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Call for Manuscripts

English Teachers and Cultural Agency, Volume 53.2 (Summer/Fall 2013), Deadline:  September 1, 2013
Dorris Sommer, the director of Harvard University’s Cultural Agents Initiative, asks us, simply, “How does our 
pedagogical work affect the world?” (Sommer, 2010).  In a time of heavy scrutiny for the humanities, this is an 
essential question in English education.  Elementary, secondary, and university English educators are redefining 
classroom spaces and curricula in the wake of new standards and expectations; these new pressures, however, need 
not crowd the ways in which literature and writing can foster agency in our students.  

As teachers of literature and writing, we have frequent opportunities to allow students to act as a result of rigor-
ous connection to content.  Sommer writes, “Is it enough to study brilliant people? Or do brilliant people give you 
a responsibility to be creative and accountable in your own everyday work?” (Sommer, 2012). 

In what ways have you offered students in your elementary, middle, high school, or college English classrooms 
opportunities develop their own agency through their literacy practices? In what ways do students have opportuni-
ties to play with art, drama, other texts, or music as responses to literature and through their writing in your class-
rooms? How do you use artistic response to help students understand the ways in which certain pieces of literature 
are recycled texts and further recycled in our own society?  Do you involve community members, local artists, sing-
ers, rappers, authors, actors, and parents in this literacy-as-agency process?  What have your students produced as 
a result of these studies? Have you taken the study of “brilliant people” a step further in your classroom and asked 
students to use this literacy as action within their schools or communities? How have these efforts changed your 
own ideas about the study of literature and writing as humanist endeavors?

For this issue, we would like to see the ways in which teachers, professors, and literacy leaders develop curricula 
that use the arts as a way of interacting with, responding to, and reproducing literature.  We’d like to further under-
stand how these interactions foster agency in classrooms, schools, and communities.  How does your pedagogy as 
an English educator affect the world?

The Evolving English Classroom, Volume 54.1 (Winter/Spring 2014), Deadline:  March 1, 2014
The past few years have been full of new initiatives and mandates, including the full incorporation of the Com-
mon Core Standards for ELA in all classrooms for most states, the advent of new tests aligned with the standards, 
the re-emergence of Project Based Learning (PBL), and, in Ohio, the 3rd Grade Reading Guarantee, to name 
a few.  Some of the measures to increase student engagement, retention, and, of course, test scores are school 
or district mandates. Others, however, are state or federal mandates aimed at increasing our global educational 
reputation (Tienken & Orlich, 2013).  As a result, curricula have been overhauled, reviewed, aligned, and revised.  
English classrooms across the country have been repositioned.  

This issue of OJELA will be reflective, as we look back on how our research and classroom practices in ELA 
have evolved because of these mandates and initiatives.  

What has the Common Core called upon you to change, reinvent, research, or renew about your practice? 
What has it asked you to abandon and what are the effects of that abandonment? 

In Ohio, how has Ohio’s 3rd grade reading guarantee changed classrooms for elementary teachers in the English 
content area? How have these changes in your classroom benefitted students from diverse backgrounds? How have 
they forced you to innovate, further your education, or collaborate on new levels?

If your school recently implemented PBL or another school-wide initiative, how has it helped you to reinvent 
your practice and what have those results been for you and your students?

If you teach mainstream English Language Learners, how have you worked with these initiatives to provide 
better, more dynamic, research-based learning opportunities for these specific students?

On the post-secondary level, how has teacher preparation changed due to these new initiatives?  How are 
programs continuing to educate candidates to consider and nurture the whole child and develop critically-minded 
individuals within their classrooms, even though the eventual output (a standardized test) is uniform?

We’d like this issue to be a hopeful resource for those who are still struggling, those who are thriving under the 
new mandates, and the rest of us who are somewhere in the murky in between.

How have you evolved as an English educator because of sweeping change and in what ways has this evolution 
benefitted your students?

Please address any questions concerning manuscripts to editor Sally Lamping at sally.lamping@wright.edu.  
Please put “OJELA Submission” in the subject line.
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Author Guidelines

The Ohio Journal of English Language Arts (OJELA) is the official journal of the Ohio Council of Teachers of  
English Language Arts (OCTELA).  Published twice per year, OJELA circulates to approximately 2000 language 
arts teachers of elementary, secondary, and college students.  The journal seeks to publish contributions on all 
aspects of language arts learning and teaching.

Articles
Submissions are invited for the 2013/2014 issues of OJELA on the following themes: 
 Volume 53.2 (Summer/Fall 2013): English Teachers and Cultural Agency
 Volume 54.1  (Winter/Spring 2014):  The Evolving English Classroom

See the Call for Manuscripts section of this issue for the full calls for submission.

The OJELA editors also welcome manuscripts on any other topic concerning language arts teaching at any level. 

Poetry  
Poetry submissions with teaching or teaching-related subjects will be accepted for review.  Submitters should follow 
the Manuscript Submission Guidelines.

Teaching Matters
OJELA is continuing to spotlight Teaching Matters and, as a result, invites submissions focused on classroom 
strategies for teaching English language arts at any level, K-college.  Submissions must be original teaching ideas.  
Descriptions of activities, practices, and procedures are welcome, but these should be accompanied by rationale, 
explaining how methods were developed and used and for what purposes.  Submissions might include a lesson’s 
objectives, materials, target grade level, appropriate assessments, and classroom handouts.  Teaching Matters submis-
sions should build a kind of how-to knowledge for other teachers.

4Sites
Submissions are invited from various educational levels (elementary, middle, secondary, post-secondary) to provide  
a perspective on a specific question related to an individual issue’s theme.  The goal of the 4Sites section is to 
provide perspective on an educational issue across sites and levels.  We’re accepting submissions for the following 
issues, loosely focused on the question that follows the issue’s theme.

English Teachers and Cultural Agency: What is one way you help students develop cultural agency in your classroom?
The Evolving English Classroom:  What are the results of a new text or curricular piece you have introduced as a   
result of a mandated change? 

The Conference Room Table
The metaphor of the table is invoked to promote conversation.  One goal for this OJELA section is to provide op-
portunity for professional development but not in a top-down, lecture style.  Instead, we ask submissions to capture 
the way books and articles in the field are used in classrooms and in professional lives, to convey experiences that il-
lustrate the significance of our professional literature.  Submissions should be related to each issue’s proposed theme.
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Manuscript Guidelines: These guidelines are in-
tended to answer the most common questions related 
to preparing and submitting manuscripts to OJELA. 
More detailed questions and other inquiries should be 
addressed to the editors: sally.lamping@wright.edu
    •  Manuscripts should be submitted electronically 

and formatted using 12-point font, double-spac-
ing, and either APA or MLA style. All pages should 
be numbered. In general, manuscripts are expected 
to be 10-20 pages in length.

    •  All manuscripts should be submitted as three 
attachments in Microsoft Word. The first at-
tachment should be a cover sheet that lists the 
title of the manuscript, author’s name, address, 
school affiliation, telephone, fax, email address, 
and a brief author bio. The second attachment 
should contain the title of the manuscript and the 
manuscript text, which should be free of any in-
ternal references to the author’s identity. The third 
attachment should be a letter that guarantees that 
the article is your original work and has not been 
published or submitted elsewhere.

    • Authors should submit their submissions to:  
sally.lamping@wright.edu

Style Issues: The readership of OJELA includes 
language arts teachers at all grade levels, so we recom-
mend you adopt a conversational style that avoids 
jargon and highly specialized terms. The use of “I” is 
appropriate. We do not accept term papers or other 
lengthy manuscripts overburdened with references. 
Manuscripts should also adhere to the “Guidelines for 
Nonsexist Use of language in NCTE Publications,” 
available from NCTE (1111 W. Kenyon Rd., Urbana, 
IL 61801-1096).

Accepted manuscripts are edited in consultation 
with the principal author. Because of publication 
deadlines, however, the editors reserve the right to 
make minor revisions without seeking prior approval 
from the author.

If you reference other writers’ work, please follow 
either MLA or APA style, as outlined in the current 
MLA or APA style manuals.

Tables, graphs, and charts are often difficult to 
read and expensive to typeset. Unless absolutely neces-
sary, please do not submit manuscripts containing 
these items. Photographs and artwork are accepted 
with manuscripts, although you should keep in mind 
that permission to use images is required. Authors 
must obtain written permission from the photogra-
pher and the subjects in the photograph. (See Permis-
sions Policy).

 
essential part of your manuscript, you must submit 
these items as separate files. Embedded images will not 
be accepted. Charts and graphs that are drawn using 
numerical values must have these values accessible, 
either as separate line list items or on the art itself. 
This allows us to accurately reformat this information 
to fit the column width of the issue.

Art/Photography: We encourage readers to share 
art and pictures that reflect the learning communities 
in your school and your classroom. All reproduced 
artwork should be at least 8” x 10” and on high qual-
ity, opaque paper. Photography submitted as prints 
should be printed on at 5” x 7” or larger glossy paper. 
Digital images must be 3 megapixels or better.

Permissions Policy: As author, it is your respon-
sibility to secure permissions for copyrighted work if it  
appears in your article. While short excerpts from copy - 
righted material may be quoted without permission,  
any excerpts from poetry and song lyrics almost always 
require the author’s written permission. Likewise, any  
student work requires a signed release from the student,  
and, if the student is a minor, the signature of a parent.  
To protect students’ identities, it is generally recom-
mended that you use pseudonyms. OJELA can provide  
forms for permissions and releases, though the author 
must pay any costs associated with permissions. If you 
are using student work, please request the Student-
Consent-to-Publish Form.

Manuscript Review Process: The editors will 
acknowledge receipt of your manuscript with an email. 
We initially read all manuscripts to assure that they are 
appropriate to the journal. If we think your manu-
script does not fit our journal, we contact you and 
suggest, when possible, other outlets for your work. 
Inquiries about possible manuscripts can be sent to 
sally.lamping@wright.edu.

If we deem a manuscript appropriate for OJELA, 
we send it out to at least two reviewers. Reviewers 
make recommendations for publication and for revi-
sion. Once recommendations have been received by 
the editors, we make final decisions about whether to 
publish or not. If we accept your manuscript for pub-
lication, we will contact you and, more than likely, 
remain in contact with you while working through 
the revision/editorial process. This process usually 
takes three months.

How to Contact the Editors: Send manuscripts 
and correspondence to: Sally Lamping, English: 
Integrated Language Arts, 470 Millett Hall, Wright 
State University, Dayton, Ohio 45435 or by phone: 
937-775-4945 or email: sally.lamping@wright.edu.

Manuscript Guidelines
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Editor’s Introduction

It is with great excitement that I introduce the first issue of OJELA under my editorship.  We received so many 
incredible manuscripts as a response to our call on 21st Century Literacies.  

In this issue, Kristin Pytash, Richard E. Ferdig, William Kist, and Annette Kratcoski, open our understandings of 
new literacy with a broad discussion of specific classroom contexts.  Their work outlines much of the research in 
new literacies, but soundly pairs that with classroom practice and evaluation.  

We also welcome the work of William Sewell, who outlines how he uses music to teach writing process in his class-
rooms.  Sewell’s discussion leads readers to a better understanding of how student writers can use expert writers as 
guides in their own processes.  

Ken Martin, the Associate Director of the Maine Writing Project, weighs in with a theoretically complex article 
entitled “Significant Response in Online Literature Discussion.” In this piece, Martin examines the ways in which 
students navigate the online discussion process and reveals a nuanced understanding of the elements involved in 
successful online discussions. 
 
Kristine Webber’s article examines Louise Rosenblatt’s (1978) theory of transactional reader response.  She leads 
us through a series of classroom exercises that uncover the ways in which students use new literacy as part of the 
meaning-making process, grounding her analysis in Rosenblatt’s work, while also examining recent new literacy 
scholarship.

Lisa Beckelhimer gives us some Teaching that Matters in her discussion of blogs and vlogs in the research process.  
She describes the research process in her classroom as dynamic and critical, rather than focused on the end product.  
Her use of student blogs and vlogs to document this process is incredibly inspiring reading.

In the 4sites section, we find ideas for using iPads in early elementary classrooms.  In addition, a middle school 
teacher enlightens our understanding of free resources for the ELA middle grades classroom, and a post-secondary 
teacher educator struggles with the big questions that new literacy brings to teacher education programs. 

Lastly, David Appleton’s Closing Lesson reminds us that there are many areas of technology where our students 
are much savvier than we are, but that should never stop us from following the child, and, in this process, students 
often lead us in surprising directions.

You might also note a new advertisement in this issue.  The Pride and Prejudice Bicentennial Celebration will take 
place this October and celebrate Austen’s work with workshops, theatrical and musical performances, and a regency 
ball. The advertisement provides details and contact information.

Please take a moment to visit our newly revised website at www.octela.org.  Here, you will find conference informa-
tion, proposal deadlines, online membership forms, and online proposal submission information for the OCTELA 
2014 Spring Conference.  Our conference chair this year is Deb Thomas; if you have questions about the conference  
theme, please email her at duthomas14@gmail.com.  Proposals are due no later than December 31, 2013. You 
can also locate previous issues of OJELA under the publications tab. 

I hope you will enjoy this 21st century edition of OJELA.  I also hope you will take the time to respond to an 
upcoming call.  Your research and classroom reflections provide profound insight into the profession and an intel-
lectual community for practitioners.  

            – Sally
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Introduction
Digital technologies are becoming commonplace in 
both in-school and out-of-school learning environ-
ments.  This often happens through funding for the 
purchase of specific tools (e.g. electronic whiteboards) 
or through new, district-level ‘bring your own device’ 
policies.  It is not uncommon to walk into a school 
and to see teachers and students using laptops, tablets, 
smart phones, social media, and electronic games in 
their teaching and learning.  

Emerging technologies also impact English class-
rooms at multiple levels.  For instance, the ubiquity of 
digital devices is helping shift societies from print-based 
reading and writing to digital literacy practices ranging 
from ebooks to multimodal composition.  That leaves 
English language arts teachers contemplating not only 
how to prepare students for digital reading and writing 
but also how to capitalize on such tools for meaningful 
and effective teaching and learning.  

The purpose of this article is to explore the role  
of technology in the English language arts classroom.   
This article begins with an examination of the theo-
retical framework surrounding these practices. Five 
vignettes then highlight specific instructional approach-
es where technology is central to students’ learning 
in the English classroom. These sections will focus 
on a particular way that technology is advancing and 
changing our notions of what it means to learn in the 
English classroom.  The article ends with a discussion 
about the field’s expanding notions of literacy and 
how it fundamentally shifts the ways teachers teach 
and students learn. 

Theoretical Framework
Digital technologies have transformed how people think, 
act, and communicate. The definition of literacy has 
now expanded beyond the traditional print-based 
forms of reading and writing to include the impact 

and use of these tools.  Scholars have adopted the 
terms “multiliteracies” (New London Group), “mul-
timodality” (Kress, 2003; Selfe & Selfe, 2008) and 
“New Literacy Studies” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; 
Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008) to better 
understand this broadened notion of reading and 
writing practices and what it means to be a literate 
member of a 21st century society.  This work is rooted 
in Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory, which posits 
that knowledge is socially and culturally constructed. 
Students construct knowledge and meaning through 
social interactions, which are now more frequently 
digitally enabled and/or digitally enhanced.  

The National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE) and The International Reading Association 
(IRA) have issued policy statements highlighting 
the importance of 21st digital and technological 
skills in the English language arts classroom. NCTE 
acknowledges that “the “21st century demands that 
a literate person possess a wide range of abilities and 
competencies, many literacies. These literacies are 
multiple, dynamic, and malleable” (¶. 1).  In a similar 
statement, IRA states, “fully literate in today’s world, 
students must become proficient in the new literacies 
of 21st-century technologies (¶. 1). 

This is echoed by the Common Core State 
Standards (2010), which state in order to be career 
and college ready students must “employ technol-
ogy thoughtfully to enhance their reading, writing, 
speaking, listening, and language use.” (p. 7).  These 
organizations share similar tenets built upon the 
notion that students must have numerous and varied 
opportunities to develop fluency with multiple litera-
cies, new literacies, and ICT. This means students are 
not only consumers, but also producers of multime-
dia texts. Students acquire and develop skills afford-
ing them to read, write, and critically think about 
multimedia texts. 

21st Century Literacies: 
Stories from Visionary Classrooms

– Kristine E. Pytash, Richard E. Ferdig, William Kist, and Annette Kratcoski

Literacy for 21st Century English Classrooms

Kristine E. Pytash is an assistant professor of literacy education at Kent State University, Richard Ferdig is RCET research 
professor and professor of instructional technology at Kent State University, William Kist is associate professor and coordina-
tor of the Adolescent and Young Adult Education Program and the project co-director of Minding the Gap at Kent State 
University.  Annette Kratcoski is the director of the Research Center for Education Technology at Kent State University.   
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Technology in the English language arts  
classroom
The following vignettes serve as a way to frame our 
discussion about new literacies by providing insights  
into the affordances of technology for English lan-
guage arts instruction. These are scenarios we have 
encountered in our work in schools and with teachers 
and students across the state of Ohio. Each vignette 
explores a particular way we have seen technology 
being utilized in English language arts classrooms. We 
explore notions social media, multi-platform litera-
ture, multimodal composition, portable devices, and 
innovative tools. 

Social Media 
Teachers have multiple goals for bringing social net-
working into the classroom, including attempting to 
unite in-school and out-of-school literacies (Bowers-
Campbell, 2011); helping to teach argument (Doeer-
Stevens, C. et al., 2011); creating classroom commu-
nity (Richard, 2011); and getting students ready for 
colleges that are increasingly wired and multi-modal 
(ACT, 2012).

Most of the traditional school-based uses of social 
networking involve using Intranets (networks that 
exist only on the school’s network, protected from the 
Internet).  Many school districts use such protected 
environments as Schoology (www.schoology.com) or 
Edmodo (www.edmodo.com) or Moodle (https://
moodle.org) to allow students to have the experi-
ence of socially networking at school in a completely 
protected way.

The following vignette, however, spotlights a 
teacher, Mr. Mike Slowinski, who used Facebook as 
the platform for setting up literature circles in a vir-
tual environment.  Having received permission from 
his school district, Mr. Slowinski’s first goal was to 
make sure his students understood the difference be-
tween a professional Facebook profile and a personal 
one.  Mr. Slowinski spent several weeks at the begin-
ning of the school year setting up the ground rules of 
what constitutes professional speech and behavior in 
an online environment and what does not.  Once a 
thorough discussion and run-through had been com-
pleted, demonstrating the affordances of Facebook as 
an educational vehicle, Mr. Slowinski was ready to set 
up his literature circles.

Facebook actually makes it easy to set up protect-
ed groups, which is what Mr. Slowinski did.  Just as 
he would in a face-to-face environment, Mr. Slowinski 
first described the various books that were going to 
be used for the literature circles, and students had to 

choose which book to read.  Mr. Slowinski then set 
up a “group” within Facebook for each book and then 
“invited” only the certain students to each group who 
had indicated an interest in each book.  Only those 
students who were invited could access the particular 
book group to which they were invited.  Since Mr. Slo-
winski set up all the book groups, he was automatically 
a member of each group and could, therefore, easily 
monitor the discussions going on in each group.  

