Using e-Journal assignments to assess student progress, identify problems, and do a better job this fall
During the semester all students complete 5-6 e-Journal assignments.  Their private responses are gathered together by using the blog function of Blackboard.  My laboratory instructor and I use their responses for a variety of purposes.  I learn what material is being learned well and what areas need review.  We probe for misconceptions and areas of fuzziness about their service learning projects.  We get an idea of which groups are working tightly together and which ones may need more support. 
Below is an example of the end of semester about the service learning projects.  We get good, candid feedback like this and we are going to use it to fine tune things next fall.    
What was your favorite aspect of the project?  I have to say my favorite aspect of the project was the practical and highly hands-on nature of it. My favorite parts were going out in the boat and the filtering and other work we did in the lab. It made the work we were doing seem more relevant; we weren’t just mooching data from previous studies, we were actually finding things out that no one else knew and adding to the general body of knowledge.   I also liked using the SEM—our group may have had it slightly differently, because we were using it for project-related reasons as well, but I loved that we got to use such a great piece of technology practically.
What was your least favorite aspect?  That everything—the poster, the lab report, and so on—ended up being due at the very end. It could have been spaced out a little more. We got to talk to one expert at the symposium about our results, but it would have been nice to have a little longer to incorporate some of the things she suggested and do further research.
If you were to do this project over again, what would you do differently?  I think there would have been less stress and confusion toward the start of the project—after we’d collected the data and before the first presentation—if we’d had a better idea in advance what we were looking for. I would have liked to have a general idea of the types of questions we could have answered and the general depth of detail and insight required. We figured it out in the end, but it would have been nice to go into the project with a clear idea of what we were doing.
If we were to do this project over again, what should we do differently?  (Consider any aspect of the entire project process when you answer this question.)  The stuff about having a question (or options of questions) in mind beforehand applies here, I guess. It would have been nice to see some questions from past years and have a little more of an idea what we were looking for beforehand.  It also would have been nice to go out to collect data more than three times, but I understand why this wasn’t possible. Overall, the pacing of the project was pretty good, though.

 What skills or lessons did you learn through this project that you will use in the future?  On a practical level, writing lab reports! In general, I feel as though I have a better idea of what it means to do research, especially in terms of how much work is required to make even a little progress and in terms of how to extract the maximum of information from the minimum of information. It took a while to get the hang of drawing conclusions from the limited data we had, but in the end I think we were quite successful at it, and managed to make some meaningful conjectures and insights.
How did you feel about the project overall  I liked it. Once we figured out where we were going with the project, it went along pretty well. It was wonderful to do real research, even if its scope (and effect) were miniscule—it really made me want to continue in geology and keep doing this, which is what I assume was at least part of the point.
Other comments (optional).  This class has been excellent, and based entirely on my experiences this semester I plan to take more (many more!) geology classes. Thank you!

