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E-xperience Erasmus: Online Journaling 
as a Tool to Enhance Students’ Learning 
Experience of their Study Visit Abroad

Odette Gabaudan1

Abstract. Students on the BA International Business and Languages who spend a 

full academic year on a study visit abroad experience many new challenges such as a 

different culture, a new university, different academic practices, a foreign language, 

etc. The assessment methods for the year include the results of the modules taken 

in the partner universities, a language examination and the submission of a country 

notebook. This research is a pilot study that explores how the maintenance of an 

online journal via a blog/e-portfolio structure can support students in their new 

OHDUQLQJ�H[SHULHQFHV��DOHUW�WKH�KRPH�FRRUGLQDWRU�WR�DQ\�SRWHQWLDO�GLI¿FXOW\�EHIRUH�LW�
escalates, provide them with regular online feedback on their progress and enhance 

WKHLU�¿QDO�UHÀHFWLYH�SDSHU�VXEPLVVLRQ��7KH�FRKRUW�RI�VWXGHQWV�LV�VPDOO�DQG�OLPLWHG�WR�
WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�FXUUHQWO\�LQ�)UDQFH��VSUHDG�DFURVV�¿YH�GLIIHUHQW�ORFDWLRQV��7KH�UHVHDUFK�
is framed within an interpretivist paradigm using case-study as a research design. 

'DWD�LV�JDWKHUHG�WKURXJK�GRFXPHQWDU\�HYLGHQFH��¿HOG�REVHUYDWLRQV��TXHVWLRQQDLUHV�
and interviews. The project’s results are of interest to Erasmus coordinators and 

educational institutions whose programmes include a study visit or even a placement 

FRPSRQHQW��7KH� UHVHDUFK�EULQJV� LQVLJKWV�RQ�KRZ�UHÀHFWLYH� WKLQNLQJ�FDQ�DXJPHQW�
VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ�E\�SUDFWLFLQJ�UHJXODU�RQOLQH�UHÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ��5XEULFV�DUH�XVHG�
as a powerful tool for online feedback and for the continuous formation of students’ 

learning. The advantages and challenges of using an enhanced blog structure for the 

maintenance of an online journal are also reviewed.

Keywords�� RQOLQH� MRXUQDOLQJ�� UHÀHFWLYH� ZULWLQJ�� ODQJXDJH� OHDUQLQJ�� VWXG\� YLVLW��
Erasmus.
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1. Introduction

Undergraduate students who spend a full academic year on an Erasmus study visit 

experience many new challenges. They have to adapt to a different culture, a new 

university and different academic practices. They need to make new friends and 

they are often away from home for a period of time longer than a holiday. For 

many who go on an Erasmus study visit, one of the primary objectives is to become 

FRQ¿GHQW�DQG�FRPIRUWDEOH�ZLWK�WKH�IRUHLJQ�ODQJXDJH�WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�FKRVHQ�DV�SDUW�
of their course of study.

This paper is based on a pilot initiative with students who study French as their 

major language on the BA (Hons) International Business and Languages in the 

Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) in Ireland. During their four-year programme, 

VWXGHQWV�DUH�UHTXLUHG�WR�VSHQG�WKHLU� WKLUG�\HDU�RQ�D�VWXG\�YLVLW�DEURDG��6WXGHQWV¶�
performance over the course of the year is evaluated by a mix of assessment 

methods including results of modules taken in partner universities, a language 

examination upon their return to DIT and the submission of a country notebook. 

This research explored how the maintenance of an online journal, using a blog or 

e-portfolio format, can support students in their new learning experiences, foster 

regular communication with the home tutor, provide them with regular online 

IHHGEDFN�RQ� WKHLU� SURJUHVV�� HQKDQFH� WKHLU�¿QDO� UHÀHFWLYH�SDSHU� VXEPLVVLRQ�� DQG�
facilitate peer learning and support.

The focus of this paper is on online journaling as a vehicle for supporting students’ 

OHDUQLQJ�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�LQ�WHUPV�RI�UHÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�DQG�ODQJXDJH�GHYHORSPHQW�

2. Method

The research is framed within a phenomenological paradigm as it aims to gain 

insights into the contextualised processes, the subjective views and the multiple 

realities of the students who engage with their experience of the year abroad 

(Merriam, 2001���7KH�HQTXLU\�VHHNV� WR�H[SORUH�QRW�RQO\� WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�EHKDYLRXU�
as seen from their own standpoint but also the researcher’s interactions with the 

participants and overarching pedagogical objectives.