Again, similar to the process of setting up face-
to-face literature circles, students were supposed to 
first introduce themselves by posting an introductory 
comment and “tagging” each member of their group.  
The tagging would alert other members of the group 
to read the post and comment, if they so wished.  Mr. 
Slowinski would then alternate between generating 
questions that students were expected to respond to 
and between having members of the group generate 
questions.  Mr. Slowinski eventually wanted the litera-
ture circles to become more self-sufficient.  Students 
were expected to post a minimum number of times, 
and the quality of their responses were assessed by 
Mr. Slowinski, just as he might have in a face-to-face 
literature circle by going around and listening in on 
the different groups.  

As this vignette highlights, more and more teach-
ers are finding themselves in the position of need-
ing to experiment, if not with Facebook, with other 
platforms that give students the practice and confi-
dence of navigating an “educational” social network.  
Teachers such as Mr. Slowinski are realizing that, as 
people increasingly read and write in collaborative on-
line social networks outside of school the ability to do 
so must be conceptualized, practiced and, at the very 
least, discussed within schools as part of what makes a 
person functionally literate in the 21st century.

Multi-Platform Literature 
Young adult literature has been known to push bound-
aries by not only exploring topics close to adolescents’ 
lives, but through incorporating genres that mirror 
adolescents’ own literacy practices. It is constantly 
evolving by exploring new forms and formats. For ex-
ample, TTYL (Myrcle, 2004) is told entirely through 
Instant Message (IM) conversations and Monster (My-
ers, 1999) includes scripts and journal entries. 

The latest trend in young adult literature is 
multiplatform books, which integrate digital formats 
in traditional print texts. These books include digital 
components, such as videos, podcasts, pictures, and 
music. Multiplatform books are meant to engage, 
motivate and entice readers (Moss, 2012). 

Literacy for 21st Century English Classrooms
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Skeleton Creek (Carman, 2009) is a multiplatform 
book about two young adults, Ryan and Sarah as they 
try to uncover a series of mysteries involving their 
mining town, specifically an accident that happened 
at an abandoned gold dredge. Approximately every 20 
pages readers use a password to access an online video.  
These videos are essential to the plot development by 
providing information from Sarah’s point of video. The 
videos create a dual narrative in that Ryan is narrating 
the print version of the book and Sarah is narrating the 
videos. The videos also capture specific scenes from the 
book that involve Ryan and Sarah. 

The following vignette highlights one classroom 
discussion surrounding the multiplatform book, 
Skeleton Creek (Carman, 2009). The teacher, Mrs. 
Brister, believes in the power of literature circles as 
a way to engage students in reading and to provide 
students opportunities to have choice in their reading. 
This instructional practice takes place in her 7th grade 
ELA classroom throughout the year. For this particu-
lar assignment, students have the option to self-select 
young adult literature and literature circle groups are 
formed based on preferences. Ian, Anna, Taylor and 
Mia have decided to read Skeleton Creek. 

During the class period the group discussed 
the chapter before and the chapter after the video 
called, “The Raven.” Discussions revolve around how 
“intense” the scene was. The group asked Mrs. Brister 
if they could watch the video again. Towards the end 
of the video the group collectively gasped and Anna 
commented, “I am so incredibly freaked out right 
now.” While the video offered Sarah’s narration of par-
ticular incidents and interesting visuals that provided 
clues for solving the mystery, the groups’ conversa-
tion revolved around the audio in the video. Taylor 
explained, “I thought Morse code was a high-pitched 
beeping, so I when I was reading I didn’t get it. But 
after watching the video I get that someone was using 
Morse code and banging on the pipe.” Ian chimed in, 
“yea the sound is important, just like the when you 
see the person and you hear the dragging of the foot. 
Because now we know Old Joe Bush, the ghost, is in 
the dredge with them.”  “Plus the sound totally makes 
it creepy and scary” added Mia. 

Mrs. Brister used this conversation to engage the 
group in a discussion about mood and how an author 
establishes mood.  She asked, “What words in the text 
does the author use to create a feeling of suspense?” 
Mrs. Brister pointed out that the sounds, such as the 
Morse code and sounds of a foot dragging not only tell 
readers what is going on (e.g.: Old Joe Bush is a ghost 
haunting the dredge) but also contribute to the mood. 

Knowing their video password was “The Raven” 
and that the students had a two-week unit on Edgar 
Allen Poe earlier in the year, Mrs. Brister shifted the 
conversation to the passwords that the author uses 
to access the videos. She asked the group, “Can you 
think of other authors who we have read this year that 
make the mood of their stories seem suspenseful or 
even scary?” Ian immediately responded, “Edgar Allen 
Poe.” Anna chimed in, “hey, maybe that is why the 
password is the Raven because both pieces are scary 
and creepy.”  “Or maybe it gives us clues and tell us to 
be on the lookout for things” stated Mia. The group 
used the rest of the class period to reread “The Raven” 
and to see what connections might help them figure 
out the mystery of Skeleton Creek. 

While multiplatform books might mirror young 
adults’ literacy practices outside of school, these books 
are likely to become more significant in the class-
room for at least two reasons.  First, students already 
interact with multimodal texts through and in their 
social networks, their videogames, and even in their 
instant messaging.  Written text is often accompanied 
by sound, music, and pictures or video.  Second, more 
authors are choosing to write in these styles as they 
learn to interact with audiences in new ways.  Such a 
technique lets them share emotions and perspectives 
in ways that simple, written text cannot.   As this 
vignette highlights, multiplatform books help students 
become active and engaged readers. In this particular 
scenario, the print-based text, in combination with 
images and audio from the videos contributed to 
students’ comprehension of the story. It also allowed 
them to make predictions (e.g. Old Joe Bush is a 
ghost haunting the dredge) and to further their under-
standing of literary devices, such as mood. They also 
connect students to larger discussions about author’s 
purposes and the intertextual connections. 

MultiModal Composition 
The Common Core State Standards have renewed the 
emphasis on writing instruction, asserting that stu-
dents should have opportunities to write for extended 
periods of time and should write a variety of genres. 
This includes digital writing and multimodal compo-
sition. Multimodal compositions incorporate various 
modes, such as images, videos, music, and sounds, 
to create one coherent text. This type of composition 
“acknowledges that modes offer certain affordances, 
and the interaction between modes is significant 
for communication” (Dalton, 2012, p. 334).  The 
concept of multimodal compositions build upon the 
inter-textual nature of texts, meaning all texts are 
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related and built on one another. Each text is selected 
for a specific reason, and each plays an important role 
in the overall meaning of the piece. 

The following vignette highlights how one teacher, 
Mrs. Jones, and her students created multimodal com-
positions following a unit on The Great Gatsby. During 
their reading of The Great Gatsby students engaged in 
multiple discussions based around the theme of the 
American dream. Mrs. Jones explained to the class 
that the term ‘American Dream’ has historically meant 
freedom, independence, and opportunities for a “bet-
ter” life.  However, students might each have their own 
ideas about what the American dream means; vari-
ous societies and cultures might also have a redefined 
conception of the American dream.   In order to have 
students critically examine the themes of the novel in 
their lives, Mrs. Jones asked students to create a multi-
modal composition that examined their understanding 
of the concept of the American dream. 

Mrs. Jones kept the instruction similar to her 
usual writing instruction, setting the unit within 
a Writing Workshop framework.  Students were 
encouraged to be creative while adhering to specific 
assignment requirements. For example, students were 
required to use at least five different modes of repre-
sentation in their compositions. Students were also 
required to have a reference list. Mrs. Jones set aside 
class time to discuss proper citation of images, music, 
speeches, and videos. 

During the creation of their compositions, stu-
dents used school computers; however, a few students 
asked permission to use personal devices to create their 
compositions. During their writing workshop, some 
students browsed the Internet for pictures, artwork, 
images and videos; other students scanned personal 
pictures of themselves and family members. Students 
also found popular music, clips from famous histori-
cal speeches, poems, and famous quotations or sayings 
that added to the essence of their composition. While 
many students relied on already created elements, 
some students narrated their pieces and incorporated 
original pieces of art or music into their works. Stu-
dents used iMovie, Photostory, and Windows Movie 
Maker to design their compositions.  

A staple in her writing workshop, Mrs. Jones 
engaged in one-on-one conferences and asked 
students to participate in peer editing. During the 
peer editing sessions, she asked students to analyze 
various elements of the compositions. Students were 
also required to explain their intentional decisions 
about specific elements and components.  Finally, 
students posted their multimodal compositions on 

the class website, which was password protected. This 
allowed the class to share their compositions and their 
reflections on their learning. Similar to a traditional 
print-based writing assignment, Mrs. Jones used a 
rubric to evaluated and grade the multimodal compo-
sition. This rubric included categories that examined 
the compositions’ cohesiveness, the organization of 
how modes were put together, and if the composition 
effectively addressed the topic. 

Because students were examining various modes, 
they were afforded the opportunity to examine cul-
tural artifacts, such as speeches, famous photos, and 
music. Students were also able to explore personal his-
tories, life experiences, and belief systems.  This led to 
conversations that asked students to analyze how these 
factors contributed to their ideas about the American 
dream.  Students engaged in critical conversations 
about class, race, and culture, if the American dream 
was attainable, and, if so, by whom. Students’ compo-
sitions reflected in-depth thought and analysis. 

Reading/Writing Connection
Tablets, particularly iPads, have become ever-present 
in the personal, professional, and educational arenas. 
One of the unique and attractive features of these 
devices is the vast and ever-increasing number of 
apps available for the PreK-12 population. However, 
many of these apps tend to target students’ skills for 
remembering and understanding concepts in con-
trast to higher order thinking skills such as skills for 
analyzing, evaluating, and creating content (Forehand, 
2005).  Considering the potential role of iPads in the 
English language arts classroom requires examination 
of how the tool can be used in ways to go beyond 
its function as an ereader or a device with apps for 
targeting specific skills (e.g. spelling, vocabulary, etc.), 
but how the tool can be used in ways that truly extend 
students’ abilities to read and write and promote 
students’ proficiency with new literacies critical in a 
digital age. 

The following vignette demonstrates how an el-
ementary teacher, Mrs. Peters, utilizes a variety of apps 
to engage students in reading and writing about fairy 
tales, as part of a larger unit on fairy tales, fables, and 
folk legends.   The vignette illustrates how such tools 
create learning contexts in which students are engaged 
as active learners, creating and sharing work that is 
authentic and personally meaningful while serving as 
a documentation of their learning.

The class began the fairy tale focus of the unit 
by brainstorming what they already knew about fairy 
tales using Padlet (http://padlet.com) on their iPads.  
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Padlet is a virtual collaboration tool that allows you 
to create a customized ‘wall’ where participants post 
and share thoughts, ideas, questions and resources 
on a specific topic.  For this brainstorming activity, 
the teacher created a virtual wall and asked students 
to post fairy tale titles that they knew. The students 
were also told to think about those fairy tales and post 
things that were common among the stories (e.g., 
“once upon a time” magic, evil characters, happy 
endings, etc.).  Following a class discussion on story 
elements, each student was assigned a different fairy 
tale to read on their iPad from a selection of fairy tales 
accessible online. http://www.fairytales.biz/list.html. 
Afterwards, each student created a chart of the charac-
ters, setting, problem and solution of their story using 
ShowMe, (http://www.showme.com) an app that 
enables the iPad to function as an interactive white-
board, allowing the user to draw, write, and add voice-
over.  Students also selected one illustration from their 
stories, captured a photo of the illustration using their 
iPad cameras and then used PicView (http://picview.
com) to record their voices as they explained how that 
particular illustration represented a key element of 
the fairy tale. Students recounted the fairy tale they 
read by retelling it using Toontastics, (http://launch-
padtoys.com/toontastic) an app that allows children 
to draw, animate and share cartoons. The students 
focused on character traits by designing trading cards 
of a character from their fairy tale using the Trading 
Card Creator app available at ReadWriteThink.org 
(http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/
mobile-apps/trading-cards-30922.html). 

Each student was also given a Cinderella story 
from another country. After reading these stories, stu-
dents used the camera on their iPads to capture photos 
of some of the book’s illustrations.  They used Pixntell, 
(http://pixntell.com) to add their own voiceovers to 
their photos; the voiceovers indicated the title, author, 
original country of their Cinderella tale, and explained 
the central lesson/moral of the fairy tale.  Finally, 
students were engaged in the writing process by draft-
ing their own fractured fairy tale using Educreations, 
(http://www.educreations.com) another interactive 
whiteboard app that allowed the students to combine 
text, voice, drawings, and photos to create their story. 
Students applied Common Core elements of writing 
such as structure of a story (beginning, middle, end) 
and were required to address key story elements as 
they developed their text.  As with all of the projects 
highlighted in this vignette, students shared their 
finished stories with their peers by projecting the iPad 
using a document camera.  Moreover, students were 

also able to share all their work beyond the classroom 
with family and friends as all of the apps allowed for 
finished products to be accessed online or shared via 
email, Facebook, or Twitter. 

This vignette provides a snapshot of a sample 
of apps and how they can be used effectively in the 
English language arts classroom for creating opportu-
nities for students to be active learners in the reading 
writing process.  Such technologies truly have the 
potential to transform teaching and learning when 
used in ways that engage students in producing, creat-
ing and sharing relevant and authentic content.  There 
were two important outcomes of this work.  First, the 
teacher reported that students were more motivated to 
engage with literature.  This motivation meant more 
time on task and more time engaging with the stories 
presented.  Second, because they were more engaged, 
these interactions went beyond the time devoted to 
the project in class.  Students worked on the projects 
at home, with some parents reporting that this was 
the first time they did not have to encourage their 
children to finish homework.  Working on digital 
projects means that students can continue to work 
regardless of location or time and can share their work 
with parents and others.

Innovative Engagement Tools
Technologies for literacy often focus on consumption 
of digital materials; multimodal composition provides 
ways to have students begin thinking of themselves as 
producers of such content.  Even though the con-
cept of new literacies begs a redefinition of ‘text’, this 
consumption or production of digital content often 
happens in traditional spaces (e.g. laptops or tablets) 
or with the reading or writing of conventional forms 
of text.  There are a number of newer technologies 
that should impact how we teach reading and writ-
ing at multiple age and grade levels.  For instance, 
augmented reality (e.g. Google glasses) changes how 
we make meaning in and of the world.  Stereoscopic 
3D, now easily accessible in commercial and home 
theatres, provides a format to have additional sensory 
engagement with content. 

In a class offered for teachers called digital photog-
raphy, the teachers develop lesson plans that encour-
age their students to make use of digital cameras in 
learning content.  One teacher named Marty made an 
immediate and useful connection to her high school 
English classroom.  In her teaching, she made exten-
sive use of the door as a metaphor in literature.  She 
would give students quotations about doors and ask 
students to describe the door they associated with the 
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quote.  As she started to think about the role of the 
camera in her class, she came up with a lesson to have 
students actually find and take pictures of doors that 
represented their interpretations of the quotes.  They 
would submit their photographs with a short explana-
tion of why they selected that particular door.  

A second teacher named Sarah taught Kinder-
garten.  Her fellow teachers presumed her lesson 
would include the teacher taking pictures and then 
presenting the pictures to the students.  She began 
thinking creatively and realized that there were letters 
everywhere in a student’s world.  A letter here does 
not refer to an ‘S’ in the ‘STOP’ sign.  Rather, she 
thought about having students see the letter ‘V’ in 
a crotch of a tree.  She saw the letter ‘D’ in the way 
the bar wrapped around and connected back to the 
merry-go-round.  Instead of giving students pictures 
to interpret, she handed digital cameras to five-year 
olds and had them go take pictures of letters they saw 
in nature or in man-made creations.  

Digital photography has received a lot of recent 
attention, due in large part to a focus on digital 
storytelling.  There are also authors that highlight the 
digital and/or video camera as an important tool in 
understanding children’s thinking (Goldman-Segall, 
1998).  There are two important reasons this vignette 
is included.  First, like the section on multimodal 
composition, it presents the English language arts 
students as both a consumer and a producer of 
content.  However, it also presents learning situations 
where technology is used to help bridge students 
with a world outside of school.  The door assignment 
provided a way for students to produce artifacts that 
complimented their understanding of the literature 
quotation; however, it also gave them a chance to 
see how literature was in our everyday lives.  The 
letter assignment gave students a chance to practice 
their letter recognition; however, it also gave them a 
chance to continue to practice outside of the class-
room walls.  

Returning to the larger construct of innova-
tive tools, the digital camera has been around long 
enough to not necessarily be considered cutting-
edge.  It does provide an example of how such tools 
can help students see English language arts outside 
of the pages of conventional text or classroom walls.  
This raises important questions about how English 
language arts teachers could find other ways to use 
cutting-edge discoveries like augmented reality, 
haptics (the use of technology for the sense of touch), 
and holograms for interacting with fictional charac-
ters (Murray, 1997).

Discussion and Implications
These vignettes highlight how technology in the 
English language arts classroom allows students to 
be active and engage learners within a community of 
learners.  In these scenarios, students have multiple 
opportunities to engage in “sustained, self-motivated, 
and strategic” reading and writing practices (Ivey & 
Johnston, 2011, p.). Engagement in technology in 
the English language arts classroom creates learning 
opportunities that are participatory in nature and 
provide rich learning experiences.

Participatory Culture 
A reoccurring theme in these vignettes is how technol-
ogy in the English language arts classroom created 
a participatory culture. Jenkins et al. (2006) defines 
participatory culture as one with: 

Relatively low barriers to artistic expression 
and civic engagement, strong support for cre-
ating and sharing one’s creations, and some 
type of informal mentorship whereby what 
is known by the most experienced is passed 
along to novices. A participatory culture is 
also one in which members believe their  
contributions matter, and feel some degree  
of social connection with one another. (p. 3)

In these scenarios the classroom contexts fostered 
this participatory culture in various ways. First, the 
teachers’ positions shifted in that they were no longer 
the sole assessor of students’ knowledge. Learning was 
not demonstrated through a multiple-choice test that 
only had one right answer. Instead, students displayed 
their learning in multiple ways.  Second, the class-
room became a community of learners. Students had 
an authentic audience to share their thinking about 
reading and writing. This created an atmosphere in 
which social interactions were valued and learning 
became collaborative (Leu, Coiro, Castek, Hartman, 
Henry & Reinking, 2009).

Rich Learning Experiences 
While engagement and motivation are important 
factors in the English language arts curriculum, just 
as important is that students are learning how to read 
complex texts and write in a range of genres. These are 
essential experiences as students enter college and the 
workforce. They need to know how to use technology to 
access information, acquire knowledge, and disseminate 
new ideas.  In college and the workforce, students will 
constantly be required to read and write digital texts. 
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Students need opportunities to learn new strategies to 
engage in these new literacy demands.  Researchers have 
noted online reading has a different set of demands than 
traditional print-based texts. Students need to be taught 
sophisticated strategies for navigating and reading online 
texts (Alvermann, et al.; Leu, Leu, & Coiro, 2004). 

In the above vignettes, students also engaged in 
critical thinking about the texts and the use of tech-
nology allowed multiple texts to be brought into the 
classroom. By reading and writing multiple pieces, 
they were learning about intertextuality; they began 
to recognize how texts are connected and build upon 
one another. This created opportunities for students 
to move past being passive readers of texts, engage in 
critical conversations about literature, and to become 
producers of new texts. When students examine 
multiple perspectives, they become critical readers who 
analyze and make connections across texts. This pro-
vides students with rich and deep learning experiences.

