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Abstract 

 

 

 This paper examines how emerging technologies benefit students and teachers in a 

modern writing classroom. In the 1980s, language arts teachers recognized that workshop style 

classrooms advanced writing students. Now that many students have access to technology and 

the Internet via personal devices, writing instructors can harness the power of social media, 

blogs, and other technology tools to give students a platform for their writing. Given a better 

platform for writing, more students engage in the process of writing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 The rays of the early spring sun were becoming more intense every day in the sleepy 
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southern Wisconsin town I lived in. And I wondered, no worried, that the leaves would never 

return to the trees. My imagination took flight. In my mind, I saw a landscape that was much 

different than the one I remembered from the summer before. Instead of bright, lush and 

beautiful, Earth was covered in bare brown branches and naked trees. I shivered a little. The day 

wasn’t supposed to be like this. This backyard excursion was meant to illustrate the magic of 

changing seasons to very young children. My preschool teacher took me and my classmates 

outside to sit in the backyard of the school where the last piles of snow melted away, new 

emerald blades sprung from the ground, birds twittered in the trees and squirrels were back to the 

games they forfeited during the bitter winter. Yet, my four-year-old self wouldn’t be convinced 

that these things were evidence that the buds on the trees would follow suit. I didn’t understand 

how everyone else was so certain that the trees could or would be revived. 

 Several details stand out from that moment but the one I remember most is that I was 

simultaneously in awe of the beauty of my surroundings and dismayed by the production of my 

own imagination  that the trees might not grow anymore. Every year since then, I have a few 

agonizing minutes along with the first breath of spring when I worry about those trees. Of 

course, almost thirty years of perspective on the issue lessens that panicky feeling I had the first 

time that day. Still, each May I am pleased, even relieved, that the trees oblige us with new 

growth.  

 Now, as a teacher, my students are like the trees I was concerned about as a child. I worry 

they are leaving school unequipped for the environment that surrounds them. Will they be able to 

survive with the nutrients we are feeding them? Am I giving them what they need for the world 

we live in now? Can they continue to adapt? Of course, teachers are well-intentioned and care 

for students. Many teachers now know that students have changed because of the environment 
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they live in. As plants and trees will always need sun and water, students will always need 

fundamental English skills. However, the same lessons taught fifty years ago can be delivered 

differently so that students are better equipped for future education and careers.  

 When I was a high school sophomore, I took a class in which we were required to learn 

the functions of outdated computers. The year was 1995 and my class was learning archaic 

computer functions. I knew my classmates and I would never see the likes of it again. After all, 

the media center at school was full of computers far more capable, modern, and intuitive. These 

computers scarcely resembled the fossils in the classroom down the hall. My classmates and I 

knew we were learning how to operate machines of the past. Learning those computer functions 

is akin to teaching a child today how to use a telephone answering machine; the benefit was not 

worth the time. It was frustrating and I wanted to understand why the school would have us 

spend time learning about these machines. 

 I made the mistake of asking the teacher, who was well intentioned in teaching the 

course, “Why are we learning to use these computers when we could be learning about the new 

ones in the library?” I would have accepted many answers to the question. I would have liked to 

hear that more modern computers follow the same codes, or that this technology was still widely 

used in many out-of-school settings. Instead, I was sent out of the room without any explanation. 

I was never given an answer to my question and my teenage temper boiled. The teacher lost me 

for the rest of the term. I would participate only enough to get a decent grade. I think of this 

experience and understand that these scenarios still occur in schools. I realize now that there is 

more than one reason for this.  

 In classrooms like that one I entered in 1995, it is as if we are trying to plant an orange 

tree in that same Wisconsin backyard I sat in so many years ago as a preschooler. It wouldn‘t 
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take an arborist to know a tropical fruit tree wouldn‘t survive a Wisconsin winter. It doesn’t take 

an expert to tell us that our students won’t grow to their full potential if they are not conditioned 

for the environment in which they live. Many teachers now realize the need to plant and nourish 

each student in the environment available  the twenty-first century. As Lou LaBrant, former 

National Council for Teachers of English wrote in an article for the Saturday Review in 1959, 

“Education should depend on the nature of the society in which children live or are to live; but in 

one breath we talk of rapid change and in the next of an education suited to our fathers.” In this 

convulsively changing world, English teachers are compelled to understand and learn new 

literacies alongside their students.  

 Within this paper, I present the current and ongoing debate between old and new 

literacies, the fundamental changes in the contemporary English classroom, and how pedagogy 

needs to change to cultivate thoughtful and engaged writers. The essential question of this 

inquiry is, “How can the best practices from classrooms of the past be combined with new 

techniques and technology to prepare students for the world in which they live?” 

 

DEBATE 

 The words that LaBrant wrote so many years ago are part of an ongoing debate in 

education that centers on the conflict of whether or not changing education will improve it. The 

debate has become more lively now that many students have easy access to technology tools. If 

the debate focuses on converging the best practices from the past and present, then it becomes a 

productive conversation. As Troy Hicks says in his book, The Digital Writing Workshop, “All of 

us continue to learn every day what it means to be a teacher of writing as we listen to our 

students, shape our responses and lessons around their needs, and assess the work that they have 
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completed” (1). It is helpful to keep this in mind for the many English teachers that are making 

efforts to find relevance in the twenty-first century that grammar lessons, simple book reports 

and multiple choice tests are arguably of increasingly less value. These writing teachers are 

finding that the lessons students do one year, may not be as useful to students the next. 

Rethinking curriculum is an ongoing responsiblity. Many teachers who know this have been 

choosing lessons that are action oriented, where students spend most class time working, instead 

of passively listening. Lessons are often collaborative, instead of solely individual, and this gives 

student writers several advantages. Also, because of technology, students more readily write for 

an audience instead of the individual teacher. These are twenty-first century writing practices 

that can be enhanced by technology. This paper examines ways to rethink the language arts 

classroom for twenty-first century students whose environment demands capable writing 

instruction with best practices from the past, as well as the ability to navigate new forms of 

communication and emerging technologies.    

 

THE NEED FOR CHANGE 

 Among the major reasons for the need for change are 1) the world is becoming 

increasingly wired, 2) student populations are using new literacies outside the classroom, and 3) 

Common Core State Standards require technology integration into curriculum. Diverse student 

populations bring valuable out-of-school literacies to school. Though there is great variation, 

many students have at least one interest in common: quick access to technology. Many students 

use technology outside of school to communicate every day. I assert that language arts teachers 

can funnel this enthusiasm for these devices to make meaningful changes in the classroom. 

“Examined through the lens of the English classroom, their online practices can be grouped into 
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three main categories: content creation, information production and use, and interacting within a 

community/network” (Kajder 15). It should be acknowledged that many students are doing 

meaningful writing online when they are not in school, work that many English teachers would 

love to see revised and polished in the classroom. If teachers choose to learn the technologies 

alongside their students they have the opportunity to help students create an appropriate, 

thoughtful, and meaningful online presence: to communicate better!  

 

THE ACTION-ORIENTED CLASSROOM  

 In the 1980s (Atwell 1998), renowned English teacher and writer Nancie Atwell 

described a new kind of English classroom in her landmark text, In The Middle: New 

Understandings About Writing, Reading, and Learning. She called the new classroom model the 

Reading and Writing Workshop. In this model, students became active classroom participants 

and were given more choice and control of the work to be accomplished. Because of this new 

teaching method, many writing teachers began to construct a different type of learning 

environment. They could see the benefits of having students reading, thinking, writing, 

discussing, debating, and creating. Writing teachers came to understand that participating in 

authentic writing practices, instead of simply listening and taking notes on a lecture, might be 

more valuable to students. This pedagogical method gained some popularity, but was still 

unconventional. Even if it was not implemented widely, the idea became part of the narrative of 

English education and many teachers, like Atwell, flourished with the model in the English 

classroom. Atwell’s text is a fixture in many English classrooms and is now in its third edition. 

Today, teachers have the ability to add technology to the workshop environment for added 

instructional benefit. Done well, students learn important English writing skills as well as how to 
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access and use technology to their advantage. Additionally, digital writing assignments can be 

stored and accessed by students and teachers at any time as long as they have a device connected 

with the Internet. This flexibility can expand learning. 

 Longtime teacher, Laura Christine Rochette, notes in a 2007 article in English Journal, 

that many technologies can be tools in classrooms, not merely toys. “Nearly twenty years into 

my career, this technology has opened up the multiple dimensions in which good teaching can 

occur and the different possibilities of curricular design. (43)” The movement toward teaching 

twenty-first century literacy skills to students who write across a variety of genres and modes is 

gaining traction. More teachers recognize the possibilities technology creates. Tools such as 

flocabulary.com, help students understand a variety of topics, ranging from how to write a thesis 

statement, to the industrial revolution, to solving math problems, through hip-hop music in a 

light and humorous tone. Flocabulary lessons involve music which allows the student to hear 

something in a different way than how the teacher might try to explain it. The beat and rhythm in 

these lessons make it easier to remember important details that may be easily forgotten. There 

are more and more  websites that have become useful educational tools. [See APPENDIX 1] 

 In the past, writing in the English classroom has typically meant producing a piece that 

the teacher will find acceptable, using an “assign-assess“ model. Within this model, the teacher 

assigns a piece of writing and tells the students when it is due. Students are expected to turn it in 

and may never have a chance to revise. Moreover, in order to receive a good grade, students 

would be asked to write in a formulaic pattern and focus mainly on grammar and usage. This is 

in contrast to what many writing teachers know is current best practice. Writers must also take 

audience, tone, and genre into account.  “Education works best when it is grounded, when it 

merges the skills and knowledge of the community with the skills and knowledge of the 
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educators”(Kohl 62). While this “assign and assess” model of teaching aids students in 

strengthening language arts skills, it lacks important qualities of real-world, authentic writing. 

