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Abstract 

IR can be a dry course to teach, especially to undergraduates with limited work experience. It risks becoming a recitation of labour law, theories of conflict and institutional description. It is also notoriously difficult to persuade most students to express a view about contemporary IR issues. These difficulties are in marked contrast to the passion and noise that are frequently associated with managing IR in an organisational context.

This paper describes the use of an assessment item that required students to engage with contentious public arguments about IR matters. The students were enrolled in a final year course in workplace industrial relations. As an assessment activity they had to contribute to an internal online discussion forum, in which they analysed and commented upon pubic online blog threads relevant to current IR issues. They had to make original posts to the forum linking the public arguments to the principles and concepts in the course.

Students responded well to the activity, making more considered and extensive contributions than was the case in conventional tutorial discussions. Students also commented at the ferocious tone and irrational argument that characterises much online blog discussion, thereby receiving a sound preparation for graduate placement in an organisation in the IR area. The assessment item largely achieved its objectives and scope exists for online resources to extend students’ engagement with the passion and emotion that is such an important element of IR.

Introduction

Adults learn best when they can interpret new concepts and principles using their own prior lived experience. Teaching management subjects tends to be much easier when learners have a working knowledge of how organisations operate than if they have no such knowledge. For this reason, business educators make extensive use of narratives and case studies (most management textbooks, for example, have copious exhibits and endnotes illustrating the content of a chapter with anecdotes from real organisations).

This paper discusses the problems that arise in teaching industrial relations (IR) courses to students who do not have a context of lived experience to help them make sense of the course content. It describes the use of online blogs as a tool to provide a substitute for personal experience that partially allows students to comprehend the practical application of IR concepts. 
The problem
IR is difficult to teach to students who have never experienced conflict in the workplace. It is all too easy for it to become a sterile subject consisting of labour history, theory and institutional description. While these may be the basic building blocks of most IR courses, they present a monochrome picture of IR that is foreign to anyone who has practised in the field. As practitioners know, sometimes all too well, IR is all about colour and movement. Emotion and irrationality and exercise of power are significant aspects of IR and the employment relationship cannot be understood properly unless they are included in the learning process.
Teachers delivering IR courses have limited means available to make the subject ‘come alive’. Many will have experienced the classroom situation in which some students have personal experience of workplace conflict. They immediately respond to the course content and illuminate IR concepts with their own anecdotes and opinions, in ways that often arouse interest on the part of the other students who have no such experience – or occasionally leave them shaking their heads. When this happens it can make the difference between a tediously dry classroom environment and a lively one in which at least some students engage actively with the course content.
Unfortunately, one cannot assume that students with personal relevant experience will be in a given student cohort. In my experience, it is increasingly common for an entire undergraduate class to consist of people who have either worked in nothing but casual or part-time jobs, or who have never been in paid employment at all. Even in some postgraduate classes, the overwhelming majority of students may lack any relevant experience. Amongst such groups, the challenge is to find a way to make students confront their underlying ‘mental model’ (after Senge, 1990) of the employment relationship. If their mental model is that the relationship is pre-ordained to be one of master and servant, where power resides in the employer and there is no alternative model to one of management dominance, then much of the content of an IR course becomes more difficult for students to comprehend. Pluralist notions of inevitable conflict, worker resistance and the right to strike may be alien to someone who accepts management’s right to manage as the natural and inevitable order. 
I have been exploring the suitability of online resources to try to make students engage with contemporary developments in IR, and in particular, to introduce them to online blogs so they can experience the passion and irrationality that often characterise discussions of IR in the workplace.  The objectives were twofold: firstly to try to make the course content ‘come alive’, for the reasons already outlined, and secondly to introduce students to the level of ‘debate’ that they could expect to encounter about IR if and when they found management positions in Australian organisations.
There is a danger that students graduating from a business school may expect to find employment in an organisation inhabited by rational people making informed, evidence-based decisions. Immersion in the world of blogs is a useful corrective to such tendencies.

What is a blog?

