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Recognizing there is a digital divide has long been common knowledge, particularly in 

education. When, as college teachers, we routinely see incoming freshmen come in with wide 

gaps in experience and basic skills, it becomes clear that these misunderstandings are more 

complex than cutting across traditionally recognized racial or socioeconomic lines. 

 

Noticeable divides have emerged in students’ self-efficacy regarding technology and how 

differently they allow social media to define their identities and what defines appropriate uses of 

these technologies. Watson and Pecchioni (2011) correctly identify the heart of the issue I 

wanted to explore in my classroom – that while the overwhelming majority of higher education 

instructors recognize the need for digital tools, there is too much acceptance of the myth that all 

their students are facile with multiple technologies: 

… the dangerous assumption that students living in new media environments 

automatically comprehend how to use the technologies or produce their own work. 

Because instructors cannot and should not assume technical knowledge among their 

students, balancing course content with learning to effectively use the technology is 

also a challenge. The key pedagogical question becomes how to effectively incorporate 

these technologies into the classroom environment so that student learning is enhanced 

through greater engagement with the course content (308). 

 

That question was, and as will be evident in this research, still is, something that I wrestle 

with in course design. It is so easy to look at 18- and 19-year-olds coming into class brimming 

with smartphones and laptops and believe that their mere presence will add to the learning 
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environment. Yet these devices should more realistically be perceived as tools, and only as 

efficient as the people using them. While they may be indispensible because of their ubiquity, 

how to apply them effectively in writing instruction is far from an assumption and should rather 

be viewed as an ongoing and evolving challenge. 

This is even more so the case when exploring how to best integrate social media into the 

classroom. Take for example, the case of Purdue University consumer sciences professor Sugato 

Chakravarty. Chakravarty uses a program called Hotseat that lets students post comments and 

questions to him through Facebook or Twitter while his lecture is taking place and displayed on 

screen during class. Taking this approach is not for everybody and it is taking two calculated 

risks. (Young 2009) The most obvious is that the professor could literally place himself or 

herself on the hot seat through a slip of the tongue or misinformation. But the other – and 

perhaps more dangerous – is the painful sound of silence when too big a leap of faith is taken 

that students already can do what you are asking of them with minimal guidance. 

With a similar mix of curiosity and trepidation, I worked with incoming freshmen in the 

first of my university’s two-course composition sequence during the fall semesters of 2012 and 

2013. Using a traditional composition textbook required for the course, I adapted one of the units 

on profiling a location, person or group of people into an online research assignment using 

Twitter. The assignment required students to write an expository essay on a subject they already 

had some existing knowledge of, with the idea that treading on familiar ground would allow 

them to feel comfortable with exploring the use of Twitter more so than they might have been 

otherwise. By doing this, I wanted them to develop new reference points for accessing subject 

matter. Faina (2012) defines this as “referentialties” – a concept I will touch on throughout my 
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research – but in order to demonstrate this concept more concretely to my students, I drew a 

picture of a pin cushion on the whiteboard. I wanted them to grasp that just as pins may be stuck 

in a cushion at any number of angles, so too can they approach who or what they were profiling 

from something other than the most obvious straightforward angle, including the use of Twitter. 

This played into a two-tiered goal with the unit – putting  students on a level playing field with a 

common social media platform and instilling in them an understanding that online research 

means more than just going through the first few pages of a generic Google search.  

Perhaps the most widely recognized benefit of social media in general and Twitter in 

particular has been its ability to redefine how information is shared and what information is 

considered public. No longer constrained by a handful of media outlets disseminating and 

prioritizing news and information, end users of information – the public – has the ability to 

manage its sources and the interpretations, as it prefers. While it makes getting a message across 

much more complicated than it was five and certainly 10 years ago for, say, politicians and 

advertisers whose ability to strictly control that message defines their public perceptions, it gives 

the public the previously unheard of ability to redefine what “public” actually means. 