Luke and Luke (1995) in Alvermann, “suggest that “schools should become the ‘crux’ where 

both students and teachers develop practices for exploring these multiple literacies, warning that 

failing to do so puts schools at risk of transmitting ‘simulated competencies to nonexistent 

subjects’ (p. 378)” (29). This was written almost 20 years ago when technology had limited use 

in writing classrooms. Many teachers, like Alvermann, recognized that digital writing would 

become an important part of what is taught in school.  

 Many writers and writing teachers agree that writing is a social process. Writing is meant 

to be read by others, and writers must be aware of who might read their work. Often, when 

writing only for the teacher, as in the “assign-assess model,” students do not always realize the 

importance of the audience, purpose, voice, and tone because they are concerned with pleasing 

the teacher only. Within the “assign-assess model,” students have been conditioned to think 

writing is an individual mission, and often, they end up worrying only about what kind of grade 

they will get instead of the message they want to convey. In many classrooms, unlike real world 

settings where writing is done, audience and peer review are afterthoughts. “Teachers expect the 

class to be quiet and fill up most of the hour with their own voices. Schools and English 

language arts curriculum most notably ignore the notion that all uses of language are essentially 

social” (Lindemann 34). If teachers can learn to use technology tools in the classroom that 

support writing as a social process, students get more authentic experience. The writing 

workshop that Atwell designed was important for student writers in that it asked them to peer 

edit, and it encouraged publishing. More recently, Hicks describes ways in which writing can be 

edited online, or done collaboratively, and published digitally. This progression illustrates how 
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all classroom writing is changing with new technology. 

 For example, blogging and online discussions are a good way to solve the problem of 

students writing to, and exclusively for, the teacher. This informal digital writing space is used to 

explore thoughts and ideas that most interest each student. On the blogs, teachers and other 

students alike can comment on such posts. If supervised, students, in this casual way, learn to 

critique the work of others and become familiar with giving and receiving constructive feedback.

 This inquiry suggests that blogs are just one of many useful technology tools for student 

writers. 

 

THE ROAD TO REAL-WORLD WRITING   

 Lou LaBrant, former president of the National Council of Teachers of English, wrote this 

in 1959: 

 “Although basic changes have been made during our educational history, we are today 

handicapped by the monolithic structure of our schools, by lack of central direction, and by 

thousands of teachers trained to an old pattern and unwilling or unable to change. The need for 

reappraisal is before us, a reappraisal which will get at the very nature of our learning” (“The 

Dynamics of Education”). 

 

The struggle to educate for the world in which students live is linked to the bureaucratic structure 

of schools and slow moving reform. Ironically, similar words are still used as a critique of our 

education system. LaBrant was a teacher and proponent of massive education reform, 

particularly in writing and reading instruction and advocated practical relevance in teaching. 

Rethinking educational practices regularly helps ensure that students are taught skills needed for 

life. Technology has interrupted the status quo present in many schools. LaBrant’s perspective 
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from fifty years ago is illustrative of just how slow the system is to change.  

 LaBrant was outspoken in her belief that individuals learn to write by writing, not 

following a formula. Students become better readers by selecting their own reading materials; 

allowing choice will pique the interest of young readers. She called for teachers and students to 

use their metacognitive skills to strengthen learning. “[LaBrant] embraces a perpetual state of 

reflection and discovery for both teachers and students; the teaching of writing, or of any field, 

would always be in a state of flux, she contends, because that is the nature of knowledges,” says 

P.L. Thomas in the English Journal article “Blueprints or Houses? Lou LaBrant and the Writing 

Debate,” which revisits and details LaBrant’s now timeless thoughts on education. LaBrant’s 

statement about everything “in flux” should ring true to anyone that uses history as a guide. Our 

world is in flux. Our students know it; parents know it; teachers know it. In the past couple of 

decades, technology has ignited a movement toward more authentic real world writing practices 

in schools. This practice has been encouraged by the increasing number of U.S. households that 

have been transformed into digital centers. Even though many schools have not been able to keep 

pace with technology integration, an increasing number of students have access at home. 

 Studying the ways in which people write in the real world might help teachers inspire 

better writing. In his book, Crafting Authentic Voice, renowned English teacher, Tom Romano 

refers to his distaste for formulaic writing, “No publications I know feature five-paragraph 

you-know-whats,” (61). Even when many other best practices have been introduced, 

five-paragraph essays are assigned to students as a model of good writing. Looking at real world 

writing we see that great novels are not formulaic and repetitive but creative, insightful and full 

of ideas. Journalists don’t appeal to just one point-of-view. To be reliable, they report facts and 

remain as objective as possible. Corporate writers must be able to stay on message and keep 
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company interests in mind. Poets explore the artistic qualities of writing. Speech writers must 

communicate the message with tone and inflection in mind. A lawyer must be certain to write 

documents according to societal laws. Bloggers must understand the demographics of their 

audience and adjust writing accordingly. Each of the writers above has several things in 

common: the need to communicate a message clearly, and the need to use industry-specific or 

other kinds of technology to their benefit. Writers have been required to learn to use technology 

just as teachers are learning to use technology for the benefit of their students, and students are 

being asked to use technology to support their writing. Allowing students to learn to use 

technology tools as professionals is an exercise in engaging them. “Imitating the forms of 

professionals is fun, instructive, and confidence building” (Romano 1987, 112). Technology has 

become an important part of every writing career so it is important that students see practical 

applications. Imagine a classroom where students are asked to produce writing that mimics 

writing in the real world  a classroom where writing has applied purpose. In this kind of 

classroom, students learn to communicate as they will be expected to later in life. Only recently, 

technology has made this easier to accomplish.  

 

CHALLENGES 

 One of the challenges for introducing and maintaining digital learning in language arts 

classrooms is expense. Talk of introducing more technology creates worry among teachers and 

administrators alike. Schools have been struggling for a long time to keep up with the onset of 

new digital tools. Just when many classrooms are equipped with the once highly desirable 

SMART boards, something else comes along and undermines the technology. Even though 

many school districts are still trying to scrape together enough money to update computer labs, 
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writing teachers have found practical and inexpensive ways to solve this problem. Some schools 

are using the Bring Your Own Technology (BYOT) approach. Students bring their own tools and 

use free downloads. [See APPENDIX 1] Still other schools are adopting school-wide initiatives 

to supply students and faculty with portable technology such as iPads, tablets, or laptops.  

 Another challenge is pushback from colleagues who prefer a more traditional approach to 

teaching. Some teachers enjoy using traditional methods and do not want to change their 

curriculum. They find plenty of rigor in a standard model and there is plenty to be found. 

Nonetheless, teachers are being asked to update lessons and use technology. Time constraints 

and updated Common Core State Standards are pressures teachers face and they might wish to 

stay with the traditional model of teaching writing alone. Additionally, teachers might not want 

to reinvent the wheel if they have had success in the past, and furthermore they may feel as 

though there is no time. Traditionally, writing teachers have students in their classrooms for 

much of the school day and are given only an hour of time to assess student writing, prepare for 

the next class, update grades, communicate with colleagues and parents. Greg Weiler, a teacher 

from Ontario, Canada wrote, “One of the obstacles we teachers often encounter when trying to 

integrate technology into our programs in ways we consider useful, is the lack of time and 

training to do so effectively” (73). Using work time for learning new technologies is a rarity for 

most teachers. Teachers following traditional approaches may not see the value of introducing 

new technology only to see it become obsolete and disappear. If we look at new teaching 

methods in this way: inconvenient and always changing, it is easy to see why many teachers 

want to keep tried and true systems in place. In this case, it would be beneficial to remember 

what Lou LaBrant said years ago about teaching students to be useful in the environment in 

which they live. Although the best teachers have always designed excellent lessons, many now 
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acknowledge that it is possible to give writing students more depth and breadth than ever before 

with the technology available today.   

 Still, some teachers are uncomfortable with the ways in which technology changes how 

reading and writing are commonly taught. They may have experienced technology glitches or 

simply not had enough training in how to make technology a useful addition to the classroom. 

“In many English composition classes, computer use simply reinforces those traditional notions 

of education that permeate our culture at its most basic level: teachers talk, students listen; 

teachers’ contributions are privileged; students respond in predictable, teacher-pleasing ways” 

(Hawisher and Selfe 129). In classroom models that resemble Atwell’s Reading Writing 

Workshop, students are still asked to listen and write in ways that will please the teacher, but the 

emphasis shifts. Many teachers have learned to combine former best practices with new 

methods, and often with technology.  

 The Digital Writing Workshop (Hicks), a contemporary update to Atwell’s Reading 

Writing Workshop, promotes collaborative lessons using technology. Writing assignments in this 

model require collaboration: students working together to create new things, and solving 

complicated problems. This model is not as teacher-centered as traditional methods, but teachers 

have a large role in student success. Teachers will spend more time planning assignments and 

less time lecturing.  

