The Professional Engineer Training (PET) MSc programme run by the Royal School of Military Engineering (RSME) is the initial training and selection process used by the Royal Engineers (RE) to generate suitably qualified members for their highly specialist cadre of infrastructure engineers.  The programme annually recruits one cohort of up to 14 students.  The course itself consists of 3 distinct phases that form a controlled progression of acquisition of the knowledge, understanding and wisdom required to be able to function effectively within the specialist cadre for which they are being trained.  As a part of this process, they will become peripheral participants within communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991), during industrial placements.

The first phase of the course is a largely classroom based period of tuition lasting 8 months, during which the important theory that will be needed to understand the subsequent practical activities is taught.  The practical activities are then completed by the students during two 8 month attachments to a construction site and a design office.  In this period the students are operating largely independently from the teaching staff within the faculty.
The main purpose of the course is to provide the practical experience required for the students to be able to demonstrate to the professional institutions that they have acquired the skills and competencies needed to become Chartered Engineers.  The framework used to benchmark the acquisition of the necessary skills and competences is the Engineering Council’s UKSPEC.  This is in line with the notion of “competencies as a tool to structure and facilitate communications between education and the labour market (Boon and Van der Klink 2001).
Unlike a traditional programme of study therefore, in order for the PET MSc to successfully deliver against the metrics set out by the UKSPEC, the emphasis must be on the acquisition of understanding and wisdom rather than knowledge and understanding.  Implicit within this is the need to develop the critical faculties of the students.  Gaining knowledge to underpin understanding is clearly important for this process, but because the attainment of Chartered Engineer status is largely based upon an assessment of practical skills, these cannot be an end in themselves. 
A requirement of this methodology is a mode of assessment capable of determining that the students are obtaining the UKSPEC competences at a rate that will allow them to be fully acquired before the end of the course.  Historically, this has been achieved by requiring the students to write experiential reports.  The students complete 5 of these papers over 16 months, giving a reporting period of approximately three months for each submission.

Report writing was historically selected as the most appropriate form of assessment because as well as providing a means of ensuring that learning was taking place at the required rate, it also provided the additional opportunity for reflective learning.  In a good report, students will describe the key activities and events from which they have derived most learning, identify the important factors contained within them and then analyse why things went well, how they could have gone better and how this learning will inform their practice going forwards.
The importance of attaining skills in critical analysis via reflective practice for individuals wishing to become independent professional practitioners is well documented.  Schon has stated that reflective practice is “one of the defining characteristics of professional practice” (Schon 1983), Tsui states that “developing students who are independent enough to think critically about academic subject matter and real life problems is an educational objective of paramount importance” (Tsui 1999) and governmental studies such as Action for Excellence (Hunt 1983) by the Task Force on Education for Economic Growth of the Education Commission of the United States of America cites reasoning as a basic competency, the development of which should be a priority for any educational programme.
There is also academic evidence to support the use of report writing for the development of critical thinking.  In her study published into the affect on critical thinking of different types of courses, Lisa Tsui noted that “self reported growth in critical thinking is positively affected by writing courses” and that “writing assignments and instructor feedback on such work positively affect students’ development of critical thinking skills” (Tsui 1999).

Interestingly Stephen Brookfield also states in his paper on the assessment of critical thinking that “the balance of curriculum elements should be reversed with the student learning how to practice as a professional and that the theory should be derived by inviting the student to reflect on the practice” (Brookfield 1997).  However, whilst all the elements required to achieve the main objective of the course appear to be in place, there are factors affecting the delivery of learning and assessment at the RSME that compromise its effectiveness.  These largely arise from the long periods of time between the submission of the reports and, therefore, the feedback from the tutors for any given event, which results in a fractured and untimely dialogue.  There are further issues deriving from the lack of ultimate control that the teaching staff have over the learning environment in which the students have been placed.
In their paper on learning styles and learning spaces (Kolb and Kolb 2005), it is argued that it is important for students to be able to take charge of their learning and that in order for this to occur, a learning space has to be created that will allow them to cope with the challenges and threats associated with this paradigm.  For the PET students, these challenges mainly derive from the natural self doubt associated with novices embarking on an ambitious course of learning.  The threats are largely associated with the unfamiliar power relationships found within their new working environment and their ability or otherwise to be able to quickly work out how to successfully navigate them.
As both of these potential blocks to learning are derived from the inexperience of the student, it would be expected in a well developed community of practice that they are provided with a more experienced mentor.  The job of the mentor is to provide the required support when the students’ existing schemas prove insufficient to cope with the task in hand and to monitor the progress of their development towards agreed outcomes.  It is not possible to provide this support locally for the PET students, however, because of the lack of individuals within the construction industry with the appropriate experience of training military engineers. The large distances from the RSME of the sites also pose significant challenges to the use of the teaching staff in this role.  To optimise the opportunity for learning within the work place, therefore, a learning space has to be created where ”students and teachers can enter into fearless communication with each other and allow their respective life experiences to be their primary and most valuable source of growth and maturation” (Nouwen 1975).  It must also overcome the challenges set by the distance between the student and teacher.
Getting the students to write reports was devised at a time when alternative methods of recording experience were unavailable.  The advent of social media and the prevalence of blogging in particular, however, have significantly altered this situation.  The immediacy with which the material is available for review within a blog to a distributed audience presents a number of potential advantages over traditional reports.  These advantages are in addition to the previously identified benefits to be derived from writing experiential reports and include:
· Establishing grouped blog membership for the cohorts and the mentors allows the students’ experiences and learning to be shared amongst their peers.

