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Graduate competencies are increasingly in demand from professional sectors, but with
insufficient response from professional degree programs. This study examines the use of blogs
as assessment in a first-year Bachelor of Business program. Three hundred and nine students
responded to an online questionnaire exploring their perceptions of blog as a learning and
assessment tool. Of particular focus were students' perceptions on ease of use, benefit and
impact on the recognized graduate competency of writing skills. A regression model was
applied to data analys in association between perception of improvement in the quality and
quantity of the students' work (Q&Q) and several other variables. Results suggest a significant
and complex relationship between participants' perception of the flexibility and benefit of the
blog and three areas relevant to writing skills: self-reported improvement in writing, increased
ownership of learning, and development of reflective skills. Implications for further research
and practice are discussed.

Keywords: Blogs, graduate competencies, technology-enhanced assessment, business
education, professional education

Introduction

Graduate competencies are positioned as especially worthwhile outcomes of learning engagements; they serve as
bridges between learners’ role as student and the subsequent personal and professional roles that they play.
Graduate competencies are of special interest in professional degree programs which are specifically charged with
the development of learners into professions and professionals. Effective professional writing, for example has
been long been positioned as an essential graduate competency for professional degree programs and business
degree programs, specifically (Hodges & Burchnell, 2003; Moore & Morton, 2017).

Despite the recognition of their importance, graduate competencies have not swiftly nor easily integrated into
curricula. Discipline-specific knowledge and skills that reflect academic priorities rather than professional
competencies remain the central, sometimes exclusive emphases in professional degree programs (Boud &
Rooney, 2015). Thus, there appears to be a discontinuity between the espoused priorities of programs and the
experienced priorities of their curricula. Causes may lie within the means of engaging learners. Assessment and
learning engagements are often highly traditional, academic processes that do not easily lend themselves to
supporting and determining graduate competencies (Dow, Diaz-Granados, Mazmanian & Retchin, 2014).

Problems in implementation are mirrored within the research. There has been limited empirical research, into the
efficacy of undergraduate business education, for example in fostering graduate competencies, generally or of
students’ perceptions of the efficacy of such efforts (Azevedo et al., 2012). Thus, there is a need in professional
degree programs to research the impact of innovative approaches to learning and assessment on the development
of graduate competencies. This study seeks to contribute to this growing area of research by looking at how
undergraduate business students experienced the use of blogs as an engagement and corresponding perceived
impact on the development of graduate competencies.

Graduate competencies in professional degree programs

Graduate competencies encompass a host of concepts (e.g. generic skills, sustainable outcomes, 21st century
competencies, etc.). A holistic understanding is that graduate competencies are the complex skills and utilized
knowledge that support authentic professional performance within and across myriad disciplinary and professional
contexts (Teijeiro, Rungo, & Freire, 2013). Graduate competencies may be seen as the bridge between education
and profession (Boud & Rooney, 2015). These competencies range from ownership of development/learning to
accurate self-assessment and effective writing skills.
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Professional degree programs are increasingly concerned with development of graduate competencies, such as
depth of engagement and student ownership (Shroff & Deneen, 2014). People entering the workforce have
increasingly seen themselves as free agents, moving across multiple jobs and positions in a career. With this shift
have come concomitant demands on programs to broaden the scope of outcomes to sustainable, career-long
competencies (Moore & Morton, 2017). As professional workplace roles grow in complexity and change more
rapidly, graduate competencies become increasingly important for long-term career success (Chapman, 2010).
Thus, professional degree programs are concerned with developing authentic, work-related competencies.

