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Technology Product: Classblogmeister
Product vendor: Created and provided free of charge for educational use by David Warlick and the Landmark Project
Product description: Classblogmeister is a blogging engine described by David Warlick as “a solution for classroom blogging for schools without a blogging budget.”
I first began using the classblogmeister site in the summer of 2007 after searching for a safe vehicle to provide a blogging opportunity for students. The other site I seriously considered was Edublogs, but decided against it as there seemed to be more teacher control and protection for students in Classblogmeister. (Now, however, I miss having some of the more advanced features of the Edublogs site.) I have grown along with my students in the area of blogging and I still have a lot to learn, but I am pleased with what the Classblogmeister site offers.
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1f you havenit aready, consider joining the new Class Blogmeister social network on Ning. A a member you wil be able to interact with other Class Blogmeister teachers, participate in
discussion, and run your own profile where you can share your Class Blogmeister actiites. Just go to it/ classblogmeister.ning com/24g=2J8EbIR.



The home page of the site offers the opportunity to log into an existing account, search for a specific blogger or search for class blogs by location. This is mainly intended for K-12 although higher education is a school level category in the search. To set up an account an educator must email David Warlick and request a pass code. With this code it is possible to create a teacher account and set up a class blog and also attached individual student blog pages. 
Once the account is created teachers may set up classes with each student having his or her own blog page. Teachers choose how to display student names (in our case it is initials only) and who may view student writing. Options are making all student blogs available to the public after teacher approval, or making student blogs available only via password. In my opinion the opportunity to “go global” would be curtailed by completely enclosing the “garden” and so we have opted for the former and allow the world to see our students’ writings. The advantage in this is not only the possibility of communicating globally, but also giving students a real purpose for their writing. There is a real audience out there who may happen upon their work, so it should be their best. 
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There are many safeguards for students built into this blog engine. Nothing is posted on any page without it first going to the teacher for approval. This includes anything added to the sidebar. Once an item has teacher approval it will appear on the page. Students love to receive comments, especially from people in other countries. No comment will be seen by a student or appear on the site without teacher approval. I have set up a separate email account to handle these approvals and the approval process is painless. Teachers also have the option not to accept comments from anyone who does not have a password for the site but in my opinion, this detracts from the communication possibilities. In fact, there could be other students with passwords who post negative comments and they will go live without teacher approval in that scenario.
One very positive feature of Classblogmeister is the support given to users. There is a Ning for teachers using the site which allows them to share ideas and collaborate. There is also a Yahoo group in which members can help one another with technical issues and also put out requests for collaboration. David Warlick himself does a lot of the coding for the engine, but when he is not available immediately (as he is often traveling) there is someone who helps to trouble shoot on his behalf in the group. David considers requests from users for enhancements to the site and makes upgrades whenever feasible.  
While participating in the Bloggers’ Challenge hosted on Edublogs, I began to realize that there were many more features on that site that I would like to make use of with my older students. When I first evaluated Edublogs there was a feature that allowed a reader of a student blog to click “next blog” at the top of the page and be taken to any other blog which may or may not be a student page. For that reason I was hesitant to use the site. They do, however, have many WordPress templates available and the ability for students to add a blogroll and other links on their individual sites, which Classblogmeister does not currently permit. 
In preparing students for a global society we may look to the second category of standards in NETS-S (National Educational Technology Standards for Students) for guidance: Communication and Collaboration - Students are expected to use digital media and environments to communicate and work collaboratively, including at a distance, to support individual learning and contribute to the learning of others. Students:

a. interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts, or others….

b. communicate information and ideas effectively to multiple audiences….

c. develop cultural understanding and global awareness by engaging with learners of other cultures.
The use of blogging in the classroom in a safe environment provides opportunity for students to meet the above standards. Students using this blogging engine are able to publish their own writing for a global audience, not just for the teacher for the sole purpose of earning a grade. By learning how to comment on the blog posts of other students they enhance their communication skills. They are able to converse via posts and comments with other students and teachers around the globe on mutual interests and even collaborate on projects. My third grade students have been interacting with students in Saskatchewan and we hope to have some collaborative activities during this school year. Some of the digital skills incorporated in posting to their blogs are creating hyperlinks, inserting media, embedding widgets, learning about copyright, fair use and Creative Commons licensing, visual design, and above all, effective writing. How the blog is used is up to the individual teacher.  In my situation, I have been using the blog site with third through eighth graders. In my class students have the opportunity for creative expression in their personal avatars and being able to write on any topic they choose in addition to completing assigned posts. 

Students who engage in authentic learning opportunities early on that allow them to develop communication skills, express their creativity, and learn about and interact with other cultures, will be tomorrow’s successful participants in a global society, participants who are able to empathize and react to the “story” told by others and to effectively communicate their own “stories”. I am grateful to David Warlick for providing a means by which I can bring these opportunities to my students, and I know that many other educators feel the same
