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Part One: 

All of my interview participants currently live in or nearby Swartz Creek, Michigan.  The city of 
Swartz Creek has a population of approximately 5,300 (“City of Swartz Creek,” n.d.) and is located on 
the outskirts of Flint.  Unfortunately, the town has recently been economically devastated by the 
closure of a nearby automobile factory and is struggling to get back on its feet.    The city’s tag line 
reads “where town and country join hands” because Swartz Creek is equal parts rural country side and 
urban sprawl complete with acres of corn fields and a busy mall (“City of Swartz Creek,” n.d.).      

To fully understand the context of my survey results, it is also important to discuss the school 
district within Swartz Creek.  The school district boasts a total of four elementary schools, one middle 
school, and one high school.  According to the Swartz Creek District Annual Report (2011), total K-12 
enrollment within the 2010 - 2011 school year was 3,982.  Despite efforts by the administration and 
staff, Swartz Creek has failed to meet AYP requirements in reading for the third consecutive year.  On 
the district’s website (2011), the mission statement reads, “Swartz Creek Community Schools is a 
student-centered district that truly maximizes all learners' potential, preparing them to become 
productive participating members of society” and this project has enabled me to explore how teachers 
can work to achieve this mission. 

Because I am not actively teaching this year, my twenty four survey participants are borrowed 
from a former colleague.  The chosen students are seniors and have varying grade point averages, 
interests, and skill levels.  They are members of her fifth hour senior English class and most are on track 
to graduate in May.  The curriculum these students are exposed to includes literature by Shakespeare, 
George Orwell, William Golding, Yoshiko Ushida, and a unit on college and career readiness.       

For the purposes of this survey, I created a short questionnaire to be distributed by my former 
colleague.  The survey contained three questions directed towards their literacy practices.  Because of a 
recent interest in digital literacies, I oriented my questioning towards technologies which allow 
individuals to communicate.  My intent for the survey was to discover what types of technology 
adolescents commonly use, how much time they spend using technology for literacy, and how they 
viewed the impact of technology. 
Part Two: 
 

It’s incredible how much information I was able to glean from a simple three question survey.  
The questions allowed me insight into how often students use digital literacy, what types of technology 
students use outside of a classroom, and what impact they thought technology has on how society 
reads, writes, views, speaks, and listens.  The first question asked students to give a quick estimate of 
how much time they spend outside of school each day using technology as a means to read, write, view, 
listen, write, or design.  The answers ranged from two hours to eight hours.  After evaluating all the 
responses, the average came to approximately five hours per day.  This result is extremely telling of the 
amount of time students spend communicating through technology each day.  With such a large amount 
of time reflected, it would appear that students spend almost all of their time outside of a classroom 
using digital literacies.  This is understandable because students have a constant means of 
communication thanks to the portability of cell phones, mp3 players, laptops, or tablets.  Even while on 
the go or outside of their home, they are able to keep in touch or view movies with the aid of all of these 
devices.   This large amount of time also concerns me a little.  I must admit that this shows a heavy 



reliance on technology and I do wonder how these students would fair if this technology were to 
disappear one day.   

The second question required students to list what specific kinds of technology they used to 
take part in the activities mentioned in the first question (reading, writing, speaking, listening, viewing, 
and designing).  Responses here varied greatly depending upon the student, but there were a few 
common choices.  As you can see in the figure one below, the three most commonly referenced forms 
of technology were email, facebook, and computers:

 

The results of this question don’t contain any big surprises.  I am familiar with all of the technologies 
listed by the students and expected to see most of them listed.  The only interesting information which 
one can take away is that this question proves that students have an amazing ability to use a variety of 
different technologies in order to communicate with others.  They employ all of these different vehicles 
as a means to express and ingest ideas, thoughts, and news.  I think it is safe to assume that students 
have had little to no formal training on using any of these technologies, yet they appear to wield them 
with confidence and ease on a consistent basis.  They have the skills necessary to adapt and conform to 
new technologies at an extremely rapid pace.    

The last question yielded the most astonishing results.  This question invited students to express 
how they think technology has changed the way society reads and writes.  I was expecting students 
considered by Prensky to be “digital natives” (as cited in Wilber, 2008, p. 59 ) to embrace technology as 
a means of communication.  Instead, I received an overwhelmingly negative response to this question.  
Many of the students’ responses indicated that they view technology as a crutch- something they have 
become reliant upon in order to spell and edit their writing.  This is expressed in the following response, 
“Since there are shortcuts for spelling and grammar isn't an emphasis when using technology, those 
skills are disappearing in youth.” A few mentioned that they see the influx of text lingo and slang to have 
a derogatory effect on their ability to read and write.  I can fully attest that these statements are true as 
I have spent copious amounts of time pleading with students to spell out entire phrases and not use 
texting shortcuts when they are writing a formal paper for me.  I was surprised so many students were 
quick to point these details out.     

