Blog Portfolio Guidelines, Breakfast in the Americas, Spring 2017
Prof. Elizabeth Cohn

Purpose
A blog portfolio assignment is offered in lieu of a research paper. Writing short blog posts throughout the semester will allow you to dig deeper into several themes from the course, without devoting a whole semester to a single research paper. This assignment will: help you to find your inner voice; force you to identify key points; teach you how to develop an argument; and require you to stay on topic. It will help you develop a professional skill and provide you with writing samples when you apply for jobs.
Blogging requires you to gain expertise on a subject and provides an opportunity for you to explore your interests further with high standards of academic rigor for research and writing. A good blog post is based on explanatory, not descriptive, writing. Just as you do with a research paper, in a blog post you must develop an argument and provide the evidence to support that argument.

A blog is also a forum for debate and discussion. Since you are not blogging in a vacuum, you are encouraged to keep a running dialogue with your classmates who are posting on similar subjects. At the same time, while it is fine to present a countering viewpoint or disagree with your classmates, discussion should always remain respectful and should be based on substantive material and facts rather than just your personal opinion. 

Assignment 
You must write four blog posts and two comments, though you may write more if you wish. I recommend that each blog post be 900 words and comments 400 words, though you may write more if you wish. 


You may complete blog posts or comments at any time, but deadlines are placed throughout the semester to facilitate your successful completion of your portfolio. I will provide extensive written comments on your first blog post. Should you wish feedback on other blog posts before your final portfolio is submitted for a grade, you should consult with the professor during her office hours. You will lose three points from your blog grade if you submit a blog post or comment late during the semester, and three points off if your final blog portfolio is submitted late. You may revise your blog posts throughout the semester as your blogging skills improve. 

Your will submit your final blog portfolio at the end of the semester for a grade comprised of all your blog posts, comments, and a concluding essay (see below for details). To facilitate easy submission of your portfolio, I recommend you save each blog post and comment that you publish throughout the semester in a separate Word document. 
Finding a Subject to Write About
Not sure what to write on? You can focus on themes raised by our course readings, or pick a topic that was in the news or that you learned about while reading other blogs (see the list below). The best place to start is with the news. Searching with google news will give you a subject that is timely. 
Ideally, with blogging you want to offer a new perspective on a subject, so reading current blogs and news stories will help you know what has already been written on a subject. Since most of you are new to blogging, I do not set the bar high for original thought – but all ideas that are not your own must be noted – usually with hyperlinking. In general, this is not an assignment that requires you to use scholarly sources, but it does require research. Since it is hard to say something new, a blog post also can be successful if it fills an information hole or shines a spotlight on a topic that has not been covered extensively in the news media.
I suggest four ways to find a blog subject: 1. Fill a hole in the news. 2. Offer a new perspective on a topic. 3. Add to our information by attending an event on campus or in Washington, D.C. and report on it. 4. Make connections between topics that are not often connected such as climate change and coffee farmers in Guatemala. 

The next step is to narrow your topic to one aspect of a news story. This step is key. An example of a topic that is too broad is the drug war in Latin America. One way to narrow your topic is to focus on one actor or process. Is your point about the Mexican government? The drug trafficking organizations? The resistance by civil society? The U.S. government? In 900 words you cannot develop an argument about more than one actor or process. Please re-read this paragraph as it is key to successful blogging in this course.
Staying Informed About Latin American News
1. Latin America Daily Briefing, http://latinamericadailybriefing.blogspot.com, by Jordana Timerman, has a superb daily summary of key events in Latin America you can subscribe to.
2. Center for Economic & Policy Research has a daily Latin American News Roundup that you can subscribe to at http://org.salsalabs.com/o/967/t/9788/signUp.jsp?key=1013
Blogs to Read, An Initial List on Latin America
1. American University Center for Latin American and Latino Studies http://aulablog.net/  
2. Americas Quarterly http://americasquarterly.org
3. NACLA https://nacla.org/blog
4. WOLA (Washington Office on Latin America) https://www.wola.org/format/commentary/
5. American Immigration Council http://immigrationimpact.com
6. Wilson Center on Brazil https://brazilportal.wordpress.com
7. Brookings https://www.brookings.edu/topic/latin-america-the-caribbean/
8. Council on Foreign Relations http://blogs.cfr.org/oneil/
9. Center for Economic & Policy Research http://www.cepr.net/index.php/blogs/the-americas-blog/