 A classroom that operates as a Reading and Writing Workshop using new literacies or 

integrating technology does not come without challenges. When the world changes so quickly it 

is challenging for teachers to keep up. Change is time and effort consuming, but as Teacher Rina 

Moog explains, teachers must take instruction a step further to advance their classrooms. “Yet 

transformation is exactly what happens in the presence of powerful teaching and learning, 
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especially in the English classrooms where we use language to negotiate new understandings 

about ourselves and our world” (11). Everything from classroom setup to the amount of work a 

teacher must respond to could become a problem in an action-oriented classroom if it is not 

planned carefully. Teachers must consider the kind of technologies that are available to students 

and create lessons that can be completed with what is available, not what is ideal. Above all, a 

teacher who plans his or her class around the actions of students must be prepared to face 

opposition by those who favor a more traditional approach.  

 Yet another challenge is a digital divide. Those skeptical about the benefits of requiring 

students to use technology in schools have cautioned that there is gap between disadvantaged 

students and the rest of the student population. In the article “The Politics of the Interface: Power 

and Its Exercise in Electronic Contact Zones,” by Cynthia Selfe and Richard Selfe Jr. explain 

why this gap is created. They say that in minority classrooms, teachers don’t use the technology 

they have to create a better learning environment. Instead, they use it to “drill-and-practice.” In 

majority classrooms, technology is used to “develop higher order literacy and cognitive skills” 

(67). Even if development is slow, it is likely that given time, teachers in minority classrooms 

will find additional innovative ways to teach. It is possible that many of these teachers have had 

less exposure to technology and have not simply not been given the resources to implement new 

instruction. Teachers also need opportunities to learn about new technologies that can be used in 

their classrooms. With a bit of searching and experimentation, much can be learned about the 

potential of inexpensive technologies that have emerged in the last several years, making 

classroom innovation more accessible than ever. [APPENDIX 1]  Forsaking technology because 

it hasn’t served minority schools well in the past is not the answer to the challenge of providing 

students with an education that will help them thrive in the future. 
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THE EVOLVING USE AND ACCEPTANCE OF TECHNOLOGY 

 Only a generation ago, secondary students were beginning to use word processing 

software regularly, and reliable Internet research was almost unheard of. Looking back at how 

quickly technology transformed from a green screen computer with limited functionality, to what 

is available today, provides perspective on how schools may be able to plan for the future. When 

word processing became widely available in schools, the software was criticized because of the 

built-in spell checking and grammar applications it had. Some educators believed that these 

features would allow word processing users to become apathetic about spelling and grammar. 

Today, the public largely accepts, if not welcomes, the grammar and spelling help provided by 

word processing software. Grammar and spelling are still required curriculum because teachers 

know that electronic spelling and grammar checks are not always reliable. Personal knowledge 

combined with computer-aided grammar and spelling checks are beneficial to writers. According 

to the Pew Research poll, both parents of teens (sixty-nine percent), and teens (fifty-nine 

percent), believe writing on a computer helps the user write better because revision is easier. 

Fewer of those people surveyed (forty-five percent and forty-nine percent respectively) thought 

that computers allow students to take short cuts. Clearly, opinion about these features is shifting 

and part of the reason for this could be that many schools have used word processing and it has 

become just a part of the culture. 

 Only a decade ago, many teachers were uncomfortable letting students use the Internet 

for research. As an undergraduate in college from 1998 to 2002, I was almost always limited to 

using one or two Internet resources per paper. At that time, finding credible information on the 

Internet was a challenge; far fewer credible sources had established an online presence. Today, 
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as a graduate student, I have used the Internet to find peer reviewed journal articles and much 

more for research. Professors have not limited the number of web resources student can use. 

Even critics of Internet research no longer believe it is difficult to find credible sources. Teachers 

now ask students to use discretion when finding information on the Internet instead of banning it. 

Today, a Google search of scholarly articles can be done to help students find credible sources 

when researching. The benefits of this type of search will be immediately apparent to the users of 

the website.  

 Although some teachers still have reservations about Internet research, the tide is turning. 

The Pew Research Poll found that ninety-four percent of teens use the Internet, at least 

occasionally to do research. Nearly half (forty-eight percent), report doing so once a week, or 

more. Even though there are plenty of opinions and non-credible sources on the Internet, there 

are new ways, such as Google Scholar, to locate better ones. Most colleges and universities allow 

students web access to entire libraries of books and journals. Just ten years ago, students 

searched library stacks for what they needed or had to wait days for books to arrive from another 

library. The Internet is a tool that has undeniably sped up the research process. Although it is still 

important to verify the credibility of Internet sources, teachers would be denying students a 

wonderful tool by not allowing them to use the Internet for research. Efforts should be shifted to 

educate students in finding good information.  

 Old technologies such as television, radio, and telephones have converged into one 

device, which many students use routinely. The Pew study showed, when students were asked if 

they consider personal messaging to be the same as writing, most did not, “The act of 

exchanging emails, instant messages, texts, and social network posts is communication that 

carries the same weight to teens as phone calls and between-class hallway greetings.” This study 
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of teens also showed that eighty-five percent of teens ages twelve to seventeen engage at least 

occasionally in some form of electronic personal communication. In this way, students may be 

more familiar with technology than teachers. 

 There is a generational gap between teachers and students in using technology for 

writing. Students have grown up posting messages on social networks or sending texts to friend. 

As Larry D. Rosen writes in his article, “Teaching the iGeneration,” “Just as we don’t think 

about the existence of air, [students] don’t question the existence of technology and media.” For 

elementary and secondary students today, emerging technologies are normal, even ordinary. For 

some in older generations, many of the new tools can be complicated and foreign. There are 

many devices like SMART Boards, MP3 players and phones that are all chip embedded and 

have made their way into countless classrooms. There are also tools that computers and 

computer-like devices offer that make excellent writing aids and forums. It is clear after 

examining all of the benefits, that students must be taught how to best use the technologies to 

create the finest work they can even if it might be less complicated to use traditional best 

practices without technology. As students do more writing with the help of technology, they will 

benefit in multiple ways. Online assignments may also appeal to a wide variety of students 

because many of them are already familiar and comfortable using technology.  

 

WRITING FOR THE WIDER WORLD 

 Many skills valued in today’s workplace are relatively new. Just like the English 

classroom, many old or traditional workplace skills must be blended with the new. In 2008, the 

National Council for Teachers of English defined twenty-first century literacies. They said, “As 

society and technology change, so does literacy. Because technology has increased the intensity 
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and complexity of literate environments, the twenty-first century demands that a literate person 

possess a wide range of abilities and competencies, many literacies.”  Writing workshops that 

combine collaborative assignments, writing for audience, time for peer editing and revision using 

technology including blogs, wikis and podcasts, help students achieve the new literacies defined 

by the NCTE. 

 As always, teachers should be able to help students understand that all types of online 

communication are writing, and there can be lifelong repercussions for bad or inappropriate 

work. When using digital literacies, students should be mindful of the risks they are taking when 

they post or send personal information. Any information sent over the Internet is easily made 

public. Teachers can help students by asking them to post work that they are proud of. This helps 

teens establish a positive online presence. Michael Umphrey says, “…what schools also need to 

be doing, or at least what teachers of writing and photography and art and music could be doing, 

is helping kids use the tools so that the art and literature that they are creating is as appropriate 

and wise and powerful as it can be.” Students are largely unaware of the dangers of social media 

and teachers have an opportunity to advise them. 

 When so many students are using social networks or blogs, writing teachers have an 

opportunity to incorporate the out-of-school literacies into the classroom. Because of this, the 

responsibilities of a writing teacher are greater today. “…literacy educators, across grade levels, 

must be knowledgeable and prepared to work with the tools through which multimedia projects 

are created and messages are sent, received, and interpreted” (“A Classroom With A View: 

Teachers Multimodality and New Literacies” 3). Even though this is a challenge for teachers to 

implement, it could harness the enthusiasm felt among students about technology by bringing it 

into the writing classroom. The excitement could be contagious, spreading to writing and reading 
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assignments in school, as more students are writing outside of school, and see writing as 

important. The Pew Research Poll suggested as much. “Sixty-five percent of teen bloggers 

believe that writing is essential to later success in life; fifty-three percent of non-bloggers say the 

same.” The study says that bloggers write frequently for personal reasons unrelated to school. 

Facebook, a massive social network, is used by many,  teenagers included, as a way to connect 

with their friends. There are similar networks, such as Edmoto [APPENDIX 1], available for 

schools to use as well. This technology is changing English instruction so that it is more in tune 

with the modern world.  

 

THE EVOLVING ENGLISH CLASSROOM: PRESENT AND BEYOND 

 It is difficult to predict what an English classroom will be like in 10 or 20 years or 

beyond. Technology has changed the way many teachers and school administrators think about 

education and it will loom large in the foreseeable future. Educators are working to integrate new 

forms of technology, and understand that this integration will be ongoing. Sara Kajder, teacher 

and author of Adolescents and Digital Literacies, wrote, “But our work now is about a broader 

English curriculum, one leveraging the unique practices students bring to the classroom as 

readers, writers, viewers, and users of a variety of textual spaces (digital and print) in order to 

teach both traditional practices of reading and writing and new literacy practices ranging from 

information literacy to working in online communities to composing with a variety of media” 

(4). Kajder sees a digital future with transforming effect in the writing classroom. 