Conclusion
It is easy to suggest that English classrooms should 
include newer technologies because: a) they are ubiq-
uitous in the everyday lives of our students; and b) 
failing to do so is to leave our students unprepared for 
the vocational and educational worlds they will enter.  
However, a main reason to include technology is that 
it helps teachers present content; it can also help stu-
dents engage with material in unique ways that fit cur-
rent pedagogical models.  Karchmer-Klein and Shinas 
(2012) write that for teachers who are apprehensive 
and have concerns about the role of technology in the 
classroom, they “must set aside those concerns and 
replace them with knowledge that, when taught well, 
new literacies can support and extend students’ abili-
ties to read and write for real purposes” (p. 293).  

In the five vignettes presented, technology afford-
ed learning experiences that enabled new pedagogical 
practices.  The Facebook scenario demonstrated how 
teachers can engage students with tools they are already 
familiar with and use to navigate their worlds.  The 
multi-platform literature vignette reinforced that point 
by demonstrating ways current authors are attempting 
to present content to readers.  The multimodal com-
position assignment on the American dream provided 
opportunities for students to become producers of 
content (instead of just consumers); it provided varied 
forms of artifact creation that demonstrated student 
learning and understanding.  Using iPad apps, our 
fourth example, highlighted not only the ease of use 
in providing multiple learning platforms, but also how 
technology can help bridge school-home connections  

through increased motivation and engagement.  Fi-
nally, the digital photography example showed how 
new tools can help our students connect what they are 
learning to life outside of the classroom; it provided 
further evidence of the need for English language arts 
teachers to reconsider how every day and/or cutting-
edge tools can help connect students and content.  
Technology, in each of these cases, provided access to 
content and meaningful learning experiences in the 
English language arts classroom that would have been 
difficult to achieve in traditional means.  Moreover, 
they provided opportunities for students to engage 
with content in ways that mimicked the role that tech-
nology is playing in their everyday lives.  

Online support is available for teachers who wish 
to incorporate technologies in the English classroom.  
Becoming a member of a list-serv (e.g. https://www.
edsurge.com/) provides access to news on cutting 
edge technologies for educators.  Second, there are 
websites and social forums that provide support for 
teaching and/or teaching with technology (e.g. http://
englishcompanion.ning.com/).  Third, we recommend 
supporting a strong researcher/practitioner relation-
ship where teachers have opportunities to get support 
in implementing new tools while researchers explore 
the impact of such work.  
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Writing instruction at the secondary level is as critical 
as ever.  Over 40 percent of incoming college stu-
dents need remedial writing coursework (Yu, 2012, p. 
2).  U.S. businesses spend $3.1 billion a year to help 
workers improve their writing; despite its impor-
tance, however, efforts to improve writing have been 
sparse in school reform models (Kiuhara, Graham, 
& Hawken, 2009, p. 136).  Unfortunately, helping 
students appreciate the writing process is all too often 
a challenging task.  In a 2012 study, one high school 
senior (Bynum) espoused many students’ perspective 
about composing essays:

I can think of a million things to say, but it 
would be BS, and although a lot of people 
believe BS is like a giant part of writing, 
sometimes I think that too. But you have 
to have like a decent platform of BS in 
order to successfully BS your way through 
a paper. (Cited in Smagorinsky, Elizabeth, 
O’Donnell-Allen, & Bynum, 2012. (p. 368)

Inherent in Bynum’s contention is the belief that 
academic writing is essentially a sophomoric ritual 
whereby students “move through the motions” in 
completing whimsically-assigned term papers over 
classical texts (in this case, Much Ado about Nothing) 
as their teachers did before them.

In order to alter this attitude, writing activities 
should foster connections between learning out-
comes and students’ backgrounds so they may value 
their writing as something meaningful and relevant 
to their worlds (Huntley-Johnston, L., Phillips 
Merritt, S., & Huffman, L., 1997, p. 172).  Further-
more, Adams (2012) observed that students regularly 

and unconsciously engage in reading and writing ac-
tivities via electronic formats.  Additionally, Ranker 
(2007) highlighted numerous studies showing how 
students regularly incorporate popular culture in 
their writing.  If teachers tapped students’ out-of-
school processes, they would be able to provide 
needed context and relevance for students grappling 
with writing problems.  

One significant area of out-of-school literacy 
is popular music: a powerful social activity.  Using 
popular music in the K-16 classrooms is a subject 
well-covered in the literature of the past forty years 
(Copeland & Goering, 2003; Daughdrill, 2000). 
Music is an early part of a child’s development and 
the associations within areas of learning such as the 
alphabet and multiplication offers an insight to the 
connections between music and learning.  Learning, 
according to Vetter (2010), “is a social process that 
involves taking on behaviors, discourses, gestures, 
dress, etc. that are associated with readers/writers. 
When a person constructs an identity, they do so by 
taking on these discourses and behaviors” (p. 37).   
In addition, there is a strong correlation with writing 
and music.  As a fourth grader observed in a recent 
study (Robin, 2010) “Good writing feels good to 
your ears” (p. 49).  Consequently, there is a compel-
ling justification for using music in the writing class-
room.  Wakefield (2006), for example, demonstrated 
how the music of Sean “Puffy” Combs may be used 
to teach the research skills, quoting, paraphrasing, 
and summarizing.

Given the individual significance of music to each 
one of us, selecting music for instructional purposes 
can be difficult.  The focus here will be the cultural 
icon, Johnny Cash, and I will draw from his cannon 
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and the hit biopic, Walk the Line (2005) as supporting 
texts.  Stimeling (2010) contended that:

With the exception of Hank Williams, no 
country artist has been the subject of the 
kind of sustained critical and scholarly at-
tention that Johnny Cash enjoyed during 
his nearly five decades as a leading country 
songwriter, artist, and spokesperson, or in the 
years since his death in 2003.  (p. 305)

Hence, while many students may not enjoy coun-
try music, his cultural impact and longevity serve as an 
excellent starting point for the writing unit.

This article depicts a writing unit based upon 
the theory of “multimodal intertextuality” which 
scaffolds students through the composition process 
(Jewitt, 2005).  As a guide for those new to multi-
modal intertextuality, the first portion of this essay 
explores the theory of multimodal intertextuality.  It 
requires a review of schema construction to see how 
multiple forms of discourse enhance learning.  Next 
I will ground multimodal intertextuality in practice 
through the “Write the Line” unit plan, three lessons 
which employ audio-visual materials to teach the 
writing process.

Theoretical Perspective:  Schema Building through 
Multimodal Intertextuality
With the wealth of new modes of communication 
such as podcasting, blogging, texting, emailing, and 
writing fan fiction, teachers have many “new litera-
cies” at hand to aide students in composition instruc-
tion.  In this essay, I employ the theory of “multi-
modal literacy instruction” which is the practice of 
knowledge construction through images, sounds, and 
animated movements (Jewitt, 2005, p. 316).  Knowl-
edge construction through print or electronic media, 
of course, does not occur in isolation.  “Any text,” 
according to Barthes’ (1981) theory of intertextuality, 
“is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formu-
lae, rhythmic models, fragments of social languages, 
etc., pass into the text and are redistributed within 
it, for there is always language before and around the 
text” (p. 39).  Through multimodal intertextuality, 
teachers weave numerous connections between stu-
dents’ prior knowledge of material with new materials 
– body movements, sounds, images, texts, and symbol 
– in order to build a solid foundation or the scaffold 
to guide them through writing units.  

Multimodal intertextuality situates itself in 
schema theory, which postulates that knowledge is 

organized in structures called “schemas.” This provides 
a framework for the integration of new knowledge 
related to that topic (Zhen, Yank, Garcia, & McCad-
den, 2008; Kissner, 2009).  “Schemas are…proces-
sors, affecting our recall of events, and our ability to 
learn” (Liu, B., Yu, X.-y., & Lin, Y., 2007, p. 17).  The 
more salient aspect of schema theory for educators is 
that learners utilize their schemata in new ways so that 
instruction can be rendered as effectively as possible.  
Hence, educators “should focus on students as persons 
involved in changing their understanding of things” 
(Dahlin, 2001, p. 288).  

Studies demonstrate (Dochy, Segers, & Buehl, 
1999; Shapiro, 2004) a strong correlation between 
broadening students’ schemata and improved aca-
demic performance.  “In order to lower obstacles to 
achievement,” observed Garth-McCullough (2008), 
“educators must better identify the learning process 
variables in the classroom that either interfere with 
or promote students’ performance” (p. 2).  There are 
a number of significant variables which may impact 
student performance.  For example, students’ low 
self-efficacy might stem from poor background in the 
writing process.   

If schemata were conceived as a great big net that 
collected and organized new information (Manzo, 
Manzo, & Thomas, 2009, p. 28), holes created by 
misconceptions and misgivings about writing could 
be repaired through careful instructional scaffolding.  
New bits of “connective tissue” (Barthes, 1981, p. 39) 
woven from analysis and comparing videos, learning 
about the writing process, creating different genres 
of writing, speaking about one’s own writing, and 
applying higher order critical analysis of other people’s 
writing through group discussion serve as replace-
ment strands for their nets.  Of course, in some cases 
students will require a complete schema-structure 
building (Manzo, Manzo, & Thomas, 2009, p. 30) in 
order to create their net strands because the process is 
so new to some of them.  

Theory into Practice:  Implementing Writing Units 
that Draw upon Multimodal Intertextuality
Teachers can harness the theory of multimodal 
intertextuality in a variety of ways in classrooms.  
In her discussion of intertextuality, Kristeva (2002) 
observed: 

Conceived as crossed threshold between lan-
guages and cultures, intertextuality exposes 
the self either to an essential work….Inter-
textuality is a way of placing us, readers, not 
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only in front of a more or less complicated 
and interwoven structure (the first mean-
ing of texture), but also within an on-going 
process of signifying. (p. 9)

In order to implement a unit utilizing multi-
modal intertextuality, it is imperative to forge multiple 
connections between the reader/writer and the text 
throughout each stage of the writing process:  pre-
writing, drafting, revising, and publishing.  This unit 
was conceived by a desire to model the composition 
process in real-life situations and is composed of three 
schema-building lessons outlined in this essay.  I used 
these in my sophomore and junior English language 
arts classes.  

The key “textbook” for the unit is the movie, 
Walk the Line (2007).  Instruction utilizes the “gradual 
release” method where instruction slowly shifts from 
teacher-controlled to student-directed writing as 
(Fisher & Frey, 2003, p. 398). Hence, the lessons are 
organized in a way to ensure abstract processes such as 
integrating Cash’s writing processes to one’s own writ-
ing is much more complex.  As Johannessen (2001) 
observed:

[W]riting instruction must be sequenced  
to move from concrete to abstract and from 
simple to complex in terms of materials, 
activities, and tasks and from more teacher 
direction and control at the beginning when 
introducing new skills and strategies to less 
teacher control and more student indepen-
dence as students become more confident 
and gain mastery of skills and strategies or 
the procedural knowledge necessary to per-
form the task on their own. (p. 39)

Lesson One:  “One Song That Would Sum You Up”
The purpose of this lesson is to build schema by 
helping students visualize the writing process; 
this lesson also helps students revise compositions 
based upon audience feedback.  Part one centers on 
prewriting activities through Cash’s composition of 
“Folsom Prison Blues” while stationed in Germany 
during his time in the Air Force.  Walk the Line 
depicts this at roughly 12:24 to 15:56 in the movie.  
When playing the film to class, I pause at each break 
and emphasize each action in order to ensure that 
students are making connections.  I have learned 
that when using video clips in class, students do not 
always transfer knowledge learned from the clip to 

their own writing.  For some students, the process 
is too abstract for their concrete level of thinking 
and learning; for others, their schema is still too 
porous to “catch” the learning and integrate it into 
their composing process.  Hence, it is important to 
carefully monitor comprehension and help students 
make connections.  

Three key actions occur in this segment.  First, 
Cash purchases his very first guitar; he composes 
“Folsom Prison Blues” with it and later uses it for his 
audition with Sam Phillips.  The guitar, like pen and 
paper, is a tool used for finding his voice and express-
ing his feelings.  Next, we see Cash court Vivian 
Liberto (portrayed by Ginnifer Goodwin), whom he 
would marry once he is out of the Air Force.  The 
interchanges with Liberto are quite fascinating in that 
while he is talking to her on the phone, the movie 
helps craft his feeling of imprisonment.  His com-
manding officer, much like a jailer, treats him curtly 
and even cuts his phone conversation off.  The scenery 
has very subtle images of cell bars in the background 
behind Cash and Liberto.  In fact, Cash is wearing 
“stripes,” as seen on his uniform at the end of the 
segment.  Throughout the courtship, there is a sense 
that he is trapped, but as soon as he “gets out” or is 
“released” he will marry her.  Finally, we see a newsreel 
which seems to suggest the idea for writing “Folsom 
Prison Blues.” When speaking of his enlistment in the 
Air Force, Cash stated:

It was like imprisonment.  I was locked there 
on that base, three years without a furlough 
to come home. The only way they would 
have let me come home was if there had been 
a death in my immediate family. I was not 
only isolated from my loved ones, but there 
was nowhere to go, no one to reach out to.  
(cited in Berkowitz, 2001, para. 12)

In the film we see him go through initial drafts 
which he does in seclusion because, like our stu-
dents, he is very shy about revealing his writing to 
the public.  Even the composition of the song is con-
ducted furtively as he hides from prying eyes at the 
end—much like struggling writers will do in order  
to hide their compositions in fear of being rejected.  
In reality, Cash had little confidence in “Folsom 
Prison Blues” and went as far to ask Sam Phillips  
to pull it from the radio play.  “I just didn’t think it 
was that good of a song. I just didn’t think anyone 
would like it,” noted Johnny (cited in Bonander, 
2012).  Fortunately, Phillips convinced him to be 
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patient:  the song reached the top of the charts in 
just a few weeks.

Part two of this lesson builds schema on the 
topics of peer collaboration and audience feedback.  
In the film, we see Cash and his band, the “Tennes-
see Two” (portrayed by Dan John Miller as Luther 
Perkins and Larry Bagby as Marshall Grant), tune 
their instruments and begin playing a rendition of 
Jimmy Davis’ “I Was There When It Happened.”  
This segment occurs approximately 19:47 to 21:22 in 
the movie.  When musicians tune their instruments, I 
pause the film and ask students what, in any particu-
lar piece of writing, should be “tuned.” They generally 
respond with grammar, mechanics, and spelling.  This 
dialogue helps students make more concrete connec-
tions between the video and the composition process.  

After viewing the clip, we discuss Liberto’s reac-
tion to the performance in order to probe the reasons 
for her aversion to the tune.  Students often note how 
bad the song is, and to help them make a contem-
porary connect—whether fair or not—I make an 
intertextual comparison with Rebecca Black’s “Friday” 
(2011) which had been played over and over to the 
dismay of many listeners.  Invariably, this provokes 
an intense reaction, which I compare with Liberto’s 
reaction.  From Liberto’s perspective, it is clear that 
Cash will not become great if he is doing a poor 
rendition of an already tired song.  Liberto’s skepti-
cism was sound, as it took nearly a year for Johnny 
to secure his audition with Sam Phillips (Berkowitz, 
2001, para. 13).  Showing Cash’s lengthy composing 
process provides a dynamic model of the dedication, 
time, and energy devoted to one’s craft in order to be 
a successful writer.

We now move into the third section of the lesson: 
publishing.  In the film, Cash convinces Sam Phil-
lips (portrayed by Dallas Roberts) to give him and 
his band an audition.  There is a fascinating moment 
of intertextuality in regards to the character.  Sam 
resembles Cash’s commanding officer.  Students are 
asked why this connection is important and they gen-
erally observe how Johnny is “under the gun” to please 
both individuals who represent stern authoritarian 
figures.  In fact, Johnny Cash observed a similar senti-
ment when speaking with prisoners on the album, At 
San Quentin (1969):

I tell you what, the show is being recorded 
and televised for England, and they told me 
you gotta do this song, you gotta do that 
song, you gotta stand like this and walk like 
this, and I don’t get it man. I’m here to do 

what I wanna do and what you want me to 
do. So whaddya wanna hear?!  

During rehearsals for At San Quentin, tour photo-
grapher Jim Marshall captured Cash’s rebellious senti-
ments with his iconic photo of Cash “flipping the 
bird” to the camera.

This segment of the film occurs about 23:49 to 
29:43 and in it we see Cash play the same tune Lib-
erto rejected earlier.  In fact, Phillips cuts them off and 
after a heated exchange, he challenges Cash:

Bring... bring it home? All right, let’s bring it 
home. If you was hit by a truck and you was 
lying out there in that gutter dying, and you 
had time to sing “one” song. Huh? One song 
that people would remember before you’re 
dirt. One song that would let God know how 
you felt about your time here on Earth. One 
song that would sum you up. You tellin’ me 
that’s the song you’d sing? That same Jimmy 
Davis tune we hear on the radio all day, 
about your peace within, and how it’s real, 
and how you’re gonna shout it? Or... would 
you sing somethin’ different. Somethin’ real. 
Somethin’ “you” felt. Cause I’m telling you 
right now, that’s the kind of song people 
want to hear. That’s the kind of song that 
truly saves people. It ain’t got nothin’ to do 
with believin’ in God, Mr. Cash. It has to do 
with believin’ in yourself.  (Walk the Line)

Cash responds by playing “Folsom Prison Blues.”  
An impressed Sam Phillips signs Johnny to his label. 

At this point in the unit, we have covered three 
important facets of the writing process:  prewriting, 
drafting, and publishing in just a short time through 
Walk the Line. Throughout my time teaching the unit, 
I observed student difficulty in making connections 
between the film and the writing process; making 
links between the two can be too abstract for concrete 
thinkers.  Slater and Horstman (2002) stressed the 
efficacy of using cognitive strategies and organizing 
information for learning (164).  Thus, it might be 
helpful to employ a multicolumn graphic organizer 
(GO) to help students visualize the three stages and 
link each phase to the film.  As Gallavan and Kottler 
(2010) found:

[GOs] serve as tools by which students can 
immediately become engaged in recording 
and evaluating information. Students can 
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use graphic organizers individually, with 
partners, or in small groups. Using graphic 
organizers is a student-centered approach to 
learning as students construct meaning, share 
information, and make presentations to each 
other.  (p. 93)

By having students employ GOs, teachers move 
students from learning to write to writing to learn 
and; hence, they will be getting more practice and 
gaining competence in analytical writing.  “Students 
also discover what they know about their content 
focus, their language, themselves, and their ability 
to communicate all of that to a variety of audiences” 
(Knipper and Duggan, 2006, pp. 462-463)

A component of this lesson asks students ponder 
the implications of music in their own lives.  Follow-
ing Phillip’s directive, I have students bring in a song 
that they believe defines them. I ask them to write a 
paragraph or two exploring why they feel that song is 
important to them.  In the next 
class session, students play song 
selections and discuss why the 
songs are important to them.  

Across the various grade 
levels, students, much like we 
saw earlier with Cash, may be 
reticent to share their feelings; 
however, once students begin 
discussing their songs, they 
gradually become more willing 
participants.  Writing is about 
taking risks and sharing ideas 
in an open and free environment.  Thus, it is critical 
for teachers to carefully create an atmosphere of sup-
port and nurturing of one another’s ideas.  In order to 
“break the ice,” I model the process by sharing some 
of my own music.  

