Group 5 Midterm Project

Assessment Toolkit:  Blogger as a Reflection Tool 

and eGradebook as a Course Tracking Tool

Introduction
Tools for Reflection and Course Tracking are keys to any Assessment Toolkit.  The Toolkit includes Quiz and Test Builders, Reflection Assessment Tools, Peer-to-Peer Collaboration Tools, and Course Tracking Tools.  Reflection is an important part of assessment because it allows the learner to “integrate the understanding gained into one’s experience in order to enable better choices or actions in the future as well as enhance one’s overall effectiveness” (Rogers, 2001).  Equally important is the use of Course Tracking Tools, since they allow tracking of student activity, such as test-taking and reflection.  This research focuses on Blogger as a reflection tool and eGradebook, a course tracking tool.

Lorrie Polesky and Brenda Mickens made up the Group 5 Team.  Their midterm assignment was to each research and report on one assessment tool from the above list of four (4) categories provided by their instructor, Datta Kaur Khalsa.  Lorrie chose reflection assessment tools and researched Google’s Blogger.  Brenda chose course tracking tools and decided to research eGradebooks.  Lorrie and Brenda documented their findings in this report:  Blogger as a Reflection Tool and eGradebooks as a Course Tracking Tool.  The outline is as follows:  Tool Basics, Uses and Benefits, Weaknesses and Challenges, Applications in an Online Class, Link to a Learning Objective, Summary and Conclusions.  Here are the links to Group 5’s report: http://poleskyl.wordpress.com/ and http://mickensb0971.wordpress.com.
Blogger as a Reflection Tool
Blogger Basics
Google’s Blogger is a free tool that makes writing, collaborating, and discussing online possible.  It’s very popular with teachers and students because it’s easy to use.  
In order to set up a Weblog, you need to first establish a Google account with a user name and password.  Next, you go to the Blogger homepage and sign in.  The email address for Blogger is www.blogger.com.  Then, you click Create a Blog.  You need to pick a name and URL for your blog, and you’re ready to get started on designing your own Weblog.  You can select a template and choose your own colors, fonts, header, and sidebar to customize the appearance of your Weblog without knowing any HTML.  There is a Blogger Tour, a Getting Started Guide, a Layout Guide, and step-by-step directions to post, add an image, and add a video available under Blogger Help. A drag-and-drop feature makes it easy to arrange elements in your template.   Blogger walks you through every step to create your Weblog.  
Uses and Benefits of Blogger

As a teacher, you can use Blogger as a place to post personal reflections of your learning, much like we do in this class.  You can log your reflections on teaching experiences, describe units that you’ve created, share teaching tips and ideas that work for you, and collaborate with other educators.  You can receive helpful feedback from your readers and respond to them.  

For classroom purposes, you can use Blogger as a class website.  You can post assignments, calendars, events, and announcements, which will help you manage your classes and encourage parental involvement.  You can also post student work and class projects.  You can create as many blogs as you want from your one Blogger account, so each of your students can have his/her own Weblog, and you can manage different sites from one dashboard. If students have their own Weblogs, they can keep a portfolio of their work over time, which you can use as an alternative assessment tool.  To incorporate literacy activities into any content area, you can post higher order questions and writing prompts and have students respond either on your website or on their own Weblogs. Your students can reflect on their learning and write their reactions to a reading, an assignment, or a class activity.  They can write comments to their classmates’ posts.  You can include links on a sidebar to Internet resources related to your class.  Since it’s easy to post photos, videos, and podcasts to a Blogger website, it creates exciting learning opportunities for your students.  

Weaknesses and Challenges of Blogger

One challenge to using Blogger is that the teacher does not have control over student posts.  You can instruct your students to save all posts as drafts until you approve them.  Then either you or your students can publish the posts.  A second concern is a safety issue.   There is a link on the Blogger template for “Next Blog.”  It links to a random Weblog that you might not want your students to see.  There is a way to remove the button by editing the HTML sub tab. (Richardson, 2009)  A third challenge is that by default, your blog is completely public and can be read by anyone on the Internet.  To control access, you can change settings on the Settings/Permissions tab.  You can choose whom you want to have access to your Weblog, but you will have to go through the “Add Readers” process.  It takes time, but it does give you and your students a higher level of security.

Applications of Blogger in an Online Classroom

Students can use their Weblogs as a place to link to samples of their work over time.  Electronic portfolios, known as ePortfolios, can show how students’ skills and learning have developed throughout a course.  An important element of using a Weblog is that students’ written reflections can be saved and become part of their ePortfolios.  Based on the instructor’s and peers’ feedback, students can reflect on and revise their work before putting it into their ePortfolios. The feedback given by others on work needing revisions is a type of formative assessment.   At the end of a course, the entire ePortfolio can be submitted as evidence of the students’ learning.  (Lehmann and Chamberlin, 2009)

Blogger’s Link to a Learning Objective 

Given a prompt to write a summary of Chapter 1 of The Chocolate Touch, the students will be able to write at least 3 sentences with 75% accuracy describing the beginning, the middle, and the end of the chapter.