As a direct participant, the researcher brought her own pedagogical values and 

bias to the research. The methods now described are framed within an educational 

case study design. They were chosen in order to describe and reveal the meaning 

RI�WKH�LQYHVWLJDWHG�VRFLDO�SKHQRPHQD�UDWKHU�WKDQ�WR�UHSRUW�RQ�LWV�IUHTXHQF\��Van 

Maanen, 1983, cited in Hussey & Hussey, 1997). Methods included documentary 
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HYLGHQFH��VWXGHQWV¶�EORJ�HQWULHV�� UHVHDUFKHU¶V�¿HOG�QRWHV���REVHUYDWLRQV��WUDFNLQJ�
of students’ interactions with journal entries in terms of content, length, depth 

RI�DQDO\VLV��PHGLD�DQG�ODQJXDJH�XVHG���TXHVWLRQQDLUHV��VHQW�E\�HPDLO��DQG�VHPL�
structured interviews with a sample of students.

3. Discussion

3.1. Implementation

During their second year, students set up their blog on wordpress.com, a free 

blogging tool that incorporates many of the features recommended in the literature 

such as being user friendly, promoting a sense of ownership, providing options for 

customisation and sharing with others (Garrett, 2011; Jafari, Mcgee, & Carmean, 

2006; Plaisir, Hachey, & Theilheimer, 2011). The coordinator also set up her blog 

as a means of communicating with the group on pedagogical matters linked to the 

online journal.

$FWLYLWLHV� GHVLJQHG� WR� GHYHORS� VWXGHQWV¶� UHÀHFWLYH� ZULWLQJ� VNLOOV� DQG� SUDFWLFH�
with the foreign language were posted on the coordinator’s blog on a monthly 

EDVLV��)HHGEDFN�RQ�VWXGHQWV¶�UHÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�DQG�ODQJXDJH�FRPSHWHQFH�ZDV�DOVR�
provided on a monthly basis, both individually and to the group. Individual written 

commentaries were posted on each student’s blog. In addition, the researcher 

designed a rubric which she annotated and emailed to individual students on 

completion of their monthly activities.

3.2. 5HÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ

Each of the monthly activities focused on one of the learning outcomes set out 

in the programme documentation for the year abroad. One of the key aims for 

WKH�PRQWKO\�DFWLYLWLHV�ZDV�WR�VXSSRUW�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKHLU�HQJDJHPHQW�ZLWK�UHÀHFWLYH�
ZULWLQJ��$�UHÀHFWLYH�DFWLYLW\�FRQVLVWV�LQ�PDNLQJ�VHQVH�RI�RQH¶V�ZRUOG�E\�VWDQGLQJ�
back from the immediacy of reality, seeing reality from different perspectives, 

TXHVWLRQLQJ� DVVXPSWLRQV� DQG� SUDFWLFHV�� DQDO\VLQJ� VXFFHVVHV� DQG� IDLOXUHV�� DQG�
UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�KRZ�WR�XVH�SUHYLRXV�H[SHULHQFH�IRU�IXWXUH�DFWLRQ��Dalal, Hakel, Sliter, 

& Kirdendall, 2012; Moon, 2006).

$V�D�PHDQV�RI�JXLGLQJ�FULWLFDO� UHÀHFWLRQ�� WKH� UHVHDUFKHU�GHYHORSHG�D� UXEULF� WKDW�
included a number of criteria and four corresponding levels of performance. 

This rubric served as a formative assessment tool, helping students to frame their 

performance on each criterion within an overarching frame of different levels.
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3.3. Learning of French

5HÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�ZDV�D�QHZ�DFWLYLW\�IRU�PRVW�VWXGHQWV�DQG�QRQH�KDG�SUHYLRXVO\�
HQJDJHG� LQ� UHÀHFWLYH� DFWLYLW\� WKURXJK� )UHQFK�� 6WXGHQWV� DOZD\V� ¿QG� WKH� LQLWLDO�
immersion into the French language and culture a challenge. They can feel 

overwhelmed by their new environment. In an attempt to reduce this sense of 

overload, students were initially given the option to post their entries in English. 