· The timely intervention by the mentors when issues are identified with which the student needs assistance.

· Students seeking help from each other, as well as via the mentors.  This greatly increases the chances of a satisfactory solution being identified in a timely fashion and increases the learning opportunities for the students.

· Students will be able to learn from the diverse sites occupied by their cohort, not just the one that they are on.

· Giving students in subsequent cohorts access to the blog will allow them to start to prepare mentally for the challenges of their own attachments and enable them to improve their contextualisation of the training and teaching undertaken in the classroom.

· The use of photographic montages, links to related material on line and video to record the students’ experiences significantly enhances the understanding of issues for readers of the blog.

After consulting the teaching staff, it was concluded that the need for the students to produce experience reports remained extant, but that there was a role for the blog in the provision of an ongoing narrative.  This narrative could then be used as the basis for the formally assessed critical analysis contained within the experience reports.  The blog would, therefore, effectively operate as a diary for the students
.

After reviewing a number of blog providers, the IT department advised that the WordPress host be used.  This selection was made because:
· They did not charge for the use of their basic service, but additional functionality could be purchased at a later date if required.

· The user interface was simple to understand and allowed the uploading of multi media content 
· The site allowed multiple users to contribute to one blog.

· The site allowed access to the blog to be closely controlled; this is important because of the risks to the personal security of military personnel presented by open access social media.

· The site has tools that allow statistical data on the use of the blog to be collected.

In order to assist with judging the success of the trial, it was decided that the work contributed to the blog would not be formally assessed.  The use of the blog by the students would, therefore, depend mainly on their intrinsic motivation.  Being within a military chain of command could also have an effect of course, however, intervention by this means to ensure participation would be evident via patchy contribution commensurate with chastising e-mails.  Further evidence was also obtained via a short survey that the students were asked to complete after the trial had been running for about 6 months.
In early December 2011, the students were given a short tutorial on the use of the blog during which the intended benefits and their involvement were discussed.  It was agreed that the target contribution rate for each student would be one entry per week, stretching to two during particularly heavy periods of work.  The statistical use of the blog measured in number of views per month and the contribution rate per student are shown in the following tables:
	Student
	Entries

	Captain A
	20

	Captain B
	12

	Captain C
	24

	Captain D
	5 (20)


	Captain E
	6

	Captain F
	6

	Captain G
	8

	Captain H
	14


Number of entries contributed by each student by the end of Jul 12

From this data it can be seen that only 3 of the 8 students have achieved the agreed target of blogging approximately once a week.  A further 2 students have blogged on average once every 2 weeks, with the remaining 3 students blogging an average of once a month.  Further analysis of the quality of the blogs however, has shown that 2 of the students that failed to achieve the agreed target of blogging once every or every other week write significantly longer entries than the other members of the cohort; their entries contain almost the same quantity of words as the formally assessed experience reports; one of these has also achieved the lower agreed standard of blogging once every 2 weeks.  Only two of the students, therefore, are deemed to have failed to find the intrinsic motivation required to consistently contribute their own experiences to the process.
	Month
	Dec
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	Jul

	Views
	136
	56
	977
	1,398
	1,434
	1,832
	473
	486


Number of views by students and staff in a month

The viewing rate of the blog is also informative.  There is a brief period of interest during December 2011 during which the students were familiarising themselves with the site.  This falls away during January 2012 as the students have not yet left for their attachments.  During the period February to May 2012 the use of the site builds consistently month on month and the comments being posted by the students indicate that they are indeed learning from one another and from the staff back at the RSME.  From June to the end of July 2012, however, the number of visits drops away dramatically, as does the contribution rate of 2 of the students that were previously contributing about once every week.
In May 2012, the following 7 questions were posted to be answered by all the users of the blog:
· What do you find most useful about the blog?
· What do you find least useful about the blog?