Faina (2012) correctly defines Twitter as a vehicle to blend traditional and contemporary 

forms and sources of communication with the aid of third-party developers (such as Tweet Deck 

and Wefollow) that simultaneously expands the depth and breadth of how end users manage the 

information: 

Blurring the distinctions between institutional and non-institutional discourses key to 

the development of social media is similarly key to understanding their impact on 
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issues of online publicity (56). 

 

Faina further sees Tweet Deck, and similar Twitter information management platforms, 

creating a new form of “referentiality” that does “blur the lines of public/private instrumentality 

in online publicity” (68). I believe this is one the objectives my students gained. A physical place 

has a sense of ethos that is inevitably defined by its location (such as a forest, a restaurant or a 

football field) as well as by a principal owner or user of that location (such as a park ranger, an 

owner or a coach). However, now that identity is equally shaped by the others who use that space 

directly and the many more whose view of that place is influenced by those who have 

experienced it both in person and in online environments. There is no longer a single camera 

pointed at a white male behind a desk to provide and prioritize the day’s events for you. There is 

literally a cast of thousands with varying levels of experience with said event. You then become 

an author and audience at the same time with the potential to radically reshape the rhetorical 

discourse. 

This notion of shifting sands of discourse is also brought out by Faina in discussing 

Warner’s (2002) idea of “publics and counterpublics” being addressed through reciprocity. In 

other words, I give credence to your perspective by paying attention to it and making it part of 

my understanding of a subject regardless of whether I wholeheartedly agree with it or not. This, 

Faina points out, is the same as becoming a follower or being followed on Twitter. You 

legitimize someone’s views by following them and in return have your views legitimized by 

picking up followers of your own. Exposure is the key, and by definition of the way Twitter has 
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evolved, it cannot legitimately come from a single source. And yet again, the pattern of discourse 

is substantially altered. 

Keeping these perspectives in mind, I first began work with my students in September 2012 

on the second of five required essays for the semester. Our first essay was a 900-word 

autobiographical sketch of a remembered event, admittedly a pretty pedestrian and safe way to 

begin a semester. Even for students who ultimately ended up struggling or not passing the 

course, this proved to be a fairly smooth transition from the writing many had done in high 

school and allowed them to talk about themselves and recent major events in their lives, such as 

graduation, moving into a dorm or scoring the winning touchdown in a football game during 

their senior year. As a precursor for both the profile unit and future writing in the course, I 

encouraged the use of multimodal composition, prompting students to use embedded 

photographs, videos and hyperlinks. And here, one of the gaps I mentioned appeared in the first 

week of the course. 

Through normal classroom discourse none of the students were unfamiliar with composing 

in Microsoft Word, but when I asked about how to use a hyperlink – something essential to their 

success with linking to a Twitter address -- fewer than half of the 39 students in my two sections 

of the course in 2012 knew how to create a hyperlink to connect to a Website. This was an 

unexpected, albeit simple, minilesson, that facilitated a key piece of the Twitter unit. 

My experiences teaching the unit in 2013 yielded similar experiences. One student 

memorably mentioned in class, “I never really knew what it meant when something was 

underlined in blue in the text.” While not all students had that level of unfamiliarity, the 

necessity of the minilesson was unavoidable.  
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Leading in to the unit both years, the class read a piece by essayist Amanda Coyne entitled, 

“The Long Good-Bye: Mother’s Day in Federal Prison.” I felt the essay was a good choice 

because it turns the traditional ideas associated with Mother’s Day – flowers, cards, perhaps a 

relaxing lunch – on its head. Coyne tells the reader she is visiting her sister, who is incarcerated, 

along with her sister’s son, whom she and extended family care for. Much of the piece focuses 

on the interplay between the families bringing children for the holiday and impressions of the 

relationships between children and their mothers at a prison in Pekin, Illinois. In the climactic 

scene, a teenager punches his mother in the nose when leaving, bloodying it and leaving the 

reader with the image of a woman cradling what could be a broken nose as a painful association 

with Mother’s Day. This brought to my mind the concept of appropriation central to this 

discussion. We all have this sunny concept of Mother’s Day built into our heads, but now 

students are prompted to consider a completely opposite appropriation based upon the 

circumstances. 