 Many teachers have found that rearranging the classroom is helpful when making room 

for the writing workshop. Secondary English classrooms are traditionally organized in rows of 

tidy desks facing the front where the teacher stands. The teacher’s desk is situated in back. It is 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     23 

 

rare to find anything different. Desks are organized in a way in which students will best be able 

to hear the teacher’s lecture and take notes from the board. In a classroom where reading, 

writing, editing, collaboration and publishing are objectives, this setup makes less sense. Many 

classrooms are laid out with desks in clusters. 

 Nancie Atwell describes a different look and feel to a Reading and Writing Workshop in 

which students are expected to draft, revise and evaluate. Students in a digital writing workshop 

need spaces where they can listen to the teacher, work independently, and work in groups. They 

need areas to read, areas to do research, and areas to gather. Teachers might have to let go of 

seating charts. The work students are doing will require them to use resources and to move to 

various stations. Several teachers have experimented with classroom arrangements for years, and 

offer their suggestions. [APPENDIX 2] In addition to the changes described by Atwell, many 

teachers have added an electronic research center to their rooms. Computers and devices with 

technology downloads can be available for all students in many classrooms. 

 

TECHNOLOGY TOOLS THAT ENHANCE LEARNING 

 Technology tools can enhance writing instruction with the use of blogs, wikis, online 

discussion boards, collaborative writing projects, and electronic portfolios. In many ways wikis 

and blogs can help accomplish similar writing objectives. Teachers are using blogs to engage 

students in and outside of class. Just ten years ago, most people had never heard of a blog. In the 

article, “Blogging as Social Action: A Genre Analysis of the Weblog,“ authors Carolyn R. Miller 

and Dawn Shepherd argue that a blog can be considered a whole new genre. They explain that 

individuals that maintain blogs are more concerned about what is being said on the page than 

what the page looks like, “Almost across the board, bloggers seem to argue that content is the 
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most important feature of a blog” (1458). In other words, bloggers take pains to find and post 

reliable information. Virtually anyone can publish on a predesigned blog. “Very little technical 

knowledge is required, since each system has already been designed and built” (Owen 74). This 

type of technology is often free to use as long as the user has Internet access. The blog takes cost 

out of the equation for teachers and administrators and leaves little reason why, at least this one 

technological resource, should not be used in the classroom.  

 It is true that classrooms that use blogs are often structured differently, non-traditionally. 

The spotlight is rarely on the teacher as the authority figure but instead illuminates student 

accomplishments and ideas. The wonderful thing about a classroom blog is that it encourages 

independent learning and community building all at the same time. Blogs are created by those 

who want to have a voice. “Self expression is a salient theme among some bloggers, who find 

the same opportunity that television talk shows afford their participants: the opportunity to tell 

their stories in a mediated forum to a potentially large, though distant and invisible, audience” 

(1461 Miller and Shepherd). A blog typically begins with a desire to voice personal concerns or 

comments; it often evolves into something else. 

 Bloggers sometimes have an audience in mind when they are writing, often they don’t. 

Many bloggers post content they believe will have mass appeal. They seek to have many 

comments and suggestions added to the blog. A dialog is created, and an online community is 

built. “[Bloggers] also manage those relationships through both linking and commentary, which 

become forms of social control, signs of approval, acceptance, value” (Miller and Shepherd 

1462). The blogging process reflects the writing done most often by professionals. Traditional 

writing classrooms provide less varied experience. The blog also includes the opinions of peers,  

important to middle and secondary students. The writer still has ultimate control over the 
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content, but others are allowed to be influential. By participating in social blogging, students see 

writing for the social action that it is. 

 When secondary teachers Constance Ruzich and Joanne Canan crafted an online summer 

reading assignment, they were concerned that some students might have limited Internet access 

at home. The students were given the option of writing paper journal responses to the reading 

assignment instead of participating in the assigned online discussion. “Fewer than ten percent of 

the students chose this option, however, and no students returned to school in the fall with 

complaints about an inability to work due to problems with Internet access” (64). Ruzich and 

Canan note that some students may have used the computers at public libraries to complete their 

assignments. As these teachers show us, accommodations can be made for students without 

Internet access. 

 According to the Pew Research Study previously cited, teens say that writing instruction 

could be improved by having more in class writing, and writing with computer-based tools. Most 

composition teachers already understand the value of extensive student writing, but are forced to 

limit assignments and in-class writing because there is not time to give meaningful feedback. 

Technology might just be able to help teachers out in that students can readily offer each other 

valuable feedback. Revisions can be made to writing before it is given to the teacher.  

 Ruzich and Canan say that students were engaged in the previously described summer 

lesson because they were able to lead a discussion on what they thought was important. “They 

indicated that they had liked the informality of online discussions, but also that they felt they 

approached the reading assignment differently than was typical, searching for their own 

questions and developing personal reactions while being curious about how their partners would 

respond” (65). If teachers can begin a discussion or a project where students are getting earnest 
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peer reviews, all will benefit. Teachers may not spend so much time combing student writing for 

mistakes. These mistakes could be identified by the other collaborative student editors with the 

use of technology. Students will be able to write more and still receive meaningful feedback even 

if it is not from the teacher. Ruzich and Canan were pleasantly surprised when they began to 

review the student transcripts at the end of the summer. “We both knew we’d found something 

special: a stack of student assignments that made for enjoyable reading, work that evidenced 

engaged learners, authentic voices, and creative insights” (64).  Discussion boards work well to 

create dialog among students for reading assignments and there are other helpful technologies as 

well. 

 Ruzich and Canan created an online community with individual voices and it became a 

successful collaborative writing project. Collaboration is a broad term, but when it is used in the 

context of a classroom it is important to note that a group of people must build consensus before 

embarking on a project. This is a real world skill that students might well practice while still in 

school. Workers in every profession must collaborate. Construction workers must agree on the 

best way to organize and construct every part of a building before they begin. Nurses and doctors 

must consult with patients and families to provide care. Writers, editors, and publishers must 

agree. Why is it that almost all professionals need to work together? The end result is better. It is 

remarkable that collaboration in classrooms is just making its way into schools and remains 

somewhat controversial among traditionalists. Different perspectives and types of knowledge are 

important in getting any job done. This is yet more reason why students need to practice working 

together. As P.L. Thomas wrote, “The prompt-driven and formulaic writing program usurps the 

most important decision, leaving students ill equipped and inexperienced in making future 

writing decisions” (“Revisiting LaBrant’s ‘Writing Is More Than Structure’” 104). 
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ELECTRONIC PORTFOLIOS: EVOLVING WAYS TO REFLECT, REVISE, AND REWRITE 

 A portfolio is an important part of writing workshops. The portfolio is a collection of 

work the student has completed over time. It could contain writing done for many purposes and 

different genres. Often, it includes art and other artifacts that contribute to the meaning of a 

written piece. Fifteen years ago, Atwell said, “Our goal in using portfolios is to collect evidence 

that documents what a student has worked on and produced and how he or she has grown” (301). 

Portfolios give students choice and authority over what they have written. They encourage 

students to reflect on what they have done, what constitutes good writing, and what they can do 

to improve. Many teachers have found advantages in creating digital portfolios instead of paper 

versions. 

 In the current digital writing workshop, electronic portfolios are capable of supporting 

multi-modal artifacts. “[Students] are able to present other kinds of digital writing beyond simply 

sharing text; integrating audio, video, and images into a digital portfolio has become easier and 

easier with the advent of read/write web technologies” (Hicks 84). In the digital writing 

workshop, writing, performing, and artistic expression are all valued in the language arts 

classroom. A portfolio could easily include a videotaped presentation instead of just a script. It 

could contain a dramatic reading of a story in a podcast instead of just a script. It could contain a 

photo of an art project too large to be contained in a folder. It can be interactive with links to 

comments on each artifact, or to another part of the portfolio that relates to the topic at hand. 

Electronic portfolios help bring student work to more readers and allow the authors to establish a 

positive digital presence.  
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COLLABORATIVE WRITING  

 To ponder the power of an authentic collaborative environment one could look at the 

friendship of Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson even though they lived when the 

best writing technology was the pencil. As transcendentalists, Thoreau and Emerson were clearly 

proponents of individual voice, as evidenced by their writing. Ironically though, today their 

readers often pair them. We know that they collaborated. Collaboration has made for epic 

literature, like the writing of transcendentalists or the writing of the Constitution. Even staunch 

defenders of individualism such as Thoreau, Emerson and other transcendentalists have shown 

us how collaboration can be of value. Even if the idea of collaborative work in classrooms is 

unorthodox, it is time tested. 

 Many teachers now realize that collaborative writing is a real world skill and students 

benefit from taking part. Working together toward a specific goal is a skill students need practice 

with. The NCTE states that a person must “build intentional cross-cultural connections and 

relationships with others so to pose and solve problems collaboratively and strengthen 

independent thought…” to be a fully literate person in the twenty-first century. Statements like 

this are the drivers of change in education and shift the debate about whether or not technology 

should be used, to how it can best be used.  

