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Abstract 

This action research project investigated the potential of a blog to capture and extend boys’ creative 

moments during the early stages of the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Extended Essay 

writing process. The participants were five Year 12 IB students undertaking the IB Diploma at Trinity 

Grammar School in Sydney. The study found that while blogs have enormous pedagogical potential for 

harnessing creative and divergent thinking in boys, their capacity to capture inspirational moments can 

be impacted by an unwillingness of some boys to take risks and explore their thinking in a shared 

learning space. However, a broader engagement in creative processes did emerge from the data beyond 

the focus on pivotal moments of inspiration. Moving boys past initial stages of apprehension and feeling 

uncomfortable was found to be important in opening up ways in which they could make connections and 

think creatively.  

Rationale     

The International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma1 was introduced at Trinity Grammar School in 

1999 for Years 11 and 12 boys.  The Extended Essay, an independent, self-directed research 

study, is an integral component of this Diploma. Each boy is supported through the process with 

advice and guidance from a supervisor who is expected to provide between three to five hours of 

support. The first phase involves the creation of a distinctive and personalised research question. 

This question is central to the Extended Essay and a student’s success is greatly determined by 

the focus and depth he gives to this question.  

 

 

1. International Baccalaureate Diploma: An international, academically challenging and balanced programme of 
education, with final examinations, that prepares students aged 16 to 19 for success at university and life 
beyond (http://www.ibo.org/diploma/). 

 



Early in 2012, a grant was awarded to a staff member to develop an Extended Essay iBook to 

provide structured online assistance to IB students (all students at the School are issued with an 

iPad). The guidance this provided was immediately evident, widely used, and favourably  

commented upon by both the boys and their supervisors. This then led me to consider ways in 

which we could foster, in the early stages of the Extended Essay, more creative and divergent 

thinking in each boy. Having a method of logging their ideas in real time could prevent 

moments of inspiration being lost, and provide a means by which to harness, channel and 

develop their ideas. The more I read and discussed with colleagues, the more I was confident 

that there was significant potential in creating an open and fluid online space (a blog) for boys 

and their supervisor, which was safe and supportive, where they could make mistakes, take 

risks, and more importantly, allow their creative moments to gain traction and develop flow. 

The research question formed was “How can a blog capture and extend boys’ creative moments 

during the IB Extended Essay writing process?” 

Literature Review 

Some of our more creative ideas occur when we least expect them (Nemy, 1989). Howard-Jones 

(2002) highlights the importance of periods when we have a defocussed and unconscious mental 

state which allow us to delve deeply into our creative thought processes and to make the 

connections which evolve into ‘Eureka’ moments. Marsden (in Marriner, March 10, 2013) adds 

that education today must encourage flexibility in thinking, and foster imagination and 

creativity. Students need to work in ways that satisfy both originality and purpose (Glover, 

1980), bringing something into being that is original (new, unusual, novel, unexpected) and also 

valuable (Osch, 1990). Therefore, teachers who limit their pedagogy to inculcating learning 

routines deny their students pathways to creativity (McWilliam, 2009), restricting their 

cognitive abilities, especially imagination and divergent thinking processes (Hammond, 

Skidmore, Wilcox-Herzog and Kaufman, 2013). In support of Hammond et al. (2013), Loveless 

(2007) also notes that restricting cognitive abilities, that is, limiting imagination, affects the 

generation of new ideas and the connections that grow from them.  

Peterson (2002) warns, however, that creativity does not just happen by chance; the prepared 

environment nourishes it. Black (2012) agrees and expands on how digital technologies may 

offer such nourishment. As Loveless (2007) contends, the growth of activity in the development 

of digital resources and practice has had a significant role in the nurturing of creative processes. 

Loveless (2002) also affirms that learners and teachers can use ICT to support imaginative 



expression, autonomy and collaboration, fashioning and making, pursuing purpose, being 

original and judging value. These elements support Reichert and Hawley’s (2010) work on best 

practices for teaching boys, recognising that boys can experience energising autonomy and self-

confidence through open investigations, and more specifically, problem-solving, especially 

when coupled with digital technologies. For boys, the teacher-student connection and the quality 

of the relationship is paramount (Martin, 2010) and, where boys feel supported and learning is 

scaffolded as opposed to directed, they are more prone to engage in creative behaviours 

(Peterson, 2002), attitudes of exploration and risk-taking, amidst free choice (Hammond et al., 

2013).  