Another excellent icebreaker exercise is the 
popular YouTube video, Paravonian’s (2006) “Pachel-
bel Rant,” which has over 11.1 million views.  In 
this video, the singer/comedian charts derivations of 
Pachelbel’s “Cannon in D” in popular music.  Instead 
of a positive influence, Paravonian humorously dem-
onstrates how the song has haunted him ever since he 
was forced to play it on a cello when he was in high 
school band.  As he laments, “Being a kid that played 
the cello sucked.  Because there is no way to be cool 
when the instrument is larger than you.  When you 
walk to school with a cello, you are like a wounded 
gazelle on the Serengeti.  Bullies just smell you com-
ing from a mile away.”

When undertaking this exercise, it is very impor-
tant to encourage students to share their ideas and at 
the same time discourage students who try to poke 
fun at another’s musical choices; this can easily lead 
to students shutting down for the remainder of the 
unit.  Students also might   bring in songs which are 
not school appropriate.  In those cases, we play selec-
tions from the song in order to cut out as much of the 
objectionable material as possible.  

Lesson Two:  “Is it Johnny or Joaquin?  
Understanding Voice”

In lesson one, students witnessed the power-
ful difference between a flatly performed song, “I 
Was There When It Happened” and “Folsom Prison 
Blues.”  This served as a good starting point for 
discussing the power of voice in compositions, which 
is the subject of lesson two.  The “textbooks” for this 
lesson are the soundtrack to Walk the Line (2005) and 
any one of Cash’s collected works (e.g., The Legend 

of Johnny Cash, 2005).  The 
soundtrack features Joaquin 
Phoenix singing as Johnny 
Cash.  By comparing and 
contrasting song tracks, 
students not only hear differ-
ences in voice, they see how 
voice affects the overall tone 
of compositions.  To achieve 
this lesson, teachers can group 
students and have them study 
various songs from Cash’s 
cannon such as “Get Rhythm” 

and “I Walk the Line” or “Ring of Fire” and “Cry Cry 
Cry.” Phoenix sings all of these on the soundtrack.

To expand students’ schema in critically analyzing 
adaptations of Cash’s songs, teachers might show the 
parody of Cash’s audition in the film, Walk Hard: The 
Story of Dewey Cox where the protagonist (por-
trayed by John C. Reilly) auditions with a terrible, 
yet hilarious, version of the Dean Martin classic, 
“That’s Amore.”  The scene demonstrates how the 
tone of a particular work can radically transform a 
dramatic composition into a comedic version.  The 
video clip serves as a model for the lesson’s main activ-
ity.  Students are asked to write about the following 
characteristics of “Walk Hard”:  tempo, tone, musical 
instruments, and voice.

In order to execute this lesson, I set up learning 
stations.  In some cases, this has been in my classroom 
using our building’s mobile computer carts; in other’s 
I have done this in the computer lab.  I place copies of 

Through multimodal intertextuality, teachers  
weave numerous connections between  
students’ prior knowledge of material with 
new materials—body movements, sounds, 
images, texts, and symbol—in order to build  
a solid foundation or the scaffold to guide 
them through writing units.
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the Phoenix and Cash songs in addition to song lyrics 
on five computers.  Students then go to their stations 
and complete the comparison/contrast exercise noting 
differences between songs using the criteria employed 
in the Dewey Cox analysis.  

I direct students to observe how Cash’s voice 
seems unforced; Joaquin has to strain his voice to 
get it to sound like Cash’s.  There is also much more 
confidence and tone; since Cash has more confi-
dence, he can be more jovial and even laugh during 
some of the songs.  Although I like to emphasize the 
vocal qualities by having students utilize audio re-
cordings; teachers might have students look at many 
of the numerous YouTube clips of Cash playing and 
then contrast those with clips of Phoenix playing in 
the movie.  From this perspective, students can then 
compare and contrast gestures, mannerisms, and 
ad libs.  For instance, in At San Quentin, “Folsom 
Prison Blues” is played much faster than in Walk the 
Line.  Cash also adds a train whistle sounds to the 
performance.

This lesson leads into a discussion of style.  I have 
found that employing a second GO (Figure 2) can 
help students track their mastery of the lesson. 

Dewey Johnny Joaquin

Tempo

Tone

Musical 
Instruments

Voice

Figure 2. A Multicolumn graphic organizer may help 
students chart differences and similarities between 
singers of Cash’s songs.

 In this case, the far left column lists qualities 
analyzed (tempo, tone, musical instruments, and 
voice) and subsequent columns chart similarities and 
differences between Cox, Cash, and Pheonix’s songs.  
In addition to serving as a checkpoint for observing 
student understanding, I can assign points to the 
GO and make it the basis for the lessons summative 
assessment.

Lesson Three:  “Bring It Home:  Writing From Your 
Life Experiences”
The goal of this lesson is to have students utilize 
prior learning in order to create their own com-
positions.  Returning to the Walk the Line DVD, 

students view the segment where Cash watches the 
boys shining shoes (17:50 to 18:11).  At this point 
in the unit, students have had practice analyzing 
videos and making observations.  Students are now 
asked to consider:

1. What does Cash observe? 
2. How can he make this observation into a 
song?

After class discussion, students listen to Cash or 
Phoenix sing “Get Rhythm” in order to see how Cash 
made that very brief moment, watching a shoe shine 
boy at work, into a song.  Class discussion serves as an 
overall preparation for the assessment activity:  to let 
students write from their own experiences.   

For my courses, the “I Write the Line” unit serves 
to prepare students to create larger works.  Based 
upon demands of the curriculum plan as well as 
student interests, there are several permutations for 
potential writing assignments.  For instance, students 
could be tasked to write their own songs, although 
they do not necessarily have to sing them.  In this 
case, teachers could use their song creations as segues 
into a poetry unit given the similarity of the genre’s 
conventions.  

In lesson two, students compared and contrasted 
Dewey Cox, Johnny Cash, and Joaquin Phoenix.  
Based upon the criteria utilized in that lesson (tempo, 
tone, musical instruments, voice), students might 
be asked to compare and contrast songs from other 
musicians.  This activity allows students to continue 
writing about music which they care; hence, like Cash, 
they will be writing about something they have an 
emotional connection with.  

Regardless of what teachers select for the 
summative activity, students now have a broader 
background in selecting, drafting, revising, and 
publishing of their writing.  Through multimodal 
intertextuality, the process has been demystified; 
instead of telling students how to write, teachers can 
show students how to write.  Additionally, teachers 
can help struggling students by reminding them how 
Cash went through numerous stages in the composi-
tion of his songs and the process came through much 
hard work and determination to share his feelings 
and his love of music.

Conclusion
Finding ways to encourage student writing is not 
always a simple feat.  Sadly, students resist teachers in 
a variety of ways including, as Bynum had, “going  
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through the motions” and writing BS.  Sweeny (2010) 
observed that, “The students we teach today are prod-
ucts of a very different environment, one in which the 
ability to stay connected with others is constant, and 
communication takes many forms” (p. 121). Tap-
ping into students’ out-of-school processes provides 
needed context and relevance for students grappling 
with writing problems.  In this essay, I explored the 
application of music as one out-of-school process to 
scaffold students through the composition process.  
Music powerfully affects each of us and can be ef-
fectively used to motivate and engage students in the 
writing process.  
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Significant Response in Online 
Literature Discussion: 

A Model for Technology Integration
– Ken Martin

As a high school English teacher, I was continu-
ally reassured that technology integration was “not 
about the technology. It was about the teaching.” I 
was not a pioneer in technology use. I wasn’t blog-
ging in my personal life or creating digital stories for 
my family. I was, however, an early adopter in my 
classroom. I accepted that technology had arrived 
and sought out applications for specific purposes. 
My students created audio anthologies as well as 
simple e-portfolios of their writing – always with 
the assistance of our district technology integrator. 
Then, I became a technology integration coach and 
my view shifted.

My first experience as a coach was attend-
ing a weeklong, technology institute where I was 
immersed in blogs and wikis and introduced to 
GarageBand and iMovie. Thereafter, I continued to 
explore these technologies. I had both the time and 
the permission to play in the sense James Britton 
(1972) identified as “trial without the possibility 
of error” (p. 26). In time, I began to make my own 
connections between technology applications and all 
that I had learned during 10 years in a high school 
classroom. I appreciate that ultimately educators are 
interested in leveraging technology to advance the 
learning of students; but, in my own experience, the 
technology was essential, initially. Until I became 
competent and confident with the affordances of a 
particular technology, I could not take full advantage 
of all that it had to offer my students.

This article discusses research that addressed the 
influence of online, threaded discussion in a 12th 
grade English classroom. I argue that teachers’ in-
ability to realize the expectations that researchers and 
designers have for threaded discussion may be due, 
at least in part, to a limited understanding of the ap-
plication itself. At the same time, learning to use any 
mediational means involves the human interactions 

of its users. In fact, the complexity of 21st century 
technologies accentuates the importance of broad-
based participation in a learning community. With 
this in mind, I set my research focus at the intersec-
tion of these two arguments: first on the influence 
that participants’ understanding of the technology 
has on their ability to use that technology; and sec-
ond on how students as well as teachers contribute  
to that understanding.

Theoretical Framework
Threaded discussion is a form of computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) that enables groups to inter-
act and exchange ideas. Participants write and post 
entries online to a space where these entries are orga-
nized into discussion threads. Each thread is a series 
of replies that participants construct around a topic 
by reading and responding to each others’ entries. 
Threaded discussion is widely expected to provide 
certain benefits. Threaded discussion is asynchro-
nous – that is, participants need not be online at the 
same time to read and post their discussion entries 
– and this format allows participants to think and 
compose at their own, comfortable pace. Moreover, 
the text-based format enables participants to revisit 
and reference in precise and detailed ways what 
other group members have posted (Bailey & Wright, 
2000; Garrison, 2006; Hewitt, 2001; Kirk & Orr, 
2003; Lobry de Bruyn, 2004; Picciano, 2002; Swan, 
2006). In theory, these characteristics support rich 
discussion in which contributions on a topic are 
carefully developed, presented, and considered by 
group members. In practice, however, this outcome 
can prove difficult to achieve. A particular problem 
is that participants do not attend effectively to each 
others’ discussion entries. Instead, “...there is a lot of 
talking past each other” in which participants simply 
make their own view known without relating it to 
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the ongoing thread of discussion (Duffy, Dueber, 
and Hawley, 1998, p. 58).

Duffy et al. (1998) point out that designers  
often expect participants to simply go online and start 
“talking,” armed only with whatever skills they may  
be accustomed to using in face-to-face discussion.  
Designers have neither structured nor made suffi-
ciently plain how design elements support effective 
online discussion.

...too many designers of conferencing systems 
have had a simplistic view of discussion as 
simply talking. There has been little recogni-
tion of the different rhetorical structures and 
of the requirements for supporting those 
rhetorical structures in a text rather than oral 
mode. (Duffy et al., 1998, p. 74)

Duffy et al. (1998) underscore that we should 
not expect to achieve the potential of online discus-
sion without attending to how it is different from 
face-to-face discussion and what design elements 
may be used to achieve particular rhetorical features. 
In addition, I would argue that those who introduce 
threaded discussion are similarly responsible. Teach-
ers and technology coaches, for example, may not 
adequately understand or explicitly present either  
the rhetorical features or the strategies that achieve 
these features. Threaded discussion is a cultural 
artifact the affordances of which can only be realized 
in the context of its use (Wells, 2002). Furthermore, 
the affordances or possible uses of the artifact as a 
whole are conditioned by its design elements – the 
individual constituent parts that have been designed 
into the artifact (Pea, 1997). Until each design ele-
ment is understood and put to use, the application 
of the artifact itself will be limited. Given the prob-
lem of inattentiveness, research in this study asked 
how instruction might capitalize on the aforemen-
tioned benefits of online discussion – individualized 
pace and recursive reading and writing – by making 
a more explicit connection between rhetorical objec-
tives and the design elements of Moodle Forum, a 
particular application of threaded discussion. Two 
rhetorical features – significance and convergence 
– were identified for investigation, and each was 
matched to a design element of Moodle Forum – 
subject entry lines and internal hyperlinks,  
respectively.

Significance – a term I derive from Jolivette 
(2006) – is the act of attending to what is said by 
another participant in a discussion. Simply reading 

another’s entry is an act of significance, provided it is 
done with consideration, an attitude of interest and 
respect toward what others contribute. Whether or 
not participants acknowledge the contributions of 
others, the perception of significance fosters an en-
vironment in which students “trust one another and 
collaborate” (Jolivette, 2006, p. 537). Increasingly 
complex acts of significance include agreeing  
or disagreeing, extending, or being influenced 
in one’s own thinking by what another has said. 
Convergence, or convergent response, is the act of 
combining contributions from multiple sources 
into one’s own reasoned position (Lobry de Bruyn, 
2004). Convergence results from an individual’s 
effort to pull together various points identified as 
significant across the discussion. While significance 
involves consideration of a single entry, convergence 
requires synthesis of content from multiple entries 
and/or threads. Significance and convergence as rhe-
torical features are not limited to online discourse. 
However, asynchronous online communication is 
considered uniquely suited to fostering these fea-
tures. The separation in time and the written record 
of discussion enhance the users’ opportunity to 
consider each others’ work and co-construct mean-
ing over time (Jonassen, 2000).

In the use of any technology, protocols are the 
social or cultural practices that grow up around its 
use and embody the expectations and relationships 
of the technology’s users (Jenkins, 2008). Protocols 
connect rhetorical practices with the technology 
design elements that support those practices, thereby 
governing to a great extent the effectiveness of each. 
Protocols may be negotiated, formally or informally, 
by participants. However, they are often devised or 
required by authority, including the teacher or the 
technology itself. In the development of computer 
technologies, designers inevitably install certain  
protocols for their use. For example, the design  
of Moodle Forum will not allow an entry to be 
posted without a subject entry line at its head. As a 
convenience, the Forum technology automatically 
provides default text for this subject line based on a 
reply’s antecedent entry. However, designers are not 
necessarily positioned to appreciate the rhetorical 
or other learning objectives of a particular context 
of use. Therefore, rather than accepting an applica-
tion like Moodle Forum as it is routinely presented 
by system designers, educators and students should 
acquire a sufficiently rich understanding of such ap-
plications to become responsible for controlling and 
directing them (Jonassen, 1994). In other words, 
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users should understand that they may replace the 
default text of a subject line if composing an original 
entry title contributes to achieving their own rhetori-
cal objectives.

Two design elements were identified to support 
significance and convergence, and protocols were in-
troduced instructing students how to use these design 
elements to support the rhetorical features. Forum 
entry subject lines were identified as an element to 
scaffold significance, and internal hyperlinks were 
identified to support convergence. Because learning 
proceeds from the concrete to the abstract (Vygotsky, 
1978), effective scaffolding should be “concrete, ex-
ternal, and visible” (Wilhelm, Baker, & Dube, 2001, 
p. 19). The textual visibility of subject entry lines and 
hyperlinks was elemental to the instructional interven-
tion. The classroom teacher and I were not satisfied 
to rely on the generally text-based nature of Forum 
entries. Instead, we designed our instruction to iden-
tify concrete elements of Moodle Forum as scaffolds 
to achieve specific rhetorical outcomes when mediated 
through clearly defined protocols: 

visible  mediating rhetorical
design      protocol        feature
element 

The sections that follow describe the instruction 
provided to students and the methodology for data 
collection and analysis before reporting the effects of 
this instructional model.

Method and Data Sources
The instructional intervention was embedded in 
a 15-week inquiry unit. A five-week instructional 
phase utilized short texts (e.g., music, images, poetry, 
short story) to introduce the unit, the design ele-
ments of Moodle Forum, and the rhetorical features 
of significance and convergence. This introductory 
phase included a protocol for composing original 
subject lines for reply entries. On Moodle, when a 
user selects an entry for reply, the Forum application 
opens a composition box with the subject line pre-
filled – that is, “RE:” followed by the subject line of 
the parent entry. The classroom teacher, Ms. Haw-
thorne (all names are pseudonyms), and I introduced 
a protocol that students erase the default subject line 
and replace it with a subject line that reflected their 
own entry in a way they considered “appealing and 
informative.” Instruction was also provided on how 

to navigate across a discussion to identify and then 
create hyperlinks directly from a new reply entry to 
existing entries on the Forum. A second phase lasted 
ten weeks and used The Great Gatsby (1925/1995) by 
F. Scott Fitzgerald to further instruction and student 
practice. Throughout this inquiry unit, the classroom 
teacher and I explained and modeled each design 
element, and we guided students in practicing to use 
the elements in a series of whole class and small group 
activity structures.

This study utilized a qualitative case study design. 
The participant sample included 20 students (six 
male, 14 female) of whom seven primary informants 
were interviewed (four male, three female). Data 
collection included Forum discussion transcripts, 
interviews with students and their classroom teacher, 
student surveys, and observational field notes. Data 
analysis proceeded from descriptive sub-codes that 
were generated deductively and supplemented by 
the results of inductive analysis (Miles & Huber-
man, 1994; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). For the Forum 
discussion transcripts in particular, sub-codes were 
used to quantify the frequency of targeted sociolin-
guistic features. Assessing the frequency of sociolin-
guistic features was essential to data reduction but 
was not a suggestion of quantitative methodology. 
Rather, analysis was designed to determine whether 
the perceptions about Moodle Forum that informants 
expressed in interviews correlated with their actual 
discourse activity in Forum discussions.

Results
Conceptually, significance and convergence require 
only that a user take other entries into consideration. 
They do not necessarily require that the user explic-
itly reference either the other entries or their authors. 
Nevertheless, in hopes of deepening discussion, the 
classroom teacher and I designed instruction to assist 
students in demonstrating significance in formulat-
ing their Forum entry subject lines and convergence 
through the use of connecting hyperlinks. In the 
subsections that follow, I report evidence based on 
Forum transcripts that participants achieved signifi-
cance but that evidence of convergence was mini-
mal. Interview transcripts not only confirmed these 
findings but also revealed a rhetorical basis for this 
response by students.

Entry subject lines: Attracting readers with compo-
sitional significance.
In threaded discussion, users may indicate significance 
by acknowledging the antecedent or parent entry 
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in two ways. First, structural significance may be 
achieved simply by using the reply function. When 
one user responds to another, the Forum application 
inserts the user’s reply below and indented one tab 
in from the parent entry (Figure). This automatic 
subordination of a reply in relation to its parent 
is evidence of significance and is an affordance of 
threaded discussion in that participants may utilize 
the reply function to signal an entry to which they 
are attending. In addition, Moodle pre-fills the reply 
subject line with “RE:” followed by the subject line 
of the parent entry. The default subject line confirms 
the parent entry, but it does not identify the sub-
stance of the connection nor does it require original 
thought by the respondent.

While structural significance is effective at 
identifying the parent entry, it is not a rhetorical 
feature that enhances the quality of discussion. 
What I term compositional significance is a more 
descriptive approach. Users achieve compositional 
significance in their own entries by referring to the 
author or content of another entry – for example,  
“I agree with your statement, Bailey, that Gatsby is 
like Boo Radley.” In this example, the text or compo-
sition of the entry explicitly acknowledges the author 
(Bailey) as well as the content of the antecedent 
entry (a comparison of Boo Radley and Jay Gatsby). 
Furthermore, the text introduces the respondent’s 
perspective in considering the parent entry – namely, 
agreement. Although achieving significance does 
not require explicit reference to the parent entry, 
discussion is often hampered when respondents’ fail 
to specify let alone explain the connection between 
their own statements and the preceding contribution 
of another in either its subject line or content (Duffy 
et al., 1998; Perkins, 1997). Reliance on struc-
tural significance does not orient writers to achieve 
significance rhetorically. Compositional significance 
is intended to combat this shortcoming. Numer-
ous others have made the case for writing as a path 
to developing one’s own thinking (Britton, 1972; 
Murray, 1984, 1996; Zinsser, 1988). In text-based, 
online discussion, it may assist writers to crystal-
lize and represent their thinking with more detail, 
for themselves and others, when they formulate 
subject lines that effectively serve as titles for their 
entries. Readers, in turn, benefit from this detail. 
Textual explanation positions readers to follow and 
further a discussion thread. Replies speak in various 
ways (e.g., agreement or disagreement, elaboration, 
questioning, making connections) and may address 
any number of points introduced in the parent entry. 

