be useful for writing teachers to have a clearer understanding as to the implications of where blogs stand in the field of composition. Researchers such as Suzuki believe that blogs will also have a profound impact as a research tool, providing a glimpse into a writing process that until now has been found exclusively in personal memoirs and diaries (2004, Paragraph 1).

Twentieth century rhetorician, literary theorist, and philosopher Kenneth Burke is well-known for his ideas about language and its human usage. Richard Coe, in his discussion of how writing teachers can use Burkean ideas to help students understand how words work in discourse, writes:
We should take into our classrooms Burke’s insights into how word’s work, into how abstractions move minds, into contexts (especially of that rhetorically most important context called, perhaps misleadingly, audience [cf. Park]) into contradiction and into process – in short, into writing as a psycholinguistic, sociocultural process. (1993, p. 368)
Perhaps equally important to the development of a writer’s skills as a user of a set of linguistic symbols, as Coe suggests, is an understanding of both context/audience and process. Writing without any consideration as to who is actually reading is an approach to written expression most commonly found in the personal diary. So what happens when the diary itself becomes a public process? Enter the blog. What about the psycholinguistic and sociocultural aspects of language and writing is changed in this newly emerging genre of written expression and what are its implications for L2 writers? This is a question that I see commonly asked but seldom answered.
One concept that most researchers agree on as a benefit of blogging is authentic audience (previously defined). In 2006, The Writing Center at University of Wisconsin at Madison offered their students a workshop entitled “Blogs and Writing: Finding Your Voice and Audience in an Online Journal” while at Southern Illinois University at Carbondale, Leverett and Montgomery offer advice to teachers who want to use blogs with ESL students:

Weblogs offer the ultimate audience: young, hip, no expectations, interested in what people are saying, willing to overlook grammatical errors, willing to comment and/or interact if moved. Yet the blogosphere itself is so huge, so overwhelming, that there is at the same time some comfort in being part of a movement so massive that it offers some anonymity. (2005, Advice, paragraph 4)

Research in rhetoric and composition pedagogy throughout the last 30 years often cites a writer’s understanding of his audience as crucial to effective writing and communication of ideas. In a 1984 paper, Teaching Composition: A Position Statement, NCTE repeatedly mentions audience as an important consideration for writers while composition researchers such as Park (1986), Ede (1984), and Elbow (1987) have all argued the various merits of considering audience in composition.

Michael Hassett, examining the concept of writer and audience states, “Increasing the ability of others to respond to us as language users, what we might call increasing the response-ability of our symbolic interactions, is central to a Burkean perspective toward writing, a perspective focused on decreasing the antagonism with which writers and readers relate to each other” (1995, Paragraph 2). It might then be asked, “What’s the purpose of writing a blog if one’s audience has no understanding of what’s being written, and thereby no motivation to respond?” It is this question that I believe directly addresses how blogging can be effective for writers, specifically L2 writers, but more about that later. First, I want to examine what is meant by ‘symbolic interactions’ and Kenneth Burke’s place in this discussion.
In his essay “Terministic Screens” from Language as Symbolic Action, Burke explains, “…any nomenclature necessarily directs the attention into some channels rather than others; We must use terministic screens, since we can’t say anything without the use of terms; whatever terms we use, they necessarily constitute a corresponding kind of screen; and any such screen necessarily directs the attention to one field rather than another” (1966, p.45; 50). Burke’s ideas of terministic screens might be summarized as follows: Man experiences the world through the symbols with which he uses to both engage in and describe it. Perhaps nowhere is this concept of language itself as symbolic of social action more available for inspection than in the processes of second language learners. This group of writers makes choices – conscious and unconscious, perhaps, and arguably so, more consciously during specific stages of language acquisition and development than native speakers – as to the language (symbols) that they use to communicate about their worlds, a social action. Perhaps better than any other contemporary genre of composition, the blog allows the writer to invite, engage in, and consider immediate response from his/her audience, thereby providing direct feedback to the systems of meaning that are actively being constructed (and experimented with) through writing, a social interaction. Moreover, the blog itself calls on its writer to develop a voice unique to discourse, as noted by Sumara above. Not quite a biography, and not quite a diary, the blog offers its writer choice of content, style, rhetoric and language, calling on the writer to be keenly aware of both his choices, and if the blog allows feedback from readers, his audience as well.
It follows then that language, as a set of symbols or nomenclature, is a phenomenon - and I choose this term purposely - of directing attention, an act which in social situations requires two minds to negotiate joint understanding. If language, as Burke writes, is symbolic action, then the blog might be viewed as a form of asynchronous dialogue, textual (and hypertextual) rather than oral, a terministic screen focusing not only the reader’s attention on the author’s language, but the author’s own awareness of his choice of language and how that language is understood and responded to. In Observations Implicit in terms, Burke writes:

Not only does the nature of our terms affect the nature of our observations, in the sense that the terms direct the attention to one field rather than to another. Also, many of the “observations” are but implications of the particular terminology in terms of which the observations are made. In brief, much that we take as observations about “reality” may be but the spinning out of possibilities implicit in our particular choice of terms. (46)

So how does this line of thinking play out with regards to the second language writer and the genre of blogging? Perhaps it might be said that the blog itself, as a writing genre, is a terministic screen, directing and determining the use of language while providing an environment for the author to interact with his audience and further explore, even if unconsciously so, both his language chosen and reactions to these choices. The task environment becomes the genre of the blogosphere which in turn influences how and what a writer will write. 


In a 2005 study, Thorne, Weber, and Bensinger (reported in Thorne & Payne, 2005) examined ESL Spanish-speaking high school students (in America) who created weekly blog entries throughout an academic year. Results from survey data (N=18; interviews N=12) included comments from students reflecting the 4 conditions set out by Warschauer above - 1) understanding purpose; 2) relevancy; 3) sense of personal fulfillment; and 4) ability to appropriately use the medium – including comments that they enjoyed the process, preferring the blogging process over traditional weekly essay or journal writing; frequently reviewed their own blog entries and those of classmates; noted significant progress in writing skills; understood how their writing had improved, noting specific rhetorical and pragmatic changes; and understood the relevancy of the activity. Furthermore, findings indicated that “L2 blog use shows the potential to support the performance of multiple linguistically mediated social identities” (Thorne & Payne, 2005). Though the study cited above seems to support the argument for further exploration of blog use with L2 writers, the scope of the study is narrow, generalizability is questionable, and we’re left with little background information as to the actual study itself. However, as explorations of new genres begin with small steps, we can look to the Thorne study as a small step in the right direction, examining how blogs may be used and what the benefits to L2 writers may be. 
Conclusion
By way of conclusion, I’d like to include a quote by Lankshear and Nobel from their essay Do-It-Yourself Broadcasting: Writing Weblogs in a Knowledge Society:

While writing pedagogy often emphasizes the need to attend to audience and, perhaps, to have a conception of “the ideal reader”, the fact remains that students in school-based writing classes typically have no authentic, tangible audience. Moreover, there is little or nothing in writing pedagogy that invites students to begin from their concrete membership of affinity groups, or to go about establishing a constituency for real life (non artificial) purposes. (2003, Blogs as a Window, paragraph 22)
If we are to continue to believe that the concept of audience is important to the composition process, then we may look to the blogosphere to find that audience. For second language writing students, the discourse of blogs provides models of a wholly different nature than graded readers, student texts, and essays, offering glimpses into what might tentatively be termed “natural discourse”, with blogs useful not just as writing tools, but reading tools as well. For second language writers especially, it may be useful to write to and receive responses from an authentic audience, as well as to read and understand how others use language and react to the language chosen. Further research into how this process aids in L2 identity development and the effect that a blogging community has on individual writers will further elucidate Warschauer’s conditions regarding the effectiveness of blog writing as useful to L2 writing pedagogy. 

Because of the relative newness of this technology, there is not yet sufficient evidence to satisfactorily answer the questions set forth at the beginning of this paper. Rather, I suggest that this is a call for future research into how written expression (and interaction) using blogs, and corresponding reading and commenting practices, facilitate language acquisition and development, an understanding of rhetoric, an appreciation for audience, and L2 identity development. Research similar to that undertaken by Thorne et al will help illuminate the linguistic benefits to the L2 writer. With regards to blog use specifically in a classroom environment, I’ll end with a quote by Taiwanese EFL instructor Wu-shuenn Wu: “Even though blogger service is free and user-friendly, whether they can be used effectively in language learning and teaching still depends upon how the course using blogs is designed” (2005, p. 429). We as researchers and instructors must look at not only the benefits to the learners, but also issues of access, anxiety surrounding technology use, issues of privacy/confidentiality, practicality of implementation, etc. if we hope to incorporate such technology into our own classrooms.
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