‘Blog’ is an abbreviation of ‘weblog’; the word was only coined in 1999 (Williams, 2004). Their basic features are described by Glenn (2003) and Huette (2006). The first blogs were little more than online personal diaries – frequently dismissed as self-indulgent exercises where people wrote about their cats – but they quickly developed into flexible media that are used by different people for diverse purposes. To declare an interest, I write my own blog at http://kenalovell.com/blog/ and contribute extensively to The Road to Surfdom, a blog dealing mainly with politics, although space is occasionally found for a cat-related post. The latter blog represents a model that is increasingly being adopted by blogs that have reasonably wide readership, in which the blog serves as the vehicle for several different people to post items. Some blogs in the USA have gained enough readers to become established voices in public policy discourse, for example the Daily Kos, which is believed to have significant influence within the Democratic Party and is routinely reviled as a nest of left-wing lunatics by commentators on Fox News.
Bloggers post about anything and everything but the comparatively small number that attract a consistently significant readership tend to have a particular online personality. John Quiggin and Club Troppo, for example, cover a range of public policy issues but often adopt an economic perspective that reflects the poster’s academic discipline. Catallaxy, on the other hand, carries posts from an eclectic group of authors united by an espoused commitment to libertarian principles. A few like Oz Politics have become respected commentators on political polling because their interpretations are regarded as less subject to party-political ‘spin’ than those of mainstream media columnists. Teachout (2005: 40) refers to blogs as ‘a “Balkanised” group of subcultures whose members pursue their separate, unshared interests in an unprecedented variety of ways.’
The unique attraction of most blogs is not that they publish the thoughts of an individual unmediated by editors (Trammell & Ferdig, 2004) – some might regard that as a negative feature – but that they allow and usually encourage immediate feedback by way of a comments thread. At Road to Surfdom, a lively post about a matter of wide interest can attract more than 100 comments. On the most widely-read blogs such as Larvatus Prodeo, Blogocracy and Piers Akerman, an occasional blog might attract more than 200 comments. Most of them are written in an informal, spontaneous style so the thread represents a kind of simulated online conversation, which is also published as a permanent archive. 
A good example of a blog post on IR can be found on Blogocracy (Dunlop, 2007). Dunlop commences as follows:

The Labor Party has released more detail of its IR policy and it seems in many ways to be a particularly gutless document.  The sense of trying to appease business and to appear “tough” on unions is palpable and you just have to wonder why.  I don’t know.  You can read the official description of the implementation plan here and judge for yourself.

Two features of this introduction are typical of blog posts: the deliberately argumentative style and the inclusion of links to other online resources where readers can go and read further about the issue under discussion. The inclusion of links is now so widespread that any poster or commenter who fails to provide them is likely to be challenged immediately to provide the sources of their factual information. Conversations in the ‘blogosphere’ (a term coined by Quick, 2001, according to Ferdig & Trammell, 2004) may not plumb the depths of critical analysis, but they do tend to encourage rigorous fact-checking and to quickly disclose opinions that rely on flawed data.
Comments on this post illustrate the range of perspectives that are typically found on this blog. On the one hand there is ‘Annie Barrie of Kiama’ expressing a somewhat pro-government attitude:

How the hell this incompetent,untruthful forgetful fool ever got the chance to lead Australia is baffeling and unjust,and with the unions calling the tune in the event of a Rudd victory,Australia and Australians are in for a bumpy and scary ride.

On the other hand, ‘Adrian of Nowra’ is concerned about the position of employers:

Businesses will never be happy with any IR policy written and run by government. They all but wrote the current WorkChoices legislation and were still not happy with many aspects not going far enough, but then again as Hendy has put up and Minchin has intimated, WC-I is just the stepping stone to WC-II. But I bet business unions would even complain about WC-II, as draconian as it promises to be.

‘Miner’s Wife’ brings more of a personal touch to the discussion:
Note how the big mining companies are still screaming blue murder.  Nothing to do with the fact that union agreements are due to run out ‘08/early ‘09 and they were rubbing their greedy little paws together thinking - stuff you lot you’re going back to 12X1s where you hardly get to see your families (saves mega on airfares)/where you can work not on reliable shifts but must leap up out of bed at the sound of the whistle/where you have to pay your own way to the site/where you can put up with a pie and chips for every meal instead of (selfishly) expecting fresh food, vegetables and salad.