 A variety of technology tools, especially wikis, encourage collaboration. A wiki is a 

digital space in which many contribute to the production of one document. As Hicks says, 

technology can be incorporated into a writing, or reading classroom. Students can post items they 

are working on and their peers can help them by making suggestions, providing new references, 

and checking for formalistic mistakes. The wiki can help the teacher and group members see 

how and when others are contributing. Hicks suggests, that students take time to reflect on the 
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process of collaboration itself, as they work together. “Thus, collaboration is both explicit, 

relying on our social experiences with others, drawing on the voices that rise out of those social 

experiences and echo in the writer’s mind” (15 Decosta, Clifton, and Roen). Each student edits, 

condenses, and synthesizes ideas and suggestions from their peers. This practice is difficult to 

create in a traditional classroom but technology is changing that. It is exciting and motivating for 

the students to have their work read by their classmates, and they will be inclined to take many 

of the suggestions seriously.  

 An added benefit of having digital classroom spaces is flexibility, students can contribute 

at any time. A blog, wiki, or online discussion board allows much more time for students to 

reflect, make comments, and revise work than does a traditional classroom. “Weblogs can 

become an extension of the classroom, where discussions and collaborations continue long after 

the bells have sounded and the students have left for home” (Owen 74). Sometimes an hour of 

class time just isn’t enough for students to fully digest the work done by their classmates and 

also allow for thoughtful feedback. With blogs or wikis, students can think about what they want 

to say and add it to the conversation later. 

 Students can find motivation to participate in online discussions when they receive 

positive feedback from their peers and teachers. “Not only did the students eagerly await the 

return of their transcripts, but they were visibly delighted when one of their ideas was used as a 

springboard for discussion” (Ruzich and Canan 65). Giving students an interactive audience is 

something that writing teachers have had a difficult time doing in the past. But with online 

discussions and blogging services available there is little excuse not to have students focus on 

writing for an audience. It can be a key to motivating them.   

 Some teachers could choose to expand conversation well beyond the walls of their 
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classroom. The website quadblog.com can help expedite this process. Students are able to share 

the work they have done with a friend in a different class or school, or a parent. “Classrooms 

from around the world can collaborate, build knowledge, and build communities” (Owen 74). 

Imagine the different perspectives that could be acknowledged and understood if American 

students could communicate with students from India, Germany, or England about a text like A 

Passage to India or Night. What memorable and valuable lessons these could be! 

 Real writers must collaborate and the advantage of using technology is that students are 

able to view the work of other students and communicate with each other outside of the 

classroom. There is typically one person responsible for the initial content but good writing takes 

careful editing, often by a list of editors. Writers know editors can help catch grammar mistakes, 

point out areas that lack clarity, inspire new ideas, or even suggest better words, phrases or 

paragraphs. Like real life writers, collaboration can help students to foster ideas, promote 

independence, and build communication skills. These are all skills that are transferable to the 

workplace. Still, many classrooms promote individual work and some teachers still frown upon a 

team approach to writing simply because it is a drastic departure from what they may have done 

in the past. 

 Many, including professional writers and teens, use social networks to ask for advice or 

questions. For example, Alyssa Van Duyse, a writer in Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin, posted the 

following question on Facebook: “Help! I have to do a story about women CEOs or others that 

are very prominent in their organizations in the Chippewa Valley. Give me some suggestions.” 

Within 7 hours, she had received 11 responses. There were at least 10 suggestions of women 

CEOs she could interview to write a story, and even a phone number to reach one of them. 

Students should have the same advantages that professional writers have when trying to 
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complete an assignment. They should be able to ask others for assistance, like professionals do. 

This communication is an example of how helpful technology can be. “Finding and using this 

kind of on-demand help and learning to participate with and rely on a network of people is now 

recognized as a Twenty-First Century skill” (DeCosta, Clifton and Roen 15).  

 

TECHNOLOGY BRIDGES CROSS-CULTURAL COMMON GROUND 

 Equal opportunity for all students is a standard of American education. As more students 

enter schools speaking a language other than English, teachers are eager to find ways to 

customize instruction to meet the needs of individual students. Writing teachers who have 

experienced major changes in the demographics of their classrooms have found technology to be 

helpful. Many school districts have seen huge demographic changes in the last 30 years. This 

matters a great deal to language arts teachers because they are working with more students who 

are learning English as a second language. For instance, data from Minneapolis Public Schools 

shows that in 1982, 26,205 white American students (or 65.19 percent of the student population) 

were enrolled in that district. In 2012, 11,286 white American students (or 32.79 percent of the 

student population) were enrolled. A variety of other ethnic groups have replaced the numbers 

left behind by the white American students. For example, the Hispanic American population in 

the same school district has gone from 1.44 percent in 1982 to 18.77 percent in 2012. In the 2011 

statistics, a new population, Pacific Islanders, was added to the list. This sample of one mid-size 

American city illustrates how much change there has been in the demands being placed on 

school systems.  

 Even if a student is not a fluent English speaker, she may be perfectly fluent in other 

literacies, especially digital, similar to her peers. Digital spaces allow the opportunity for 
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culturally diverse populations, as well as diverse learners to meet on common ground. The 

multiple intelligences Howard Gardner first defined in 1983 (naturalist, existential, 

bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, verbal, logical/mathematical, musical, and visual 

learning) are not always able to be addressed in a traditional classroom model. With technology, 

students can experience these types of learning in a fresh way. “Providing information through a 

variety of modalities and sources helped students develop a richer, more complex mental 

representation of the material” (Rosen).  

 Students that are good visual learners, including English Language Learners, are perhaps 

the most positively impacted by technology. Technology presents the capability to look at almost 

any image. Visual learners can seek information that better suits their learning style to complete 

projects.  Teacher Laura Christine Rochette explains in her article, “What Classroom 

Technology Has Taught Me About Curriculum, Teaching, and Infinite Possibilities,“ that visuals 

are important for many types of learners. “We teach in a world that demands multiple literacies 

and, simultaneously, an interdisciplinary curriculum that serves these literacies” (43). The 

images available through technology can bring added insight to just about any topic. SMART 

Boards, laptop carts, iPads, and even students’ own personal devices help teachers deliver 

images and give visual demonstrations to the classroom. “The SMART Board gave me another 

way to teach close reading, one that allowed me to demonstrate visually to the students the value 

of underlining, circling, and annotating passages” (44). Rochette also explains how she was able 

to incorporate a lot of art into her reading lessons with this particular technology. Before the 

SMART Board, Rochette says that little art or supplementary materials were used in her 

classroom. Now, these images that were merely supplemental are front and center and this is 

“appealing to the visual and digital intelligences of students” (44). Some visual learners are 
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better writers when they are able to see photos, graphics, or paintings that relate to the topic of 

study. It is much more difficult and time consuming for teachers to find these visual materials, 

much less present them to the class, without the help of technology. 

 

MEETING TECHNOLOGY EMBEDDED STANDARDS 

 In the last several years, many states have adjusted English Language Arts Common Core 

Standards to reflect the expansion of the field. Minnesota, for example, recognized the need to 

prepare students for life after school in its 2010 revision of Common Core Standards. “…the 

Standards also lay out a vision of what it means to be a literate person in the twenty-first century. 

Indeed, the skills and understandings students are expected to demonstrate have wide 

applicability outside the classroom or workplace” (4). Minnesota summarizes its standards by 

listing literacies students should be fluent in by the time they graduate [see APPENDIX 3]. 

 

A LOOK AT MINNESOTA COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS 

 This literacy readiness chart [APPENDIX 3] contains two items that illustrate the 

importance of a digital writing workshop in the classroom. Students must learn to respond to the 

varying demands of audience, task, purpose and discipline, as well as use technology. Also, 

students must use digital media strategically and capably. In many language arts classrooms, for 

a variety of reasons, these items have been secondary while other items on the list are generally 

covered. Perhaps a teacher will instruct students to keep their audience in mind for one written 

assignment per semester, or even year. Again, maybe students will be asked to make a 

presentation (informal publishing) on occasion. Teachers may allow students to do some 

research using digital technology. This is not enough. A note on range and content of student 
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writing in the Minnesota State Standards states, “To be college- and career-ready writers, 

students must be able to independently take task, topic, purpose, and audience into careful 

consideration, choosing words, information, structures, and formats deliberately … they need to 

be able to use technology strategically when creating, refining, and collaborating on writing” 

(67). Each of these details are inherent in a digital writing workshop and much more difficult to 

accomplish in an assign-and-assess model classroom. 

 

REFLECTIONS ON PEDAGOGY 

 Reflecting back to my own English education curricular unit on Romeo and Juliet for 

ninth grade students, I found ways to adapt the lesson to include more technology. The first 

lesson [APPENDIX 4] relied on technology only for research and word processing. I decided to 

revisit one lesson in that unit to see how technology could be added to meet more Minnesota 

Common Core State Standards. In the second lesson, changes were made in boldface type. 

[APPENDIX 5] At first glance the lessons seem similar but the process and outcome is just a bit 

different. It took only a bit of extra thought and some minor revisions to bring technology into 

the lesson in a meaningful way.  

 

Lesson 1.0 

 The original lesson was meant to introduce Shakespearean language as well as provide a 

formative assessment of student knowledge of Shakespeare. The first part of the lesson asks 

students to research aspects of Elizabethan England such as language, family, fashion, and 

setting. Each individual student is asked to create a written dialog between two teenagers that 

illustrates what he or she has learned in their research. This means that they are working 
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independently and do not have any type of feedback, except from the teacher. While there are 

ways in which this lesson could be improved without technology  getting students in groups, 

moving around the classroom  it does not meet as many of the goals laid out in the Minnesota 

Common Core State Standards as the second lesson.  

