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Abstract. Academic writing is considered one of the most critical competencies
that university students need to develop and constitutes an integral part of con-
temporary educational programs in higher education. This paper presents an
analysis of students’ engagement in online academic writing associated with
inquiry and peer interaction practices through a course blog. The intervention was
designed in the context of a blended postgraduate course under the assumption that
on-line writing in the course blog could promote students’ academic writing skills.
The key aspects of student generated content, peer interaction and reflection in the
course blog were directed by the principles of e-learning 2.0. Descriptive and
Social Network Analysis revealed important information regarding individual
students’ contribution, peer interaction and the network structure of a learning
community that was emerging in the course blog.
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1 Introduction

E-learning is nowadays becoming more widespread in higher education and new
pedagogical philosophies, design models and forms of learning are dynamically
emerging. The Web 2.0 technologies, like on-line platforms, open educational resour-
ces, blogs, wikis, social networking media, multiuser virtual environments etc., shape
new directions and challenge educational organizations to consider new ways of
delivering their on-line programs. In this perspective, Web 2.0 technologies have fun-
damentally changed the way we think about e-learning environments, pedagogical
strategies, as well as students’ learning activities and outcomes. Therefore, a radical shift
in e-learning pedagogy is quite apparent from the traditional-individual perception of
learning to new dynamic and emerging approaches that put emphasis on authentic,
participatory, interactive, self-directed, and collaborative processes within communities
of learners who share common interests and goals [3, 6, 20, 30].

Changing our notion of teaching and learning, from time and space bound class-
room places to flexible, participatory, collaborative, distributed and networked virtual
environments, is not a new idea [1, 26]. In this perspective, Web 2.0 tools have moved
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this debate forward by offering a wide range of affordances to create enhanced and
dynamic learning spaces that promote on-line writing, exchanging ideas, sharing
information and resources, and promoting networking among learners [10, 19, 28].
Within appropriate educational contexts, Web 2.0 applications can be transformed into
participatory (task-oriented), personal and social learning spaces, independently of
physical, geographical or institutional boundaries [9, 14, 20].

Blogs in particular have received a growing educational and research interest and a
wide range of studies are reported in higher education [12, 13, 17, 19, 30]. Existing
research findings have shown that educational blogging provides enhanced opportu-
nities to the students to achieve deeper understanding and knowledge construction
through sharing resources, expressing and exchanging ideas, critical and reflective
thinking, group work and collaboration in both, blended and on-line forms of learning
[2, 15, 21, 23, 27-29].

Literature review on current empirical investigations suggested that a wide range of
published studies were directed towards students’ perceptions of blogging and their
experiences during learning activities within educational blogs [4, 19, 27]. Therefore,
there is need for further empirical research regarding students’ patterns of engagement
and learning presence in educational blogging activities. In particular, finding new
ways of integrating educational blogs into existing institutional and learning contexts in
higher education is an open research topic.

Despite that academic writing skills are considered as key competencies that uni-
versity students need to acquire in their studies [8], literature review regarding online
environments for academic writing showed that this topic is actually at a starting level.
In the last years, blogs appeared to be a new means to promote students’ on-line
academic writing and argumentation [11, 16, 18, 33].

The present study has two main objectives: (a) to explore the patterns of students’
academic writing, debate and reflection in the context of a masters’ degree course,
(b) to analyse students’ performance by identifying critical indicators that represent
individual contribution, peer interaction, the influence each student had to the others,
and the overall structure of an emerging community academic writing in the course
blog. In accordance to the research objectives, the following research questions were
addressed:

e To what extent the course blog afforded an effective learning environment that
promoted students’ academic writing as members of a learning community?

e Can we estimate students’ individual contribution, and depict their social interac-
tions and roles in the course blog of academic writing?