  Neural rests, time to think and process (Powers, 2010) are important for boys. Sometimes the 

rapid-fire discussion model in the classroom does not suit boys, despite the criticality of the 

process of discussion in learning (Andresen, 2009; Mapuva, Stolenkamp & Muyengwa, 2010). 

In a prepared technological environment, critical discussion can be maintained through 

asynchronous strategies that give those who need more time an opportunity to contribute; 

minimise the chances of being ‘cut off’; and provide an immediate transcript of the discussion 

(Andresen, 2009). This type of discussion environment is facilitated by a number of Web 2.0 

tools such as wikis and web-logs (blogs). As noted by Mapuva, Stolenkamp and Muyengwa 

(2010), blogs are primarily personal journal and opinion entries, which enhance a feeling of 

social interaction. They are author-centered websites where entries are written and displayed in 

reverse chronological order (Weshah, 2012). In essence, a blog is all about providing new and 

updated information and then engaging with the content by reflecting, questioning and 

criticising.  

Can digital technologies such as blogs foster original and valuable ideas that underpin 

creativity? O’Donnell (2006) has concerns that blogs end up being forced writing–an anathema 

to creativity–with there being a gap between blog rhetoric and blog practice. Blog users 

inherently expect social transactions, communication, personal assertion and empowerment 

through blogs (Mapuva et al., 2010). The very nature of blog practice, however, negates the 

ability to observe body language and vocal tone, both of which contribute heavily to the 

communication process (Kirk & Johnson, 2010). The convenience and accessibility of blogs 

also generate an onus upon the teacher to be regularly, if not almost continuously, online to 

guide and encourage questions, postings and dialogue on course content (Harris & Sandor, 

2007). Furthermore, to be absent or offline for any significant length of time carries the risk of 

being viewed by students as unresponsive and uninterested which, in turn, leads to students’ 



reduced usage or withdrawal from the online process (Harris & Sandor, 2007). This conception 

of online teaching and learning, if not monitored, could replicate the traditional face-to-face 

classroom approach to teaching with the instructor positioned as the provider of knowledge for 

the students’ consumption, except with an increased workload due to convenience and 

accessibility (Margolis, 2000). Such issues work against the supportive, structured, collaborative 

and nurturing aspects of fostering creativity.  

Whilst the potential pedagogical disadvantages of blogs are acknowledged in the literature, there 

remains a significant opportunity to further explore their capacity in cultivating flexibility in 

thinking, imaginative responses, and deep collaboration. The International Baccalaureate 

Organisation (n.d.), working with the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Project Zero, 

recently published support material for the World Studies Extended Essay which identified a 

‘reflection space’ for students as being critical to a successful research process. Used in a 

nurturing environment, blogs are worthy of exploring in terms of gauging how they might help 

foster creativity in boys’ writing, and allowing their creative moments to gain traction and 

develop flow. 

Research Context and Participants  

I worked closely with a colleague on this action research project. He was a teacher at the school 

responsible for overseeing IB Extended Essays. He was also a leading ICT practitioner who 

developed the boys’ Extended Essay iBook. Five of his Year 12 IB students, aged 16 to 17 

years, were invited to be part of the project. An information sheet and permission letter were 

sent to the boys’ parents/ carers, as well as to each of the boys. Permission was granted from all 

five boys to be involved. Anonymity and confidentiality were assured for each participant in any 

dissemination of the research. Boys were given the right to opt out at any stage, and data 

collected from them would be stored securely.  

The study employed an action research model. Instead of beginning with a fixed hypothesis, it 

started with an idea, which was then implemented and continually checked to determine if the 

intended outcomes were being met (McNiff, 2010). I adopted a qualitative case study approach 

to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences of a small number of participants. This 

allowed the project to focus on analytic rather than statistical generalisations (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2007). This approach enabled a rich and vivid description of boys’ experiences to be 

achieved, along with a deeper probe into their perceptions and reflections. The semi-structured 



nature of the interviews ensured that the boys’ voices were central, and that new ideas and 

directions could be explored. 

Action 

Individual student blogs using the WordPress platform were created. The boys’ supervisor and I 

were invited as members of their blog. Students were informed that the blog was to be used to 

capture thought bubbles, reflections and other significant moments they had as they formed their 

research question and began constructing their Extended Essay. They could then return to these 

ideas at a later point when further contributions could be made and built upon. The boys’ 

supervisor would monitor their blog and provide feedback. They were encouraged to actively 

use their blog to record and share their thoughts and ideas, but were also reminded that they 

were able to discuss their essay in person with their supervisor at any stage.  