As does ‘Portugas D. Ace’:

I don’t actually see what the big deal about workchoices. As an office worker (engineer), in the places where I and my wife (accountant) have worked, the situation before workchoices was this: 
* if a company wanted to sack you - they did. 
* if they didn’t want to give you a pay rise, you didn’t get one. 
* if they wanted to cut pay so they could “keep more people on”, they did. 
* If they wanted you to work an extra 40hrs/week of unpaid overtime - they did. (Officially they couldn’t force you, but then if you didn’t you’d just get a bad performance review, and the policy was that the bottom &#x10; performers got the boot. Or they’d offer you time in lieu, where you got 1 day back for every 5-10 days overtime, depending on how “nice” your supervisor was)

‘Confused (Again) of NSW’ raises a practical question about ALP policy (which was answered, correctly, in later comments):
Would someone please explain the following to me...If I work in a workplace that has a significant union membership but I dont choose to be a member of a union will I be liable to pay the union fees for negotiating on my behalf? even if I didnt ask them to do so
Finally, there is a comment by somebody disillusioned with the whole trade union experience:
The intent of AWAs is for staff to trade benefits in return for more pay or flexibility in the workplace. Undoubtedly there are some bosses who will try to shaft workers with an AWA, but I have been shafted by a previous manager whilst on a collective agreement who lied about the duties I was requested to perform to keep me at a lower grade. The PSA provided no assistance in this case so I quit both the union and my job.

Read as a whole, the thread is a confused and sometimes confusing collection of prejudice, misinformation, sensible though biased opinion, sound factual data and sheer lunacy. In other words, it reflects quite accurately the kind of discussion that can be experienced any day of the week in board rooms and management committee meetings around the nation, and meetings of union members come to that. IR students reading the thread might become somewhat bewildered but at least they will comprehend that these are real people writing about things that concern them in their everyday lives. That is the understanding that may transform IR for a student from a set of abstract concepts to a field of study that remains highly relevant in contemporary workplaces.
Using blogs for teaching
The idea of asking students to participate in an online discussion is not a new one. Blackboard software routinely makes a discussion forum available and it is commonplace for unit assessors/course convenors to establish multiple forums with different purposes. In my experience, which seems to match that of colleagues, voluntary forums tend to be utilised by a small minority of students in external offerings and often by none at all when students attend a weekly class. The discussion that does occur tends to be of the ‘do we have to reference the textbook?’ variety instead of the more substantive exchange of ideas about course content that the teacher would like to see occurring.

For that reason, participation in some kind of discussion forum is increasingly being made part of a course’s assessment requirements. I have taught in two courses where this was the case. The results were generally disappointing. Many students tended to delay participation until the last possible moment and then to post in a formulaic attempt to copy the contributions of students known to receive high grades. The majority of posts did not suggest that the assessment item had led to better learning outcomes, which was the object of the exercise.
The reasons why discussion forums achieved so little seemed to be twofold: firstly, nobody was willing or able to take the lead by writing a solid post to trigger a discussion and secondly, students were reluctant to comment on what another student had written. The outcome was not a discussion thread but a series of individual posts, most of which simply regurgitated some piece of information that the student had found somewhere without any real attempt to express an opinion about it, let alone critically analyse it.

Blogs offer at least a partial solution to these problems (Carlson, 2003). By their nature, they present a wide selection of posts that express strong opinions. The better ones support their opinions by referring to source data. The comment threads also provide a variety of opinions that develop the theme in the original post (and sometimes branch off into other, related, areas of disputation). In other words, public blogs avoid the confidence problems that students understandably feel in being asked to publish a personal opinion, naked to the world as it were. By entering the blogosphere they can be asked to do what we normally expect of students, which is not to be original thinkers but to comprehend, comment upon and critically examine the points of view of others, using the principles and concepts from the course content.
I decided to use blogs in teaching a third year undergraduate course in semester 1, 2007, called ‘Workplace Industrial Relations’. The course had a small enrolment (eight students) in the conventional course that ran a three hourly workshop each week and about 20 students in the online-only version of the course. Students were expected to demonstrate understanding of the theoretical concepts that underpin the employment relationship and then to discuss the way in which those concepts could be applied to a series of topics such as emotional labour, gender discrimination and employee misbehaviour. 

An assessment item for the course had the following rationale (the full text of the assessment item is attached as an Appendix):
The aim of the assessment exercise is this: as students of IR you should be able to contribute to workplace and community discussions about the discipline in a more informed fashion than the partisan shouting and sloganeering we hear so often in public debates. By discussing the public debates that occur in blogs, which is the closest proxy we have for everyday conversations in workplaces, you can demonstrate your ability to evaluate everyday opinions on IR by applying the theory and research findings from this course.