· If the blog didn’t exist what advantages and disadvantages would keeping a diary have over it?

· What experiences and circumstances are most suited to blogging?

· What experiences blogged by others have led to the most significant improvements in your learning and understanding?

· Are you in favour of keeping the blog going?

· If not, what are your reasons for not wanting to continue participating?

All 8 of the students responded to the blog as did a member of staff.  The consensus answer to the first question was that contact with the other students and staff and the help that this could provide with solving issues and a sense of community were the most useful aspects of the blog.  There was less agreement on the second question with dislikes ranging from the presentational format of the page making it difficult to track specific issues, the inclusion of personal updates (this was by no means unanimous), and repeating material used on the blog in the experience reports.
All the students were in agreement that the only advantage of a diary over the blog was that more detailed records could be kept because these are generally completed on a daily basis.  There was unanimous agreement that issues requiring the solution of a problem made the most suitable material for use with the blog.    Linked to this was the consensus that the most significant learning achieved via the blog was from reading how other students had solved problems on their sites.  All of the students were in favour of keeping the blog making the last question redundant.  The comments of the member of staff broadly supported the observations made by the students.

From the comments provided by the students and the number and quality of the posts provided by them, it would seem that the value of blogging has been largely accepted by this cohort.  They have also clearly articulated that 5 of the 6 potential advantages of the blog identified during the proposal for this trial have indeed been realised.  The advantage relating to the subsequent cohort has not been realised, as to date they have not visited the site regularly.

The pattern of usage of the blog indicated by the number of visits indicates an interesting conclusion.  When the students had just arrived on their sites, they would be looking for support in adapting to the new and challenging environment.  This seems to have resulted in a strong increase in visits to the blog in the period February to May 2012.  That the blog was able to support them also seems to be indicated by this month on month increase; if they were not, a spike in use then a rapid falling away of visits would be the expected pattern.  This theory is also supported by the students’ answers to the 7 questions.  Clearly this cannot be conclusively stated based on one cohort of such a small size, but subsequent analysis of succeeding courses will hopefully reinforce the validity of this deduction.

The final conclusions to be drawn from the data derive from the falling away of usage in the months of June and July 2012.  Analysis of the students posts just prior to and during this period indicate that after four months of work, the students have proven their worth to the site management and the level of responsibility afforded to them and the associated increase in workload commensurate with this has increased the number of hours being worked during the day.  This has also coincided with an increase in the levels of other course work such as submission of thesis proposals and other technical reports.  The result is less free time to contribute to the blog.

Having established themselves on site and become familiar with the particular technical and managerial issues affecting their location, there is also less need to use the blog to gain help from the other students and staff.  Further support for this conclusion may be provided by an increase in usage of the blog when the students switch from the construction site to the design office.  The students may also have taken summer leave during this period, but unfortunately no data exists to be able to quantify the effect this has had on participation.
It would seem that whilst the initial phase of the trial has been a success, there is still work to be done to optimise its utility for the students and the staff.  This work includes establishing the blog as a fully supported site on the WordPress server.  The advantages that this would offer are the ability for students to have separate, but linked pages that can be personalised by them and better granularity for the statistical data.  More tuition is also required on the use of categories and tagging within the blog to make it easier to track threads and to find specific entries.  The ongoing collection of data is also required in order to establish the validity or otherwise of the conclusions made in this paper.  Finally, a concerted effort by the teaching staff is now needed to re-engage the students with the blog after the hiatus in activity over the summer months, although this may mask any natural increase in activity when the students transition to the design office. (3,041)
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� The students were already required to produce a diary as an annex within the experiential reports.  This requirement was replaced by the blog.


� This student set up a separate linked blog as the primary means of recording their experience; the number of entries on this blog are in parenthesis.


� The transcript of the responses to the questions is included as an enclosure to this paper.


� My best and final offer.
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