In a writing response to Coyne’s essay, students were asked to consider why she chose 

such a graphic representation contrary to our preconceived notions of what Mother’s Day should 

be. Many students expressed sympathy for the boy, stating that while they could not directly 

relate to his circumstances, they could see how his world had been turned upside down by not 

having a more traditional relationship with his mother. To put it another way, they by and large 

could see that trying to appropriate the stereotypical mother-child relationship into this different 

paradigm was difficult. One student, Emily, put it like this in 2012: “He doesn’t realize the 

importance of motherhood since he never had the chance to fully experience the idea. 

Stephanie’s son just didn’t understand what was happening and why life was the way it was for 

him.” I felt this reaction was astute, cutting to the heart of what I wanted students to understand 
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about appropriating what we already know and applying it to a different set of circumstances. In 

2013, Ian expressed a similar intuitive observation: “The ending is one of major sadness. We see 

Stephanie’s son completely reject her and end up hitting her in the face. As the essay ends we see 

Stephanie devastated at the fact that she can’t take back her choices. I think the choice here is to 

make the reader realize the reality that when you make mistakes it doesn’t always end happily.” 

Stephanie’s son certainly did not choose to have a complicated relationship with a mother 

physically removed from him on a daily basis. 

And so it is, in a different “referentiality,” when considering the application of social 

media in general and Twitter in particular to profiling a person, location or event, as was the 

intent of the essay students were ultimately going to write. It was clear to me from my 

discussions with students on hyperlinking that making the connection between tangible real-

world subject matter and the world of micro blogging would be a struggle for some, and for 

others, a productive step toward taking their writing in a different direction. As the unit unfolded 

further during both years, this certainly proved to the case. 

In tandem with the common task of selecting the subject of their profile, students were 

required to create a Twitter account from which to launch their research and then follow me at 

my account. Compared to the hyperlinking discussions, there were very few problems or 

explanations required on my part to get students started who did not have accounts. With my 

approval, students who did not have accounts used smartphones and laptops in class and paired 

with classmates to create their accounts. This was facilitated by the fact that two-thirds of my 

students already had Twitter accounts in 2012 and a slightly lower 56 percent had accounts in 

2013. When setting up accounts in class for those who needed help, experienced users gravitated 
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toward new users very well on the whole, assisting their peers with the signup process with few 

glitches. 

A second requirement, once accounts were in place, was to post a link to a Twitter address 

that students felt could help them with their papers and include a hash tag I had created for 

students to compile all their work in an accessible location. As an example, I showed students the 

Twitter feed of a local restaurant as an easily understandable idea of a place that could be 

profiled. The site had links to different menu items, related food blogs and customer retweets of 

experiences they had. In the ensuing discussion, I brought back in the nature of Coyne’s essay. 

Certainly we could have read a more straightforward informational essay about what life is like 

for women in prison. Instead, though, we appropriated her view looking at from the perspective 

of a holiday. I felt I was asking students to do the same thing. For example, we could read a 

restaurant review in a newspaper or perhaps talk to close friends about the plusses and minuses 

of that restaurant. But gaining other perspectives, whether from the restaurant trying to promote 

itself, menu items that may or may not appeal to us or getting the impressions of people outside 

an immediate group of friends, gives a richer and deeper view that allows us to place different 

versions of Faina’s referentialities on the topic. 

Students then composed their rough drafts, with a requirement to include at least one 

Twitter link as part of their work. Results were as mixed as the topic selection, which I expected. 

