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Abstract

This working paper is about the use of a blog assignment in an undergraduate e-Marketing course. The benefits of a blog assignment and the feedback from the students are described.
 
Using Blogs in the Marketing Classroom

Introduction

Social media has grown tremendously in the past two years. Sites such as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, Twitter, Digg, StumbleUpon, YouTube, Delicious, Blogger, etc. are changing the way businesses and students learn, promote, and communicate with others. 

Even for courses in e-Marketing, only the most recently published textbooks explore the use of social media for marketing, promoting a business, or professional networking. While most students are connecting and have experience using Facebook or MySpace, many are unfamiliar with the mechanics and business use of blogs for providing expert content and building communities among targeted customers.

The Benefits of Blogs in the Classroom

Each Spring semester, students in the author’s e-Marketing course participate in the Google Online Marketing Challenge. While this Google AdWords assignment offers an excellent real-world skills based team assignment, its focus is narrow for an e-Marketing course covering much broader topics such as: direct marketing, social and electronic media, e-commerce, e-marketing planning/strategy, etc. An individual blog assignment provides a popular addition to their e-Marketing skills development and application. 

The use of a blog assignment in the marketing classroom provides numerous benefits, such as:

1. An individual assignment. Students often complain about the excessive team projects required in their marketing courses. This easily graded project using Blogger.com provides an alternative. While only worth ten percent of their total grade, the student involvement and interest in this assignment is much greater than for other assignments. 

2. Enhanced Learning Experiences. Students are asked to make four blog posts requiring an application and reflection on what they are learning in the course. Each blog post of 300 words minimum requires them to choose a web site for evaluation/reflection on topics such as: (1) their favorite niche web site and why, (2) an evaluation of web design and technology for a chosen web site, (3) an evaluation of perceived risk for a chosen e-commerce web site, and (4) a general strengths/weaknesses review of any chosen web site.

3. Improved Communication Skills. Of course, the assignment requires that students write the appropriate blog post assignments. They are instructed to check for spelling and grammar, write creative blog post titles, and to make their content more easily readable with use of spacing and entry points such as subheadings, underlines, highlighting, etc. They are also encouraged to learn and use some basic html coding to improve the esthetics of their blog. Additionally, between blog posts, students are required to visit the blogs of other students, review their recommended web sites, and post comments.

4. Improved Blogging Skills (including Web Marketing, Viral Marketing, and Community Building Skills). Instead of convincing others to buy a product, with this assignment the students’ web marketing skills are used to convince others to read their blog, leave comments about it, forward the blog link to others, and then return to read any additional blog posts. Since more and more companies are creating blogs as a marketing media and a means of communicating a company’s expertise or specialization, and using blogs to promote viral marketing and to build a community of customers on their web site, these new blogging skills could also become a major selling point on a student’s resume and at job interviews. 

Student Response to the Assignment

At the end of the assignment students are required to complete a questionnaire about their blogging assignment experience. In this questionnaire they summarize their blogging behavior by providing the post titles and links, word count for each post, and links to where they left comments on other student blogs. 

Additionally, the students answer several questions. Their answers are almost unanimously positive. All students recommend requiring the project in subsequent semesters. Most respond that the requirement of visiting other student blogs and leaving comments are beneficial in learning more about the other students and their interests and favorite web sites. While a few complain that the comments requirement is tedious and would prefer not to do this. About ten percent of the class has representatives/employees from their reviewed web sites leaving encouraging comments. 

Most students feel that reflecting and applying the course content to their chosen web sites helped them to better understand the course content for the exams. Though a few said they would prefer the freedom to write about their own topics of choice. Most said they would like to see the assignment expanded for additional points and include the use of Google Analytics for measurement, Google AdSense for monetization, and use of other social media to market and draw traffic to their blog.