The paper is structured as following. The theoretical foundations of on-line aca-
demic writing through blogging which addressed the design framework of the present
intervention are outlined. The methodological issues of the research as well as the
preliminary findings of both descriptive and Social Network Analysis (SNA) are
presented to depict students’ overall performance and structure of the learning com-
munity created in the course blog. The results provided supportive evidence that on-
line academic writing was an effective learning activity and promoted students’ mutual
interaction and learning presence.
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2 Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

2.1 E-Learning 2.0 and Student Generated Content

The notion of e-learning 2.0 was introduced by Downes [5] to describe new peda-
gogical approaches, educational initiatives and learning activities that harness the core
features of Web 2.0 applications. By adopting the fundamental ideas of connectivism,
he described e-learning 2.0 as a range of approaches that provide to the learners
enhanced opportunities to create and cultivate their own learning as active members of
learning networks through reflexive dialogue, creativity, collaboration and self-
direction. In addition, Brown & Adler described learning 2.0 as a new form of tech-
nology enhanced learning in specific Web 2.0 spaces that afford the emergence of open
and participatory learning ecosystems supporting active, creative and sustainable
communities of learners [1].

In this context, the debate regarding e-learning 2.0 means to go beyond oversim-
plified notions that conceive the educational Web 2.0 as a space for educators, i.e. for
providing educational content to the students. Educators need to conceptualize Web 2.0
as a space for learners, i.e. for active, self-directed and collaborative learning. Under
this lens, we have identified six interrelated dimensions of the educational Web 2.0 that
integrate its technological, social and learning features in a complete and meaningful
framework to be adopted by both, educators and learning designers [14]: participation,
openness, interactivity, collaboration, sociability, and learning platform.

Learning within a social context means on-line interaction between learner-tutor,
learner-learner and learner-members of the wider learning community. Therefore,
e-learning 2.0 is a social process determined by the following key features [9, 14]:

(a) Learning beyond the classroom boundaries: e-learning 2.0 could take place always,
everywhere and in many different forms and contexts. Towards building active
learning communities among students, we need to adopt a blended and open
learning philosophy and to cultivate attitudes of networked and ubiquitous learning
among learners.

(b) Combining community and content: New forms of pedagogy, known as Pedagogy
2.0, are necessary to facilitate peer feedback, reflection, collaboration, emergent
and self-directed learning [19]. Students are active learners by interacting and
collaborating with peers, expressing their knowledge, creating on-line content, and
participating in learning networks though peer interaction, content and knowledge
sharing and distributed responsibilities.

(c¢) Combining e-learning and open learning: e-learning 2.0 is an evolving and long-
term process, which includes open and dynamically emergent learning determined
by authentic learning activities. Actually, it is addressed by an open philosophy,
with open learning objectives, open procedures and an open, learner-created cur-
riculum. In this perspective, due to their features, blogs can operate as dynamic on-
line writing and collaboration spaces that support long-term academic writing
activities in blended and fully online courses. A course blog, for example, offers to
the students a common-integrated space operating as a content composition system,
an online discussion tool and a literature repository (content source).
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Fig. 1. Content 2.0 and on-line academic writing in blogs.

Student generated content is a new notion and a critical factor in Web 2.0 spaces
[6]. It is a new type of content that students can authentically create in on-line com-
munities, based on their knowledge, creativity, reflection and collaboration. The notion
of Content 2.0 has been introduced to indicate the difference, in nature, between
student-generated content in on-line collaborative environments and the officially
provided content in conventional e-learning programs [9]. The actual meaning is that
Content 2.0 incorporates the content evolution, the process of learning and the
emerging community features.

In on-line academic writing, student performance content determines the transition
from tutor-led to open learning approaches, where content is constructed by the learners
themselves in a dynamic and emerging manner [6]. Student performance content
elaborates knowledge construction through personal inquiry, article writing, ideas
evolution, peer feedback and co-creation. This is a long-term, evolving process that
combines multiple forms of learning actions, i.e. formal, personal and social. Ultimately,
this process is expected to help on-line learners to transform their performance content
into professional content, which they collaboratively construct as active members of a
learning community (Fig. 1).

2.2  On-Line Academic Writing

Academic writing skills are traditionally considered as the key competencies that
undergraduate and master students need to develop. Current trends in higher education
promote the notion that university students should be properly educated to connect
scientific knowledge (classroom instruction, personal readings and searching online
resources) and writing skills. In this perspective, academic writing was suggested as an
integral part of university students’ learning, in a sense that the development of their
writing abilities is practically seen as a strong indicator of knowledge construction [8].
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Goodfellow advocated also that students’ induction into academic culture and scientific
discourse is the principal way to demonstrate the knowledge and skills they have
acquired in their studies [8]. Students must have enhanced opportunities, as well as the
appropriate guidance, to carry out systematic review and scientific inquiry, detailed and
analytical reading of literature papers, critical thinking, argumentation and documen-
tation, expressing and discussing their ideas in order to revise misconceptions, to
internalize new concepts and to apply them in problem-solving cases [22].