Data Collection 

Qualitative methods were used to collect data, including a focus group interview, in-depth 

individual interviews and document analysis of the boys’ blog posts. The focus group and 

individual interviews were semi-structured (with open-ended questions) and digitally recorded. 

The questions used in the interviews were more a framework of themes, rather than a set of rigid 

questions. The use of three data sets helped to corroborate the interactions taking place. The 

outcome of combining approaches like these is an enhanced ‘thickness’ of the data, with each 

approach enhancing understanding of the data gathered through the other approaches 

(Silverman, 2001). 

Focus group 

Focus groups are a form of group interview, yielding a collective rather than an individual view 

(Cohen et al., 2007). Six weeks into the project, a focus group was organised with the five 

students to discuss their progress and to share their insights with each other and myself. All 

students were given an opportunity to contribute to the discussion.  

In-depth interviews 

An in-depth interview with each boy was conducted just prior to the deadline for the first draft 

of their essay, with an understanding that the boys would have settled on their research question 

and were well into constructing their essay. Whilst lacking in broad representation, in-depth 

interviewing is well suited to understanding individual experiences and the interpretations 



participants have of their experiences. It was this personal story that was an important part of 

this research. 

Document analysis 

Document analysis is a technique used for gathering and analysing messages communicated 

through text (Neuman, 2003). The blogs underwent a process of analysis to help corroborate the 

findings from the focus group interview and in-depth interviews, but also helped inform the 

direction of the interviews.  

Data Analysis 

The focus group interview and five student in-depth interviews were transcribed from the digital 

recordings, and “excerpts of interest” were added to an excel spreadsheet to draw out both the 

individual voice and common themes. After going over the transcripts a number of times, the 

following three clear categories emerged from the data: 

 capturing the moment 

 harnessing creativity 

 relationships 

Reponses were then coded and sorted in accordance with these categories. Students were also 

given an A-E nomenclature to allow for individual patterning, whilst maintaining anonymity. 

The main purpose of the document analysis was to support findings from the interviews. 

However, this data also emerged as a key formative tool during the interviews, allowing the 

boys to focus on the evidence available in their blogs and draw out their reflections on the 

creative processes evident in their thinking and writing. As individual blogs were reviewed, 

coding of the themes occurred, offering a triangulation of data with the interviews and the group 

discussion.  

Discussion of Results 

Capturing the moment 

Initially, there was some apprehension amongst the boys about the capacity of their blog to 

capture moments of creative inspiration. Many boys tend to be task-orientated, and the success 

experienced prior to this project from the introduction of the Extended Essay iBook could be 

associated with a desire for clear boundaries and responsibilities (Martin, 2010), not a dynamic, 

open-ended, fluid learning space. This mindset was reflected in some of the earlier remarks 



made during the focus group interview, with Participant D commenting, “I feel it will be much 

more useful during the holidays because we won’t be able to see our supervisors. I also think it 

will be good for posting drafts, but not so much for capturing creative moments.”  

As a consequence, some initial concerns emerged, reflecting those expressed by O’Donnell 

(2006), where the process could simply become ‘forced’ journal writing, disconnected from the 

flow of their essay. However, evidence did develop during the follow-up interviews, which 

reflected more positively on the blog’s creative potential. Participant C remarked, “The main 

purpose for me [using the blog] is more as a notebook or a diary. If I had an idea, I’d jot it 

down. I used the blog during the holidays for peripheral notes and ideas. If I stumbled across 

something, or had a thought that I needed to scope something out further, I would jot this down 

on the blog.” A documentary example from his blog which reinforced this comment was, “What 

kind of historiography am I dealing with? Probably Pro-British vs Pro Spanish/Argentinean … 

but is there any structuralist or intentionalist aspects?” Participant A also explained, “The best 

thing about blogs is that you can put your thoughts down anywhere [anytime].” Thus, some 

good evidence emerged from the data to acknowledge the capacities inherent in the blogging 

process to potentially capture creative moments (Howard-Jones, 2002) and harness the flow 

needed to make the connections critical to boys’ learning. However, there was a lack of 

documentary or commentary evidence to show the actual product of this process, where pivotal 

moments had arisen and were recorded, harnessed and given traction. 