Helpful Hints for a Successful Blog Post
1. Titles and the first paragraph are important to draw readers’ attention. Be clever and descriptive with your title. More advice on good titles.
2. Yes, blogs have a point of view, but your views must be supported with evidence. Build your argument with facts.

3. Think small. Each blog post must make only one major point. It is better to cover an idea fully than three ideas in a cursory way. You are writing a short (900 word) essay not a research paper. No tangents. If you think there are too many ideas in one post, save some for your next blog post.

4. I will repeat point three since this is the biggest hurdle for students in writing a good blog post. Each blog post must make only one major point. Make a list of all points you want to make. Then narrow to one point that you develop. 

5. Structure is important. See yoast.com suggestions. In addition, students have found this advice helpful: Be comprehensive and succinct in your first paragraph and have a strong closing paragraph. A structure to consider: First paragraph states your major point and why the topic is important or relevant. Paragraphs 2, 3, and 4 lay out your analysis – arguments and evidence – to support your key point. Paragraph 5 says something pithy about your major point and gives reader something to ponder. Do not simply restate your main point in the final paragraph. (Since your post is approximately 900 words, the reader can remember what you wrote in the first paragraph by the time she gets to the end.) 
6. A good blog post requires research. Read – a lot – before you write. You must use the sources you need, not the sources you find, to make your argument. Students tell me they do as much research for a 900-word blog post as for a 10-page paper.
7. Evidence is hyperlinked rather than footnoted. Hyperlinks lead the reader to the source of a fact or idea that is not your own. 

8. Do not use slang, informal, or vague language. 

9. Be concise and specific, as you need to say in one sentence what might take a paragraph in a research paper.

10. Tags are important so that readers with similar interests can be drawn to your post. See below for the difference between tags and categories.
Helpful Hints for a Successful Comment
1. You should address a specific point in the blog post you are commenting on.

2. You can agree with a blog post and add to the points it made, or you can disagree and offer contradictory evidence.
3. It is good practice to say something positive before offering criticism. 
4. Keep the focus on the ideas in the blog post, not the person who wrote it. Don’t say “You were wrong when you argued that Starbucks was taking a positive step by selling fair trade coffee.” Instead say “It is good that Starbucks sells fair trade coffee, however,…”
5. Your writing should be professional. Don't say "Hey Emma...."
6. Make your comment substantive. Do not say "Post was interesting, and gave me something to think about. Or, I liked that you said some important points..." Leave the judgment or evaluation of the post to the professor! 
7. A good comment contains knowledge – either something you knew already or from additional reading you did on the topic. However, you do not need to state, “I learned in my enviro class…”
8. While you can add to the topic and not directly address anything the post said, that's a bit frustrating for the person receiving the comment since it's actually another blog post and not a comment on the original post. Ideally, there will be an evident connection between your comment and the original post. 
9. You should not evaluate the style of the post. For example, don’t say “Sam did a nice job…” Keep the focus of your comment on the content or ideas.

Hyperlinking 
In the blogosphere, hyperlinking is equivalent to citing sources in an academic paper. Whenever you borrow ideas from another author, include statistics, or reference an event, you need to hyperlink to the original source. Hyperlinks allow users to embed a website in a word or phrase so that readers can easily access the site. Be sure to place your hyperlinks strategically. For example, if you were discussing a speech by President Obama, and you wrote: “At the summit, President Obama outlined new transparency initiatives,” you want to make “outlined” the hyperlink and link to the speech or an article on the speech. 