Achieving a corresponding shift in curriculum has proven challenging. Professional degree programs often
privilege self-referential and academic learning rather than outcomes highly related to performativity in flexible
professional contexts (Boud, 2000; Boud & Rooney, 2015). The means of enacting and determining learning,
curricula and assessment continue to emphasize within-discipline outcomes and provide summative, traditional
assessments such as final projects and essays (Dow, Diaz-Granados, Mazmanian & Retchin, 2014). Professional
degree programs may therefore not inculcate graduate competencies often or deeply enough (Jackson & Chapman,
2010; Azevedo, Apfelthaler & Hurst, 2012). Complex and deep outcomes require innovative approaches to
supporting and determining achievement. Thus, innovation in assessment is an essential co-commitment (Deneen
& Boud, 2014). Business programs have, however begun integrating innovations to learning and assessment as
well as balancing the aims of discipline-specific skills and knowledge with graduate competencies (Jackson &
Chapman, 2010).

Blogs

Blogs are a well-established educational medium for teaching, learning and assessment (Chawinga, 2017,
Churchill, 2009; Top, 2012; Williams & Jacobs, 2004). Blogs provide personalized, versatile space and ownership
for authorship (Liu, Kalk, Kinney, & Orr, 2012). This versatility allows blogs to function as a communication tool
more easily than discussion forums or e-mails while allowing authors to retain ownership of their contributions
(Du &Wagner, 2007; Kim, 2008). The use of blogs as a specific medium of writing may carry developmental
benefit in comparison to traditional academic writing. Blogs embody writing for an unknown audience; which is
a fundamentally different paradigm than traditional academic writing for instructor or peer review (Alfaki, 2015).
In this respect, blogs may be seen as a teaching, learning and assessment tool particularly well-suited for
developing authentic writing competency. Writing is also recognized specifically as a professional skill in which
graduates are inadequately prepared (Moore & Morton, 2017; Wells et al., 2009). Thus, written communication
beyond an academic audience through blogging would seem a prime target for innovation and development.

Using blogs to access and develop writing has additional benefit; There is evidence for blogging as a means to
developing critical thinking and reflective skills (Joshi & Chugh, 2009; Kim, 2008; Weller et al., 2005). Blogging
has been shown to foster deeper and trans-disciplinary understandings of course material (Davi, Frydenberg, &
Gulati, 2007; Yang, 2009). Blogs have been shown to enhance students’ skills at self-regulating information
management; specifically goal setting and planning for tasks and assessments (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2012). Blogs
are potential platforms for expanding beyond an academic or discipline-specific focus (Weller, Pegler, & Mason,
2005). Thus, blogging connects writing to other graduate competency focus and development. It is equally
worthwhile to determine what connections the development of writing might have to other graduate competencies.

The importance of learners’ perceptions

A growing body of research demonstrates the significance of students’ perceptions of assessment and learning on
outcome achievement at all educational levels, including tertiary (Deneen, Brown & Carless, 2018; Brown, 2013).
Similarly, models of technology utilization indicate users’ perceptions of technology may predict future or
continued use of that technology (Shroff, Deneen & Ng, 2011; Teo, 2009). Current research also suggests that the
intersection point between students’ perceptions of technology and assessment may create complex dynamics that
impact efficacy (Deneen & Shroff, 2014). It is of particular importance, then that research be conducted into the
meeting place of learning, assessment, technology and graduate competencies. Further, it is appropriate to apply
the lens of students’ perceptions to accomplish this.

The perceptions of students in a first-year paper (i.e. subject) in an undergraduate business program were obtained
and results subsequently analysed using descriptive, correlational, and regression analysis. A framework of quality
and quantity (Q&Q) is used to interpret results. These interpretations are then discussed in relationship to research;
recommendations are made to inform practice and further research.

ASCILITE 2019 Singapore University of Social Sciences 122



Personalised Learning. Diverse Goals. One Heart. FULL PAPERS

Context

The study was conducted within a Bachelor of Business degree programme at a university in New Zealand.
Students in a first-year, compulsory undergraduate business paper were provided with required weekly assessment
tasks to complete and upload to their personal blog space created on the learning management system. The blog
assessment had a weighting of 25%; a business report carried a weighting of 35% and an exam carried a 40%
weighting. The blog was structured with authorship exclusive to the student and feedback exclusive to the
instructor.