Lesson 2.0 

 The second lesson [APPENDIX 5] had similar objectives to the first [APPENDIX 4] but 

the use of a blog adds dimension in that students are using technology strategically, as the 

Common Core State Standards for ninth grade English students dictate. Standard 9.7.6.6 states 

that students must, “Use technology, including the Internet, to produce, publish, and update 

individual or shared writing products, taking advantages of technology’s capacity to link to other 

information and to display information flexibly and dynamically” (76). Students can do the 

research in class and use their own technology, or a computer lab at school to post to the blog at 

any time. This reduces the amount of in-class time and increases the time in which students are 

engaged in the assignment. 

 The second lesson also gives students an audience, and is not much more difficult to 

implement than the first. The second lesson asks students to choose the role of a teenage girl or 

boy and write a dialog with classmates using the voice of that character after using the Internet to 

research the topic. Students with others in similar roles via blog engage in a rich writing 

experience tied to collaboration and audience. The addition of the peer audience gives students 

scaffolding, learning about the research the other students did, and further engages students in an 

academic discussion. The second lesson more fully covers the elements of students who are 

college and career ready in reading, writing, speaking, viewing, listening, and media literacy and 

language as defined by the Minnesota Common Core State Standards.   
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 To be explicit about how the second lesson supports the use of embedded technology and 

other goals of the CCSS, several examples follow. The CCSS goal is underlined. Elements of the 

assignment that meet the goals are in bullet point. 

[Students] respond to the varying demands of audience, task, purpose, and discipline. 

 Students are asked to work together to create a dialog. 

 Students are asked to research independently. 

 Students are asked to share what they have learned in their research. 

[Students] use technology and digital media strategically and capably. 

 Students are asked to use technology to find information about Elizabethan England and 

Shakespeare. 

 Students are asked to contribute to the class blog for a practical application of technology. 

[Students] come to understand other perspectives and cultures.  

 Every student is able to access artwork, pictures, videos, music, works of Shakespeare and 

much more from that time period. 

 

WRITING FOR AN EXPANDED AUDIENCE 

 Even though writing is social, many students have been taught otherwise. The inability to 

write for an audience can become a thing of the past, when writing assignments were too often 

only read by teacher and student. Some language arts teachers have found it difficult to give 

students a chance to obtain real-world writing skills. In return, some students have difficulty 

becoming engaged in the writing experience. Some wanted to write only what they thought the 

teacher was looking for. Some had trouble finding relevance in the assignment. In this way, 

technology has become a great tool for giving students an audience. The NCTE said students 
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must be able to “design and share information for global communities to meet a variety of 

purposes” if they are to be prepared for life after school.  

 Like career writers, students must be innovative enough to find ways to make what they 

are communicating, appealing to their audience. Troy Hicks writes about his experiences with 

students blog writing, “…students using blogs are engaged not only in what would have been 

solitary writing that is, coincidentally, posted in an online space but also in digital writing where 

students begin reading and responding to the blogs of others” (41). When students are able to 

communicate on blogs, wikis, or other social spaces frequently, they become more engaged in 

conversations about writing and find ways to make what they have written relevant to others 

instead of questioning the relevance of the assignment. 

 Thinking about the audience has always been an important part of a writer’s job. Writers 

must consider: ‘Who will be reading this?’ before they begin writing. They have other questions 

to ask throughout the writing process as well: ‘What is the purpose of this work? Is persuasion 

needed? Is the writing meant to inform or entertain? What tone would be best for this type of 

audience?’ The writer must keep these questions, and many more, in mind when they determine 

who is in the audience and what they expect. In the 1980s when Nancie Atwell described her 

writing workshop, she also knew that students would be more engaged in the writing process if 

they were given an audience other than just the teacher. She understood that her students needed 

practice in writing for a wide audience. “Kids write with purpose and passion when they know 

that people they care about reaching will read what they have to say” (489). Before technology 

like blogs and wikis existed, Atwell did her best to provide students with audience. Her book, In 

The Middle: New Understanding About Writing, Reading, and Learning, lists several ideas such 

as making photocopies of work, a classroom bulletin board, petitions, writing read aloud, 
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publishing options and much more that she used in her writing workshop (489-91). All she lists 

are still great projects, but technology opens up more options. [APPENDIX 6] 

 Teacher Sara Kajder, acknowledges the literacies her students bring from out-of-school, 

and how students are already writing for large audiences via social media. Because of this, 

students already understand the power the Internet holds in giving anyone a platform to express 

themselves in writing, art, video, or audio. 

 “Digital youth understand that the Internet allows what they create to be seen, heard, 

and used, and most are coming to learn how to leverage a community or network to 

extend their ideas, leading to ‘viral’ content or feedback on remixed media. As much 

as these are opportunities for students to push back against the print-centric definition 

of literacy that is deeply embedded and most dominant in the English language arts 

curriculum, they are also opportunities for engaging with students and showing them 

how they are literate” (Kajder 19). 

With guidance, students will come to see the revision and critical thinking skills long 

required in a traditional English classroom as a vital part of sending a clear message to 

a larger audience.  

 

PUBLISHING OPPORTUNITIES, FORMAL AND INFORMAL 

 Publishing student writing is one way in which teachers have been getting students to 

take audience seriously. There have always been formal publishing opportunities like submitting 

a piece of writing to a newspaper or magazine, or informal methods such as reading writing out 

loud to a group of peers. Today, technology allows for more formal and informal publishing 

methods than ever before. It is helpful to see a list of  ways in which students are able to publish 

digitally and non-digitally [APPENDIX 6].  
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 Hicks suggests that technology streamlines the workload for teachers who plan to have 

students publish. In the past, teachers would spend hours arranging ways in which student work 

could be published. He also asserts that technology offers ways in which the role of the teacher 

in the actual publishing is greatly diminished. “Teachers can still monitor and edit what students 

post, of course, but as I’ve shown throughout this book, students now have the ability to post and 

share their work independently and instantaneously” (81). In this situation, honoring 

out-of-school literacies benefits the teacher and the student. 

 In several types of digital spaces, such as in blogs and wikis previously mentioned, 

students have ways to informally publish work that they plan to revise. It used to be that only the 

best student writing was published. Now, students have ways to share work in progress, Hicks 

says (81). The purpose of this is not to display the work as a final product, rather as a method of 

delivery to a broad audience of classmates, teachers, friends and family that will provide 

feedback for further revisions. This helps students understand the writing process and that taking 

a collaborative approach to revision will improve the quality of the writing. Once students have 

made changes to the draft (or several) they are able to post a final version and the drafts can be 

catalogued or deleted depending on the purpose of the assignment. 

 

MEANINGFUL REVISION 

 When students publish work, digitally or otherwise, the writing teacher has the 

opportunity to emphasize the importance of revision. In the action-oriented classroom, such as 

the digital writing workshop model described by Hicks, students will recognize revision as a key 

part of the writing process. They learn writing is not a linear process: one draft and a grade. They 

learn reading and re-reading what they have written is an important part of the process. As 
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Sondra Perl writes, writing is “recursive.” “When writers pause, when they go back and repeat 

key words, what they seem to be doing is waiting, paying attention to what is still vague and 

unclear. They are looking to their felt experience, and waiting for an image, a word, or a phrase 

to emerge that captures the sense they embody” (151). This is what good writers do but it might 

not be intuitive for the youngest writers in language arts classrooms. It is a skill that many 

teachers cultivate and encourage. This can be done through a writing process in which drafts 

hold as much value as the final version when it comes to grading. Asking students to change the 

foundations of what they have written instead of correcting grammar is another way in which 

they can learn that writing is not a one-step process. Technology can facilitate this. 

 Many students, particularly those taught in a more traditional model, are unaccustomed to 

deconstructing what they have written, perhaps because many teachers don’t ask them to. “As a 

faculty, we do not have a way of saying to a student, ‘make that essay a little worse, not quite so 

finished, a little more fragmented and confused,’ and to say this in the name of learning. The 

institution is designed to produce and reward mastery, not to call it into question” (330). Through 

the collaborative nature of digital writing workshops, students have the advantage of receiving 

feedback that may help them recognize flaws in their writing so they can rebuild it. 

 

ASSESSING STUDENT WRITING  

 Writing teachers often fret about the amount of time it takes to assess writing. Assessing 

student writing will always be time consuming but technology will begin to play a more 

significant role in this task. Web technology such as Write Experience by Cengage Learning 

Engagement Services works as an online revision tutor. Students may benefit from getting input 

in this objective way before turning in writing assignments. If students have used an online tutor 
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to catch grammar and usage errors, teachers may be able to spend more time focusing on the 

meaning and content of a written piece. 