Therefore, threads are strengthened when authors 
weave significance through their subject lines as well 
as entry content.

Entry subject lines were included in this study 
as an underutilized design element. My experience 
as a technology integration coach had indicated that 
users were apt to compose generic subject lines (e.g., 
“My reading response”) rather than subject lines 
specific to the content of their entry (e.g., “How 
Gatsby reminds me of Boo”). Moreover, I found 
that in reply entries users routinely accepted rather 
than personalized the default subject line provided 
by the Forum application. Therefore, we introduced 
two protocols for subject lines. First, students should 
“erase and replace” the default subject line in any 
reply entries, and second subject lines should be 
“appealing and informative.” That is, subject lines 
should capture a potential reader’s attention and/or 
relate an entry to the text of its antecedent. Subject 
lines categorized as informative make a substantive 
connection between the reply entry and the parent 
entry. For example, “Tears of joy” (Figure, entry 
#2) summarizes Norman’s position taken in direct 
response to the question raised in the initiating entry 
(i.e., “Why is [Daisy] crying?”). Subject lines that 
appeal are oriented toward attracting the atten-
tion of potential readers in a creative way that does 
not necessarily involve a substantive connection to 
the content of either the parent or child entry. For 
example, “Crocodile tears” (Figure, entry #4) uses 
an amusing image, albeit cliched, to intrigue read-
ers. The functionalities of entry subject lines may 
be combined. In “Tears of joy...Not” (Figure 1), for 
example, Matt adds the word “Not” in italics both to 
indicate his disagreement with Norman and to give 
it a sarcastic twist that may appeal to his readers.

(1) Initiating Entry:

Gatsby wants to live “The American Dream”
...During the time that they spent at Gatsby’s house, 
she began to cry. “Daisy bent her head into the  
shirts and began to cry stormily.” (98). Why is she  
crying?

(2) Content:
Re: tears of joy
by Norm - Saturday, 02:58 PM
No we don’t get any hints at all. We understand 
that she is happy. I believe that she is crying due  
to being so happy...
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(3) Content & Appeal:
Re: tears of joy…Not
by Matt - Sunday, 09:56 AM
...I don’t believe she was crying out of pure joy  
to see her long lost love...Daisy didn’t just lose 
contact with Gatsby. She left him. I think that 
makes a big difference.

(4) Appeal:
Re: Crocodile Tears
by Bailey - Sunday, 07:13 PM
I agree with you. I think she realizes that she’s 
made a mistake...

Figure 1. Entries from a discussion Forum over chap-
ter 5 of The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald, 1925/1995).

To determine how the composition of subject 
lines compared with the expectations of these proto-
cols, I analyzed Forum transcripts for the duration 
of the study following introduction of the “appealing 
and informative” protocol. This analysis revealed that 
70-75% of reply subject lines were original rather 
than generic or by default. Of 
these original subject lines, 
about half were oriented to-
ward appeal, 30% were orient-
ed toward content, and 20% 
blended the two. In other 
words, rather than relying on 
default or generic subject lines, participants seemed to 
title entries to attract potential readers. Secondarily, 
their participation indicated that they were also us-
ing subject lines to relate the content of reply entries 
to their antecedent. During interviews, informants 
seemed to confirm this distribution of subject line 
functions. Primary informants were unanimous that 
subject lines should be appealing. All seven reported 
that as readers, they gravitated to subject lines that 
stood out as clever, funny, mysterious, shocking, or 
intriguing. Secondarily, four of the seven reported that 
they favored subject lines that were thoughtful.

Informants not only found subject lines instru-
mental in assisting them to select what they read and 
what might invite their response. They also seemed 
to transfer this understanding as readers into their 
work as writers. Six of the seven primary informants 
reported that they tried to compose subject lines that 
would stand out and attract a reader, again by being 
unique, curious, funny, clever, shocking or otherwise 
distinctive. As writers, they seemed to appreciate 
that their entry would be one of many competing 

for attention and that the subject line was essential 
to getting read. As Valerie said: “I want [my subject 
line] to look unique and not be like anybody else’s, 
so they’ll want to read mine.” For these six primary 
informants, creating the subject line was recognized as 
a foundational move to make compositional signifi-
cance possible. That is, subject lines helped to create 
the context for significance by capturing the attention 
and earning the consideration of readers. Rhetorically, 
users were making their appeal to an audience of one 
or more, and that audience was respecting the author 
at least in part on the author’s capacity to make the 
appeal successfully.

Participants reported composing subject lines 
with the express intent of attracting others to con-
nect with them. In this way, they had expanded 
subject lines to achieve rhetorical objectives beyond 
those envisioned by this study or even by their own 
teacher. In the post-study interview, the classroom 
teacher acknowledged the perspective these primary 
informants expressed on subject lines as fundamental 
to her pedagogical goals. In her view, considering 
audience is essential to effective writing, and the 

entry subject line provided 
an organizing element that 
prompted students to address 
their audience. She stated that 
subject lines “put audience in 
the spotlight for these guys 
in ways that a lot of times it 

hasn’t happened before because we don’t often have 
a mechanism for real audience.” In her estimation as 
well as that of participants, the composition of subject 
lines was instrumental in initiating the relationship 
between reader and writer. That is, participants both 
wrote and read subject lines to assist one another 
in identifying entries that would engage and invite 
response. In this way, the text of subject lines helped 
to create the context for significance and to encourage 
further discussion.

Entry hyperlinks: Failing to connect with  
convergence.
As with significance, users may indicate convergence 
in two ways. Users may achieve structural convergence 
by inserting hyperlinks to enable a direct connection 
to another entry in any Forum thread within a class 
Moodle. Users may achieve compositional convergence 
in the text of an entry by including references to the 
author or content of other entries – for example, 
“Although they seem to disagree, I would argue that 
Matt and Norm are both correct in their analysis of 
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Daisy...” In this example, the direct reference to char-
acter analyses in separate entries by Matt and Norm is 
the foundation for the author’s own additional analy-
sis. Deeper compositional convergence would follow 
to the extent that the author elaborates, extends, or 
contends with the connections identified in the two 
antecedent entries. This compositional convergence 
could be confirmed structurally by inserting hyper-
links – for example, the names “Matt” and “Norm” 
might be hyperlinked to the text of their entries.

Ms. Hawthorne and I introduced hyperlinks 
and the concept of convergence in a final discussion 
Forum at the end of the instructional phase, and we 
returned to hyperlinks during Phase II with mini-
lessons supported by entry models. However, we did 
not explicitly require that hyperlinks be used in any 
Forum during phase two, largely because we were 
oriented toward more pressing demands of topic 
design and the composition of individual entries. 
Across all Gatsby Forums in phase two, there were 
just four examples that might be acknowledged 
as rudimentary convergence, only one of which 
included use of a hyperlink. In retrospect, the pace 
at which we introduced convergence appears to have 
undermined results.

The technical and cognitive demands that conver-
gence presents are significant. To achieve convergence, 
writers must identify multiple entries as sources of 
input. Additionally, participants need to manage and 
relate these multiple sources. Controlling multiple 
sources of information may 
also depend on whether or not 
a schema or structure is in place 
for organizing these elements 
(Pass, Renkl, & Sweller, 2003). 
In other words, convergence 
demands that users organize 
information (by comparison, contrast, hierarchical 
order, etc.). The difficulty of achieving convergence 
increases with the number of entries under consid-
eration, the multiplicity of concepts in these entries, 
and the extent of dissimilarity among these concepts. 
In short, convergence in online discussion is a huge 
conceptual task. Our instruction appears not to have 
anticipated the complexity of these demands.

Achieving convergence appears to have been chal-
lenged on two additional fronts: a lack of perceived 
importance by participants, and the way in which 
the Forum technology was actually designed to work 
against convergence. All seven primary informants 
claimed that creating a hyperlink in a Forum entry 
was technically easy for them, yet five of the seven 

primary informants reported hyperlinks as unneces-
sary or purposeless. These five primary informants 
speculated that while hyperlinks might be useful for 
connecting to outside resources in research, they were 
not useful for referring to their electronic text of The 
Great Gatsby or to classmates’ entries. A key question 
emerged: Why was an element perceived as an affor-
dance by Moodle designers viewed as a constraint by 
primary informants?

Convergence requires that a user to simultane-
ously perform two functions: writing a reply entry as 
well as navigating and viewing others’ entries. In order 
for users to reference the written record of a discussion 
while in the act of composing their own entry, they 
must be able to move seamlessly between these two 
venues. If the technology requires users to leave one 
venue (e.g., writing an entry) in order to undertake the 
other (e.g., reading other entries), then the design of 
the technology disrupts attempts at convergence. This 
is the case with Moodle Forum’s default technology. 
When a user selects the reply option to an entry, a text 
box opens for composing the reply, and the view of the 
other entries changes such that only the parent entry 
remains visible in its entirety. In this configuration, a 
user in the process of making a reply is oriented only 
toward the single parent entry – a design that supports 
significance, but not convergence.

During my introduction to creating hyperlinks, 
Evan, the most technologically experienced student 
in the study, discerned this problem and suggested 

an alternative. Rather than 
navigating away from one 
screen to access another, he 
suggested opening multiple 
browser windows – one win-
dow for reading Forum entries 
and a second for composing 

the reply text. As Evan and I talked, we determined 
it would be preferable if Moodle was designed to 
provide a floating text composition box that would 
ride over the main screen without requiring the user 
to flip back-and-forth between multiple windows. 
Among other things, Evan pointed out that under 
this floating configuration, instead of jumping from 
one entry to another, users “would be able to not just 
see [one other entry] but what’s around it, as well.” In 
other words, Evan recognized the importance of view-
ing discrete sources of information in context. He 
emphasized that even with hyperlinks a reply should 
explain how and why a linked connection is impor-
tant. “I’m not trying to belittle the ability to go to 
outside sources and other posts, but I think taking 
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stuff out of context can be an issue sometimes when 
it comes to that sort of thing.” As Evan expresses, 
convergence is more than connecting isolated points 
from independent entries. Convergence involves 
organizing information so that the relationship of 
ideas is clear. Whether by work-around or by re-
design, a technological configuration that displays a 
participant’s composition along with, not apart from, 
reading and reviewing other Forum entries would 
create a context that directly leverages the written text 
of online discussion to support convergence.

Conclusion
Instruction in this case introduced students to more 
informed use of certain design elements of Moodle 
Forum. Participants’ response to this instruction in 
significance and convergence provided a stark con-
trast. On the one hand, they seemed to understand 
the rhetorical value of subject lines in selecting what 
to read and in making an appeal as writers to potential 
readers. The Forum provided a structural element for 
organizing entries; this became a rhetorical feature for 
enriching discussion. On the other hand, participants 
made almost no use of hyperlinks. Convergence may 
be a noble objective, but the design element that 
Moodle provides to support that outcome was consid-
ered of no value to participants, thereby undermining 
the rhetorical feature itself.

One implication of participants’ acceptance of 
entry subject lines is that the design features of an 
application like Moodle Forum can effectively support 
rhetorical objectives to which they are well matched. 
Conversely, the implication of participants’ rejection 
of hyperlinks is that design elements will not sup-
port rhetorical objectives to which they are not well 
matched. Instruction on significance and convergence 
was based on a model that connects the design of 
the technology with the desired rhetorical outcome 
through the mediation of a protocol:

visible  mediating rhetorical
design      protocol        feature
element 

With respect to significance, this model seems 
to have worked. The concrete, visible design element 
of entry subject lines assisted students’ achieving sig-
nificance when supported by the “erase and replace” 
and “appealing and informative” protocols. With 
respect to convergence, however, this model appears 

just as clearly to have broken down. The question is, 
“Where did the breakdown occur, and how might it 
be repaired?”

Swan (2006) maintains that failure to achieve a 
rhetorical objective in the use of online communica-
tion may be attributable to either of two explana-
tions. It may be that an application as it is designed 
or used does not support a rhetorical outcome, or it 
may be that the desired rhetorical outcome is simply 
unrealistic no matter how the application is format-
ted or introduced. Findings in this case indicate how 
these explanations map onto the above model. With 
respect to design, even though hyperlinks technically 
enable convergent response, Moodle Forum did not 
conveniently or practically support users’ related re-
quirements of simultaneous viewing of other entries 
while in the midst of composing their own. Moodle’s 
navigational design undermined the linking feature 
and disrupted the rhetorical objective of conver-
gence. Not surprisingly, the implication of this find-
ing is that a technical capability of an application 
is not an affordance if it is not perceived as effective 
in the context of its use. A further implication is that 
affordances do not operate in isolation. The technical 
affordance of linking entries was countermanded by 
the constraints of navigating the Forum. This sug-
gests that using Moodle Forum to support conver-
gence may necessitate a redesign of the technology 
in the manner suggested by Evan (i.e., the floating 
composition box).

With respect to how Moodle Forum is used, it 
may be that different instruction would assist users 
in achieving convergence. In other words, there may 
have been a breakdown in the mediating protocol. 
Instruction for significance was built on two protocol 
phrases – erase & replace and informative & appeal-
ing – which may themselves have been perceived as 
appealing and informative. That is, they were easy to 
remember and they clearly articulated both how to 
compose subject lines and the nature of their impact. 
Convergence and the use of hyperlinks had no such 
catchy protocol statement.

Finally, it may be that the complexity of syn-
thesizing multiple sources of information is simply 
beyond the capacity of secondary school students. 
The requirement to view all entries in all threads, 
synthesize ideas in their head or on paper, and then 
compose their own entry is a daunting conceptual 
task. Presumably, better Forum design would help 
to support this task. Nevertheless, this study raises 
a question as to whether achieving convergence is a 
realistic expectation for secondary students. Indeed, 
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Lobry de Bruyn (2004) found no instances of con-
vergent response in her study of online discussion 
involving college and graduate students. Accordingly, 
practitioners interested in pursuing convergence 
would be advised to consider the challenge it presents 
and to explore both technical and instructional sup-
ports that may address that challenge.

This study confirmed the perspective that 
threaded discussion does not routinely engender rhe-
torical outcomes like significance and convergence. 
To the contrary, a reflective approach is essential 
to unpacking the design elements of a discussion 
technology and actualizing its affordances. The 
broader implication is that educators’ capacity to 
leverage technology is directly proportional to their 
understanding of its design features in the context 
of their own use. Even in this case, Ms. Hawthorne 
and I did not anticipate how navigating Moodle 
would challenge convergence. It was in the context 
of use and with the help of our students that we real-
ized how what we had predicted as an affordance of 
the technology proved instead to be a constraint. 
Although the model presented here requires further 
study especially with respect to the mediating role 
of instructional protocols, this model may assist 
teachers to examine what the online medium affords, 
what literature discussion demands, and where the 
two intersect.

Designers and technology integrators should be 
cautious as well in the assumptions they make about 
how a technology will be used. I coached Ms. Haw-
thorne and her students almost daily throughout half 
their school year. In time, both Ms. Hawthorne and I 
came to understand the affordances and constraints of 
Moodle Forum in new and profound ways. Contin-
ued progress toward rich technology use demands this 
kind of embedded coaching. Working side-by-side, 
those charged with technology design come to un-
derstand the effect of their work on real applications, 
and practitioners realize the full potential of a tech-
nology like Moodle Forum in relation to their own 
pedagogical objectives and challenges. Perhaps most 
importantly, remember the students themselves. Here, 
they articulated most effectively the power of subject 
lines and significance in their discussion, and they 
identified precisely how convergence and hyperlinks 
were doomed to fail. Students were instrumental not 
just in identifying the problem but also in suggesting 
solutions. Ultimately, this reminds us that learning 
is about neither the technology nor the teaching. It’s 
about students who are the real mediators between 
forces like technology and discussion.
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New Literacies and the  
Meaning-Making Process

– Kristin Webber

The very nature and definition of the term texts 
has changed as a result of today’s technology (Moss  
& Lapp, 2010).  Students are exposed to an ever-
increasing variety of texts including informational 
texts, electronic texts, graphic novels, and visual 
texts.  Furthermore, text functions such as text 
messaging, blogging, social network websites, and 
listening to and reading information on ereaders (i.e. 
Kindles, Nooks, etc.) are changing the way ideas 
are communicated and represented in our society. 
According to Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, and Cammack 
(2004), “New literacies include the skills, strategies, 
and dispositions necessary to successfully adapt to 
the changing technologies that influence all aspects 
or our personal and professional lives.  These litera-
cies allow us to use technology to identify questions, 
evaluate and synthesize that information, and com-
municate to others” (p. 1572). 

Today’s students are technologically savvy and 
very comfortable with the social use of digital media 
(Kinzer, 2010).  Studies have shown that the major-
ity of adolescents use the Internet for more than 
accessing information.  In fact, outside of the class-
room, they use it for content creation, information 
production, and interacting with online networks 
and/or communities (Kajder, 2010).  Because of  
the nature of these interactions are participatory,  
collaborative, and communicative, students some-
times feel that their less technologically-literate 
teachers are often unfamiliar with how to use the 
technology efficiently in the classroom (Alvermann, 
2004; Kinzer, 2010).

Technology continues to have a rapid and global 
presence.  Today’s students will need the ability to use 
new technologies effectively, both within and beyond 
the classroom. Leu et. al. (2005) maintains that the 
rapid infiltration of new information and communica-
tion technologies is not only a technology issue, but 
also an essential literacy issue.  The International  

Reading Association (2009) concurs: “Literacy edu-
cators have a responsibility to integrate these new 
literacies into the curriculum to prepare students for 
successful civic participation in a global environment’ 
(5).  Consequently, today’s literacy educators must 
understand how to integrate these new literacies of 
information and communication technologies into 
the language arts curriculum.

Purpose and Background of Study
To deepen our understanding of how the new litera-
cies impact the meaning-making process, this study 
sought to investigate how adolescent students use 
technology to construct meaning while engaged in 
reading and writing activities.  The following research 
question guided this study:

1. How do six adolescents use instructional 
technology to construct meaning while read-
ing and writing?

This research study was conducted in a small 
alternative education program located in a large 
Midwestern state. This program was very rich in 
technology.  Each student had access to an indi-
vidual netbook that was available for them to use 
during school hours.  There were also multiple 
iPads, digital camera, and voice recorders available 
for teacher and student use.  Additionally, there was 
wireless Internet (WiFi) throughout the building 
and each classroom was equipped with an interac-
tive whiteboard.   

Using nonrandom sampling procedures, six stu-
dents (three intermediate level students, two middle 
school level students, and one high school level 
student) were selected to participate.  The students 
were asked to complete three tasks designed to inte-
grate technology with literacy instruction specifically 
creative writing, reader response, and informational 
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research.  The following is a detailed description of 
each of the three tasks.