Formative feedback was provided by the lecturer at six points. Summative feedback was provided at the end of
the semester.

After completing and uploading their writing tasks, students were asked to engage in a guided reflection for each
task. Prompts asked students to reflect on difficulty of tasks, and the relevance of these tasks to the paper. They
were also asked to discuss the applicability of what they had learnt within professional contexts. Finally, students
were required to assess their achievement in relationship to the program curriculum and its intended outcomes.

Methodology
Research aim and questions

This study investigates the perceived efficacy and ease of using blogs to develop graduate competencies. A model
was designed using various explanatory factors described in the following methodology section. The two main
questions the study aims to answer are:

What were students’ perceptions of efficacy and ease of using blogs?
To what degree and in what ways did students perceive the use of blogs as supporting graduate competency
development and achievement?

Prior to initiating formal investigation, the study was granted approval by the university ethics committee.
Participants

733 students were enrolled in the surveyed Bachelor of Business paper; a total of 309 valid survey responses were
collected (n=309). This represented a valid response rate of 42%. The survey was carried out in the second
semester. 51% of the respondents were male and 49% female. The majority of respondents were full time students
(95%), and most respondents were domestic students (82%). These identified characteristics were highly
representative of the total cohort enrolment.

Most participants were in their first year at university and reported that they had not used blogs prior to the paper.
Development/instruction was therefore provided in use of the software and the specific task of blogging. This
included instruction in creating links to secondary information they had sourced, uploading completed work to
their blogs and using the different writing functions to complete their reflections. Participants gave their informed
consent to participate in the study.

Data collection

Data was collected through a 24-item, three-section survey. Section one collected demographic data patterns of
computer and internet access and use. Section two collected information on ease of blog use. Section three
collected information on perceived impact of blogs on competence development and achievement. Responses for
sections two and three were elicited using a centre-weighted, five-point Likert scale.

Items for the survey were developed based on constructs validated in the technology acceptance model (TAM).
Specifically, this survey focuses on ease of use and perceived usefulness of a particular technology predict
respondents’ intention to continue use of that technology (Davis, 1989; Yi & Hwang, 2003). Most of the students
were using blogs for the first time; examining ease of use was therefore important. Utility items were framed by
the potential of blogs for the development of graduate competencies. The survey was administered online through
the web-based service, Survey Monkey.
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Data analysis

Section one data was analysed using descriptive statistics; results are reported in the ‘participants’ section of this
paper. Data from section two (ease of using the blogs) was analysed using descriptive statistics to find mean score
for each item. Data from section three (efficacy of use and perception of quality) was analysed using descriptive
statistics, correlation and regression analysis. Mean scores were calculated to determine impact of the intervention
on the various independent variables listed in Table 2.

Correlation and regression analysis were used to determine strengths of relationships between responses for set
three items. Perceived improvement in quality and quantity of students work (hereafter referred to as Q&Q) was
used as a proxy for perceived competence development and overall achievement. Associations between stated
variables using pairwise correlation was tested. Further tests were conducted on degree of effect of these
independent variables on Q&Q.

A regression model was designed with Q&Q as the dependent variable representing perceived competence
development and overall achievement of students. The following contributing factors are used as independent
variables: increased interest in learning, ability to check work regularly, flexibility in completing tasks, increased
ownership of learning, getting feedback from lecturers, improvement in ability to reflect on learning, improvement
in writing ability, and the effectiveness of using blog tools. The following equation has been used to measure the
impact of each of the independent variables on the Q&Q of students work.

Reliability of the regression model was established through a sequential check by members of the research team.
Researchers independently confirmed model fit and analytical procedures.