Additionally, I had a host of students write about how technology has changed the attitudes of 
adolescents towards reading and writing.  One student writes, “Technology has made people, especially 
younger people, less concerned with grammar and spelling and puts a[n] emphasis on doing things, not 
to the best of one’s ability, but rather as quickly as possible.”    A second insight student says, “I believe 

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

Technologies Used to Communicate 

Number of Students 



society has lost its passion about reading and writing.  Yes, it is enforced in schools, but outside of 
schools many people in society just don’t care how well they read or write.”   Both of these students 
went on to question the long term results if people continue to neglect the ability to spell, read and 
write using standard conventions.  Another student speaks to how technology is causing adolescents to 
expect immediacy when he writes, “I think that technology has really caused teens to have an attitude 
that they can find out anything that they want with just the push of a button or the click of a mouse. I 
believe that it has made youth more impatient when it comes to reading and writing.”  I can relate to 
the last student’s statement as I have come upon a chorus of groans when I suggest students need to 
write using pencil and paper or use the dreaded dictionary to look up the meaning of a word.  Students 
are accustomed to the ease and connivances provided by technology; they are sometimes lost or 
disappointed when it is unavailable within a classroom.      

 While most students were extremely critical of technology’s impact on communication, I had a 
few students concede that technology has had some positive impacts on the way society communicates.  
Usually these positive mentions were made in addition to listing a few negatives.   I had many students 
speak to the ease of communication which technology affords society.  One student writes, “The pros 
are that any information is made readily available to the public.”  Another student indicates that, “I think 
it has made certain tasks much easier like talking to my cousins in another state or looking up 
information for class.”  While the last student touches upon the fact that technology allows him to talk 
to his cousins out of state, I was surprised that no one else brought up how we are now able to 
communicate with people around the world.     

In addition to ease, the immediacy of communication through technology was mentioned a few 
times.  A female student writes, “Technology has allowed for faster shared news, which results in much 
more informative reading and writing among people. Facebook is not only for sappy love quotes, but 
also the most current news.”   Others shared that devices like cell phones, the internet, and computers 
enables everyone to stay informed and also to inform others at any point in the day.   Out of the twenty 
four surveyed students, only eleven made mention of positive aspects of technology when it came to 
reading and writing.  This is a detail which astounds me and makes me question my previous notions of 
adolescent attitudes towards technology.       

Part Three: 

Over the past three years, I have been in the process of refining a set of ambitious literacy goals 
for my students.  I have developed these goals with the aid of undergraduate coursework, advice from 
colleagues, and experience within my own classroom.  My most generic literacy goal for students is 
that they are able to competently write, read, view, listen, and speak in a way which represents them 
as learned and thoughtful individuals.  To go along with this, students need to understand that literacy 
is a means of communicating, not only ideas, but identities as well.  They also need the ability to 
critically analyze what they read and view in order to understand how mode, audience, purpose and 
situation play a part in how they write, speak, and design.  Lastly, they need to analyze things we view 
and read in class in and apply it to a context appropriate for their own lives so they understand the 
deeper meaning and implications.   

 
 Because I teach juniors, one of my most pressing goals is to reinforce the reading and writing 

skills required to achieve a good score on the Michigan Merit Exam.  The reading portion is notorious 
for requiring skimming and scanning in addition to close reading analysis.  They must also be able to 
analyze word meaning within context and infer messages from selected paragraphs and entire 
passages.  The writing section requires that students be able to write a well-structured persuasive essay 



within a restrictive time limit.  Despite the fact that I am not fond of catering to test requirements, I do 
understand the importance of these test results in helping students realize their post-secondary goals.   

My second goal is to ensure that my students have the literacy skills necessary to succeed in 
entry level college English courses and to help cut back on the number of students who are required to 
take remedial courses their freshman year. This goal requires that I increase the complexity, difficulty 
and frequency of reading, writing, speaking, viewing and listening assignments.  Too often I have seen 
high school students flounder when they reach college because high school curriculum is not 
demanding enough.    While investigating watching Common Core Curriculum videos for this class, I 
was reassured to see how demanding the standards were.  

My last literacy goal is that my students are able to think critically about how technology has 
impacted the way we communicate.  This goal requires that I not only incorporate varied forms of 
technology into my lesson plans but also that I demand students consider the mode, purpose, 
audience, and intent of pieces they or others create using technology as a medium.  I need students to 
acknowledge the impact technology has as I believe they are too apt to post without considering the 
longevity or potential impact of their technological communications.        