Other boys were far more ordered and structured, tending to be more comfortable typing and 

crafting their responses. This could be due to a reluctance exhibited for the airing of random 

thoughts and unedited comments. Participant B stated, “Even with informal writing, I like to 

structure it first. I don’t feel comfortable just blurting everything out on a blog. I found I was 

writing down things in my notes on my iPad then deciding if they were good enough for the 

blog.” Participant E, who was initially indifferent to the process, commented “I felt like because 

I was just gathering the research, it wasn’t worth just putting it up [on my blog].” He did engage 

more towards the end, but using the blog to ‘check-in’ for support rather than exploring its 

creative potential, “Hey sir, just wondering if I could get some feedback on these paragraphs; 

something feels off to me but I can’t put my finger on it.” Factors including low confidence and 

a fear of taking risks, especially in a public environment, may be impediments for some boys’ 

willingness to be flexible in their thinking, and their preparedness to muse publicly on their 

thoughts and ideas; ones that are not carefully crafted. This can be a significant barrier for boys 



in being able to really capture those moments of inspiration that often don’t allow time for 

planning and consideration (Powers, 2010). 

Harnessing creativity 

What also emerged from the data was a broader engagement in processes associated with 

creativity, beyond pivotal moments of inspiration. Participant A commented, “The blog does 

help. When you are forced to write something down, more ideas come to you while you are 

writing. If you are not actually doing anything, it stays in the back of your mind and the ideas 

don’t develop.” Participant C also stated, “I usually just keep my ideas in the back of my mind 

and hope that I’ll remember them later, but by actually writing them down, I can go back to my 

blog and trace my thoughts.” In both cases, the boys had acknowledged how the blog had 

become a personal environment to them, over which they had control. In the past, ‘catching new 

ideas’ tended to involve random bits of paper in various locations. To have a central location for 

all those thoughts, and to be able to view them and reflect on any significant ideas was made 

easier via a blog, and guaranteed that creative ideas and reflections would not be lost.   

Later in his interview, Participant C tried to separate his earlier comments from creativity by 

suggesting, “I think the blog isn’t necessarily creative. It is quite a logical tool. It really helps to 

clarify my writing. Until I started writing my thoughts down, I didn’t realise how much work 

was needed. It is a really good clarification device. I can go back to the blog and see how far I 

have come.” Unwittingly, he had affirmed even further its creative potential; with hard work at 

the beginning and the anxiety felt as the tension mounts, this then gives way to new ideas 

developing (Leadbeater, 2009).  This was also reflected in a comment from Participant B, 

“What I found helpful from the blog when I wasn’t feeling satisfied with what I’d written, I’d 

just go on the blog and put down an update of all the processes I had followed and this would 

give me a confidence both to say – yes, I have done a lot of work and yes, I have made progress. 

It did provide me with confidence and a foundation you could look back on and see what 

journey you had taken.” The energising autonomy and self-confidence (Reichert & Hawley, 

2010) reflected in these comments suggests a strong connection with creative processes beyond 

the anticipated benefits of harnessing inspirational moments.  

Relationships 

To capture the moment, boys need to be confident in sharing their ideas. They need to feel 

supported, no matter how far-fetched their ideas might be. It takes time to build trust in 

collaboration, and sharing ideas does require a degree of ‘risk taking’ - a part of creativity. In all 



interviews with the boys, it was clear that there was a strong connection with their supervisor, 

and that they were very comfortable with the support provided. Participant B expressed from the 

outset, “It will be fine with this Extended Essay blog as it is an established relationship between 

just me and my supervisor.” With the prepared environment being so critical in fostering 

creativity (Peterson, 2002), all the elements seemed to be aligned in this project for this to 

flourish.  

However, for some boys, the positive teacher-student connection, critical for boys (Martin, 

2010), didn’t break down the barrier that these boys had to allow unprocessed written thoughts 

to be exposed or scrutinised. Revealing was this comment from Participant B, “I listed some 

questions initially on my blog, but I wanted feedback straight away so I went and found my 

supervisor the next day. I wasn’t certain how to word my question as well, which is why I went 

to find him so we could discuss it through.” Participant D said, “The difference between a blog 

and a conversation is that a conversation is so much easier to have. I prefer a more personal 

process than putting it on the blog.” Participant A also stated, “When I wanted to get feedback, I 

went to my supervisor personally. The face-to-face approach is more fluid, and you get a lot 

more from personal discussion. Sometimes with the blog, you are unsure if there is anyone out 

there listening.”  

The absence of key personal processes in communication (Kirk & Johnson, 2010) was a factor 

with some boys still requiring regular meetings with their supervisor. However, the intention of 

the blog process was not to completely replace face-to-face contact. A comment from 

Participant A revealed how the blog and personal contact worked together for him, “When I had 

the first meeting with my supervisor, as we spoke I began to realise what I wanted to do. Just by 

the discussion, the focus of my essay came out. The blog gives extra support to the discussion 

when you are on your own.” The challenge for teachers engaging in this process is that the 

convenience and accessibility of the blog also generates an onus upon the teacher to be 

regularly, if not almost continuously, online to guide and encourage questions, postings and 

dialogue on course content (Harris & Sandor, 2007). Furthermore, to be absent or offline for any 

significant length of time carries the risk of being viewed by students as unresponsive and 

uninterested which, in turn, could lead to students’ reduced usage or withdrawal from the online 

process (Harris & Sandor, 2007). 