Wingate, Andon and Cogo suggested that academic writing is both a process and a
textual product, i.e. students’ written artefacts and essays [33]. In this perspective,
students’ development of academic writing skills is expected to be the outcome of
critical reading, dynamic scientific discourse, reflection and feedback among peers. The
students involved in online academic writing are expected to draw new forms of
scientific discourse by critically reflecting on their own writings and interacting with
their classmates [16]. Likewise, it was reported that the integration of in-class and
online writing tasks with assessment feedback was effective to support the development
of students’ academic writing abilities [31].

Educational blogs integrate dynamic features and offer an ideal community space
for student generated content, through participatory, reflective and constructive ways.
Student contributions are evolving artefacts constituted by an initial (starting) article or
post and the related peer or tutor’s comments. This is an integration of content and peer
interaction, both appeared in the same space (the blog), which provides an overview of
the topics under study and the ideas therein, students’ individual contributions and
reflection, peer feedback, the overall meaning and the knowledge constructed within
the blog community [10].

Existing research findings, on students’ engagement and interaction practices
associated with online academic writing through blogging is limited. There are few
published studies showing that academic writing through blogs promotes the creation
of reflective and collaborative skills while the students can improve critical thinking
and writing skills. For example, Kung [18] explored students’ perceptions, motivation
and confidence, as well as their perceived strengths and weaknesses of on-line aca-
demic writing, through blog-assisted language learning. Likewise, Novakovich [21]
conducted a comparative study on students’ academic writing and peer feedback by
using traditional in-class methods and blog-mediated writing practices. The findings
suggested improved quality in students’ writing in the blog and increased peer feed-
back reflection in the form of critical and directive comments, which promoted stu-
dents’ self-assessment and metacognitive self-awareness. Kathpalia and See [16]
showed that class blogs were efficient to enhance students’ scientific argumentation
with valid claims, evidence and rebuttals in a critical writing course. In addition, they
advocated that specific pedagogical strategies, like argumentation prompts and peer-
evaluation schemes, are necessary to enhance student argumentation through blogs. By
extending previous research findings, we have found that students’ learning in edu-
cational blogging was achieved as the outcome of reflection and collaboration among
active students, members of an on-line community of inquiry [12].
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3 Research Method

3.1 Context and Participants

The present intervention and the consequent study were conducted in the context of a
masters’ degree course regarding e-learning and its applications in educational practice.
The main objectives of this course were to enhance students’ theoretical knowledge in
e-learning and learning design skills, as well as their ability in conducting scientific
research and communicating their achievements to an audience consisted of their peers
and the instructor.

The course was offered in the spring semester of 2017. A total of 47 students
attending this course were enrolled in two separate classes; the first class included 21
students and the second 26. The participants had a bachelor degree in various educa-
tional disciplines while the majority of them (40 students) were in-service teachers in
primary or secondary schools.

3.2 Course Design and Workflow

The primary objectives of this blog-based intervention was to engage all students in a
learning process that can (a) combine academic writing skills with individual students’
knowledge and creative thinking, (b) stimulate peer interactions and collective
knowledge through argumentation, peer dialogue, self and shared reflection, (c) pro-
mote students’ collaboration, creativity and community identity, and (d) make trans-
parent the learning trajectories of each individual student.

The course was designed in a blended format including five face-to-face sessions
properly interwoven with students’ on-line work in the course blog, both individual and
collaborative. Classroom sessions, in the two classes, were separate in space and time.
The course was thematically structured into two parts. In the first part, between starting
and sixth week, the students were asked to do literature search and scientific inquiry
regarding various e-learning topics of their choice. Between 7th and 14th course weeks
each student was advocated to write two academic articles (1500-2000 words) in the
form of blog publications in a WordPress platform customised by hosted at the
University of Peloponnese. These articles should be related to the main course topics
and the literature review that the students carried out individually.

