Enhancing student critical
reading of texts through the
use of blogs

Dr Jessie Paterson, School of
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Background

e |n the School of Divinity tutorials generally are
about engaging with key weekly readings

 For a number of years we have been
successfully using blogs to assist students
with tutorial preparation

se WebCT blogging tool

tudents asked to blog on the readings for
the tutorial prior to their arrival in the tutorial



Issues

e Generally the use of blogs increased student
preparation and engagement prior to the
tutorial - more casual medium that is naturally

peer-engaging

T

‘he readings are isolated from tutor and the
tudents, reducing the effectiveness of the
tool — “atomizing of student learning”.



Solution

e Pilot use of WordPress Digress.it plugin

eveloped for use in Universities with
e text embedded within the blog and
mments added to the side


http://wordpress.org/extend/plugins/digressit/
http://wordpress.org/extend/plugins/digressit/

Project In action

* Piloted in one first year School of
Divinity course — Christian Ethics
sources

 Wordpress and plugin installed on
‘University virtual server

All the weekly texts for the course
Igitised and uploaded to the platform,
ensuring all copyright cleared



Tutorials In action

e Five tutorial groups of about 10-12
students

e Each group had their own incidence of
he tool

A\ccess via EASE through links on the
urse WebCT site



 Tutorial leaders - students in teams of two, lead the blog and
the group discussion each week. The tutorial leaders submit
500 word blog by midnight on the Friday before each tutorial on
the Monday on

— identification of at least three key quotes in the assigned reading;

— Identification of particular points of controversy or disagreement
between the texts;

— guestions to promote discussion

Rest of class post weekly comments of around 300 words on
y midday on the day of the tutorial.

% of course grade given for properly posted comments but
udents need to post prior to the tutorial and must attend the
utorial.



Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysic of Morals, Chapter 2 (selection) « CE: Sources, Ramsey Group

[ Mant, Groundwork for the Meta.. | +

. Joromy * Edit Post Add MNew - Commants Anppoamnce *

CE: SOURCES, RAMSEY GROUP

Table of Contents  Comments by Section  Comments by Users  General Comments My Accound  Logout

B
| KANT, GROUNDWORK FOR THE METAPHYSIC OF MORALS, CHAPTER 2
Generd (SELECTION)

comments = Nexts

at top Of 1 [page 1] We shall therefore have to investigate a priori the possibility ofa £J e |
1 categorical imperative, as we have not in this case the advantage of its
ea(:h e _ reality being given in experience, so that [the elucidation of] its possibility T T T
pag I should be requisite only for its explanation, not for its establishment. In
| the meantime it may be discerned beforehand that the categorical
StUdethS imperative alone has the purpornt of a practical law; all the rest may indeed F
. ! be called principles of the will but not laws, since whatever is only :
I ntrOd uce necessary for the attainment of some arbitrary purpose may be considered
as in itself contingent, and we can at any time be free from the precept if - Student 1 22012
the teXt ] “Ei“"p#pm“;“mmm'm‘"‘_”Mdi“m[m"d Immanuel Kant was a German philosopher writing at the
o leaves the will no liberty to choose the opposite; consequently it alone s 06 the 131h vootry. His mesin wiin wan 10 cisaté s way of
carrés with it that necessity which we require in a law, i
m establishing apsolute moral laws through the categorical
; imperative. This idea of the categorical imperative is Kant's
(0] Secondly, in the case of this categorical imperative or law of morality, the most influential work, and this passage comes from one of
o difficulty (of discerning its possibility) is a very profound one, Itisana h" MO8t Bxcaesive wh.h_a ;lhﬂmllﬂhﬂ'hﬁh“‘wl
priori synthetical practical proposition; and as there is so much difficulty infloence on many modeoer thinkers such as Joen Fiaget and
(0] in discerning the possibility of speculative propositions of this kind, it Joko Rauilg:
o may readily be supposed that the difficulty will be no less with the
practical.
o - Sludent 2 siz012
* | connect the act with the will without presupposing any condition O What Kant scems to be attempting here is to show that
0 resulting from any inclination, but a priori, and therefore necessarily rational people are capable of deducing sound morality




Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysic of Morals, Chapter 2 (selection) « CE: Sources, Ramsey Group
| 1| Hant, Groundwork for the Meta. . L+ |

B Jeremy~ EdiFost  Add Mew -+ Comments  Appearance *  Updates u Shortlink

| clse that appears charming to the affections, every [page 5] one may
readily perceive with the least exertion of his reason, if it be not wholly
spoiled for abstraction.