Quality& Quantity = a + pyInterest + ,Check + B;Flexibility + B, Ownership
+psFeedback + [¢Reflection+ B,Writing + BgTools

Limitations

This design of the study focuses on students’ perceptions of the development of their competencies. This is a
worthwhile focus, as students’ perceptions of the impact of a particular technology is a strong predictor of their
intention to use that in the future. Equally important, student perceptions of quality play a seminal role program
and subject evaluation. This is, however, complimentary to rather than substitutional for observable changes in
graduate competency development. That development, however, is recognized as highly longitudinal; it is unlikely
that large changes would be observed in a semester-long engagement and therefore an observational component
for a study of this length is unlikely to add value. The intended next stage of this study is a program-level, multi-
year study tracking changes in both perception and observable expressed competencies.

Results
Ease of use

Students generally found blog use was easy to use, with a high mean score of 3.90. The item with the highest
mean score (4.20) represented student endorsement that digital uploading was easier than hard copy submission.
While this would seem intuitively obvious, a common issue is whether digital medium does, in fact represent an
easier use, especially where new technology is being employed (Deneen & Shroff, 2014; 18; Teo, 2009). This
was especially salient, given that most of the students had reported not having used blogs prior to the course.
Results relating to ease of use are given in Table 1.

Table 1: Ease of Use

Question Mean
Uploading work directly to the blog was easier than submitting hard copy 4.20
Overall the blog was easy to use 3.90
It was easier to create links to the articles instead of uploading them straight into the blog 3.86
Sufficient information was provided for using blogs 3.70
I was familiar with how to use the blog tools 3.66
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Competence development

Student mean responses to section 2 items were all positive. One goal of using the blog was to afford students
regular feedback from lecturers throughout the semester. The corresponding item yielded the highest mean within
this section, suggesting that students perceived this goal as having been met. From the perspective of both
perception and practice, this is a positive finding. Feedback is a core mechanism in assessment for learning
(Williams, 2011). Students also tend to value instructor feedback over peer feedback both generally and in a
blogging paradigm (Xie, Ke & Sharma, 2008). Thus, the blog appears to meet this benchmark.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics pertaining to competence development

Mean Std. Deviation
Helped get feedback from lecturers (Feedback) 3.799 0.925
Helped check work regularly (Check) 3.735 0.868
Increased flexibility for task completion (Flexibility) 3.718 0.991
Increased ownership of learning (Ownership) 3.667 0.899
Effective tool for writing assessments (Tools) 3.553 1.039
Quality and quantity of work (Q&Q) 3437 0.987
Improved reflective skills (Reflection) 3.359 0.917
Improved writing ability (Writing) 3.320 0.914
Increased interest in learning (Interest) 3.294 0.957

Interestingly, the three lowest rated items pertained to writing skills development, increased interest in learning
and reflective skills. All three of these items strongly relate to recognized graduate competencies (Jackson, 2010;
Moore & Morton, 2017). The mean was still positive for these items, suggesting that the blogs had some desired
effect, but not to the degree one might hope. As an effective tool for writing assessments, students endorsed blogs,
suggesting that the low improvement score was not a categorical rejection of blogs as a modality for improving
writing. These findings may, therefore confirm that graduate competencies take substantial time to develop and
must be thought of longitudinally.

Results of the correlation analysis are shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Correlation matrix

o Writing ..
Q&Q | Interest | Check Flex1b11- O\yner— Feed- Reﬂect— Improve- Writing
ity ship back ion Tool
ment
Q&Q 1.000
Interest 0.599 | 1.000
Check 0.575 | 0.512 | 1.000
iFtiyeX‘bﬂ' 0.591 | 0.478 | 0.600 | 1.000
glvi;ner' 0.626 | 0.590 | 0.506 | 0.569 1.000
Feedback | 0.516 | 0.386 | 0.495 | 0.434 0.399 1.000
iiﬂe“' 0.504 | 0512 | 0357 |0.300 0.362 0.460 | 1.000
Writing
Improve- | 0.607 | 0.541 | 0.422 | 0.451 0.597 0410 | 0.451 1.000
ment
\Tﬁ;ﬁmg 0539 | 0.645 | 0484 |0.565 0.493 0.454 | 0401 | 0473 1.000