  
Admittedly, I am novice at designing essential questions.  Although I have improved since my 

internship day, choosing and crafting a good essential question is something I continue to struggle with.  
My senior English curriculum currently boasts of the following essential questions:  Are our lives 
governed by fate or free-will?  How does writing reflect the life and culture of a particular time period?  
How can we grow from struggle or loss?  How do we create a perception of the “truth” and how 
important is the truth to our sense of normalcy?  I also participate in what Swartz Creek calls a “Senior 
Exit” unit which demands every student creates a fifteen minute oral, visual and audio presentation 
answering the following three questions:  Who am I?;  Where have I come from?; and Where am I 
going?   

Part Four: 
First and foremost this activity has shown me the importance of staying knowledgeable about 

your students’ interests, habits, and customs.  Just as A. Tatum (2008) discussed the importance of 
choosing texts which were relevant to a student’s life, I think this idea also extends into practices and 
activities chosen based on student habits and customs as well.  I was amazed at how much I learned 
about these students from three simple questions which took almost no time at all to create and 
distribute.  I am now better equipped to design curriculum which is tailored not only to meet the 
students’ needs, but also to design curriculum which attempts to form a bridge between their literacy 
practices both in and out of school.  Curriculum designed with these two things in mind will easily enable 
me to accomplish my first literary goal of arming students will skills necessary to analyze and use varying 
modes of communication with comfort and control.  From this point forward, I will make continued and 
frequent efforts to elicit information from students on their current home or school literacy habits or 
practices.         

One of the most obvious finding within this survey was that there is currently a huge disconnect 
in the mediums the students use to communicate within and outside of school.  The English teacher of 
the surveyed students informed me that within school the students communicate through essays, 
journals, discussions, and presentations.  The technological vehicles for these processes are limited to 
pencil, paper, and sometimes Microsoft Word or Powerpoint.  Outside of school, these same students 
are communicating using a variety of incredibly diverse tools in order to write, read, listen, speak, and 
view.  Just as S. Xu (2004) indicated, there is a “need for teachers to create a hybrid space in classrooms 
that allows for in-school and out-of school literacy practices” (p. 40).   In the case of this survey result, a 
better attempt needs to be made in incorporating digital literacies into the classroom.  In order to do 



this, I need to design lesson plans which afford students the option of using technology to express their 
views to one another or learn about the views of others.  I could draw upon the list of technologies the 
students provided or since I know what they’re already familiar with, I could find new technologies in 
order to expose them to something new.  This finding lets me know that firm attention needs to be paid 
to my goal of exposing students to digital literacies.               

My survey also indicates that students are in need of guidance when it comes to digital 
literacies.  From the overwhelming negative response to question three, it appears that students are 
well aware of the way technology has affected their ability to write or even their attitudes towards 
conventions.  The results to this question allowed me to see that students are having trouble 
distinguishing between the standards and norms associated to different modes of reading and writing.  I 
think it is a teacher’s place to make it apparent to students that code-switching needs to take place 
when coming from one form of reading/writing to the next.  As D. Wilber (2008) points out, “Literacy 
teaching is all about helping students understand the message they get and create through a variety of 
texts” (p. 66).  I believe there is ample room for class discussion on exactly how a viewer or composer 
can decide what types of language or style choices are made based on mode, audience, purpose and 
situation.  Arming students with this type of knowledge is imperative if Swartz Creek Community Schools 
truly wish to create “productive participating members of society.”    

In addition to this, I’d like to expose students to the positive ways in which technology has 
changed the way we read and write.  I think students often overlook the complex thinking processes 
that are required when designing a webpage, youtube video, or even a facebook profile.  As D. Wilber 
(2008)  says, “[With technology,] teenagers learn to read and decode these texts in specific ways 
incorporating visual, linguistic, and aural information into their interpretations” (p. 66).  Mostly, teens 
are unaware of the ways they are analyzing the written word, graphics, and images they are exposed to 
online.  I would like for them to realize the power of technology when it comes to communicate because 
once they embrace the possibilities it allows, they can manipulate and use technological communication 
to their advantage.  Additionally, I think once teens are made aware of these skills, they can learn to 
apply them to texts read, discussed and viewed in class.  These complex thinking skills already 
established outside of school will be useful in preparing students for the MME.  For example, most 
students have already mastered the ability to skim and scan as they explore facebook or online articles.  
They simply need to learn to apply this skill in a new context.  Lastly, the digital literacies they have 
already established outside of school will enable the introduction of other mediums like graphic novels 
or the deep analysis of a film clip without too much struggle. 

 Overall, the results from the student surveys as well as the ideas discussed within our course 
work indicate that I need to redesign a lot of my current curriculum in order to truly meet the needs of 
students.  I need to look at my curriculum with a lens directed towards a broader understanding of the 
relationship between technology and literacy in addition to a better grasp of my students’ current 
literacy practices.  With these two things in mind, I should be able to create a curriculum which is 
innovative, challenging, and enables my students to achieve all the literacy goals I set for them.  
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