 Additionally, teachers can help students understand what good writing is, especially in a 

digital classroom where several drafts of work may be posted for viewing and editing while the 

teacher is able to give summative and formative assessment. Grammar and structure are just 

pieces of what student writers need to know, yet often, they have dominated the feedback on 

graded texts. In digital drafts, those things can be addressed, but just as often, the ideas and core 

meaning of the written work of the student can be too. Hicks suggests that the Six Traits of Good 

Writing Rubric (Spandel 2005) is one good research-based way to guide students through the 

writing process. Still, he says, other methods should be used when writing is digital and done for 

a variety of purposes. Because of this, he created a chart of ideas for applying the six traits to 

summative assessment of digital writing: individual blogs, group wikis, photo-essays, podcasts, 

and digital stories can be assessed in terms of ideas and organization and voice (115). When 

asking students to make improvements, teachers need to provide them with thoughtful, sincere, 

and meaningful commentary that is specific to what they have written and new models such as 

the one Hicks created will help guide assessment in the future.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 We are at a point in time where technology is becoming useful for countless tasks 

including the teaching of writing. Technology has changed the way many people live. It has 

changed the way teachers teach and students learn. Some teachers have had bad experiences with 

technology and may be inclined to believe it is a disruption. In the past, teachers have managed 

technology failures, computer crashes, poor Internet connection, lost documents and a host of 
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other problems. Only now have many of those bugs been eliminated to the extent which 

technology is beginning to be overwhelmingly helpful for writing teachers. A Google search for 

“technology tools for teaching” will produce a long list of links filled with valuable information. 

The potential of emerging technology for teachers is impossible not to see in this quick search. 

The search results, many of which are blogs written by teachers, explain how technology can 

work in instruction.  

 Almost anyone who spends time in a language arts department of a secondary school has 

noticed a rift among the faculty. The rift often has to do with technology. Some teachers like to 

teach without technology. Some teachers are finding ways to make technology useful. Some 

teachers are in the middle. Perhaps they have not had an opportunity to see how new 

technologies can be useful. Now it is the teachers’ turn for collaboration. Teachers should work 

together to develop a curriculum that includes best practices of the past and present, 

understanding that capable use of technology is a skill students need for life. Teachers must also 

understand that new literacies do not marginalize the printed word. Technology has brought 

about an emergence of need for a multi-literate society and language arts teachers will see the 

advantage of updating traditional methods. Kajder says, “It isn’t about the tools. It is about 

reading, writing, communicating, and pedagogy” (3). In other words, best practices of the past 

are every bit as important today. What is different is the means by which students are taught. 

New devices and technology allow teachers to make writing a more practical, authentic 

experience for students. 

 It was written several years ago that “Teachers have to be patient and persistent, allowing 

students numerous opportunities to write and exposing them to hundreds of models of effective 

writing. Parents, educators, and politicians all must be aware that end-of-course testing will 
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never show uniform mastery of writing skills. Only prolonged writing will produce effective 

writing, especially if a master writer is there offering judgment, guidance, and models” (Thomas 

43). Students are still asked to write in different ways, revise, and collaborate while teachers still 

encourage, conference, assess, and provide instruction and frameworks for students to become 

better writers. Teachers are now asked by students, Common Core State Standards, employers, 

and a quickly evolving global community to broaden the definition of their profession to 

integrate technology in the classroom as it is being integrated in real life. Many are joining this 

perspective and taking the necessary time to find ways to take advantage of technology in their 

writing classrooms, thereby  cultivating writing skills via twenty-first century literacies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     44 

 

 Works Cited 

Albers, Peggy. Finding the Artist Within: Creating and Reading Visual Texts in the 

 English Language Arts Classroom. Newark, DE: International Reading  

 Association, 2007. Print. 

Albers, Peggy, Vivian M. Vasquez, Jerome C. Harste, “A Classroom With A View: Teachers, 

 Multimodality and New Literacies.” Talking Points. 19.2. (2008): 3-13. Web. 27 

 November 2013. 

Alvermann, Donna E., ed. Adolescents’ Online Literacies. New York: Peter Lang 

 Publishing,  2010. Print 

Atwell, Nancie. In the Middle: New Understandings About Writing, Reading, and 

 Learning. 2nd  Edition. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1998. Print. 

DeCosta, Meredith, Jennifer Clifton, and Duane Roen. “Collaboration and Social  Interaction in 

 English Classrooms.” English Journal. 99.5 (2010): 14-21. Web. 30 November 2010. 

Google Scholar Website. About Google Scholar. Web. 25 September 2013. 

Hawisher, Gail E., and Cynthia L. Selfe. “The Rhetoric of Technology and the Electronic 

 Writing Class.” Tate, Corbett, and Myers. 

Hicks, Troy. The Digital Writing Workshop. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2009. Print. 

Kajder, Sara. Adolescents and Digital Literacies: Learning Alongside Our Students. Urbana, IL: 

 National Council of Teachers of English. 2010. Print. 

Kohl, Herbert. “I Won’t Learn From You”: And Other Thoughts on Creative 

 Maladjustment. New York: The New Press, 1994. Print. 

 
LaBrant, Lou. “The Dynamics of Education.” The Saturday Review. 12 September 1959. Web.  
 
 25 September 2013. 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     45 

 

 
Lenhart, Amanda, et al. “Writing, Technology and Teens.” PewResearchCenter Publications. 24 

April 2008. Web. 2 December 2010. 

Lindemann, Erica. A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers. 4th edition. Oxford: Oxford UP, 2001. Print. 

Miller, Carolyn R. and Dawn Sheperd. “Blogging as Social Action: A Genre Analysis of  the 

 Weblog.” The Norton Book of Composition Studies. Susan Miller ed. New York: 2009. 

 Print. 1450-1474. 

Minneapolis Public Schools Historical Statistics Report. Minneapolis Public Schools, Fall 2012. 

 Web. 25 September 2013. 

Moog, Rina. “Rising to the Challenge of Transformation.” English Journal 97.2 (2007): 11-12. 

 Web 25 Setptember 2013. 

National Council of Teachers of English Website. Definition of 21st Century Literacies, February 

 2013. 25 September 2013. 

Owen, Trevor. “Learning with Technology.” English Journal 92.5 (2003): 73-75. Web 30 

 November 2010.  

Perl, Sondra. “Understanding Composing.” Tate, Corbett, Myers 149-154. 

Pratt, Mary-Louise. “Arts of the Contact Zone.” Profession 91 (1991): 33-40. Web 3 July 

 2010. 

Rance-Roney, Judith. “Creating Intentional Communities to Support English Language 

 Learners in the Classroom.” English Journal 97.5 (May 2008): 17-22. Web. 24 

 November 2010.  

Romano, Tom. Crafting Authentic Voice. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2004. Print. 

--- Clearing The Way: Working With Teenage Writers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1987. Print 

--- Blending Genre, Altering Style: Writing Multigenre Papers. Portsmouth, NH:  Heinemann, 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     46 

 

 2000. 

Rochette, Laura Christine. “What Classroom Technology Has Taught Me about Curriculum,   

 Teaching, and Infinite Possibilities” English Journal 97.2 (2007): 43-8. Web. 3 July 

 2010. 

Rosen, Larry D., “Teaching the iGeneration.” Educational Leadership. 68.5 (2011): 10-15. Web. 

 20 June 2013. 

Ruzich, Constance and Joanne Canan. “Computers, Coffee Shops, and Classrooms: 

 Promoting Partnerships and Fostering Authentic Discussion.” English Journal 99.5 

 (2010): 61-66. December 2010. Web. 

Selfe, Cynthia L. and Richard J. Selfe Jr., “The Politics of the Interface: Power and Its 

 Exercise in Electronic Contact Zones.” Computers in the Composition Classroom: 

 A Critical Sourcebook. Sidler, Michelle, Richard Morris, and Elizabeth Overman  Smith, 

 eds. Boston: Bedford St. Martin’s 2008. 64-86. Print. 

Sizer, Theodore. “Horace’s Frustration, Horace’s Hope.” English Journal. Vol. 86, No. 5 (1997): 

 20-24. Web. 29 Oct. 2010.  

Smagorinsky, Peter. Teaching English By Design. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2007. Print. 

Sommers, Nancy. “Responding to Student Writing.” Johnson 377-387. 

Tchudi, Stephen. Ed. Alternatives To Grading Student Writing. Urbana, IL: National 

 Council of Teachers of English, 1997. Print. 

Thomas, P.L. “The Struggle Itself: Teaching Writing as We Know We Should.” English Journal. 

 Vol. 90, No. 1. (2000): 39-45 Web. 29 Oct. 2010. 

Thoreau, Henry David. “Walden.” The Works of Henry David Thoreau. New York: 

 Black’s Readers Service, 1942. 27-344. Print. 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     47 

 

Tate, Gary, Edward P.J. Corbett, and Nancy Myers, eds. The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook. 4th 

 ed. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994. Print. 

Trimbur, John. “Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning.” The Norton Book  of 

 Composition Studies. Ed. Susan Miller. New York: Norton, 2009. 733-748. Print. 

Umphrey, Michael. “Why use technology in the English classroom?” 

 montanaheritageproject.org. originally published in The Journal of the Montana 

 Writing Project. 2007. 3 December 2010. 

Van Duyse, Alyssa. Facebook Post. Web. 17 December 2010. 

Weiler, Greg. “Using Weblogs in the Classroom.” English Journal 22.5 (2003). 73. 

White, Edward M. Assigning, Responding, Evaluating: A Writing Teacher’s Guide. 4th ed. 

Boston: Bedford St. Martin’s, 2007. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Works Consulted 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     48 

 

Beach, Richard and Jamie Myers. Inquiry-Based English Instruction: Engaging Studetns in Life 

 and Literature. New York: Teachers College Press, 2001. Print. 