Task 1: Digital Poetry
The purpose of this task was for participants to in-
terpret a poem through the use of digital technology.  
The students spent one class session looking through 
poetry books marking the poems that they connected 
with.  After choosing their favorite poem, students 
were given a storyboard organizer sheet to plan their 
digital interpretation.  Using the storyboard, the 
participants divided the text of the poem into specific 
screens and decided what digital images, effects, and 
transitions they would use for their interpretations.  
When their planning was complete the students 
began to create their digital poems using Windows 
MovieMaker Live.  The students typed the planned 
text for each screen and selected a digital image to 
represent that text. They further enhanced their 
poems by changing the font type, size, and color as 
well as the effects and transitions. Upon completion 
of this stage, the students selected a piece of music 
to embed in their poems that further added to their 
interpretation.

Task 2:  Ereading and Digital Response
For this task, participants were asked to read and 
respond the novel Tuck Everlasting by Natalie Babbit 
using the iBook app available on the iPad.  Partici-
pants were encouraged to use the annotation features 
in iBook to keep track of their thinking as they were 
reading.  The annotation features included the ability 
to highlight or underline passages and type notes. 

The first part of this task asked participants to 
respond to an electronic literature response journal 
after each reading session.  The journal contained  
six teacher-constructed prompts, in a Microsoft 
Word document, that each participant had in his 
or her own folder on their netbook desktops.  The 
prompts asked participants to respond to literary 
themes that they encountered in their reading and 
then use these responses as an impetus for their 
online discussion with the other participants.  The 
electronic response journals were kept private be-
tween the participants; they were, however, free  
to share responses if they chose.

For the second part of this task participants were 
asked to respond to the novel via an online discussion 
board hosted at www.wikispaces.com.  Participants 
were asked to post at least one comment after each 
reading session and were encouraged to read and 
respond to posts from other participants.  

Task 3: Conducting and Reporting Internet Research
In this final task, participants were asked to research 
a self-selected topic related to water on the Internet 
and present their findings on a wiki page.  Water 
was a prevalent theme throughout Tuck Everlasting; 
therefore, it seemed fitting to choose water related 
topics for the participants’ Internet research.  Partici-
pants were observed and interviewed to gather data on 
how they used the Internet to read for informational 
purposes.  Once their research was completed, partici-
pants were asked to present the information on their 
wiki page.  Although participants were instructed to 
post on the main wiki website, they were free to pres-
ent their content in any manner they wished.  

Discussion

The Use of Technology for Meaning-Making  
While Reading
Rosenblatt’s (1938/1995; 1978) transactional theory 
of reader response asserts that meaning is constructed 
via a transaction between a reader and the text.  The 
results of this study support this seminal theory.  They 
technology that was used during the study’s reading 
and writing events enhanced these responses by pro-
viding support for participants which allowed them to 
engage with texts in new or deeper ways.  As they read 
poetry and fiction, for example, students favored affec-
tive responses.  Digital poetry enabled the participants 
to forge unique interpretations of the text by choos-
ing from a wide range of visual and audio effects; for 
example, one participant purposely chose black and 
white images to convey the somber mood of her poem.  
All of the participants used features of the technology 
to enhance their personal reaction to the poem.

Stuart (2010) maintains that students are natu-
rally visual learners and therefore “can interpret and 
represent ideas through a visual mode” (p. 29).  As 
Kist (2005) observes “…through moving pictures, 
still photography, dance, theater, music, and visual art 
a person can ‘speak’ just as directly and individually 
as through the medium of text” (p. 1).  In this study, 
then, technology facilitated and deepened students’ 
meaning-making by providing easy access to a range 
of expressive modes that took both linguistic and non-
linguistic forms.

Similarly, participants also used interactive 
features of ereader tehnology to support and enhance 
their meaning-making with fictional text.  The six 
participants recorded a total of 211 annotations (i.e. 
highlighting and/or underlining) and typed a total of 
80 notes as they responded to the story. Larson (2010) 
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points out that by examining students’ notes and 
annotations, educators can gain valuable insights to 
students’ reading behaviors and comprehension skills.  
The ereader technology provided an efficient way for 
the participants to write spontaneous responses that 
were largely affective in nature and consistent with 
Rosenblatt’s transaction process.

While the technology appeared to enhance or 
deepen their meaning-making with poetry and fiction, 
participants enlisted few of its resources when engag-
ing with expository text. Wikis offer endless possibili-
ties for communicating information, including links 
to websites, embedded videos, photographs, and static, 
typed information.  Wikispaces also allows users to 
change font style, size, color, and has bold underlining, 
and highlighting features.  Yet all of the participants 
appeared to ignore these meaning-making options.  
Instead, each of them simply copied and pasted his 
or her information directly onto the wiki page.  They 
did not utilize any of the enhancement features the 
technology offered, except that one student did high-
light her two lines of text.  The technology did enable 
them, however, to copy and paste large passages of text 
directly from the Internet to their wiki pages.  In fact, 
students met the task’s requirement without any evi-
dence that they had actually either read or constructed 
meaning from the passages they copied.  While it is 
unclear whether this was because the students were in-
different to the topic or the assignment, it is clear that 
the technology enabled them to cut-and-paste infor-
mation with minimal attention to meaning-making.

These students used technology to enhance, 
deepen, and/or facilitate their meaning-making pro-
cess.  The technology itself did not, however, drive the 
meaning-making process.  Students drew on both lin-
guistic and nonlinguistic features of the technology to 
serve their own purposes.  When interpreting literary 
text, for example, the students used audio, visual, and 
interactive resources.  When researching a nonfiction 
topic, they chose to ignore those features by locating, 
copying, and directly pasting from the Internet.

The Use of Technology for Meaning-Making  
while Writing
Perl (1980) found that writing is a recursive process in 
which writers move fluidly between different stages.  
Dorman, Rosan, and Wilson (2003) identify three 
distinct stages in the writing process: 1). Prewrit-
ing, in which writers actively plan by thinking and 
talking about their potential composition with the 
goal of gathering ideas ; 2). Writing, in which writ-
ers compose drafts, obtain feedback from others, and 

then revise; 3). Postwriting, in which writers edit, 
proofread, and sometimes publish their composition.  
The results of this study indicate that the technology 
provided support for the participants as they moved 
recursively through the stages of prewriting, drafting, 
and revision.

Since writers do not seem to know beforehand 
exactly what message they will communicate, writ-
ing is a process through which meaning is created 
(Zamel, 1982).  Perl (1980) and Sommers (1980) 
both suggest that inexperienced writers pay so much 
undue attention to form and conventions of writing 
that the ongoing process of discovery is constantly 
interrupted.  The findings of this study did not sup-
port this research.  Even though these were largely 
inexperienced writers, participants used the technol-
ogy to create meaning in new ways by adding digital 
features to their compositions, but paid little atten-
tion to the conventions of writing (e.g., spelling and 
punctuation).  They were not focused on constructing 
a technologically appealing or edited product.  Rather, 
in a manner that paralleled the way they constructed 
meaning while reading, participants deliberately chose 
to use features of technology that supported the mes-
sage they were communicating.

Influence of Task on Technology Use
One interesting and noteworthy finding of this study 
was that the nature of the task itself appeared to have 
a significant influence on the level of response by the 
participants.  Although students used technology to 
facilitate their completion of each task, the impact of 
technology on the meaning-making process varied 
between assignments.  Data analysis revealed that in 
the two tasks which afforded students choice and op-
portunity for creativity (i.e. digital poetry and online 
literature discussions), students’ use of technology 
enhanced their meaning-making process.  In each of 
these tasks, participants drew on pertinent features 
of the particular technology to help them construct 
meaning.  The other two tasks (i.e. literature response 
journals and Internet research/wiki page) provided 
fewer opportunities for choice and creativity.  While 
students used the technology to facilitate the comple-
tion of their tasks, they did not use it to deepen or 
enhance their meaning-making process.

Implications

Curriculum Design in Today’s Classrooms
Results of this study suggest that the requirements 
of an assignment impact how technology is used to 
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construct meaning.  Participants were drawn to tasks 
that afforded them opportunities to create knowledge 
independently and in new ways, not just “do school” 
through traditional “pencil-and-paper” tasks.  Alver-
man (2008) argues that despite the complex digital 
world surrounding many of today’s students, schools 
still favor traditional, print-based methods of instruc-
tion.  She further observes that even though digital 
images, audio, and video are changing the way we 
read certain kinds of texts, “online and offline litera-
cies are not polar opposites” (p. 16).

Results of this study corroborate Alvermann’s 
(2008) assertion.  The reading and writing tasks 
students engaged in allowed them to use technol-
ogy in ways that were not limited to conventional 
instructional framework.  Students chose to use those 
technologies in both conventional and unconven-
tional ways, supporting Alvermann’s assertion that 
there is not always a dichotomy between on- and 
off-line literacies. In fact, as they made meaning, 
students chose technologies that suited their meaning-
making through a reader response (Rosenblatt, 1978, 
1938/1995) or writing process (Graves, 1983; Murray, 
1972) lens.

For most of their tasks, students in this study 
used the technologies to deepen or expand their un-
derstanding of a text (e.g., poetry, fiction).  Through 
their digital poetry, students’ responses depicted 
interpretive insights that could not be expressed in 
conventional formats.  Similarly, the ereader an-
notated notes and discussions captured insights 
spontaneously that might have been forgotten.  One 
implication of this study then is that teachers should 
deliberately tap into learners’ natural engagement 
with digital content and consider a wider range 
of learning competencies that currently go unno-
ticed.  An estimated 64% of children ages 12-17 for 
example, are already using the Internet to create their 
own content (Lenhart et. Al., 2007).  Perhaps when 
students have regular opportunities to show them-
selves as competent learners in a medium they already 
enjoy, they will find schoolwork more relevant and 
worthwhile.  To that end, teachers should also ask 
students for their suggestions on how digital litera-
cies might become a part of the regular curriculum 
(Alvermann, 2008).

Kist (2005) identifies the following five features 
of new literacy classrooms that teachers should con-
sider as they design technology integrated curriculum:

•  Daily work should include multiple forms of 
representation

• Teachers should explicitly teach and discuss 
symbol systems and how they are used in 
various situations.

• Teachers need to conduct think-alouds and 
model working through problems when  
using technology.

• A variety of individual and collaborative 
activities are provided for students.

• The new literacies environment should 
promote students engagement and encourage 
students to achieve a “flow” state. (p. 8)

Findings in this study support each of these recom-
mendations.  Throughout the course of this study, 
the participants used technology daily and were 
provided opportunities for multiple forms of repre-
sentation when constructing meaning.  The partici-
pants engaged in both individual and collaborative 
activities.  For example, when responding to the 
ebook, participants answered response questions in 
an individual electronic journal and also participated 
in a collaborative discussion wiki.  In using the dis-
cussion wiki, the researcher explicitly discussed using 
specific symbol systems (i.e. standard language vs. 
texting language) and modeled how to work through 
problems encountered when using technology.  Most 
importantly, the students were in a “flow” state when 
completing the tasks.  They were focused and en-
gaged in their work and often complained when the 
allotted time was over.  

Barriers to Technology and Integration
Hew and Brush (2006) identified two broad barriers 
to technology integration in the classroom: 1) teach-
ers’ lack of knowledge and skills about the technology 
itself and; 2) their attitudes toward and beliefs about 
technology.  In this study a third factor emerged as 
significant: the striking differences in the frequency 
and mode of technology use among classroom teach-
ers in this setting. The two intermediate level teach-
ers at the study site, for example, transformed their 
classrooms into technology-rich environments where 
each day electronic resources were used purposefully.   
By contrast, the four middle and high school teachers 
did not employ technology regularly or purposefully. 
Inconsistent technology use among classroom teach-
ers can be a potential deterrent to student learning. 
When these intermediate level students move on to 
middle school, for example, innovative assignments 
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and digital tools that have enhanced their growth 
may no longer be accessible to them. Conversely, if 
students gain little expertise with digital resources in 
elementary or intermediate classrooms, their capacity 
for learning from assignments developed by techno-
logically savvy middle and high school teachers may 
be inhibited.

Buckenmeyer (2008) suggests that once access 
to technology is no longer a barrier, teachers must be 
given relevant, timely, and continuous professional 
development.  Similarly, time must be allocated so 
that teachers can learn new technologies and how 
best to integrate them meaningfully into their class-
rooms.  Liu, et. al. (2004) found that when teachers 
were not given adequate time to learn and use a new 
technology, they resorted back to what they already 
knew.  Since teacher attitude toward technology is 
a strong predictor of acceptance, adoption, and use 
of technology, one implication of this study is that 
teachers do need regular professional development, 
with opportunities to observe successful imple-
mentation and become active members of profes-
sional learning communities focused on technology 
integration.

Critical Evaluation of Websites and Plagiarism
The Internet has quickly become one of the most 
widely-used information sources in people’s daily lives.  
One common use of the Internet among students is 
the search for information for school projects, such 
as content area research reports.  While an enormous 
amount of valuable and timely information can be 
found on the Internet, there is also an abundance of 
untrustworthy and outdated information.  In addi-
tion, students may be tempted to grab any content 
they find to complete a report or other school assign-
ment. In this study, for example, students investigated 
water-related topics simply by locating, cutting and 
pasting articles into a wikipage without evaluating 
them or editing the content. 

One ancillary finding of this study then is the 
urgent need for students to learn how to evaluate 
Internet websites critically, so that they increase the 
likelihood that they will extrapolate high-quality 
information (Zhang, et. al., 2011).   An implication 
of this finding is that teachers need to help students 
develop effective strategies for determining the 
trustworthiness of the information they gather on 
the Internet. 

Furthermore, because information can instantly 
be copied and pasted into documents, the rise of digi-
tal resources has made it easy for students to plagiarize.   

Frey, Fisher, and Gonzalez (2010) recognize that stu-
dent plagiarism often occurs because students have not 
learned when and how to cite information properly.  
Educators on all levels must therefore take the time for 
explicit instruction about plagiarism.  

Technology Integration for Teacher Educators
The lack of consistent high-quality technology 
integration among the teachers in this study suggests 
that these teachers had received little preparation 
or professional development in this area.  In fact, 
research has shown that while most teacher educa-
tion programs have embraced the goal of developing 
technology-using educators, most of the courses 
implemented to meet this goal have focused on 
operating the technology and not on how to inte-
grate the technology meaningfully into instruction 
(Vannatta & Beyerbach, 2000).  One implication of 
this study is the urgent need for education methods 
courses to provide multiple and ongoing opportuni-
ties for students to experience and develop lessons 
that integrate technology in authentic and meaning-
ful contexts 

Kist (2010) observes a major impediment educa-
tors currently face is that they are “trapped between 
these new developments in media and the countervail-
ing emphasis on standardizing and even franchising 
teaching and learning” (p. 9).   He argues that it is 
essential to begin technology integration instruc-
tion early in the preparation of preservice teachers, 
because many beginning teachers report limited or no 
experience with technology instruction while student 
teaching or in the first few years of their careers. One 
implication of this study for teacher educators, there-
fore, is the urgent need to re-evaluate the presence and 
effectiveness of technology instruction and curricular 
integration in their courses of study.

Summary
This study found that adolescent readers use technol-
ogy in ways that are personally significant to support 
the meaning-making process.  Although the tech-
nology itself did not alter the way students create 
meaning (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1938/1995; Graves, 
1984; Murray, 1972), it did provide opportunities 
for participants to deepen their meaning-making 
process by providing access to a variety of expressive 
approaches that were both linguistic and nonlinguis-
tic in nature.  Moreover, it was found that the nature 
of the assignments appeared to determine the extent 
to which participants engaged with the available 
technology.
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Some of my favorite TV shows involve 21st century 
detectives using high-tech computers and gadgets to 
catch the bad guys. In Hawaii Five-O, McGarrett 
and the gang spend a fair amount of time swiping 
their massive touch-screen computer database before 
hitting the streets in search of their suspect. Rizzoli & 
Isles, about a female detective-medical examiner duo 
from the novels of Tess Gerritsen, features crime solv-
ers tracking suspects through their Facebook posts and 
blog entries. Even the fictional crime novelist Richard 
Castle regularly solves crimes through his iPhone, 
much to the dismay of his old-school whiteboard 
detective partner Kate Beckett. Sometimes I wonder 
though: what are they really doing with all of that 
technology? How do they use technology to search for 
information? Are they using the most effective search 
methods? Are they making the most of those expen-
sive gadgets? I realized that I could ask the same ques-
tions about my students as they conduct research for 
their essays. What’s really going on behind the scenes? 

I think there’s a certain amount of mystery in-
volved in the research process for our students, too. 
Observing them in the library computer lab, I could see 
that many were researching on auto-pilot, not realizing 
or showing what they can really do, what they under-
stand and don’t understand about researching with tech- 
nology, what the search engines and databases are really 
capable of. I set out to solve a mystery of my own by 
transforming basic research assignments in order to 
make the research process more transparent. 

Though my students are in college, these assign-
ments can be adapted for research at most levels, proba-
bly beginning with upper middle school to high school. 
Composition classes at my school have long required a 

series of short research assignments leading into a major 
research essay. Some of these include writing a research 
proposal, searching a database or search engine, evaluat-
ing sources, and compiling an annotated bibliography. 
My first step toward revealing the research process was 
to transform these assignments from ones that students 
completed in solitude and submitted only to me, into 
vibrant, technology-based assignments that made the 
research process transparent to me, themselves, and each 
other. I made each research assignment either a blog or 
a vlog (a video blog). My goal was to create research as-
signments that would show me and students the authen-
tic, raw research process in action. I wanted to bring the 
research process alive, and expose its reality: the ugliness 
and the beauty; the mistakes and the successes. 

My intentions originated from part theory and 
research, part my own hunches and opinions. At a re-
cent professional conference, I attended an interesting 
session by an organization called The Citation Project. 
Since then, I’ve visited their website several times. The 
Citation Project’s main goal is to study how students 
use sources in their research papers and provide data 
so that teachers can guide students toward better 
research methods. According to the Citation Project 
administrators: “Contemporary educational and 
media discourse has been focused on whether writ-
ers acknowledge their sources when they incorporate 
material from them. A more profound question is how 
writers incorporate source material; quotation, sum-
mary, paraphrase, and patchwriting are separate discur-
sive moves representing different levels of intellectual 
engagement with the source” (“Research Questions”).  

Something they said there caught my attention:  
maybe we are too focused on how students cite sources 

Revealing Research Through Blogs and Vlogs
– Lisa Beckelhimer
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at the expense of examining how students use sources. 
The Citation Project’s Sandra Jamieson and Rebecca 
Moore Howard, in an interview, further explain 
that their research: “By focusing on procedures and 
conventions, instructors render researched writing 
as stultifying as the five-paragraph theme, and by 
indicating a concern with form more than content, 
this pedagogy reduces the process to a mindless exer-
cise” (“Unraveling”). Ouch! I don’t want research to 
become “mindless” for my students, but I suspected 
that was already happening. 

I don’t disagree with The Citation Project that we 
focus too much on citation at the expense of teaching 
students how to incorporate source material. However, 
I want to back up even a step further. My concern as 
I sought to change my research assignments was with 
how students used the earliest part of the research pro-
cess to find and collect sources in the first place. It’s here, 
I believe, that the entire research process and essay can 
be derailed by poor research skills or a lack of under-
standing of how to collect the most relevant sources.  