All pairings demonstrated positive correlation, with 18 pairs showing significant correlation. The strongest
correlation, at 0.645 was between blogs increasing interest in learning and serving as effective writing tools. There
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was also a strong correlation between perceived flexibility in completing weekly tasks and respondents’ ability to
check their work regularly. Given the importance of self-regulation and its recognized connection to regular task
engagement this is an especially interesting finding in terms of blogs facilitating graduate competencies.

With the exception of Q&Q correlation, feedback pairings all fell below the threshold of significance. This is
especially interesting, given that feedback yielded the highest mean response (see Table 2). This suggests that
while the mechanism of instructor feedback was seen as well served by the blog, its relationship to other
substantive areas, such as writing was limited. Feedback is critical to assessment of and for learning, and an issue
of concern in choosing private versus public blogging. One implication is that concomitant with increasing access
to feedback, students must be afforded feedback that is better focused on the desired aims, such as fostering
graduate competencies.

Table 4. Regression results

Coefficient t-statistic P value

Intercept -0.551%%%* -2.82 0.005
Interest 0.120** 2.09 0.037
Check 0.147%** 2.59 0.010
Flexibility 0.168*** 3.26 0.001
Ownership 0.194%** 3.38 0.001
Feedback 0.119%* 2.43 0.016
Reflection 0.148%** 3.03 0.003
Writing 0.204*** 3.86 0.000
Tools 0.023 0.46 0.647
R? 0.609

F-Statistic 58.39

No. of observations 309

** and ***indicate significance at p < 0.05 and p < 0.01 or better level respectively

The results of the regression analysis are shown in Table 4. The regression model shows an R2 of 0.61 suggesting
that the factors used to test the dependent variable (Q&Q) are relevant variables with an adjusted R2 of 0.60. The
model demonstrates good fit with an F value of 58.39 and a significance level of 0.000. The intercept with a
coefficient of -0.551 and significant at 5% indicates that participants’ perception of improvement in the quality of
their work cannot be possible without the explanatory variables used in the model.

The most significant impact on Q&Q is from perception of improvement in writing ability with a t-statistic of
3.86 and significant at 1% (p= 0.000). Thus, improvement in writing ability was the seen as the most significant
reason for improvement in the Q&Q of participants’ work. It’s not that the low endorsement indicated little
perceived change; rather, this may be understood as a conservative process; participants may not see themselves
changing radically if they see themselves as skilled already. That does not, however prevent incremental changes
in writing ability from having a profound effect, as seen in both the correlation matrix and regression table. Thus,
this finding affirms that writing ability is perceived as a graduate competency; it appears longitudinal in nature
and participants make powerful connections to other valuable areas of the learning engagement and assessment.

As part of their weekly tasks, students were required to write paragraphs on their learning using trigger questions
provided. Analysis shows that writing weekly reflections resulted in perception of improved of writing ability
with the most positive influence on Q&Q of their work. Improved writing ability yielded the lowest mean, but
this was still perceived as having a potent relationship to enhanced Q&Q. It may be that this single blogging
opportunity did not yield sufficient opportunity for students to perceive dramatic changes in their writing, but that
the changes that were perceived mattered. Taken together with the correlation between interest in learning and the
blog as a writing assessment, this suggests a potentially complex relationship around graduate competencies,
assessment and writing.

Increased ownership of students learning, flexibility in task completion and development of reflection skills all
demonstrated significant regression onto Q&Q. The increased ownership of learning may provide students’
greater motivation to achieve at a higher level. Giving flexibility to students to complete their work may have a
positive effect on their work since it enables them to access their work anytime and make changes as and when
they have new ideas. The development in students’ reflective skills may help them to reflect on the feedback given

ASCILITE 2019 Singapore University of Social Sciences 126



Personalised Learning. Diverse Goals. One Heart. FULL PAPERS

by lecturers and to incorporate new ideas into their work. The results show that the students found formative
feedback from lecturers very useful and that it had a positive impact on the Q&Q of their work (t= 3.03; p=0.03).