Please be aware that you cannot hyperlink to academic articles you find through Proquest or other academic search engines or databases. Instead, use a pdf version of the article online (found through Google or Google Scholar). If you can’t find a pdf version and you’re using direct quotes, put the title and the author in parentheses. If it’s not vital to include a citation, you can leave it off. If you’re using a book as a source, you can hyperlink back to the Google books or amazon.com page for that book. Also, avoid sources with paywalls as those sources are not available to all readers.

Always double check that your hyperlinks work once you’ve completed your blog post – and definitely before submitting your final portfolio. You will be hyperlinking a lot as you blog. If you do not know how to insert a hyperlink, these two tutorials will show you: How to hyperlink in Microsoft Word https://youtu.be/_sUZRHQU5HM. How to hyperlink in WordPress: https://youtu.be/XYmdZiIPtak
WordPress has guidance on embedding content from different media at https://en.support.wordpress.com/category/embedding-content/.
Categorizing & Tagging
Each blog post must be categorized and tagged on the blog so that readers can search for posts on topics that interest them. Use your best judgment when categorizing and tagging, and follow advice from WordPress at https://en.support.wordpress.com/posts/categories-vs-tags/.


A category is one of the broad topics related to the course (trade, immigration, U.S. foreign policy, etc.). Tags are more specific. Appropriate tags include the country or countries you refer to in your post, a commodity, a specific leader, a policy, a historical event, etc. Tags are very important should you want to read posts on a topic you are considering writing on -- such as Castro, coffee, Colombia. 
Final Portfolio
Your final blog portfolio must include all of your blog posts and comments, and for each post a link to the page on which it was posted and the date published. It must have a concluding essay offering honest reflections on how the assignment contributed to your understanding of the content of the course. My comments on your first blog post should be addressed and improvements made where necessary on your first blog post, and applied to later blog posts.
Blog portfolio concluding essay
Your concluding essay should assess what you learned from blogging this semester. I am looking for thoughtful reflections. If blogging was a useful educational tool, explain how and why. If it was not a useful educational tool, explain why. Suggested length is 1-1½ single-spaced pages. While you are not required to address all of the questions below, you are encouraged to address some of these questions:


1. How did the blog format -- both reading and writing -- enhance or limit learning of a subject? 
2. What did you learn from reading blogs compared to reading a journal article (non-scholarly is probably best comparison)?
3. What were the advantages and/or shortcomings of blogging as compared to writing a traditional research paper in terms of enhancing your knowledge?

4. What did you learn responding to classmates' blog posts as compared to writing your own?

5. How did your blog posts improve over the semester? If they didn't in your estimation, what do you still have to learn to improve? 


Required Format
1. The title, date published, and link to the blog post are at the top of each entry -- in bold so it's easy to identify. The category and tags are noted.
2. It is single spaced.
3. Your name is at the top of the first page and there is no cover page.
4. The posts are numbered (1-4) and listed chronologically.
5. Comments are noted as comments to a specific blog post that is named (title and author) and the link to that post is provided.

6. You must recheck all of your hyperlinks to ensure they are working!


Portfolio Submission
Email it to Professor Cohn at ecohn@american.edu as a Word attachment. The subject line must read Blog Portfolio and your name. The name of your file should be your first and last name.
Logistics for Joining and Publishing on Class Blog

How to Join the Blog
1. You will receive an email, sent to your AU email account, inviting you to join the course blog. You will be invited to join as an author. If the invitation lists a different title/position you should contact my graduate assistant. If you already have a WordPress account that you have used for academic purposes, you can use your existing account, but be sure to change your display name to your full name (see directions below). If you have a WordPress account that you’ve used for personal purposes, use your best judgment on whether or not you want your personal life connected to this class.
2. When you receive the email please click "Accept Invitation” (For those with existing WordPress accounts: If you are already logged into WordPress when you receive the email, you will be added to the blog through that account once you accept the invitation. If you want to create a new account specifically for the blog, be sure to log out of your existing account before accepting the invitation.) To create a new account, click “Register” at the bottom of the page after you’ve accepted the invitation. 
3. When you reach the landing page, scroll to the far right side. Click that link. Note: there is a free option for WordPress. You do not need to buy it for this class!

