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In 2006 the Association for Edu-
cational Communications and Tech-
nology annual convention added a 
new presentation format: the Blog-
Track. Groups of bloggers conducted 
their presentation through blogs in 
the weeks leading up to the October 
10-14 convention, as well as during 
the convention. Because this was the 
inaugural year for the BlogTrack for-
mat, there were some inevitable grow-
ing pains. In this article, we discuss 
the purpose for the BlogTrack, sum-
marize the two BlogTrack presenta-
tions offered this year, and reflect on 
the process while offering suggestions 
for more effective BlogTrack presenta-
tions in the future.

Purpose and Rationale for the Blog-
Tracks

One of the criticisms that has been 
raised by members about the Asso-
ciation for Educational Communica-
tions and Technology (AECT) is that 
the organization has become simply 
an annual convention and a subscrip-
tion to TechTrends. For those who are 

unable to attend the annual conven-
tion, half of their perceived member-
ship benefits are not realized. While 
we think there is more to AECT than 
these two elements, this past year the 
convention planners attempted to ad-
dress the issue of those who are un-
able to attend the annual convention 
by bringing the convention to them. 
As you may have noticed if you were 
able to attend the Dallas convention,  
there were numerous individuals 
recording sessions that will eventu-
ally be available as podcasts, allow-
ing those who were not there or were 
attending other convention events to 
later access the content of those re-
corded sessions.

In addition to the podcasting 
efforts, the convention planers pro-
posed an alternative presentation 
format that would allow those not at-
tending, as well as those attending the 
convention, to become engaged in an 
extended conversation through blog-
ging. 

Two of these alternate presenta-
tion formats, or BlogTracks, were ac-
cepted for the 2006 annual conven-
tion with the intention that the Blog-
Track presenters would begin their 
blogging approximately a month to a 
month and a half prior to the conven-
tion, continue that participation dur-
ing the conference, and then near the 
end of the convention have a face-to-
face presentation to summarize the 
conversation that had occurred.

Summary of the Two BlogTrack
Sessions

The first BlogTrack was titled, 
“Emerging Trends in the Research on 
Online Learning Environments,” and 
was comprised of a group of students 
and one professor at the University 
of Georgia who participated in a re-
search group about online learning. 
Each member of the group had a 
unique focus, with members examin-
ing different aspects of the literature 
on distance learning related to virtual 
schooling, online social interaction, 
corporate distance learning, online 
higher education, and other issues and 
trends. Two members of this group 
began blogging early, around April, 
while the others joined the conver-
sation in the middle to late summer. 
The participants posted summaries 
of literature articles they had found 
through the Internet and traditional 
paper-based journals, insights they 
had gained from conducting their 
own research related to their specific 
topics, and questions about the litera-
ture and implications for future stud-
ies. All of this was done in an effort 
to start conversations. However, there 
was only minimal outside participa-
tion through comments left on the 
blogs. 

In preparation for the AECT con-
vention, each member of this team 
summarized their findings from re-
viewing the literature on their topic, 
offered a few final conclusions and 
recommendations for future research, 
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and reflected on the effectiveness of 
the BlogTracks format. These final 
summaries were presented in the 
face-to-face presentation at the con-
vention.

The second BlogTrack was titled, 
“Blog Trek: The Next Generation.” 
Participants for this BlogTrack were 
recruited through a posting on the 
Division of Distance Learning listserv. 
The purpose for this BlogTrack 
was to organize a group of bloggers 
who would document their journey 
from university-owned Internet 
domains to establishing their own 
online professional presence on an 
independent server and domain. 
Ultimately, several of the original 
members of this team declined to 
participate and only four continued. 
All of these ran into technical or other 
challenges that kept them from fully 
creating their online sites before the 
convention, and thus this BlogTrack 
struggled to get much blogging under-
way before the convention.

Reflections on the BlogTracks
Format

We feel that the BlogTracks format 
is still in its infancy, and struggled 
through some of the growing pains 
that are to be expected with any new, 
substantial change in the format for 
professional presentations. However, 
we have a few recommendations that 
we think will enable future BlogTracks 
sessions to be more successful. These 
recommendations fall into three cate-
gories: format and structure of the 
BlogTracks, blogging suggestions, and 
AECT community support.