 

 



Conclusion 

Blogs have enormous pedagogical potential for harnessing creative and divergent thinking in 

boys. However, the capacities inherent in blogs to harness creativity when boys have 

inspirational moments can be impacted by an unwillingness of some to take risks and explore 

their thinking in a shared learning space. Even within a safe and supportive environment, boys 

in my study put up some barriers that prevented them from composing their thoughts, and 

allowing their creative moments to gain traction and develop flow. 

Boys like musing and it is important we continue to open, rather than constrain, ways in which 

they can fully engage in learning opportunities, allowing them to make connections, work 

outside the box, think creatively, and apply their knowledge. We need to give boys time to 

think, but also give them a platform to harness their thoughts, come back to them when they 

need to, and continually move their learning forward. Providing an environment for this process, 

such as a blog, is the first step. Pushing them beyond initial stages of apprehension and feeling 

uncomfortable by being exposed to styles of learning they are either not naturally inclined to 

embrace, or styles that have traditionally been seen as not suitable for boys’ learning, is the next 

challenge.   

Implications of the Study on Practice 

I aim to maintain contact with the boys involved in this project as they continue with their 

Extended Essays. Having the boys’ reflections at the end of their journey, and to consider how 

their final essays have been aided by the use of digital technology to feed the creative process, 

will be valuable feedback for potentially wider implementation next year in the Extended Essay 

programme. The benefits of using blogs for in-depth reflection and composing of thoughts, and 

the ability to return to these ideas at a later point, will also be considered across a range of 

different areas in the School. A key strategy will be to demonstrate to colleagues and students 

how quick and efficient blogs are to not only set up, but to use anywhere, anytime.  

Implications for Further Research 

An unanticipated benefit for the supervisor in this study was the ability to easily ‘check-in’ on 

the boys’ progress with their essays. This was abetted by linking their blogs to a WordPress App 

on his iPhone, which was more mobile than the iPad and wasn’t reliant on Wi-Fi access. Further 

research on boys using an iPhone (or smartphone) to access their blogs may reduce some of the 

potential mobility and access limitations experienced on an iPad. The use of voice recognition 



software could also overcome typing restrictions, and may actually be a better way of capturing 

moments of inspiration.  

Reflection 

I thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to engage in this action research process. It opened my 

eyes to new and creative pedagogical opportunities in ICT, as well as reminding me of the 

importance of using evidence as a key influence on my practice. A platform has also been built 

to support continued cycles of inquiry, enabling research on pockets of creative and innovative 

practice within the School. Somewhat ironically, I now regret not setting up my own blog 

reflection space, which I am sure would have assisted me in forming my action research 

question and moving the research process forward. 

A significant challenge I did face was dealing with so much useful data that wasn’t necessarily 

specific to the project; a consequence of the semi-structured interview format and following new 

directions as they emerged. However, this was also one of the most rewarding parts. Spending 

quality time listening to the boys openly talk about their learning experiences and needs was a 

reminder of the power of giving all boys a voice in their learning and always placing them at the 

centre.   
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Appendix - Semi-Structured Interview Questions/Themes 

Focus Group Interview  

1. Describe your experiences so far in your Extended Essay. 

2. How have you used blogs in the past to assist your learning? 

3. Describe how you have used, or intend on using, your blog with your Extended Essay. 

4. What benefits can you see the blog having? 

5. What concerns do you have about using the blog? 

6. In what ways can the blog empower you to be creative?  

7. How can the blog help in capturing creative/inspirational moments? 

8. How do boys, in general, feel about using blogs? 

 

In-depth Individual Interview  

1. Describe your experiences so far in your Extended Essay. 

2. How has the use of your blog with your Extended Essay changed since our last interview? 

3. What benefits has the blog had with your Extended Essay? 

4. What difficulties have you had using the blog? 

5. Can you explain how the blog is the same as, or different to, meeting with your supervisor 

face-to-face? 

6. In what ways did the blog empower you to be creative?  

7. How has the blog helped you in capturing creative/inspirational moments? 

8. What else can you share about how boys can use blogs to help their learning and be 

creative? 

 

 

 


