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By Shelley Wright

As an English teacher, I’ve had numerous conversations with college professors who lament the writing skills
of their first year students. But not all writing. Most students are capable of solid expository writing. It’s their skill
with persuasive writing that’s the problem. Specifically, they’re weak at writing a thesis statement that can be
argued.
I spend three years teaching my high school students how to write a persuasive essay. For many students, it
takes that long. (And I’m lucky to have them that long in my school.)
Part of the problem is that our current school systems — and not just in Canada — aren’t great at producing
independent thinkers. Without this ability, it’s hard to create a great thesis statement, anticipate the arguments
against it, and then compose your own argument in light of what you understand about the pros and cons of an
issue.
I love writing essays. There’s something satisfying about rendering the chaos of thoughts into an elegant form.
But I love blogging more. It feels like playing.
So for three years, I write for them, and with them. We talk about opening paragraphs, and they learn how to
write them with their thesis statement either as the first or last sentence. (The latter requires more skill.) They
learn to use transition words, embed quotations to support their argument, consider the advantages of active
vs. passive voice, vary their sentences, and many other skills, all in the hope of creating a strong argument.
The truth is lately I’ve come to question the point of much of this. Does the average person, once they leave
school, spend a lot of time composing academic essays? Is this the best way for our students to show their
learning? In some places, the academic 5 paragraph essay is hailed as the Holy Grail of nonfiction writing
achievement. Yet even if a student can become a great persuasive essay writer, they’re still only semiliterate,
at least according to the definition of 21st Century Literacies.
A DIFFERENT BEAST
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While traditional essay writing may not help alleviate this situation, I think blogging can. Here’s the problem;
Blogging is an entirely different beast. And one of the things I’ve learned about my students is that they don’t
necessarily transfer a skill they’ve learned in one area to another without difficulty, or even prompting.
For one, the paragraphing is different. The large, solid paragraphs of prose that can be found in a typical
persuasive essay, can feel arduous and cumbersome to all but the most determined reader.
Instead, blog paragraphs tend to be shorter. It allows the piece to feel fluid and speeds up the rate at which
your reader reads (often through the glare of a computer monitor or on a phone or tablet screen). And while the
effective blogger still uses transition words, as many aren’t necessary to provide the piece with a feeling of
fluidity and coherence.
Sometimes a paragraph is one simple sentence, used for emphasis.
Another thing is the thesis statement. Its placement, in a blog, is up for grabs. Did you catch where mine is?
Actually, I haven’t written it yet. Huh?!
Blogging also requires a different voice. The way I blog isn’t quite how I talk, but it’s nowhere close to how I
write a formal essay. Furthermore, the voice used in blogging needs to be rich, sharp and distinct, to gain an
audience. And while some may argue that academic writing could stand to have a bit more color and flair, I’m
not sure that’s currently the accepted norm (although I wish it was).
In a formal essay, I would never use a sentence fragment. Ever. In a blog, it provides emphasis. Nor would I
use slang in an essay. But here? Yep. In one of my posts, I doubledog dared my readers. Could you imagine
doubledog daring anyone in an academic essay? If you try it, let me know the result.
Another thing that changes is providing your reader with evidence to support your points. In teaching the typical
formal essay, I show my students how to quote directly, indirectly, and using individual words. Blogs still use
direct quotes, but an indirect quote can be as simple as a vague mention and a link.
MY THESIS STATEMENT
I think blogging is the new persuasive essay – my thesis, finally.
Truth is, I love writing essays. There’s something satisfying about rendering the chaos of thoughts into an
elegant form. But I love blogging more. It feels like playing.
I also find it more useful. While our students will need to know how to write essays to get through university,
many won’t use it after that, unless they remain in academia. I think writing and persuasive thinking skills are
important. However, I question the current products we require of students as proof of their learning. Most of the
essays written by our students likely end up in the garbage or the computer trash can. And most are for an
audience of one.
Blogging has the potential to reach and influence many. Furthermore, it has greater potential for being a life
long skill. And isn’t that our goal in education? People from all walks and professions blog for the purpose of
teaching, creating, and informing. A number of my recent Masters courses didn’t require papers; instead, they
required blogging. Why?
Because blogging is the new persuasive essay.
If we’re trying to prepare our students to think critically and argue well, they need to be able to blog. It allows for
interaction. It allows for ideas to be tested. And the best posts anywhere in cyberspace tend to have a point that
can be argued.
I think blogging across the curriculum, not just in Language Arts, allows for both formative and summative
assessment. Blogs allow us to see the progression in the development of both thinking and writing. It may
actually take more talent and skill to create an interesting persuasive post (or series of posts) on the French
Revolution than a traditional essay.
BLOGGING AS A SKILL
Students definitely need to understand how and why the mechanics (and style) of blogging are different.
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The solution? Blogging needs to start earlier, much earlier. I read recently of a kindergarten teacher who blogs
with her students. Great idea. There’s a teacher in my division who does amazing things with her grade one
class.
I’m not proposing that you need to do things radically different. Teach whatever you teach for Language Arts, or
other subjects, but include a blog component. So if you’re teaching sentence structure, teach your students to
create complete sentences while blogging. Blogs, like traditional writing, need great structure. If you’re
focusing on capitalization or punctuation, transfer this skill to blog writing as well.
If you’re teaching paragraph structure, teach students the paragraph structure required for traditional essays
and that for blogs. They’re different. Explain why. It’s likely they won’t be good at it at first. But there is merit to
the quote, “Anything worth doing, is worth doing badly.”
A middle years teacher at my school used to stress out when we talked about student writing. She wanted to
know if she was teaching them enough. My reply: “All I need them to do is write solid paragraphs. If they can
do that, I can teach them all kinds of things.” Really, everything I teach is either an addition to, or a subtraction
from, a solid paragraph. My work builds on her work. I don’t need her to teach what I teach. That’s my job. But
without her previous work, mine becomes much more difficult.
The same is true with blogging. Starting from scratch with blogging in grade 10 isn’t impossible. But we could
do so much more if they already had the basics. In order to write well, you need to write a lot.
If you don’t currently teach your students to blog, please start. Our students need you to. And if you already
teach your students to blog, keep it up. Because blogging is an important 21st century skill. It’s the new
persuasive essay.
Shelley Wright is a teacher/education blogger living in Moose Jaw, Saskatchewan in Canada. She teaches
high school English, science and technology. Her passion in education is social justice, global education and
helping her students make the world a better place. She blogs at Wright’s Room. Follow her on Twitter at
@wrightsroom.
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