All three interviewees report having done their initial postings, at least partly, in 

(QJOLVK�EXW��LQ�KLQGVLJKW��IHHO�WKDW�LW�FRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�RI�EHQH¿W�WR�FRPSOHWH�WKHP�
LQ�)UHQFK�IURP�WKH�RXWVHW��,Q�VSLWH�RI�WKH�DGGHG�ODQJXDJH�GLI¿FXOW\�DQG�WKHUHIRUH�
WLPH�DQG�HIIRUW�UHTXLUHG��³LW�LV�D�)UHQFK�EORJ�VR�LW�PDNHV�VHQVH�WR�ZULWH�LQ�)UHQFK´�
as reported by one of the interviewees.

6WXGHQWV�ZKRVH� FRPSHWHQF\� LQ� WKH� IRUHLJQ� ODQJXDJH� LV� ORZHU� ¿QG� WKH\� KDYH� WR�
try harder while students with a higher level of French enjoy the opportunity to 

express their thoughts in writing through French as this often remains the greatest 

FKDOOHQJH� RQ� WKHLU� MRXUQH\� WRZDUGV� ODQJXDJH� DFTXLVLWLRQ��2Q� FRPSOHWLRQ� RI� WKH�
UHÀHFWLYH�DFWLYLW\��D�QXPEHU�RI�VWXGHQWV�UHSRUW�H[SHULHQFLQJ�D�VHQVH�RI�DFKLHYHPHQW��
Such comments show that providing students with opportunities to build their 

FRQ¿GHQFH�DQG�GHYHORS�WKHLU�ZULWWHQ�ÀXHQF\�LV�DV�LPSRUWDQW�DV�IRVWHULQJ�UHÀHFWLYH�
ZULWLQJ� VNLOOV�� 3RVWLQJ� UHÀHFWLYH� DFWLYLWLHV� LQ� )UHQFK� LV�PXFK� DSSUHFLDWHG� E\� DOO�
students who engaged with the online journal as in many instances they do not 

get regular academic practice in composing in French nor do they get feedback on 

WKHLU� DFWXDO� ODQJXDJH� FRPSHWHQFH��&RQVHTXHQWO\�� VWXGHQWV� SDUWLFXODUO\� YDOXH� WKH�
combination of practice and feedback.

4. Conclusions

While two thirds of the students fully engaged with the online journal, another third 

GLG�QRW��7KH�VDPH� WKLUG�GLG�QRW�FRPSOHWH� WKH�TXHVWLRQQDLUH�RU�SDUWLFLSDWH� LQ� WKH�
interviews. It is the researcher’s intention to investigate the underlying reasons for 

this lack of engagement with an initiative that has otherwise been considered very 

positive by all other participants.

Indeed, interviewees are unambiguous about the value of maintaining an online 

MRXUQDO�� 7KH\� DOVR� XQHTXLYRFDOO\� DSSUHFLDWH� WKH� WXWRU¶V� IHHGEDFN� DQG� IHHO� WKDW�
knowing the tutor will read their entries stimulates them to complete the tasks 

set out for them. Encouraging students and providing them with opportunities to 

develop a sense of achievement are key factors in sustaining students’ engagement 

DIWHU�WKHLU�LQLWLDO�DWWHPSWV�DW�RQOLQH�MRXUQDOLQJ�DQG�UHÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�WKURXJK�)UHQFK�
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5HÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�LV�D�FKDOOHQJLQJ�DFWLYLW\�IRU�VWXGHQWV�DQG�LW�UHTXLUHV�FRQVLGHUDEOH�
time and skill for tutors to provide useful and meaningful feedback. To that effect, 

rubrics are valuable tools that give students clear indications on areas to improve, 

particularly when face-to-face communication is not possible as is the case when 

students are abroad for a lengthy period of time.

The main constraint to online journaling as a form of pedagogical support is the 

WLPH�UHTXLUHG�WR�DGHTXDWHO\�JXLGH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKHLU�UHÀHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�DQG�LQ�WKHLU�
ODQJXDJH�GHYHORSPHQW��7XWRUV�VKRXOG�EH�JLYHQ�DGHTXDWH�DOORZDQFHV�VR� WKH\�FDQ�
invest the necessary time and effort, particularly for cohorts of students that are 

ODUJHU�RU�WKDW�UHTXLUH�D�KLJKHU�OHYHO�RI�JXLGDQFH�DQG�HQFRXUDJHPHQW�
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