The instructor was acting as e-moderator [24] by shaping an emergent, reflective
and collaborative way of students’ academic writing and performance with the aim to
promote dialogue, peer interaction, self-directed scientific reasoning and collaborative
inquiry as members of an on-line community in the course blog. The students were
advised to use proper ways of academic writing in order to communicate their out-
comes and share their knowledge with peers. Guidelines were also given to the students
with regards to searching and referencing on scientific literature, doing critical evalu-
ation of primary research articles and writing-synthesizing literature reviews. In
addition, examples of good strategies of academic writing and suggestions to avoid
plagiarism were given.

The students were also asked not only to restrict their activity in publishing their
articles in the course blog but to get actively engaged into the blog discourse on regular
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and systematic basis. They were encouraged to reflect upon peer contributions through
critical comments alternative views, comprehensive argumentation, expansion of ideas
or themes, in order to collaboratively create a common space of valuable academic
content.

3.3 Analysis Framework

The research data were collected by monitoring and recording students’ publications in
the blog during the second part of the course, when the on-line academic writing
project was implemented (eight weeks). Students’ contributions were divided into
(a) academic articles and (b) comment posts, which typically included questions,
replies, new ideas and arguments, proposals for content resources, and criticism about a
particular article or previous peer comments. Every student publication was considered
as the unit of analysis [10].

Systematic content analysis procedures, based on well-documented models of
learners’ discourse in on-line learning environments, were used to reveal students’
performance in on-line writing, patterns of mutual interaction, ideas interchange and
the social relations that determine knowledge construction within the blog community:
(a) Social Network Analysis (SNA) algorithms to reveal the information flow in the
course blog, students’ connections and groups developed therein, as well as the power
and the influence each student had within the community of on-line writing [10, 13],
(b) Community of Inquiry [7] and (c) the Learning Presence [25] frameworks to
connect students’ discourse and individual learning evolution.

In this paper we present the results of the descriptive statistics combined with SNA
formulas to map an overall view of students’ on-line presence and peer interaction
within the course blog. Cyram NetMiner 4.0 software was used to implement SNA.
Using SNA, a social structure, the blog community in our case, can be represented as a
network; every student is a node and the interactions among members (communication,
information exchange, knowledge sharing etc.) is depicted as a series of links con-
necting the various nodes. In addition, SNA provides a set of algorithms that quantify
social and cognitive interaction among members, the amount of communication (and
the information exchanged), the different student roles, member groups, power or
influence of individuals etc., in terms of network structure parameters. All these
parameters encode certain networking forces shared among students, which are nec-
essary to keep learning sustainable along the timeline of the academic writing project
within the course blog.

4 Results

4.1 Students’ Engagement in On-Line Writing

Table 1 shows the results of the descriptive analysis of students’ activity in the blog
during the investigation period, i.e. the comments each student published in peer
articles and the comments received by the other students in his/her articles. They depict
an overall picture of the academic writing part of the two courses and the contributions
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of each individual student. Fictitious names S1i, S2i were used to represent the students
in the two classes; T was the instructors’ code name. A total of 96 original articles were
published on the blog which received 1399 comments that represent detailed discus-
sions among students in both classes that were evolving during the on-line academic
writing project.

Table 1. Member activities within blog community.

Student Comments Comments Student Comments Comments
(class 1) published received (class 2) published received
SI1.1 31 35 S2.1 8 27
S1.2 68 50 S2.2 9 12
S1.3 13 25 S2.3 16 15
S1.4 14 32 S2.4 13 17
S1.5 61 46 S2.5 5 18
S1.6 35 34 S2.6 10 25
S1.7 53 52 S2.7 11 22
S1.8 17 38 S2.8 14 21
S1.9 32 43 S2.9 10 19
S1.10 129 41 S2.10 8 25
S1.11 84 44 S2.11 2 11
S1.12 10 30 S2.12 72 44
S1.13 15 21 S2.13 3 20
S1.14 175 61 S2.14 3 16
S1.15 52 46 S2.15 20 19
S1.16 25 30 S2.16 6 17
S1.17 63 20 S2.17 0 23
S1.18 21 40 S2.18 20 21
S1.19 34 37 S2.19 77 48
S1.20 45 36 S2.20 21 20
S1.21 21 40 S2.21 15 31
S2.22 25 31
S2.23 9 26
S2.24 0 18
S2.25 9 20
S2.26 11 26
T 4 6 T 4 6
Total 1399 1399 Total 1399 1399