A dedicated discussion forum was created for the assessment item to which students were required to ‘contribute at least one new thread and at least three comments on other threads’ (see Appendix). Extensive advice was given about expectations and where students should begin their online explorations. Additional advice was provided online through the course Blackboard sites during the semester. The assessment item was worth 10 per cent of the total marks for the course.
Students were slow to begin posting entries, however when they did start they demonstrated that most students had absorbed the arguments in the blog entries. For example, here is the first post in one thread:
http://www.clubtroppo.com.au/2007/03/10/commodify-me/

This blog is focused on emotional labour in the service industry. Emotional labour exists in jobs that require employees to manage their own emotions and the emotions of the customer.

The blogger starts by detailing the story of Chris, a customer who expects more from his waitress than good food. Chris is left somewhat disappointed with the service provided by the waitress – he wants the waitress to really care about him.

Interestingly Chris works for a company that specialises in ‘breathing new life into the customer experience’. He claims that his techniques will raise emotional intelligence and lead to increased sales.

Hochschild, who conducted a study on emotional labour in the airline industry and the debt collection industry is quoted by the blogger as being the author of the term emotional labour.

Analysis shows that Hochschild’s opinion is in direct conflict to Chris’ – Hochschild believes that emotional labour can lead to increased stress in the workforce, increased absenteeism and decreased productivity. Chris and Hochschild have two very different view points. Chris takes the customer’s and employer’s perspective, while Hochschild focuses on the impact on the employee.

The debate put forward by the blogger is very relevant to today’s workplace, where there is an increased in service related roles. The prevalence of females in the service industry, can arguably result in an even greater expectancy of ‘caring’ as this is traditional female trait as the homemaker.

The effects of emotional labour, although potentially positive for the customer and the employer (and sometimes the employee), will result in the employee engaging in a number of different coping strategies. Employees can engage in deep acting (as referenced by the blogger) which occurs where the actions of the employee are consistent with the employee’s feelings – for example, the employee appears to care about the customer and actually does care. Employees however can also engage in surface acting, where their actions do not reflect their actual feelings. In other words they are pretending to care. The expectation of employees to engage in emotional labour may, in some instances, lead to resistance in the workplace. For example, the employee may ‘get even’ by providing bad customer service. Studies of call centres may provide some interesting cases of misbehaviour resulting from managing emotional labour.

I also agree with David Knight's suggestion that engaging in emotional labour can effect the home life of the employee. David goes as far as to link emotional labour potentially to famikly breakdown.

The post prompted this comment from another student:

I disagree that the opinion of the blog’s author is in direct conflict to Hochschild as both the author and Hochschild agree that employees engage in Deep Acting, and that effective emotional labour can offer organisational advantage. Nonetheless, in agreement with Rebecca, I believe this blog is a significantly biased account of emotional labour theory and realities. This bias is unsurprising and to be expected noting that the author is the founder of a company specialising in introducing emotional labour in the workplace. It should be noted that a significant criticism of the blog is its omissions. In agreement with Rebecca, I believe that the blog’s major omission is of Hochschild’s concept of Surface Acting. Surface Acting is the process in which employees merely modify their outward appearance and only exhibit required emotional expressions. 

The author’s selling point that he can simply introduce a ‘a workforce that’s sincere, authentic and genuinely committed to making a difference in the lives of your customers’ also fails to take into account the findings presented in Bolton’s typology of workplace emotion. These findings are that the types of emotional management that an organisation’s employees adopt are the result of many variables such as the nature of the work, type of clientele, an employee’s length of service, previous employment history and professional status. I question whether a business improvement consultant can easily modify a number of these variables? 

While the author incorporates Bolton’s finding that emotional labour may not always be onerous for the employee, it also fails to inform that this is a rarity and that employee’s often adopt pecuniary, presentation emotional management. These management types have been proven to result in increased stress, burnout, emotional exhaustion, and a number of other negative health problems. The selective omissions of the emotional labour literature findings, while not unsurprising, result in a questionable and biased blog.

These kinds of exchanges were typical of the contributions made by about half the students. The standard of the posts suggested that students had met the main objectives of the exercise, namely to grasp the real-world implications of the course content and to use that content to formulate an informed opinion about a practical issue. 
The remainder of the students struggled with the assessment item. Some did not even attempt it. Others appeared incapable of understanding how the course content could be related to popular commentary; they either entered enthusiastically into an uninformed blog argument without trying to inform their views by reference to the course principles and concepts, or they wrote what amounted to a short conventional academic essay about a topic they had found mentioned online, without any demonstrable connection with the cut and thrust of the blog argument. It might therefore be said that for these students the exercise failed to achieve the desired learning outcomes but it did at least serve as an effective method of both formative and summative assessment.