Though their focus is primarily on the end result, 
members of the Citation Project do claim that their 
data “will help educators move beyond the surface 
issue of citation, towards helping students become 
sophisticated conversants with source texts. These 
answers may also help educators increase students’ 
overall information literacy, helping students find, 
evaluate, and select sources with which they can en-
gage in meaningful and appropriate ways” (“Research 
Questions”). Bingo. Now we are on the same page; it’s 
just that the Citation Project and I wanted to enter 
the conversation at different junctures. 

When the time came to apply this theory and 
institute this shift in the classroom, I had to decide 
how to best teach students the two-fold lessons of 
research and technology, and then to marry the two 
into researching with technology. Students are familiar 
with blogging, which is basically writing online in a 
forum that allows sharing and commenting. But vlog-
ging is a new term even to many 21st century students. 
Therefore, I began the research unit with two distinct 
class periods that I called research bootcamp and 
technology bootcamp. Teachers can adjust how many 
lessons to teach on each based on the grade level and 
expertise of each class. 

To begin, we held a research bootcamp. It was 
important to set the foundation for my students so 
that they valued the research process as crucial rather 
than the quick search before writing an essay. “Find-
ing” sources somehow implies to me that sources are 
lost, and all we have to do is simply uncover them. 

“Researching” is a different story; it implies purposeful  
action on our part to engage with sources that will 
fulfill our purposes for our audiences. Writing for the 
Journal of Educational Research, Petra Munro Hendry 
suggests that “as scholars we act as troubadours of 
knowledge: that we traverse across terrains that often 
seem far off and foreign to us” (78). Hendry further 
suggests that “inquiries are often messy, blurred, cha-
otic, and contradictory” (78). 

So in research bootcamp, I wanted to steer my 
students away from the typical research assignment 
where they have a thesis in mind before they even be-
gin and seek sources to plug in as support, and toward 
a more authentic, exploratory research process. In 
our discussion of the basic research process, we asked 
questions such as: What is my purpose for conducting 
research? What questions do I want to answer along 
my exploration? What might be the best methods or 
locations for me to begin? Students are sometimes tak-
en aback at this new definition of research as “messy, 
blurred, chaotic, and contradictory.” (You mean I 
can’t just spend an hour on Google and find nice, neat 
sources that say what I want to say?) They seem a bit 
nervous at first, but then they realize that I’m giving 
them permission to make mistakes, to re-focus their 
thinking if necessary, and even to change their theses 
depending on the research results. Research becomes a 
process of discovery, not one of plugging in sources to 
fit a preconceived idea. 

Next, we move on to technology bootcamp. As 
I developed the research assignments, I read a list of 
common methods for researching through this lens of 
inquiry. Most of the sources were those my students 
had used in the past: journals, field notes, interview 
transcripts, documents, and photos. Then the author 
said, “To this list, I would add video recordings, as 
these are also useful data in narrative research” (Moen 
6). That’s where the vlog idea came from: I would 
assign students to record themselves as they conducted 
research – mistakes, challenges, questions and all.  

But first I had to show them how to use the tech-
nology necessary to complete the assignments. As I 
said earlier, blogging is familiar to most students. My 
school uses Blackboard, a course management system 
with a built-in blog where students can post. But 
teachers can use any blog forum, including free blogs 
such as wordpress.com or blogger.com. If students are 
more familiar with a site like tumblr, that will work 
too. Finally, I think a wiki would work equally as well. 
Basically, the idea is to have students blogging instead 
of submitting the assignment only to you so that 
everyone can see the results. 

Teaching Matters
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Vlogging is a bit more challenging, but a skill my 
students appreciated learning. I assigned students to 
vlog whenever I wanted to see what they were doing 
(such as searching Google). Typically though, vlogging 
involves facing the camera and recording the speaker. 
I wanted my students’ vlogs to record what they were 
doing on the computer. So in technology bootcamp, I 
introduced two free and easy ways to vlog: Screencast-
O-Matic and Jing. The purpose of both programs is 
to capture what is happening on the computer screen 
along with audio from the user. For example, students 
can capture their Google search in video form as they 
verbally explain what they are doing. 

Both Jing and Screencast-O-Matic are web-based 
software programs that have free options. (Screencast-
O-Matic is at http://www.screencast-o-matic.com/ 
and Jing is http://www.techsmith.com/jing.) I prefer 
Screencast-O-Matic because it’s entirely web-based so it 
can be used from any computer. It also uploads videos 
on its site or directly to YouTube. Jing videos must be 
uploaded and shared via screencast.com and the soft-
ware itself must be downloaded onto a specific comput-
er. Still, Jing is useful and produces both static images 
and videos, and some students seem to prefer it. We 
spend the technology bootcamp hour (though you can 
easily spend more than an hour) introducing and ex-
perimenting with the two forms of software, so meeting 
in a computer lab or allowing students to bring laptops 
to class is ideal. I also allow students to use their own 
software if they have something useful on their com-
puters, as well as to record vlogs using their cell phones 
or iPads if they wish. While not completely necessary, 
I did find it helpful to create a video tutorial on screen 
capture software using Screencast-O-Matic and/or Jing. 
I posted the tutorials on my own Wordpress blog and 
on Blackboard so that students could review them as 
often as necessary. (I prefer such electronic tutorials to 
hard copy handouts, if nothing else to emphasize and 
model the techie nature of the assignments.)

Armed with an understanding of research as inqui-
ry and an introduction to software they can use to show 
their research processes, students are ready to begin 
the research assignments. I usually try to schedule an 
introductory session in the library so the librarian can 
point out some useful databases and search engine fea-
tures before setting students loose to do the research at 
home or on their own. Our school is fortunate to have 
a Student Technology Resource Center housed in our 
library, where students can use computers and software 
and seek the assistance of a technology professional. 
Other than these resources, I made sure that I was avail-
able to facilitate and answer questions along the way.  

I also set up a “practice” location – a Discussion Board 
on Blackboard, in our case, but teachers can use any 
blog or wiki. I allowed students to post practices blogs 
and links to practice vlogs on the practice Discussion 
Board, and then I read, viewed, tested, and offered stu-
dents feedback before the final research assignment was 
due. After the first assignment was completed, I chose 
two excellent vlogs and showed them in class, both to 
congratulate those students and to motivate the entire 
class. Students became very excited to see their research 
projected on the overhead. 

The research assignments themselves indicated 
their purpose and were clearly linked to the essay 
assignment: “These steps are designed to guide you to-
wards developing a clear and focused research question 
and hypothesis for your research essay. As your essay 
will require you to discover and support your thesis 
through and with your research, these assignments, 
too, require you to show your research process in either 
print (blog) or video (vlog) form, or both.” I also gave 
simple and direct instructions that students should 
blog directly on Blackboard and that for vlog, they 
could use any video software that uploads to YouTube 
and then submit the YouTube link to Blackboard. I 
limited vlogs to 3-5 minutes each, and cautioned stu-
dents to ensure that they spoke loudly and clearly. 

Of my five research assignments, I allowed 
students some choice and I assigned specific steps as 
blogs and others as vlogs. I wanted to ease students 
into vlogging, so the first research assignment, propose 
a research essay topic, was a blog. Next, student could 
choose to either blog or vlog as they searched a library 
database. The third assignment required students to 
blog as they searched a web engine and compared 
results to the database search. Students blogged their 
evaluations of specific sources. Finally, the annotated 
bibliography assignment was part blog, part vlog. 

These assignments did achieve my main goals: to 
integrate technology and writing; to make students’ 
research processes transparent; and to use research to 
make discoveries. Additionally, the blogs and vlogs 
allowed students to value the hard work involved in 
conducting legitimate research. For example, several 
students “got lost” in cyberspace while searching 
Google. But it was so satisfying to watch them find 
their bearings and use some of Google’s advanced 
search techniques, such as searching for exact phrases, 
narrowing returns to the most relevant, and search-
ing for sources with a specific publication date or 
reading level. Students also ventured into specific 
parts of Google such as Scholar, and the blogs and 
images links. Likewise in the library’s databases, the 
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vlogs showed students clicking with purpose rather 
than randomly. In less than 5 minutes, my student 
Caleb identified an appropriate database relevant to 
his topic; found, opened, and saved a full-text journal 
article; found articles from other publications such as 
newspapers and mainstream magazines; and used the 
database to create an MLA citation. He demonstrated 
and narrated all of this through his vlog. 

These assignments further revealed to me, as the 
teacher, how my students conduct research and the 
areas where they need help. One of the stronger writ-
ers in a recent class actually had a hard time evaluating 
sources. He was working from the old model of “the-
sis first, then sources,” and tried too hard to evaluate 
sources as valid and credible just because they fit his 
preconceived thesis. On the other hand, one of the 
weaker writers in the class admitted that she enjoyed 
the vlogs more than the blogs because she’s a visual 
learner. Seeing herself conduct research taught her 
what she did right and what she did wrong, in turn 
leading to a stronger essay with better sources. 

Perhaps the most successful assignment was the 
annotated bibliography. As the last research assign-
ment before we began drafting the essay, this one 
required a written bibliography and annotations in 
a blog, followed by a narrative analysis in the form 
of a vlog. Students proudly displayed their written 
works cited lists and annotations, and then even 
more proudly narrated vlogs telling why their body of 
research was strong or how they found a particularly 
excellent source. 

Not surprisingly, grading these research assign-
ments seemed easy by comparison to the traditional 
written assignments. I did check for valid and cred-
ible sources, of course. But often students had already 
discovered in their own blogs and vlogs that a particular 
source was not appropriate and had deleted it from the 
works cited list. I graded for thoroughness and detail, 
so a student who searched Google for 10 seconds and 
wrote down the first three sources on his bibliography 
list would certainly not receive the same points as the 
student who used Google’s advanced search to show 
how he circumvented the usual returns to find truly 
relevant sources. I also graded on how well students ad-
dressed the assignment prompts, not on how well they 
used technology. I did point out minor suggestions, 
such as when a student spoke too softly. But even the 
student who propped her cell phone up and used it to 
record her computer screen received full credit. 

It’s certainly more interesting to see vlogs in video 
form, but here are two screenshots that show students’ 
research processes in action:

Caleb used Screencast-O-Matic to create this vlog 
as he searched the ProQuest database:

Catherine used Jing to record this vlog as she used 
Google’s advanced search features:

Both students explained what they were doing 
– even if it meant backing up and trying again when 
something didn’t work – as they researched.

While these students’ vlogs probably don’t quality 
as “must-see TV” or won’t make the YouTube top 10 
of the week, they did make the research process trans-
parent for me and the students. They were fun and 
interesting to grade. And the integration of writing 
with technology engaged my 21st century students. 
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Nurturing 21st  
Century Teachers
– Brent Goff

Me: “That was a great lesson! Very interesting; I liked 
how you used political cartoons to get the students 
thinking, but why didn’t you use the Smartboard?”

Student Teacher: “I don’t know. I guess my cooperat-
ing teacher doesn’t use it so I don’t, and no one has 
ever shown me how to use it.”

Me: “I think the students would really benefit from 
your use of technology. See try this (I use the Smart-
board pen to circle a part of the image the class was 
discussing). 

Student: “But. We talked about it…”

Me: “Think about it like this: do you like cooking? 
Imagine the difference between reading a recipe and 
watching Alton Brown teach the same recipe. Huge 
difference, right? Well Smartboards and technology will 
impact the teaching and learning in your classroom.”

Student Teacher: “But what can I do?”

Okay, so this conversation did not go exactly like this. 
This is more of a composite from my conversations 
working with student teachers over the past school 

year with a healthy measure of what the French term, 
l’esprit d’escalier  – staircase wit: the things I wish I 
told them in the heat of the moment. While debrief-
ing with student teachers after observations, the use 
of technology was always a point of emphasis for me. 
Sure the lesson was well-planned and executed but did 
the student teacher address the use of technology? In 
my case, the answer to that question was, more often 
than not, no. 

As a first year doctoral student, and former high 
school English teacher, I found myself having this 
conversation more and more and wanted to find the 
root of the problem. I used technology in my day-
to-day teaching so why didn’t they? I found myself at 

an odd intersection as a teacher. On one hand, I was 
not so far removed from the classroom as to forget 
the: “How can I make this work for my students?” 
questions.  And on the other, a neophyte graduate 
student trying to understand the broader implications 
of educational theory as it impacted the teaching and 
learning in the ELA classroom.

In wanting to know how to best address my 
concerns to my student teachers, I sought out to 
understand more about technology and its role in 
students’ lives. I wanted to understand how high 
school students used technology. In my search, I 
came across a study conducted by The Kaiser Fam-
ily Foundation titled “Generation M2: Media in the 
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Lives of 8-to-18-Year-Olds.” The study was completed 
in 2010 and offers an exacting look at how large a role 
media plays into our students’ lives. The report stud-
ied the use of media (TV, Music, Video Games, etc.) 
and found that young people were engaged in media 
for 7 hours and 38 minutes a day but also found that 
because young people were 
engaged with more than one 
medium at a time the total 
time was more likely 10 hours 
45 minutes (Rideout, Forer & 
Roberts, 2010). We need to 
address media as teachers and 
teacher educators. Now that we 
know media is a powerful force in the lives of our 
students, what do we do about it?

While the conversation with my student teacher 
is anecdotal, it may be illustrative in that it could be 
a microcosm for the role of technology in the ELA 
classroom. The student was at a loss in not knowing 
how to use the technology afforded to him. Who is at 
fault? The student teacher? The cooperating teacher? 
The University? What happens in the schools without 
the affordances of technology? We know our students 
are saturated with technology, but what are we going 
to do about it?

These questions have huge implications in our 
pedagogical decisions as we think about who our 
students are and how best to teach them. When ad-
dressing them with my student teachers the responses 
I received were mixed. Some cited their use of Power-
Point while others suggested they had an upcoming  
media lesson so that would cover them. Their responses  
led me to ask further questions, difficult questions,  
of myself and of what it means to teach in the  
21st century. 

Technology Deprived Classrooms
Not having access to the latest technology can present 
a barrier for teachers. Bill Kist (2010) offers a possible 
solution in his book The Socially Networked Class-
room: Teaching in the new Media Age. He addresses 
the problem of access by dividing classrooms into 
low-tech environments, medium-tech environments, 
and high-tech environments. Under each chapter he 
suggests ways to incorporate technological thought 
without being dependent on the equipment. This, I 

would argue, is what we need 
to start addressing as teachers: 
How do we teach students to 
think with technology? 

Our classrooms are no 
longer disconnected pods of 
learning but interconnected 
communities connecting 

local learning to the global marketplace in one swift 
keystroke. How do we adapt to the shift in the nature 
of knowledge and communication in our classrooms? 
I don’t pretend to begin to know the answer to that 
question, but I think it starts with understanding who 
our students really are; this can help us build socially 
networked classrooms, even in low-tech environ-
ments. The status quo of PowerPoint presentations 
does not address the paradigm shift happening outside 
of our classrooms. The sooner we realize and harness 
aspects of new media and technology in our class-
rooms the better.   

References

Kist, W. (2010). The socially networked classroom: 
Teaching in the new media age. Thousdand Oaks, 
Californina: Corwin.

Rideout, V., Foehr, U., &  Roberts, D. (2010). Gener-
ation M2: Media in the lives of 8-to-18-year-olds. 
Kaiser Family Foundation. Retrived from http://
www.kff.org/entmedia/upload/8010.pdf

4 Sites

The status quo of PowerPoint  
presentations does not address the  
paradigm shift happening outside  

of our classrooms.



46 OJELA     Vol. 53, No. 1     Winter/Spring     2013

Teaching with  
Technology
– Haley Rowles

I’m lucky enough to work in a district where tech-
nology use is not only encouraged, it is expected.  
Luckily, our curriculum coach has set up a computer 
lab schedule that allows all Language Arts teachers 
one period each week in the computer lab.  At first, 
this weekly time was a little stressful.  What if I didn’t 
have anything for them to do on the computer on 
that specific day? However, in time, I have found that 
nearly anything I want to do in my classroom can also 
be done on a computer, and it can be done in a more 
engaging and 21st Century way. 

Some of my favorite ways to incorporate technol-
ogy take a simple task and give it a technology spin. 
For example, a prior knowledge survey can be admin-
istered using surveymonkey.com, for free! Quizlet is 

another great free resource for reviewing simple terms 
and facts that incorporates a timed matching game 
called Scatter, a timed recall game called Space Race, 
and an available practice test.  Power Point has also 
been a big help. I have used it for both extension and 
remediation activities.  Consider having your students 
create a storyboard for their upcoming narratives us-
ing Power Point slides to separate the events, labeling 
each slide with that event’s position on the plot chart.  

In addition to using technology, this will also help 
students identify if they have properly paced their ac-
tion, as they should have many rising action slides and 
only one climax slide. 

Webquests are another (and much more popu-
lar) tool I use to help students get background 
information in a more engaging way.  For example, 
this winter we read A Christmas Carol. The setting 
indicator for seventh grade under the Ohio Aca-
demic Content Standards required that the students 
know how a story’s setting impacted it as a whole.  
To help them better understand the setting of this 
story, they would need to understand the time 
period in which the play took place.  Thus, we had a 
discussion about what a search engine is and how to 
operate one as well as what websites are reliable for 
obtaining information.  Then, we completed several 
questions, using the Internet.  We started off with 
more simple questions, “Go to the website _______, 
read through the material under the heading ______ 
and write down 5 facts that you found to be impor-
tant, shocking, inspiring, etc.”  Other questions had 
students use a search engine to complete some simple 
research.  For example, “Why is this time period 
called the Victorian Era? Use a reliable website to find 
this answer.” 

I really could go one for pages and pages, but in 
the interest of keeping this shorter than two pages, 
please find a short list of other great technology ideas 
below. Happy Tech-ing!

Technology Ideas

• Brain Pop (has a very clear main idea 
video)

• Vimeo (has a great animation of Sand-
burg’s “Grass”)

• Flocabulary (the kids BEG to watch “The 
Date”) 

• Free Rice (great for that class that never 
has the vision screening)

• Television Tunes (great for teaching 
theme)

Haley Rowles is a middle school teacher at Schaeffer Middle School in Springfield, Ohio. 
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iPads in Learning:  
Innovative Progress 
and Development in 
Student Learning
– Teresa L. Young with Jennifer Davis

Many adults are still evolving in using technology; 
however, children are born into a world of digital 
media and literacy. They ride in cars with DVDs, 
listen to iPods, play videogames, and engage in 
environments supported by various technological 
devices.  “Specifically, those born since 1980 have 
been immersed in a technology-saturated culture 
where computers, the Internet, cell phones, instant 
messaging, and social networking are readily available 
and 24/7 interaction is expected”  (Karchmer-Klein 
& Shinas, 2012, p 291). Similarly, many students 
are also exposed to technology in their classrooms. 
Teachers incorporate Smartboards, laptops, Kindles, 
and other devices to complement their instruction. 
In fact, “proponents of technology frequently paint 
pictures of technology use in schools that suggest 
it can transform teaching and learning” (Murray & 
Olcese, 2011, p. 43).  Many educators realize that 
technology can be an effective tool in helping to 
shape what students know and can do. Murray and 
Olcese (2011) explain that technology can be used to 
tutor, explore, and communicate; these practices help 
students construct knowledge.   In addition, it can 
assist teachers in determining instructional approaches 
to best meet the needs of their students.  Crichton, 
Pegler, & White (2012) identified several important 
conditions when considering integration of iDevices 
in the school such as: an infrastructure to support 
them, professional development for teachers, and the 

creation of meaningful curricula (p. 29).  Technology 
can have an important functional use in the classroom 
and support student learning when implemented in a 
thoughtful and purposeful way. 