Students on-line articles were related to various theoretical and research topics, i.e.
e-learning, ICT-based educational practices, learning design, Web 2.0 in education,
collaborative learning, flipped classroom, learning communities, open educational
resources, digital storytelling, MOOC:s, etc. Figure 2 shows a screenshot presenting a
typical student article related to the topic of “Learning Analytics” and the discussion
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among students through 24 peer feedback and reflection postings. Table 2 presents
indicative examples of student’s posts showing their ideas and argumentation that

promoted reflexive dialogue and enriched the initial blog article.

Learning Analytics: H Ma®noiakn
AvaAuTiki wg EpyaAeio AgiloAéynong
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H MA civa évag véog eTIOTIMOVIKOG KAGBOG, OUYKPIIKG pe @Aeg STOTAUES, TOV Exel
2po0zYYioe! 1o eYBIAPEPOV EKTMBEVTIKGY KA EPEVVITAN, 01 0T0i01 TPosTaBobY Va 0pIToVY T
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2poBhzpBolY Ka1 Va QVTUETEMOTOY TepiTioxa JTAUaTA.
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Fig. 2. Blog platform showing a typical article written by student S1.2.

Table 2. Examples of student reflection posts.

Post
number

Student | Blog posts

S1.14

data in a very powerful way

... This is actually a very interesting article... Regarding to your
question, I would like to say that, despite the limitations, learning
analytics can effectively support research; this indicates the
significance and future development of learning analytics. In
particular, I would like to focus on the ability to visualize educational

S1.16

helpful!

Dear S1.2 we have been dealing with the same topic... But your
analysis was based on a completely different view and this is very

(continued)
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Table 2. (continued)

Post Student | Blog posts
number
7 S1.6 Dear S1.2, your article is very interesting and deal with a up to date

topic!!! It is actually a comprehensive presentation of Learning
Analytics... I think we also have a similar experience in this Master’s
course. I will agree with S1.14 about the visualization of educational
data and results; it is very impressive and useful for any educational
process

8 S1.2 Dear S1.2, in the time I was writing this message there were 87
published articles and 861 comments on our blog. These numbers are
very impressive; actually we could expect huge numbers in large
communities. Just consider how many ideas, suggestions, questions
or views we all have presented in the course blog. And there is one
more month to complete this activity. Therefore, there will be a great
amount of big data. How could be all this data analysed if not by
using Learning Analytics methods?...

The majority of the students appeared to be effective and they contributed to both,
the individual and the interactive dimensions of the on-line writing activities. They all
published two academic articles and discussed on critical theoretical, pedagogical and
learning design issues that emerged in the on-line discussions around blog articles. In
most cases, they sent more posts than they received. Students in Classl were more
active members of the blogging community comparing to their fellows in Class2, in
terms of the number of blog posts they uploaded.

Students S1.14, S2.19, S1.2, S1.10, S1.11, S2.12, S1.17, and S1.5 were the
most effective learners by providing feedback, asking questions, exchanging ideas
and replies, presenting new arguments and criticism, sharing and suggesting new
resources, drawing conclusions and, eventually, co-constructing new content knowl-
edge. On the contrary, there were 5 students in Class2 which had a peripheral role in
the community, since they had extremely marginal presence with 2—3 sporadic posts
(the students S2.11, S2.13, S2.14) or no interaction at all with other members in the
blog (52.17, S2.24).

4.2 Social Network Analysis

Individual contribution, member relationships, group dynamics and community oper-
ation were analysed in terms of network structure parameters, namely cohesion, power
centrality and betweeness centrality. Cohesion analysis can reveal the architecture of
the blog community in terms of subgroups (cliques) of members who tended to be
connected internally more than externally, i.e. with other members outside of these
subgroups. In other words, student links within a clique are stronger, on average, than
with other students [10].