Format and Structure of the 
BlogTracks

One of the greatest difficulties 
with this new presentation format was 
deciding how to cater to any one or 
more of the multiple purposes that the 
BlogTracks could serve. Were these 
presentations intended to get people 
talking prior to the convention as a 
way to increase enthusiasm among 
members about the convention? 
Were these presentations supposed 
to involve more people, particularly 
those unable to attend the convention, 

in a kind of an outreach project? Were 
the BlogTracks designed to keep the 
conversation developing even after 
everyone had returned home from the 
convention? Or was it a combination 
of any of these purposes?

Which of these purposes the 
BlogTracks were trying to, or should 
try to, serve, would have profound 
impacts on the structure and format 
of these presentations. For example, if 
the BlogTracks are a pre-conference 
conversation, then how far in advance 
of the convention should they begin? 
How frequent should the postings be, 
and should that change as the conven-
tion gets closer? Or if these presenta-
tions are simply an extension of the 
podcasting efforts, should there even 
be pre-convention blogging? Should 
the participants only blog during the 
convention, but do so with a great deal 
of depth to provide a window into the 
event for those who are unable to at-
tend? 

These are the types of questions 
that the participants of these two 
experimental BlogTracks faced and 
failed to answer in a coherent and suc-
cessful manner. It seems that in the fu-
ture, having clearly defined goals for 
the BlogTrack presentations will help 
focus the blogging, as well as help 
AECT members understand what the 
BlogTracks are about and how they 
can participate. In addition, we feel 
that having a BlogTrack topic that is 
more discussion-based, rather than 
solely being a personal narrative or 
journal, may help encourage partici-
pation from other AECT members. 

Blogging Suggestions
There are many different styles of 

blogs on the Internet, so one challenge 
we faced was understanding what kind 
of blogging would create the most ef-
fective BlogTrack presentation. We 
feel that through our experiences we 
have gained a few insights that may 
help future BlogTrack bloggers, if the 
format is continued at future conven-
tions. 

First, it is important to have a 
large enough blogging team to sustain 
a conversation, especially because the 
weeks immediately leading up to the 

convention are typically very busy. As 
blogging can be time-consuming, the 
BlogTracks especially should be intrin-
sically motivating and focused around 
a topic relevant to the presenter’s re-
search, so that the blogging is not time 
wasted. For example, our BlogTrack 
blogs in the “Emerging Trends” Blog-
Track were related to our individual 
research interests, so even when there 
was not a lot of feedback given through 
comments, we still benefited from the 
writing experience. Our “Blog Trek” 
blogs were not directly related to our 
personal research agendas, and it was 
consequently much harder to devote 
time to developing those blogs. 

Because the strength of blogging 
is that it is not tied to a particular lo-
cation or community, we feel that the 
BlogTracks could also be more suc-
cessful if they brought in nontradi-
tional conference participants (e.g., 
half of the bloggers for the Emerg-
ing Trends team did not attend the 
convention this year). It might be 
especially interesting if a BlogTrack 
team was created that included ASTD 
(American Society for Training and 
Development) or AACE (Association 
for the Advancement of Computing in 
Education) members, since they may 
not be part of the AECT community, 
but are still involved in similar re-
search areas. This might provide fresh 
insights. 

Finally, we feel it would be bene-
ficial to blog about sessions at the 
convention related to your BlogTrack 
topic, and that the bloggers would 
benefit from using other media such 
as pictures and podcasts to thicken 
their descriptions of what is being dis-
cussed at the convention.

AECT Community Support
Because the BlogTracks are a new 

presentation format, there will inevita-
bly be growing pains if AECT chooses 
to continue offering the format at fu-
ture conventions. Because of this, it 
will be critical for AECT to do what it 
can to support the awareness and de-
velopment of this format. We feel that 
there a few strategies that AECT can 
employ to make future BlogTrack ses-
sions more successful.
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 First, begin publicizing the Blog-
Tracks early, frequently, and visibly 
on AECT newsletters, official web-
sites, and in pre-convention issues of 
TechTrends. A significant challenge 
this year was that members were sim-
ply not aware of the BlogTrack blogs 
or presentations. After we posted our 
BlogTrack URLs on the listserv for the 
Division of Distance Learning, the 
first question from a division member 
was what the BlogTracks were, and 
others agreed that they also were not 
aware of this new presentation format 
or how it would work. At the face-
to-face presentation in Dallas, some 
members commented that they had 
never participated in blog conversa-
tions before and did not know how 
to engage in the discussion. Perhaps 
AECT can provide visible links to 
resources where members can learn 
what the BlogTracks are and a step-
by-step guide to how to participate.