Christensen, Linda. Reading Writing, and Rising Up: Teaching About Social Justice and the 

 Power of the Written Word. Milwaukee, WI: Rethinking Schools, 2000. Print. 

Durden, William G. and Lesley Mackay. “Rediscovering Self-Reliance In Education.” Phi Delta 

 Kappan. 95.77.3 (1995): 250-251. Web. 24 November 2010. 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. “Biographical Sketch.” The Works of Henry David Thoreau. New York: 

 Black’s Readers Service, 1942. 1-23. Book. 

---“Nature.” The Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson. New York: Black’s Readers Service, 1942. 

 266-276. Book. 

Park, Douglas B. “The Meanings of Audience.” Tate, Corbett, and Myers. 233-242. 

Rossi, William. “Performing Loss, Elegy, and Transcendental Friendship.” New England 

 Quarterly, 81.2 (June 2008): 252-267. Web. 24 November 2010. 

Singer, Jessica. Stirring up Justice: Writing & Reading to Change the World. Portsmouth, 

 NH: Heinemann, 2006. Print. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 1 
 



CULTIVATING STUDENT WRITERS                     49 

 

 
 
15 Bright Ideas For Using Technology in the Classroom 
Here is a list of 15 free or inexpensive websites educators can use to enhance student learning.  
 

1. Thinglink - www.thinglink.com/ 
Make images interactive by linking them with audio, video, and other web content. This is a 
great way to enhance a presentation or use as a launching point for a paper. 
 

2. Flocabulary - http://www.flocabulary.com/ 
Once in a while it's good to cut loose. This site offers educational topics, like how to write a 
thesis or the Industrial Revolution, set to original hip-hop music. It appeals to audio and visual 
learners with music and animation. The site allow for selected items to be viewed for free and a 
free trial but charges a $5 per month plan to teachers. 
 

3. Dipity - http://www.dipity.com/ 
Have students create a timeline. This website makes organizing the timeline and adding images 
easy. 
 

4. Podbean - www.podbean.com/ 
Publish a podcast on this site to emphasize the importance of audience to student writers. 
 

5. Skitch - http://evernote.com/skitch/ 
This has many uses including photo manipulation. It can also convert images into PDF files. 
Images can be shared within a classroom and commented on. 
 

6. Poll Daddy - http://polldaddy.com/ 
Need to get student opinion? Students need to create a survey? This is a user friendly way to do 
just that. 
 

7. Teacher Tube - http://www.teachertube.com/ 
Find thousands of educational videos posted on this site instead of YouTube and avoid having 
inappropriate content pop up on the screen. 
 

8. Wordle - http://www.wordle.net/ 
Make an image out of words. These make for interesting graphics that would enhance many 
types of assignments. It could be used to list themes of a story or to emphasize main points of a 
speech. 
 

9. Edmodo - http://www.edmodo.com/ 
Like a blog in many ways, this site allows educators to create polls, quizzes, messages, calendars 
and much more to each class of students. 
 

10. Switchr - http://switchr.net/ 
Convert audio files to other audio files and take away the frustration of having difficulting 
getting audio to play on a variety of media players. 
 
 
 
 
 

11. Quadblog - http://quadblogging.net/ 
This online service will match up your class blog with three other class blogs from around the 
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world. It is possible to be matched with classes that are studying the same material.  
The other classes can comment on your classes's blog and your students can comment on the 
other blogs. 
 

12. WordPress - http://wordpress.org/ 
Create a blog here and use it as an extension of the classroom. 
 
13. Prezi - http://prezi.com/ 
A different take on PowerPoint, this online tool allows the user to create a more interactive 
screen. A zooming feature helps viewers understand how concepts are related. 
 

14. Celly - cel.ly/ 
Teachers and students can protect their private phone numbers by creating an organized way to 
reach each other via cellular device. 
 

15. Audacity - http://audacity.sourceforge.net/ 
This free download allows users to record and edit sound. Possible classroom uses: Students can 
record statements, speeches and presentations and get a visual of the soundwaves created 
throughout the recording. They will be able to identify parts of the presentation that need to be 
ironed out with the information provided on this website. 
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Source: Janette A. Hughes, Teaching Language and Literacy 
http://faculty.uoit.ca/hughes/Writing/WritersWorkshop.html 
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Students Who are College and Career Ready in Reading, Writing, Speaking, Viewing, Listening, and Media 
Literacy and Language 
 
They demonstrate independence. 
They build strong content knowledge. 
They respond to the varying demands of audience, task, purpose, and discipline. 
They comprehend as well as critique. 
They value evidence. 
They use technology and digital media strategically and capably. 
They come to understand other perspectives and cultures. 
 
Source: Minnesota Department of Education Common Core Standards  
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Romeo and Juliet Lesson Plan  
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Lesson 1 Title: Pre-reading Web Quest 
 
Lesson Duration: 2 50-minute class periods 
Point value: 5 points (participation points awarded upon completion of dialog) 
 

Objectives 
 Students will recognize differences in the language of the Elizabethan period and modern 

American English and apply them to writing 
 Students will gain basic knowledge of William Shakespeare 
 Students will gain perspective on Seventeenth Century culture 
 
 

Materials 
 Copies of Romeo and Juliet to distribute 

 Computer lab 

 

Anticipatory Set 
We need to establish what life might have been like for a middle- to upper-class teenager living 
in Elizabethan England.  
What were proper courting/dating procedures? 
What role did parents play? 
When did people get married? 
What did people do for a living?  
How did people speak?  
Purpose 
Before launching into reading this play, students must know a bit of what to expect. Students that 
haven’t encountered Shakespeare will know little of him or this period of time in British history. 
Giving them hints about what to look for will help them look beyond the language and focus on 
the themes. It will also help students to think about the text of Shakespeare in context. 
Input 
We will read the prologue together before they begin the Web Quest. Teacher will hint about 
what will happen (star-crossed lovers, feuding families, etc..). 
Closure 
Students will produce a brief typed dialogue between a teenage boy and a teenage girl in love, in 
Elizabethan England. Teacher will check to see if the students are able to imagine a life in this 
time period. Important things to look for are: attempt to use early modern English, an 
understanding of English society, how teenagers in love might speak to each other. This project 
is really meant to introduce students to Shakespeare. It important for them to gain perspective 
about the story, not so much for them to complete a polished dialog. Full points will be awarded 
to students who turn in a dialog. -------see handout to class on attached sheet-------- 
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Lesson 1 Title: Pre-reading Web Quest Revisited 
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Lesson Duration: 2 50-minute class periods 
Point value: 5 points (participation points awarded upon completion of dialog) 
 

Objectives 
 Students will recognize differences in the language of the Elizabethan period and modern 

American English and apply them to writing 
 Students will gain basic knowledge of William Shakespeare 
 Students will gain perspective on 17th Century culture 
 Students will use digital literacies to convey what they have learned about Shakespeare 

 Students respond to one dialog prompt and two discussion questions and must reply to 
at least two of the things their peers have written  

Materials 
 Copies of Romeo and Juliet to distribute 
 Computer lab 
 

Anticipatory Set 
We need to establish what life might have been like for a middle- to upper-class teenager living 
in Elizabethan England.  
What were proper courting/dating procedures? 
What role did parents play? 
When did people get married? 
What did people do for a living?  
How did people speak?  
 

Purpose 
Before launching into reading this play, students must know a bit of what to expect. Students that 
haven’t encountered Shakespeare will know little of him or this period of time in British history. 
Giving them hints about what to look for will help them look beyond the language and focus on 
the themes. It will also help students to think about the text of Shakespeare in context. 
 

Input 
We will read the prologue together before they begin the Web Quest. Teacher will hint about 
what will happen (star-crossed lovers, feuding families, etc...). The blog, created on 
WordPress, will be live after the first of two class periods for the students. They will be 
required to research in class and blog for homework. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Closure 
Students will create a dialog with their peers in narrative and expository forms. The 
dialogue will between a group of teenagers in Elizabethan England. The other writing prompts 
will be excerpts taken from Romeo and Juliet. Students will be asked to predict what might 
happen in the story based on the excepts. Teacher will check to see if the students are able to 
imagine a life in this time period. Important things to look for are: attempt to use early modern 
English, an understanding of English society, how teenagers in love might speak to each other. 
This project is really meant to introduce students to Shakespeare. It important for them to gain 
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perspective about the story, not so much for them to complete a polished dialog. Full points will 
be awarded to students who turn in a dialog. -------see handout to class on attached sheet-. 
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OPPORTUNITIES TO PUBLISH STUDENT WORK 
 
Formal Non-digital 
 Bound books 
 Class magazines or school magazines 
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 Submissions to newspapers 
 Submissions to magazines 
 Submissions to writing contests 
 Posters 
 Public display 
 Petitions 
 Correspondence 
 Writing read aloud 
 
Informal Non-digital 
 Photocopies, typed, or handwritten work for distribution 
 Pieces of writing for gifts 
 Intercom or assembly announcement 
 Classroom bulletin board or display 
 
 
Formal Digital 
 Submissions to online news sources 
 Electronic Portfolio 
 Submissions to other blogs and wikis 
 Submission to YouTube or other online community 
 
Informal Digital 
 Class wiki 
 Class blog 
 Facebook posts 
 Tweets 
 Wordle 
 Thinglink 
 Quadblog 
 Dipity  
 Poll Daddy 
 
 
 