Table 3 shows the results of the cohesion analysis. A total of 295 student subgroups
(cliques) appeared within the blog community. It is important to be noticed that the
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majority of the student cliques (252) included a significant number of members,
ranging from 7 to 12. This indicates that a range of cohesive subgroups were
dynamically emerging during the academic writing project. In other words, the students
had enhanced opportunities to develop strong interrelations and, therefore, to share and
construct knowledge as members of a community of inquiry.

Table 3. Cohesion analysis and student cliques.

Members within a clique | Number of cliques
12 17
11 25
10 30
9 20
8 69
7 91
6 38
5 5
Total 295

Individual contribution, member relationships, group dynamics and community
operation were analysed in terms of network structure parameters, namely cohesion,
power centrality and betweeness centrality. Cohesion analysis can reveal the archi-
tecture of the blog community in terms of subgroups (cliques) of members who tended
to be connected internally more than externally, i.e. with other members outside of
these subgroups. In other words, student links within a clique are stronger, on average,
than with other students [10].

Power (centrality) analysis is an effective SNA method to measure network activity,
to reveal the operation of the blogging community and to assess the impact each
member had with respect to spreading information and influencing others in this net-
work [10, 13]. In-degree centrality represents the number of interactions (blog posts) a
student received from other members in the community. Accordingly, out-degree
centrality is the number of connections a student had to the other classmates.
Betweeness centrality represents the capacity of a member to act as a connector
between other students, i.e., it is an indicator of individual position within the
community.

Table 4 shows the results of the network activity measures that present the power
distribution among participants in the community. The majority of the students were
active community members, since they interacted, at least, with 30% of their peers.
Students S1.14, S1.10, S1.17 and S2.19 were the most influential members, since they
were connected with more than 80% of the participants. On the other hand, students
S1.14, S1.2, S2.19 and S2.12 were the most popular and successful members in the
community by receiving a great number of posts from their peers (~50%). It is quite
apparent that some students, like S2.24, S2.17, S2.12, S2.11, S2.16 and S2.1, had a
marginal contribution as community moderators.
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Table 4. Power analysis of students’ activity in the blog.

Student | In-degree centrality (%) | Out-degree centrality (%) | Betweeness centrality
S1.1 0.362 0.383 0.006
S1.2 0.511 0.617 0.026
S1.3 0.340 0.191 0.002
S1.4 0.319 0.234 0.002
S1.5 0.362 0.574 0.012
S1.6 0.468 0.532 0.021
S1.7 0.468 0.553 0.018
S1.8 0.147 0.234 0.006
S1.9 0.319 0.362 0.005
S1.10 |0.447 0.936 0.043
S1.11 | 0.168 0.894 0.044
S1.12 | 0.298 0.191 0.005
S1.13 |0.277 0.234 0.002
S1.14 | 0.660 1.000 0.109
S1.15 |0.426 0.617 0.020
S1.16 |0.383 0.340 0.011
S1.17 | 0.426 0.809 0.045
S1.18 |0.468 0.340 0.009
S1.19 | 0.298 0.426 0.007
S1.20 |0.362 0.468 0.006
S1.21 |0.426 0.340 0.007
S2.1 0.277 0.128 0.010
S2.2 0.149 0.170 0.001
S2.3 0.298 0.319 0.009
S2.4 0.255 0.277 0.006
S2.5 0.255 0.085 0.003
S2.6 0.277 0.149 0.003
S2.7 0.277 0.191 0.005
S2.8 0.255 0.213 0.005
S2.9 0.191 0.149 0.002
S2.10 |0.298 0.128 0.011
S2.11 |0.170 0.021 0.001
S2.12 | 0.489 0.766 0.067
S2.13 | 0.255 0.043 0.001
S2.14 10.277 0.085 0.003
S2.15 |0.191 0.340 0.007
S2.16 |0.170 0.085 0.000
S2.17 |0.255 0.000 0.000
S2.18 |0.340 0.319 0.009
S2.19 | 0.596 0.809 0.065