emotion within Kant's ethical theory, Duty must be a ‘law
! The question then is this: Is it a necessary law for all rational beingsthat ) for all human wills’ and must be defined independent of

’ they should always judge of their actions by maxims of which they can foatienrion g Rolivgs: f she Mosrt of ERIK S densSogy s
) themselves will that they should serve as universal laws? If it is so, then it Mo that cectatu metiom o tiways right oc wogng, 1w
must be connected (altogether a priori) with the very conception of the try to bring any kind of feeling or emotion in, there is no
CommentS will of a rational being generally, But in order to discover this connexion AT e oa Wi e Duiciple et e s RN aima
we must, however reluctantly, take a step into metaphysic, although into a Judge wctions scconding o our own feelings, not same
. domain of it which is distinct from speculative philosophy, namely, the R N O
traCk Wlth metaphysic of morals. In a practical philosophy, where it is not the e T DL X My DR
reasons of what happens that we have 1o ascertain, but the laws of what sclicving the good, ho stll halds e Christind - crophaais on
parmraphs_ ought to happen, even although it never does, Le., objective practical laws, tio'wridk s thie coutre o the mocal k.
there it is not necessary (0 inquire into the reasons why anything pleases
otdlsp]mscs,hnwm:plmsurtofmmsmmimdlmﬁmm&‘t!.md I agree complotely, but could we suggont
whether the latter is distinct from & general satisfaction of reason; on what that Kant im not cosplotely sidelining the

” ’ 5 role of emotion, but porhaps attempting to
Commmts lhnfﬁhngufp!ctsmurpainmsls,mdhuwﬁumndesuﬁmd ro-prioritize them within moral reasoning?

inclinations arise, and from these again maxims by the co-operation of y
t' m t reason: fior all this belongs to an empirical psychology, which would
I O constitute the second part of physics, if we regard physics as the
philosophy of nature, 50 far as it is based on empirical laws. But here we
par agraphS_ are concerned with objective practical laws and, consequently, with the
relation of the will to itself so far as it is determined by reason alone, in
which case whatever has reference to amything empirical is necessarily
! excluded; since if reason of itself alone determines the conduct (and it is
the possibility of this that we are now investigating), it must necessarily

24 0 comments
25 1 comment

26 0 comments

do 5o a prion.

I 27 0 comments

|  The will is conceived as a faculty of determining oneself to action in 0] 78

I accordance with the conception of certain laws. And such a faculty can be O cosnenants
found only in rational beings. Now that which servies the will as the 0. o cooxsiess
objective ground of its self-determination is the end, and, if this is

: assigned by reason alone, it must hold for all rational beings. On the other 200 comments
' hand, that which merely contains the ground of possibility of the action of
| which the effect is the end, this is called the means. The subjective ground 31 0comments

of the desire is the spring, the objective ground of the volition is the
motve: hence the distinetion Berween subiective ends which rest an




ano Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysic of Morals, Chapter 2 (selection) = CE: Sources, Ramsey Group
{ | Kany Groundwerk for the Meta. .,