This is an example of a literacy learning objective that I would use with 4th grade ELLs who are reading the novel The Chocolate Touch.  The students are near grade level in their language proficiency, so they are able to read and to respond to the novel on their Weblogs.  Taking into account that the students are second language learners, I selected the criteria of writing 3 sentences with 75% accuracy because they often have problems with sentence structure, grammar, spelling, and punctuation.  Before publishing to their Weblog, I would have the students write a draft of their summary in their individual Weblogs and then I would work with them on their revisions.  This is an example of formative assessment.  After they’ve revised their writing and received my approval to publish, they would post their summary on their Weblog.

eGradebook as a Course Tracking Tool

eGradebook Basics

A Course Tracking Tool is the part of the Assessment Toolkit that enables instructors to manage course-related files.  Tools, such as Excel Spreadsheets, eGradebooks, Teacherease and Calendar software have uses that range from grade and points tracking, and student performance evaluation to lesson planning and time management.  

Uses and Benefits of eGradebooks
Primary uses for eGradebooks are creating class files, editing student information, viewing and printing records in various formats, and computing and printing grade averages and statistics.  Some allow correspondence via email and html-formatting for posting on a website (ClassRoom GradeBookTM Version 8, Freeware).  Major benefits of eGradebooks are that they make record-keeping easier for instructors and designees, and allow anytime, anywhere access.  Other benefits include its ability to interface with spreadsheets, such as Excel, allowing for easy import of information without having to re-enter it; and its ability to be completely customized to the users’ requirements (2010 TrackMyGrade.com, LLC).
ClassRoom GradeBookTM Version 8 is one of many such tools.  It is a Windows-based application that allows teachers to perform the above functions, as well as enter and update student information from a variety of text files, view and print color graphs of student performance, produce seating charts, and use a built-in word processor/mail merge to communicate with parents (ClassRoom GradeBookTM Version 8, Freeware).

Weaknesses and Challenges of eGradebooks
Challenges of using eGradebooks stem from their limitations.  They are not Learning Management Systems (LMS); therefore, they cannot be used for testing or receiving electronic assignments from students (Comparison of Electronic Gradebooks, University of Texas-Austin, 2010).  According to Field Guide for Learning Management Systems (ASTD, 2009), an LMS in basic terms, is “a software application that automates the administration, tracking, and reporting of training events”.  An eGradebook operates within an LMS to provide administration and tracking.  Another challenge is that email and Web options are not standard on every version of eGradebook, so it is wise to do a thorough research before making a selection.

Applications of eGradebooks in an Online Class

eGradebook applications to an online class include management of summative and formative assessment results.  Test and quiz scores, as well as survey, discussion and forum participation may be tracked using eGradebooks.  With some versions, teachers are able to enter comments and confidentially post grades online (Comparison of Electronic Gradebooks, University of Texas-Austin, 2010).

eGradebook’s Link to a Learning Objective

Participating in a total of 12 discussion forums, students will reflect on each class module to fulfill 12% of overall grade.

The above describes how an instructor may link an eGradebook to a learning objective.   Student participation may be tracked in an eGradebook, the teacher or designee may leave feedback, and grades may be posted online.
Summary
As team members, Lorrie Polesky and Brenda Mickens collaborated on researching and writing about two essential components of an assessment toolkit—reflection assessment and course tracking tools. Lorrie researched Blogger and Brenda chose eGradebooks.  

Lorrie‘s research on Google’s Blogger showed that there were many benefits for teachers and students for writing, collaborating, and discussing online.  A major advantage of Blogger is its ease of set-up and use.  Challenges to using Blogger are the lack of teacher control over student posts and that by default, the Weblog is completely public until the teacher changes settings to limit access.  One example of the application of Blogger is that students can create ePortfolios to show samples of their work over time.  Finally, Lorrie gave an example of Blogger’s use in formative assessment with her 4th grade ELLS.

Brenda found that two major benefits of eGradebooks are that they make record-keeping easier for instructors and designees, and they allow anytime, anywhere access.  Strengths of 

eGradebooks are their ability to interface with spreadsheets, such as Excel, and their ability to be customized.  Challenges of eGradebooks are that they have limited applications because they can’t be used for testing or receiving students’ electronic assignments.  Applications to an online class include management of formative and summative assessment results.  Brenda described how an instructor could link an eGradebook to a learning objective on discussion forums.

Conclusion
When assembling an Assessment Toolkit, it is not only important to have Quiz and Test Builders, Reflection Assessment Tools, Peer-to-Peer Collaboration Tools, and Course Tracking Tools, but it is important that all tools are capable of being practically applied to the needs of the instructor and students.  Lorrie and Brenda have discussed the benefits of Blogger as a Reflection Tool and eGradebooks as a Course Tracking Tool, along with their practical uses and applications in online classes.  Together, with the other tools, they are part of an essential assessment toolkit for online instructors.
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