In the current semester, I am teaching a postgraduate course called ‘Principles of IR and HRM’. As the name suggests, it is an introductory unit. Some 25 students are enrolled and they attend a weekly three hour workshop. All but one is an international student and few of them have any relevant experience of working in an organisation. Most seem to have followed a school-undergraduate-postgraduate educational pathway with limited paid employment experience.
The students’ main assignment apart from their final examination is to discuss the practical implications of introducing performance-based pay for Australian high school teachers, including both IR and HRM considerations. The topic was chosen because it has been the subject of extensive public discussion this year and academics like Andrew Leigh have written blog entries based on their own published research (at Andrew Leigh in this case). Students have been asked to contribute to an online discussion forum in which they share ideas and information about the assignment topic. In preparing for the assignment they have been encouraged to read blog threads to familiarise themselves with the relevant arguments before they explore academic publications. The exercise is worth five percent of the total marks for the course.
This assessment item has not yet ended but results to date are disappointing. Students have tended to do no more than link to an online source with a short description of the content. They have been reluctant even to try to summarise the partisan viewpoints contained in the material they are linking to, let alone express an informed opinion of their own. Based on informal classroom discussions, I believe this reflects the comparatively insignificant importance of the assessment item and the students’ lack of any prior learning in the subject area.
Future potential of blogs in teaching

The sparse amount of literature published about using blogs in education mainly regards them as another tool to be used completely within the confines of an internal environment like Blackboard (e.g. Stiler & Philleo, 2003; Trammell & Ferdig, 2004). Used in this way, they would be little more than a discussion forum under another name. In teaching IR, the true potential value of blogs may lie in their capacity to link students to the outside world where IR is a real issue with practical implications. Blogs also represent a means of communication with which students are likely to be increasingly comfortable in the future (Read, 2004), in contrast to conventional essays and reports.
The results of the assessment item in Workplace IR were promising. Being able to use an external blog as the starting point for a process of critical evaluation avoided the need for students to have to state a personal position on a contentious issue. Moreover, by the nature of blog threads students could read a variety of points of view, no matter how crude and undeveloped, and understand the importance of being able to make an informed judgement about their comparative merits by consulting the unit content. Asking them to evaluate blogs meant they could do the things they are often asked to do in class discussions but it allowed them to do so after they had been able to reflect about the issue, in circumstances of their own choosing, and without the fear that they would meet hostility or ridicule or be shouted down in the personally intimate environment of small group conversation. To use an abused term, the assessment method empowered them to enter a discussion on their own terms (Oravec, 2002, cited in Williams, 2004: 235).
Scope exists to use blog-based assignments to illustrate particular aspects of a course. For example, some of the long threads in various blogs about WorkChoices would be ideally suited for an exercise where students have to find comments illustrating the unitarist and pluralist perspectives on the employment relationship. 

It might also be worthwhile asking students to post comments on a public blog instead of in internal discussion forum. Some of the ferocious (and sometimes very well-informed) comment threads about contentious IR issues would be challenging places for students to enter the fray and express a point of view supported by suitable course content. Nevertheless it would be a realistic approximation of the sort of robust exchanges that are common in organisational settings where most students presumably aspire to gain employment. It would also provide an excellent lesson in the need to check facts rigorously and to construct a logical argument.
Much depends of course on the way in which blogs evolve in coming years but it is quite possible that one or more will emerge that focus on IR issues. As Hiler, 2003 observes, a blog ‘has the capacity to engage people in collaborative activity, knowledge sharing, reflection and debate, where complex and expensive technology has failed’ (cited in Williams, 2004: 234). If blogs dedicated to IR emerge, they may offer a useful resource that can be used in all sorts of ways for teaching. Not only will they provide a contemporary equivalent of the traditional classroom exercise of deconstructing a newspaper article, but they will provide interactive possibilities. Indeed it is not far-fetched to imagine a classroom exercise in which students spend an hour researching an issue and posting comments on a public blog. Having opinions recorded for the world to see (even under a pseudonym) may well lead to more involvement in class discussion and better learning outcomes than occur from a listless discussion of a case study in a textbook.