Emily, the student I referenced earlier, wrote about her visit to the Loveless Café, a popular 

restaurant in Nashville known for traditional Southern cooking. She chose to use the Twitter feed 

similar to an interview, quoting tweets from the site as if she were conducting a face-to-face 

conversation. 



Elliott     9 

 

Another 2012 student, Hannah, wrote about her trip to a professional softball game held at 

the campus of a Chicago area college. The trip was framed by her interest as a high school, and 

now college, softball player and wanting to see former Olympians who were playing in the 

game. Unlike Emily, Hannah decided to use her Twitter links in two ways that pointed to 

previous instruction in MLA style. Her link for the team itself was presented parenthetically at 

the end of the sentence, complete with period after the parentheses. A second link, to the college 

where the game was played, was written identical to an in-text citation. Yet another example 

came from Luke, who profiled his job as an Anderson University tour guide. He described his 

job and his goals defined by his supervisors compared to other campuses he had toured as a high 

school student and how other universities’ guides steered significantly – in a negative direction – 

from the playbook he was given on how to sell the campus in a positive light. His rhetorical 

choice was to embed hyperlinks to the Twitter feeds of different universities in mid-sentence, 

picking up on a strategy we discussed earlier in the course and adapting it to this essay. 

In 2013, Katy wrote about a summer trip to San Diego to visit her grandfather. She 

expected pristine beaches populated by physically fit Californians often displaying laid-back 

attitudes. Her expectations were exceeded in those two areas, but she also came face-to-face with 

a homeless population that she identified as the third-largest in the United States among major 

metropolitan areas. This damped her enthusiasm for the sun and the surf, particularly when she 

saw church lawns fenced off to prevent the homeless from sitting or sleeping there and when the 

stereotypical view of homeless being mentally challenged and addicted to drugs or alcohol was 

shattered by her observations. 

Four students. 
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Four different topics. 

Four different choices on how to appropriate Twitter in a common writing format. 

When students worked through peer editing suggestions and my remarks on their rough 

drafts for their final copies, an even greater diversity emerged than what I saw with the rough 

drafts.  

Take, for example, Joy, who spent her high school years living in Kenya. Her essay began 

with the impressions what many of her American friends shared about East Africa, “Hot, lions, 

huts, and starving children.” While she acknowledges that all of these impressions are true to 

some degree she also paints a much more common image for American teens to relate to first-

hand, the sprawling suburban mall replete with department stores, kiosks and multiplex theaters. 

In the essay’s most telling paragraph, Joy juxtaposes Twitter feeds of BBC News Africa and that 

of Nakumatt, a chain of upscale malls in and around Nairobi. Looking at these feeds underscores 

the wide gap in messages being portrayed. BBC Africa has several tweets about wildlife and 

poverty, as well as political conflicts and, as would not be a surprise to sports fans, soccer. 

Nakumatt, conversely, has what you might expect from a mall’s Twitter feed – promoting its 

store’s bargains and retweets about customer service. If this were done in the context of an 

American mall, it wouldn’t merit much attention. However, when put in the larger context of 

East Africa and what outside audiences might ordinarily perceive of the region, coming from 

someone who has lived there presenting it for an American audience, it takes on different 

dimensions -- different appropriations -- that bind together a student essay in a fluid and easily 

discernible manner. 
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Danielle, recalling an art club trip to the Art Institute of Chicago, drew another interesting 

connection. She referenced “Paris on a Rainy Day” by Gustave Caillebotte, part of the museum’s 

collection of French impressionists. Danielle made a connection with a Twitter user named 

Museum Nerd who frequents art museums and tweets his experiences at them. By connecting 

with Museum Nerd she asked him some of this favorite works at the Art Institute and he pointed 

out this particular painting. She soon realized she had taken pictures of the painting herself, 

being attracted by its sense of perspective. She also included in her essay a snippet of a 

conversation with Museum Nerd about the Art Institute’s decorative staircases, which she 

remembered enjoying but felt surprise that someone else would specifically point them out. 