4. Follow the directions on the screen. When creating your username use your AU email address (WordPress will probably suggest your AU email as a username). Once you’ve created your username and password, click “Sign up” and follow the ensuing instructions to activate your account.

5. Once your account has been activated, return to the original email invitation and click “Accept” again. You will be redirected to the blog’s “Dashboard” and your registration is complete.  

Create a Display Name
On the blog, your display name, not username, will appear. All students must create a display name in addition to a username, otherwise we won’t be able to tell who has written a post. Use your full name as your display name.

Log on to the blog. Go to the main blog page.

1. In the top-right corner of the blog, click on the little avatar. 

2. You will be taken to your account page. Click “My Profile” on the right side.

3. Three rows down you will see a box for “Public Display Name”. Enter your first and last name. This is likely pre-populated by your username but delete it and put your real name.
4. Click Save Profile Details.

Signing into WordPress
Sign into wordpress.com. Click on “My Blogs” at the top left of the page. Click “Breakfast in the Americas Spring 2017” and you will be taken to the blog. 

How to Create Post
Once you are on the blog dashboard, click “Posts” on the left sidebar. Click on the "Add " button at the top of the page. 


Title and Author
Enter the title of your blog post at the top of the page. To make it easier to identify authors of individual blog posts, you must add your name at the end of each blog post title. Since this is a shared blog with many authors, we all want to know who wrote the blog post. Put your name in the title, for example: “Shades of Monroe’s Doctrine by Elizabeth Cohn” 

Writing your 900 words
You can write your blog post in the text box or copy and paste from a word processor. 
Showing only the first paragraph of your blog post on the front page of blog
Once you’ve finished writing or pasting your post, you need to add a break in the post to ensure that only the first paragraph of your post will show up on the main page of the blog. To do so, place your cursor at the end of the first paragraph.  On the right end of the toolbar, you will see an icon that has two bars with a dashed line (“insert read more”) in the middle, click on it. A dashed line with a “more” icon should appear after your first paragraph. Once your post is published, only the first paragraph will be visible on the main page with a link to continue reading the rest of the post. While this is hard for students to learn and remember, it’s important that you get this right.
Categorizing & Tagging
Once you are finished with the text of the blog post, you need to categorize and tag your post. On the left sidebar, you will see a dropdown for categories. Check off the box that corresponds to the topic(s) you are blogging about. Be sure to uncheck the default “uncategorized” box if that does not apply. Under the category section, you will see a tag section. Enter the appropriate tags in the text box and separate each with a comma.

Publishing
Once you've finished writing and tagging the blog post, you can preview, publish, or save it as a draft. Most often you will publish the post. If you wish to save as a draft, make sure to remember to publish the post after you revise it. If you wish to publish, make sure that in the calendar icon it is set to the current time. If you wish to see your published post a banner will pop up and clicking on it will navigate you to that post.
Review and Edit
Check your post for formatting errors and typos. If you find any errors, there is an edit button at the end of the post (this only appears on posts that you have authored). Once you've corrected any mistakes, you're finished.

Format
Be sure that you are posting in the standard format. Before you publish a blog post, check the “Format” box on the left side of the screen to ensure that “standard” is selected. Standard should be the default setting, so unless you change it, you shouldn’t have a problem.

How to leave a comment
Below each post there is a "leave a comment" button. Click on the button and begin typing your response or copy and paste it from your computer. Click “Post.” Unfortunately, you cannot create hyperlinks in comments. If you think you need to include a link, you can include the web address in parentheses.  


Revising Posts 

You may revise or edit your posts at any point throughout the semester until the portfolio is due. You may revise your posts on the blog, or you can revise them in the Word document that you will submit to Professor Cohn (the latter option may be ideal if you plan on making significant revisions to your post after someone has commented on it, but it’s entirely up to you).
ENJOY AND LEARN!
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