At the convention, we feel that it 
would be most effective to have the 
BlogTracks’ face-to-face presentations 
at the end of the week to serve as pow-
erful “wrap-up” sessions, summariz-
ing the trends and themes from the 
convention. Also, closer integration 
between the convention newsletter, 
podcasting services, and the Blog-
Tracks—perhaps by using a common 
website to link out to all of these re-
sources—might increase visibility for 
all of these individual projects.

Finally, we wonder whether it 
might be useful to have BlogTrack 
presentations “hosted” by individual 
divisions. The divisions could create a 
distinct Call For BlogTrack Proposals, 
review the proposals, and then select 
the proposal that best represents the 
division. These divisions could ask 
some of its members—perhaps its 
board members—to help the Blog-
Tracks thrive, since it would benefit 
the visibility of the entire division. 
The division’s communications officer 
could create publicity for the Blog-
Tracks, the division board might rec-
ommend special sessions at the con-
vention for the bloggers to attend, and 
the board members-at-large might 
post frequent feedback or comments 
on the blogs, encouraging other mem-
bers to engage in the conversation.

Conclusions
While there was not very much 

participation this year in the Blog-
Tracks’ discussions, through feed-
back, comments, or trackbacks, there 
was a large number of attendees to the 
BlogTracks’ face-to-face session, in-
dicating that there was a sizable level 
of interest. Because of this, we do not 
feel that the BlogTracks idea should 
be abandoned. We believe that the 
Internet provides the potential to al-
low many new types of participation 
and discourse, and we applaud AECT 
for trying a new presentation format 
this year that would capitalize on new 
technologies. We hope that the asso-
ciation will not give up on its attempts 
to connect members more effectively 
before, during, and after the annual 
convention. We feel that blog-style 
presentations might be part of this 
strategy, and we hope that our reflec-
tions on participation in this year’s 
BlogTracks may help future efforts to 
develop this presentation format.

Connections
Strengthened: 
What Happened in Dallas 
Won’t Stay in Dallas
By Tom Hergert

The 2006 AECT convention is 
history, and in several ways may have 
made history. The theme, “Strength-
ening Connections” gave planners, 
presenters, and participants a broad 
universe in which we could integrate 
a variety of subthemes and topics. It 
also inspired planners to provide in-
novative connections along with tradi-
tional workshops and presentations. 

My brief reflections here will only 
begin to describe those five days in 
Dallas where we gathered to share, 
learn, and enjoy our AECT commu-
nity. There is not room here to thank 
everyone who made Dallas 2006 pos-
sible. You know who you are, and you 
know that your 2006 planning team is 
grateful for your generous support.

By the Numbers
There were 616 attendees, 487 

presenters, and 451 sponsored events 

at the 2006 AECT convention. The 
halls and meeting rooms bustled with 
activity, and often participants were 
faced with the enjoyable dilemma of 
too many good things happening at 
once. Attendance at both Wednesday’s 
publisher’s reception and Friday’s uni-
versity receptions was excellent, and 
the conversations were lively, whether 
catching up informally with friends 
and colleagues, or intensely exploring 
the latest research.

Planning
This year’s planning team started 

their work before the beginning of the 
2005 AECT convention. President-
elect, now president, Ward Cates re-
cruited several of us individually, and 
the divisions’ presidents-elect served 
on the planning committee. Following 
an orientation meeting at the Orlando 
convention, after which we commu-
nicated continually via e-mail and 
conference calls, AECT techno-whiz 
Larry Vernon worked with Ward to 
create a series of online tools to sup-
port convention organization – from 
the receipt and review of proposals 
through to theming, pairing, and as-
signing sessions. These tools are re-
fined every year, and we are confident 
that the 2007 planners will make great 
use of them as they make further im-
provements. 

Two innovative online services 
were added to this year’s convention. 
The first allowed members to peruse 
and appraise proposed presentations 
and indicate how likely they were to 
attend specific presentations. The re-
sulting matrix helped planners pair 
themed presentations, assign times 
for minimal conflicts, and schedule 
rooms to accommodate probable au-
dience size. Presenters were allowed to 
edit their proposal details in response 
to feedback from the membership and 
from their division planners. 

The second innovation, MyAECT, 
was introduced shortly before the 
convention. This online scheduling 
tool allowed attendees to design in-
dividual convention schedules. These 
new online features were used by rela-
tively few members who attended the 
convention, but the utility of the sys-