' Jaramy * Edit Post Add Mew - Commeants Appearance * Updates o Shartlink

David Hume, ‘Of benevolence’, [ | |affections, every [page 5] onc may

Section Il of An Enguiry iertion of his reason, if it be not whelly
Concerning The Principles of
Morals S CAIARIRADS E SSRGS G SRS FLMANS CRAKELS T IR
After Virtue, Selection (pp. 1-10) B e e
) lecessary law for all rational beings that
1 G hians B:1-13 ¥
T ? o [ actions by maxims of which they can
S i ?If 1 ] : i anis " a B 2
if;ha“p:‘:[r“;“ fill, Utilitarianism, (03 serve as universal laws? If it is so, then it . Rt
priori) with the very conception of the
. Grisez RI::"[I'_EJFI.H u . But in order to discover this connexion 1 would wwﬂh Laura's pﬂiﬂ'—. there 15 no phbt for
FI Oml ng Luke 18:18-23 ke a step into metaphysic, although into a emotion within Kant's ethical theory. Duty must be a *law
Kant, Groundwork for the 3 m speculative philosophy, namely, the i o]l e i S o e L
t abl e Of Metaphysic of Morals, Chapter cal philosophy, where it is not the inclination or feelings. At the heart of Kant's deontology is
2 (selection) biave 1o ascertain, but thie laws of what the idea that certain actions are always right or wrong. If we
Conter]ts Yoder, Otherness of the Church B | ¢ never does, i.e., objective practical laws, try 1o bring any kind of feeling or emotion in, there is no
Matthew 20:1-16 03 & into the reasons why anything pleases way we can stick 10 this principle becanse we would slways
. ) . : ; j actions ing to our own feelings, not some
a\/al | abl e Rawls, Justice as Fairness 11 ] i mere sensation differs from taste, and Judge . mrdmg ) feetingsy .
A ; 0 1@ general satisfaction of reason; on what external idea of what is right or wrong. In terms of faith,
. ose Miranda, Law an : ;
WI th Civilization sts, and how from it desires and Kant argues that while faith is not a necessary condition for
| : : achieving the good, he still holds the Christian emphasis on
. Matthew 5:21-26, 38-48 gy || 282l maxims by the co-operation of o o e
runnl ng et o empirical psychology, which would will as the centre of the moral life.
Augustine, City of God, Book B .
XIX, Chapters 10-14 o WeInga prysice o e
f is based on empirical laws. But here we
O O Yoder, The Original Revolution [ btical laws and, consequently, with the
Exodus 20:1-17, The Ten [ 0] “as it is determined by reason alone, in 24 0comments
Com mer]ts Commandments ; s e :
£e to anything empirical is necessarily
. Aquinas, Edited Selection on 0 N Eaione determines the conduct (and it is 25 1 comment
prOVI dw "Law and Grace” jaeatigaitia) i i "
. now investigating), it must necessarily
O'Donovan, Biblical Ethics [ 0] 26 0 comments
Genesis 1;24-3] 0 7 o
Romans 1:19-27 o, of determining oneself to action in (0]
Aquinas, Edited Selection on [ | f certain laws. And such a faculty can be 28 0 comments
o ; irace. ™ part 2
SN SIS S, ot = iw that which serves the will as the 29
Northcon, Ecology and Christian  EJ | mination is the end, and, if this is ¥ Conpen
Ethics ; :
{ hold for all rational beings. On the other
b s T8 m = T P IR e ; — 30 0 comments




What happened?

 Paper questionnaire at the end of the
session

* Focus group with the tutorial group
aders



Questionnaires

e Most found the resource easy or acceptable
to access

 Only a few downtimes were reported — only at
the start of the session

e About 50% of the students accessed the
aterials twice a week for any purpose but
nost only posted once a week

n average they spent 2 hours/week using
_the tool



e 65% (cf 21%)thought they wrote more
than for other tutorial groups

e 55% (cf 25%) thought their writing

Improved over the semester

59% (cf 31%) thought they prepared
etter



But..

e Confusion over form of writing required
— 37% formal, 40% informal, 23% not
sure!

e Calculating word count problematic —
(% (cf 42%)

lixed views on usage In other courses
— 49% yes, 30% no, 11% not sure



Free text comments

* Clearly mixed message at the start of
session about the aims of using the
tool:-

— assessment/homework reason given by
- many

T

— “understand the reading & share & expand
views” typical response at end



Likes

| appreciate being able to comment on specific
sections & Paragraphs

e |ts ease of access & direct comment on text

e It was easy enough to use and shared perspective of
everyone in the class was useful

Ailded my understanding as | saw others thoughts

‘encouraged me to read the readings in more depth
‘was insightful to see other peoples comments



Dislikes

e Couldn't reply to replies

e Can't reply to replies & keep
conversation going



Tutor comments

Issues
e |ssue around style of writing

 Having three readings but students seeing
each in isolation with little connections made

e Little over all synthesis, with sporadic
ostings
\ord count not easy to work out

senerally liked and thought a useful tool



Going forward

e Use again for this course in 2012-13

e Better induction as to requirements —
both tutors and students

C Refine tool to include word count

ook at methods to allow comments on
omments



PTAS project

"This project proved to be an invaluable
opportunity to finally integrate skills from a
former life in IT with my present pedagogical
context and also provided a helpful
framework to encourage assessment of the

use of techno

ogy in teaching qualitatively. I'm

encouraging t

extremely grateful to the PTAS for

Nis kind of research into

Integrative and creative pedagogy and am

excited to share the results with others

__around the University." - JK, RA



* “Professor Northcott, course manager and lecturer,
reported a marked improvement in learning outcomes
over learners on a similar course a year previously.
While the launch of the wordpress platform

accompanied a major redesign of the course he

nonetheless believed that the enhanced means for

‘engaging with texts had significantly improved

tudent ability in expounding, comparing and

ritiquing set texts which is the core skill that is tested

n the end of semester unseen exam.” , MN, CM



Thanks to

« PTAS for funding the work

e Team members — Professor Michael
Northcott and RA — Jeremy Kidwell

Irst year Christian ethic sources
students and tutors 2011-12
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