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Student | In-degree centrality (%) | Out-degree centrality (%) | Betweeness centrality
S2.20 |0.298 0.340 0.009
S2.21 |0.362 0.234 0.015
S2.22 |0.383 0.383 0.039
S2.23 |0.298 0.149 0.009
S2.24 10.213 0.000 0.000
S2.25 |0.234 0.128 0.002
S2.26 |0.319 0.191 0.003
T 0.149 0.085 0.002
Mean |0.335 0.335 0.014

Figure 3 presents the degree centrality map which presents the overall blog activity.
Student S1.14, who placed at the center, was the most effective member toward con-
necting others and, consequently, she had more control of the interaction and infor-
mation interchange within the blog community. Students, S1.10, S1.11, S2.19, S2.12,
S1.6, S1.15, S1.2, S1.20, S1.4, S1.21, and S1.7, were also good connectors compared
to their peers in the periphery. As an overall view, the blog was a very cohesive
community; the majority of the participants had significant contribution while only four
members had a marginal contribution, i.e. S2.17, S2.24, S1.23, and S1.7.
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Fig. 3. Degree centrality map
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Figure 4 shows the power centrality map of students’ activities, which includes the
connections of the members and offers a measure of the influence each participant had
to the blogging community. S1.14 was the most influential and powerful student. In
addition, a large group of teachers that are placed near the center of the map (i.e.,
S1.10, S1.11, S2.19, S1.6, S1.15, S1.2, S1.20, S1.4, S1.21, and S1.7), were also very
active, members in the community; they had many ties and connections to other
powerful participants. On the other hand, as moving to the periphery, students were less
powerful and important community members. For example, students S2.17 and S2.24,
who did not publish any comment to other blog articles, and S2.5, S2.11, S2.14 had a
marginal contribution to the community by uploading very few comments (2-3 posts).
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Fig. 4. Power centrality map

5 Conclusions and Future Work

This study reported on students’ on-line academic writing through blogging in the
context of a post-graduate course. Our analysis has shown that, by publishing their
academic articles on the course blog, the students had enhanced opportunities for
managing individual work, peer feedback and interaction, supportive dialogue and
reflection, sharing ideas, critical thinking and metacognition, all having a positive
impact on the quality of academic writing. The majority of the students demonstrated
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enhanced interest and they were actively engaged into the community activities that
were spontaneously emerging within the course blog (uploading articles and postings,
supporting dialogue and contributing to discussion topics, interchanging ideas, sharing
content and resources, shaping new topics of interest, etc.). Confirming existing
research findings [16, 18, 21], our results provided supportive evidence that on-line
academic writing, embedded in higher education through course blogs, can promote
students’ reflective engagement, scientific research, critical thinking as well as the
development of writing skills as active members of an on-line community.

The findings of SNA provided important information about the structure and the
cohesion of the blog community, the student groups that developed therein, student
connections and information flow, as well as the power and the influence each par-
ticipant had within the blog community of inquiry. SNA revealed that the instructor
was not the central member in this on-line academic writing program. Our findings
provided a promising evidence of a decentralized learning community, where the
learners had enhanced control and motivation to shape their contribution by adopting a
continuous and dynamically evolving presence in the course blog.

In addition, SNA findings revealed differences in students’ engagement with
regards to the interactive and collaborative part of the on-line academic writing project.
Three main groups of students were recorded according to their contribution to the
information flow, the influence and the power they had within the blog community:
(a) the students leading discussion and facilitating dialogue in the course blog through
posting comments, questions, criticism and suggestions, (b) a large group of students
that were good responders and connectors, in particular between students from different
classes, and (c) a group of five peripheral members, who had no visible interaction with
peers in the blog since they published very few comment postings.

Despite that this study is limited by the specific sample and the context of
implementation, it has shown promising results regarding the application of blogs in
on-line academic writing. Research outcomes could guide the design and the imple-
mentation of future interventions in higher education settings, as well as ongoing
research in this area. However, the outcomes presented in this paper need further
investigation and empirical testing to enhance the validity of SNA. Our current efforts
are directed towards combining SNA results with qualitative data of content analysis
regarding students’ on-line discourse by using the schemas of Community of Inquiry
and the Learning Presence. We expect thus to reveal more information about students’
cognitive and learning presence as well as the role of self-regulation and co-regulation
in on-line academic writing through blogging [25, 32].
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