“iPads in Learning” which stands for Innovative 
Progress and Development for Students in Learning 
is one such example of technology integration that 
seems to have a profound effect on student learn-
ing and achievement. Jenny, a first grade teacher in a 
suburban Midwestern school, wanted to prepare her 
students with an effective technological learning tool, 
specifically the iPad. Realizing the impact of technol-
ogy in students’ everyday environments, whether 
at home or school, and understanding the learning 
needs of six and seven year old children, Jenny sought 
to bring these ideas together.  The goal of “iPads in 
Learning” was to recognize the value, effectiveness, 
and necessity of technology in the 21st century class-
room. “iPads in Learning” was designed to incorpo-
rate iPads in the classroom to provide an interactive 
and individualized resource for her first grade students 
that supported their learning and understanding of 
the core curriculum.  

Beginning an iPads in Learning Program
According to Hutchinson, Beschorner, & Schmidt-
Crawford (2012), as teachers begin to explore the 
possibilities of using mobile devices such as the iPad 
in their classrooms, it is important to examine how 
this technology can influence student learning (p. 15-
16).  Jenny received her first, personal iPad in the fall 
of 2011. When she opened the box, she looked for the 
paper instructions to guide her in operating this new 
device. With no instructions included, she learned 
how to turn on, operate, and use her iPad initially 
from her 5 and 6 year old children. Initially, she saw 
it as a tool for playing games and felt the iPad would 
not support her students’ learning. She questioned 
how it would help her students academically as well 
as socially.  It was not until several months later and 
more exploration that Jenny began to think about 
how this technology could be used in the classroom. 
As she became more familiar with the iPad, she recog-
nized ways it could support her current instructional 
practices. She started slowly, by just sharing the iPad 
in her classroom. She quickly noticed how motivated 
and engaged her students were in learning when she 
incorporated the iPad in her lessons. 

Jenny knew the importance of motivating her stu-
dents to learn and realized that students are exposed  
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to technology all the time. Therefore, she sought 
to bridge the two areas together by writing a grant 
to implement several iPads in her classroom. The 
program “iPads in Learning” was funded by a grant 
organization that provides monies for programs that 
support students in the K-12 classroom in this subur-
ban, Midwest school. The organization supports those 
ideas that take students above and beyond academi-
cally, artistically, and/or athletically. The external 
source funds programs beyond the scope of the school 
district. “iPads in Learning” was funded for the 2012-
2013 school year and included 13 iPads.

iPads for the First Grade Classroom 
Jenny completed hours of research with limited find-
ings of how iPads could be used in the classroom. 
According to Hutchinson, Beschorner, & Schmidt-
Crawford (2012), iPads and similar tablets have been 
relatively unexplored as tools for literacy learning (p. 
17). Consequently, Jenny constructed her own pro-
gram for implementing this mobile device with her 
first grade students. In this article, we share Jenny’s 
story of how she applied her knowledge of technol-
ogy and student learning and used iPads in her first 
grade classroom. We also provide a framework with 
examples for how other educators might implement 
this technology with the own students.  

Classroom Organization
Jenny received the iPads two days after the school 
year started. She had many instructional as well as 
operating questions. One main question was how 
was she going to charge the iPads to keep them in 
use? Similar to other mobile devices, to be effec-
tive the iPads had to be frequently charged.  Jenny 
wanted her students to use them daily and through-
out the day so the iPads had to stay continually 
charged.  She investigated purchasing a charging cart 
but realized the cost was prohibitive. With a student 
assistant, she found a place in the room and used 
power and extension cords to charge the 13 iPads. 
They created their own “charging cart” which was 
used as a simultaneous method to store and charge 
the iPads; it was also a safe and accessible location 
for the first grade classroom.  

Next, Jenny had to figure out how to distinguish 
the iPads from one another because they are identical. 
Initially, she bought scrapbooking stickers placing the 
number of the iPad on the back of the iPad case in top 
right corner. Then in the charging area she used the 
same stickers numbering them 1, 2, 3, and so on so 
that the numbers corresponded to a specific iPad.  She 

taught the children the numbering system and how to 
store them appropriately. Currently, Jenny has created 
a background with the number of the iPad displayed 
on the screen which is unique for each iPad and as-
signed to the children.

Using the iPad for Word Study Instruction –  
Selection of Apps
For the purposes of this article, we discuss how Jenny 
incorporated iPads in her classroom and selected 
applications to support word study instruction. An 
app is “a software application which lets the user of 
a device do or create something” (Dobler, 2011, p. 
18). For word study, we mean instruction focusing 
on phonological awareness, phonics, sight words, and 
spelling. Jenny indicated that searching for apps was 
an integral part of the program. To locate appropriate 
apps she searched the iTunes app store on her iPad.  If 
she found an app that she thought supported her ap-
plication of word study skills then she purchased and 
or downloaded it for free.  Once she downloaded the 
app, she then reviewed its capabilities.  

Jenny had specific criteria she followed to guide 
in her selection of appropriate apps for her students 
and the curriculum. She wanted to select apps that 
would actively engage children in applying knowl-
edge.  She also wanted the apps to enhance and 
support the instruction she was providing in the 
classroom. She reviewed the Common Core State 
Standard and selected specific apps that supported 
foundational skills (examples of the CCSS and app 
selection are located in Appendix A). In addition, 
she consulted her first grade curriculum and aligned 
the apps to her instructional goals. Her background 

Figure 1: iPad Screen
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knowledge regarding the academic and social devel-
opment of six and seven year olds also guided her 
selection of appropriate apps.  She identified the 
reading level and the capability of the directions to 
be read by the children, considering the range of 
reading abilities in her classroom. She wanted chil-
dren to use the apps individually, but also collabora-
tively. She also selected apps that had co-curricular 
advantages.  For example, Jenny considered apps 
that had capabilities to individualize the content in 
phonological awareness, phonics, and spelling but 
also formatted to expand its breath and use. Students 
could use the app for beginning sounds, but ending 
sounds could also be added.  Similarly, apps that fo-
cused on blends and digraphs, short and long vowels 
were selected because of their multiplicity of use.  
Visually the apps could not be condescending, but 
developmentally appropriate for the intended audi-
ence and interesting but purposeful. Overall, Jenny 
selected apps that were visually engaging, clean, and 
understandable, but not distracting.

Using the iPad for Word Study Instruction
Although app selection was an essential part of the 
program, Jenny’s most important consideration was 
student need.  In order to provide the most support 
for student learning, Jenny conducted assessments 
to learn about the children’s word study knowledge. 
Using Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston’s 
(2012) Primary Spelling Inventory she identified 
which word features they knew and what word 
features were in their zone of proximal development.  
After she assessed the students, she used this knowl-
edge to form small groups and to determine which 
students would need individual instruction. Once 
this information was ascertained, Jenny determined 

how she would use the iPads to support these find-
ings. For individualized learning, she created folders 
on the iPads that correlated to the stages of spelling 
features. For example, one folder might contain apps 
that focused on short vowels, where another folder 
might contain apps that focused on long vowel 
patterns. She then created two word work charts, 
displayed them on the Smartboard, and printed hard 
copies for her classroom.  One chart directed stu-
dents to work individually on the iPad.  Two days a 
week every child had the opportunity for individual 
engagement with the iPad apps focusing on their 
specific individualized spelling words. On another 
chart, children were directed to work with their 
partner, collaboratively on their word work. She used 
the assessments and paired children homogeneously 
to work on word study at their level.  For example, if 
students were working on long vowel patterns, they 
would select an app together from the correspond-
ing folder, read the directions, and then talk about 
the apps while completing the work. [insert photo 
two] Students had to explain their thinking to their 
partners, while their partner listened and checked for 
accuracy.  Language was a central part of the learning 
as students engaged in conversation, monitored their 
learning, and reinforced their word work strategies.

The iPads were also used for whole group in-
struction in word study. For example, Jenny incor-
porated Cunningham’s Making Words activity using 
the Word Wizard app.  Traditionally in the making 
words strategy, a secret word is displayed in random 
order on a chart holder using letter tiles. The teacher 
directs students to make 2, 3, 4 or more letter words, 
using their own letter tiles, and then displays the 
correct spelling of the word so that all students can 
check their work. Using the Word Wizard app, stu-
dents worked collaboratively to make the words on 
their iPads.  Using her Smartboard, Jenny mimicked 
the letter tiles in making words so that the students 
could check for accuracy. [insert photo three] The 
Making Words activity on the iPad and Smartboard 
became an instructional approach that supported 
learners as partners and through whole group in-
struction. In this activity, children talked with their 
classmates, explained their thinking, and increased 
their word study skills.

Another strategy used for the whole group 
instruction was Cunningham’s Word Wall activity. 
Typically five words are introduced by the teacher 
and students spell and write the words using paper 
and pencil. Jenny adapted this instructional approach 
by using the iPad. She had students use the stylus to 

Figure 2: Students Collaborate using the iPad
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spell the words, which provided a more tactile ap-
proach, supporting many of her students’ academic 
needs by providing an alternative avenue for learning 
sight words.  This approach was used many times as 
Jenny used her iPad to project various apps onto the 
Smartboard to support word work instruction. First, 
she introduced a skill so students could see it on the 
Smartboard. Then students used the same app to col-
laboratively attempt the strategy while Jenny walked 
around and provided feedback.  The direct instruction 
with guided practice helped children to learn new 
concepts with support, but also provided opportuni-
ties for them to be responsible for constructing their 
own knowledge.

Why Using iPads in the Classroom Benefits 
Students
Developing a “learner” is the purpose of assessment 
and instruction. Access to iPads encouraged students 
to be independent and collaborative and provided 
additional opportunities for self-initiated learning 
and application.  By using iPads in the classroom, 
Jenny customized her instruction, particularly word 
study, to meet the needs of individual students. 
Through the use of various applications, she ac-
commodated students’ learning styles. Children felt 
empowered to select appropriate apps for their aca-
demic needs. They also collaborated with their peers, 
which provided a space for engaging in discussion 
about their learning process. The children also re-
ceived direct instruction and guided practice as they 
learned important foundational skills.  The inclusion 
of iPads created a classroom in which differentiated 
instruction was evident. 

Students have also commented on the benefits of 
using the iPads in the classroom. Specifically, students 
remarked on how the word study apps have helped 
them to visualize their spelling words which has 
increased their spelling aptitude in daily writing and 
spelling assessments. In addition, students pointed 
out how the iPads made learning fun such as when 
they used the stylus for the word wall activities. The 
iPad has multiple functions such as highlighting or 
enlarging words to help students figure out tricky 
words. These key features were mentioned by students 
as positive aspects of using the iPads in the classroom. 
One student commented, “Using the app to record 
your voice allows you to learn for yourself, by listen-
ing to what you have done on the iPad and looking 
for stuff that make senses.” 

Perhaps the most valuable lesson learned has been 
the opportunity for students to have choice, indepen-
dence, responsibility, and collaboration with peers. 
Accessibility to information and resources are influ-
ential in a student’s learning, understanding, and ap-
plication of knowledge. With a user-friendly interface, 
minimal maintenance, mobility, multiple features 
and capabilities, and accessibility to information and 
resources, using iPads in the classroom has encouraged 
student learning and supported the teacher’s instruc-
tional approach. 
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Language Arts Standards and iPad Apps 
Incorporated in the First Grade Classroom

LANGUAGE: Conventions (1.L.2)
Capitalization, Punctuation, and Spelling
• Cimo Can Spell- sound out
• PlaySmart Kids
• Letter Detective
• P-Dezine
• SpellOSaur
• PyroMedia
• Spelling Test
• Tap To Learn
• Little Speller Sight Words
• Grasshopper Apps
• A+ Spelling Test

• Spelling Magic 1- 3 letter words
• Preschool University
• Little Speller 3 letter words
• Grasshopper Apps
• Spelling Magic 2- consonant blends
• Preschool University
• Spelling Magic 3- long phonetic words
• Preschool University
• Cimo Can Spell- sound out
• PlaySmart Kids

Spelling (encoding)
• Rocket Speller
• Little Big Thinkers
• Crossword Game for Kids
• Internet Design Zone

Spelling (word creation)
• Mini Words
• Airy Labs
• Words Maker
• UnWord (“Making Words”)
• Mullet Games

Vowel Sounds
*Build a Word (customizable)
*Eight Great Word Patterns
*Howie Hungry Monster Vowels

Language Arts Standards and iPad Apps 
Incorporated in the First Grade Classroom

READING: LITERATURE and   
INFORMATIONAL TEXTS
• Learning A-Z- Raz-Kids On Your Own
• Lazel Inc.
• Nook Kids
• Kiwa Media
• Scholastic Storia
• Scholastic
• Bookster
• Imagine Learning, Inc.
• National Geographic Kids Explorer

READING FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS:  
Phonological Awareness 1.RFS.2

a- Pocket Charts! Long and Short Vowel  
 Sounds

 • Good Neighbor Press, Inc

b- Blend Sounds 
 • Magic Reading 1- 3 letter words
 • Preschool University

Identify Rhyme
• ABA Problem Solving Game- What 
Rhymes?
• Kindergarten.com
• Alligator Apps

WRITING: Utilize digital tools to  
compose and publish writing 1.W.6
Opinion compositions 1.W.1
Informative-explanatory compositions 
1.W.2
Narrative compositions 1.W.3
• Scribble Press
• Story Buddy 2
• Tapfuze
• Little Story Maker
• Book Creator Pro
• My Story- Book Maker for Kids
• Toontastic
• Sentence Maker

Appendix A
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With a background focused on classic and more 
traditional literature, working media literacy into my 
classroom this year seemed almost at odds with the 
traditional high school texts my curriculum is based 
around.  Sure, I could have my students create some 
kind of web-based media to assess their analysis, but 
my students are without a doubt more literate than 
I am in creating media.  They do it numerous times 
throughout the day.  They Tweet on the ride to school, 
Instagram something between classes, and update 
their Tumblr during lunch.  In 
addition, how many times have 
our students created Facebook 
pages for characters from their 
current whole-class novel?  
While very solid ideas, most of 
those types of assessments are  
old hat by now.  What could I possibly teach them 
about creating media when they already know so much 
more about it than I do?

When I really started to think about the whole 
concept of Media Literacy during curriculum design 
this past summer, I thought about the whole concept 
of the idea, going further than just media creation.   
I began to wonder how often our students are en-
couraged to question the media that inundates their 
lives.  Thinking about the way many of our students 
regurgitate anything read, seen, created or heard on 
the internet as fact, it seems vitally more important 
for our nation’s youth to begin to be more focused on 
how they think about their constant bombardment of 
media, much more so than creating even more of it.

Returning then to my initial conundrum of classi-
cal literature and media literacy, it dawned on me that 

being critical of media is not a new idea.  One of the 
first texts we read as a class was the iconic Anglo-Saxon 
epic Beowulf.  Arguably one of the more interesting 
details of Beowulf is the way the text was purposefully 
manipulated from its pagan origins to having a more 
Christian influence in order to help convert the pagan 
Anglo Saxons to the Roman Catholic religion.  In or-
der to help teach perspective, my students were focus-
ing on the way the text depicts both pagan and Chris-
tian religious and cultural values.  As we read further 

and further into the text, my 
students began to notice the 
ways the actions of a character 
are often at odds with values 
that character previously dis-
played or embodied.  Immedi-
ately after proclaiming a strong 

faith in Christianity, the hero would commit some 
horribly violent or self-serving act; or the ancient hero 
receiving a pagan funeral would be committed to the 
Christian God.  In addition, students also noticed how 
many of the passages displaying prominent Christian 
messages seemed extremely out of place.  One student 
in particular described a passage as being “thrown in 
there just to make it sound more Christian.”  What I 
realized, quite happily, is that my students were taking 
a piece of media, albeit one from over a thousand years 
ago, and were analyzing its message and effectiveness as 
a persuasive tool.  

My students were quick to pick up on how an 
ancient text was changed to sell a new idea, but failed 
to see how this same concept was at play in their own 
lives.  I wanted my students to see how media has an 
effect on their way of thinking, just like Beowulf was 

Being Critical of Beowulf
– David Appleton

David Appleton is a high school English teacher at Dayton Early College Academy in Dayton, Ohio. 
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used to convert Anglo Saxon pagans.  I thought a 
good place to start would be by simply watching com-
mercials and having them discuss what tactics were 
being employed to sway their thoughts.  

We began with the well known Apple computer 
advertisement from 1984, using references from 
Orwell’s 1984. Having read 
the novel the prior year, the 
students were immediately fo-
cused on the imagery used in 
the commercial and saw how 
the message of the commercial 
was to essentially state that 
using anything but an Apple 
computer means living a 
boring, drab, and “big brother” controlled life.  Again, 
the students had no difficulties in recognizing the 
underlying message and tactics used to sway their 
thoughts.  

When we began to watch more and more modern 
commercials, the students seemed to become less able 
to parse out underlying messages in advertisements.  
Instead of their previous focus on critically engag-
ing with the media messages and finding underlying 
messages and motivations, students hummed or sang 
along with jingles they recognized, discussed which 
celebrity endorsers were the cutest and even debated 
with one another over which commercials were the 
most amusing.  There were no discussions over how a 
celebrity is used to sell a product or idea, or the usage 
of women’s bodies in commercials, or why they loved 
to sing along with certain jingles that inevitably stick 
with a listener.  

I realized, then, that advertisers are savvy with 
our nation’s teens.  Why would my students question 
commercials if they are so engaging and enjoyable?  To 
try and combat this, at least a bit, I had my students 
choose some kind of position that they wanted to 
argue and submit that topic to me.  After they picked 
and turned in their topics for review, I told the students 
they had to argue the opposite standpoint. 

The students then created an advertisement (a 
song jingle, poster, video clip or skit) and tried to 
convince their peers about anything from politi-
cal opinions, ethical standpoints, or something as 
simple as the tastiness of our school’s lunches.  While 
other students presented, all the observing students 

completed graphic organizers. 
This allowed them to note the 
choices their colleagues made 
to sell their ideas, such as refer-
ence songs and celebrities, or 
overly appeal to one’s emotions 
with no factual backing.

What I wanted my stu-
dents to really see is that the 

point of advertising is to make people like or agree 
with something, even if they are initially neutral or 
against it.  By having students argue the opposite per-
spective from what they personally liked or believed, I 
hoped they would more readily want to be critical of 
the daily media bombardment in their lives.  I wanted 
my students to think like advertisers.

The presentations were spectacular.  Adoles-
cents really know how to create media.  The level 
of quality and innovation was astounding, but this 
was never the main objective.  In a Socratic seminar 
following the presentations, I asked the students 
if they knew why I made them argue the opposite 
side of what they originally chose.  I was quite glad 
when the first student spoke out and said exactly 
what I wanted to hear; that they should see how 
something is being portrayed, and to think through 
the minds of the people trying to change their minds 
about something.  However, the most memorable 
comment during our discussion was from a brutally 
honest student who said: “We like what we like.  I 
don’t want to have to think about it.  Christian, 
pagan, whatever, Beowulf killed the bad guy and got 
to become king.”  While that student might not be 
the most interested in critical media literacy, I know 
he at least read the poem.

A Closing Lesson

By having students argue the opposite 
perspective from what they personally liked 
or believed, I hoped they would more readily 

want to be critical of the daily media  
bombardment in their lives.
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