Discussion

Students seemed to connect interest in learning to the blogs ability to function as a writing assessment. Students
who reported that the blog provided greater flexibility in completing weekly assessment tasks were also likely to
have reported that this improved ownership of their learning. Those students who reported an increased ownership
of learning were also more likely to have indicated that it led to an overall improvement in the quality and quantity
of their work (Q&Q). This adds to a growing body of research suggesting that technology-enhanced
assessment(TEA), when perceived as useful may have a strong relationship to ownership of learning (Shroff &
Deneen, 2014).

There was also a strong correlation between students who reported that they were able to check their work
regularly and make improvements based on formative feedback received from their lecturers and those that
reported that it increased the Q&Q of their work. Thus, students who perceive blogs as a flexible, regular learning
and assessment engagement appear more likely to perceive benefit in areas essential to graduate competencies.
Sustainable assessment and sustained engagement with assessment are key factors in assuring both assessment
for learning and learning that extends beyond the immediacy of an academic environment (Boud, 2000). In
designing blogs as sustained and sustainable assessment, attention should, therefore be given to assuring blogs are
well-received by students and that the curriculum requires they regularly build on the blog.

This supports existing research that as a graduate competency, writing has a connection to other recognized
graduate competencies (Hodges & Burchnell, 2003; Moore & Morton, 2017). However, the most significant
impact on Q&Q was the improvement in students’ writing ability. Although improved writing ability yielded the
lowest mean score in section 2, this was still in the view of the students a potent relationship to enhance Q&Q.
Given the strong correlation between interest in learning and blog as a writing assessment, this suggests a
potentially complex relationship around graduate competencies, assessment and writing. This further supports the
idea that future research and practice should expand the use of blogs as assessment beyond a single paper. Doing
so might further enhance the potential of blogs to develop writing ability and its connection to other graduate
competencies.

Using blogs at the higher education level is appealing because technology literate students readily adopt such tools
(Chawinga, 2017; Top. 2012). One would therefore expect an increase in interest in learning to then impact
significantly on students’ learning and achievement. However, our results show that the increase in interest in
learning due to the use of computer-based technology with ‘tech-savvy’ students does not have a very significant
impact on Q&Q. Thus, while increased interest in learning has a significant correlation with some of the elements
under study, this does not seem to hold to the larger concept of Q&Q. Given the importance of students’ interest
in learning to life-long and career long development, the complex relationship of interest to Q&Q, blogs and
Graduate Competencies warrants further study.

Conclusion

It is essential for university graduates to have an array of graduate competencies for immediate and long-term
success in professional work environments. Emerging research suggests that professional degree programs are not
optimizing opportunities to enhance graduate competencies development. This paper reports on the findings of a
research project that aimed to explore student perceptions on the efficacy of blogs as assessment for fostering
graduate competencies development.

One implication for practice is that the use of blogs or any TEA for graduate competencies development might be
better suited to longitudinal use, such as a multi-year student tethered design. Further research on this is warranted.

The low positives for the graduate competency results suggest that the blog was not as high-impact in these areas.
This may have been due to the relative complexity and time needed to develop these as compared to the more
mechanical elements such as increasing frequency of feedback. This finding may confirm that graduate
competencies take substantial time to develop and must be thought of longitudinally.

As areas for future research, students’ perceptions between public and private blog use might be compared, to
determine what, if any difference collaborative blog models have on perceptions of graduate competencies
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achievement. Similarly, there are plans to extend this research further by utilizing work product evaluations, to
compare student perceptions with instructor perceptions of impact.
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