There is, needless to say, a need to be aware of the problems inherent in using online material such as blogs. Perhaps the greatest danger is that students will give as much credence to what they read on blogs as to the prescribed course learning materials. For this reason it would be prudent not to prescribe blog-based activities for students studying IR as a compulsory core unit or at an introductory level. For later-year undergraduates and postgraduates, however, blogs may actually serve as a good tool to educate students about the difference between evidence-based argument and uninformed opinion.
Conclusion

This paper discussed the problems that arise in teaching IR to students who have no context of lived personal experience in which to locate the discipline’s concepts and principles. It was suggested that requiring students to base part of their assessment on an analysis of online blogs might partially overcome these problems by immersing them in real world discussions and disagreements about IR issues and their implications for real people. Information was given about an assessment item used in an IR course earlier in 2007 that had promising outcomes, although another item used in a different course later in the year was not so encouraging.

It was suggested that as blogs evolve they may become a useful resource to use in teaching IR because of the way they can bridge the gap between course content and workplace practicalities. However, they are more suited to courses where students have already acquired some basic knowledge of IR and of expectations of university study than to introductory or compulsory core units.
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Appendix: Description of assessment item

Online Participation

The online participation component of course assessment requires you to post entries or comments to the discussion forum established for that purpose. This forum will go ‘live’ on Monday 12 March and be closed on Friday 1 June. Please make sure you post to this forum – contributions to other discussion forums will not count for assessment purposes.

In the forum, you should evaluate public debates that are occurring about any of the course topics, as contained in Australian online blogs and their comments. Links to suitable blogs appear at the end of this post but these are only suggestions and you can use any blog you like, as long as it is relevant to a topic in the course. You may evaluate any blog that was first published on or after 1 January, 2007.

First, if you’re not sure what a ‘blog’ is, here’s an introduction. Most bloggers write about all sorts of issues apart from IR so you’ll have to check them regularly to catch the useful posts. The best way to do this is with an RSS feed; if you don’t know what this is either then here’s an introduction, but if you can’t be bothered with it then just bookmark the links and check them every few days. Fortunately most bloggers are quite prolific.

In our discussion forum you should summarise the arguments that are being made on the blog and then critically evaluate them using the knowledge that you have learnt from our course. For example, you might point out how one argument is based on an incorrect interpretation of the law. Somewhere else, you might find a thread where different commenters are taking opposed perspectives on the employment relationship without acknowledging it; for instance, one group is arguing from a Marxist perspective and the other, from a unitarist perspective. You could point out how this was preventing any possibility of agreement. As a third example, you could use some of the course theory to critically evaluate some arguments from the blog; for instance, someone might be claiming all sorts of economic benefits for one type of ‘flexibility’ and you could cite some evidence that suggests they are wrong, or correct, or a bit of each.

The aim of the assessment exercise is this: as students of IR you should be able to contribute to workplace and community discussions about the discipline in a more informed fashion than the partisan shouting and sloganeering we hear so often in public debates. By discussing the public debates that occur in blogs, which is the closest proxy we have for everyday conversations in workplaces, you can demonstrate your ability to evaluate everyday opinions on IR by applying the theory and research findings from this course.

Your participation will be assessed as follows:

1. Each student should contribute at least one new thread and at least three comments on other threads. 

2. When beginning the new thread, you should:

a. Provide the URL (web address) of the blog entry that you are going to discuss;

b. Make a significant point about the blog entry, and

c. Explain clearly how it relates to one or more topics in this course.

3. When commenting on another student’s thread, you should make a significant new point that relates to the original blog under discussion and demonstrates that you have followed the argument in that original blog. Include the URLs of any new blogs that you refer to – for example, you might want to comment on the way the argument on the original blog differs from that developing on a second blog that you have found.

4. I will assess each individual contribution, with the post that starts a thread being worth double marks. Assessment will be based on:

a. The extent to which you have grasped the issues in the original blog post;

b. The persuasiveness of your commentary;

c. The clarity with which you link it to one or more course topics.

5. Students who make more than the minimum number of contributions stipulated in (1) will have their assessment based on their best contributions out of the first three new thread entries they make and the first 10 comments. Please continue to participate after that, it will make the discussion more enjoyable for everyone, but that will be the ‘cut-off’ for items that count towards assessment.
I won’t be participating in the discussion forum but over the course of the semester I will post some advice in Announcements about the way people are handling the task in general terms. 

Blogs that you might start with are:

Club Troppo
John Quiggin
Road to Surfdom
Larvatus Prodeo
Blogocracy
Andrew Bolt
You’ll see that bloggers and their commenters often give links to other blogs, so there will be no shortage of material for you to evaluate.
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