To be sure, I was quite pleased to see the final works of students such as Joy and Danielle. 

They had chosen subjects which meshed well with Twitter, able to find other points of view 

which allowed them to appropriate content on the subject in ways they otherwise would not have 

been able to make. And I would be thrilled to report that this level of success was universal 

among all my students. However, all of us know that this is seldom – if ever -- the case.  

The most frequent criticism on post-unit evaluations with my students was that they felt 

they were being asked to pound a square peg into a round hole, that applying Twitter to their 

subject matter was inapplicable. The following 2012 critique was common, “I felt that the use of 

Twitter for the profile essay wasn’t particularly necessary for every topic. Some topics had more 

of a use for it, but I felt I had to force myself and try really hard to find places where I could put 

hyperlinks.” 

Similarly, in 2013, another student remarked, “Twitter was not helpful at all in my essay 

and was just another hoop for me to jump through.” 
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Another 2012 student made an interesting comparison, stating that a positive was, 

“showing someone’s views who may not have the same bias as we do as writers,” but that 

“feedback could have been widened to Facebook or other non-computer sources for others’ 

opinions.” And, unfortunately, one student labeled as detraction something I hoped would be a 

positive by commenting, “A negative was sometimes you disagree with other people’s opinions 

and views on Twitter about the subject.” 

Not all the comments were negative, with one 2013 student remarking, “I think Twitter is a 

good way to relate to college aged kids because of the technology aspect. Most kids are going to 

have some idea of how to use it and it made searching for my topic easy.” 

Despite the mixed messages from students, I think the benefits to using Twitter as a way to 

discuss appropriation are numerous. Students are exposed to social media as a research tool, they 

are prompted to consider different and divergent audiences and what they say, and they are asked 

to define their rhetorical purposes in ways they hadn’t previously imagined. 

Furthermore, consider what Gordon Freedman wrote in a 2011 Chronicle of Higher 

Education piece. In an article entitled, “The Cloud vs. The Fog,” Freedman says higher 

education institutions need to take advantage of three cloud-based technologies -- identity 

management, data mining and social networks -- to develop more active and contemporary 

curriculum. While the first two are outside the scope of this presentation, exploring the value of 

Twitter fits precisely into Freedman’s argument when he states,” 

This is not an argument for anarchy or completely open education. Rather, it is an 

argument for bringing young people who practically live inside the cloud, and those 
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who work within it, into discussions about how to lift the fog so that we can more 

clearly see the palette of learning options (par. 15). 

 

 

Freedman further posits social media on institutional levels is altering discourse as well. He 

sees students as now living “double lives” spending much of their time in horizontally aligned 

social structures online while still operating within traditional hierarchies on college campuses. 

When applied to technologies students use within this hierarchical structure, Freedman adeptly 

defines it as: 

I call this collision of worlds the Cloud versus the Fog. I believe that the future of higher 

education lies in the cloud. Colleges that can leverage three key cloud-based technologies--

identity management, dynamic social networks, and real-time data mining--will be more 

innovative and productive, educate more effectively, and develop students with a far 

greater stake in their own education. (par. 4). 

 

Freedman envisions this change going beyond adding more online classes to reorganizing 

its patterns to a more horizontally-based online model. Tapping into the three modes he 

advocates, he sees changes in identity formation and management becoming a network of 

learning from mentors (I would assume this means faculty) and other – presumably more 

experienced – students where “…no student would have to be held back by demographic 

circumstances or be lost in a maze of buildings, regulations and inattention” (par. 12). The use of 

data mining and assessment would mean a completely digitized learning environment (par. 18). 
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More dynamic social networks would involve using the cloud for more collaborative learning 

among students and increased use of online platforms to complete assignments  (par. 15). 

Given the glacial pace at which reforms of this magnitude would likely take place in higher 

education, Freedman’s vision seems too idealistic. However, the expansion of online platforms, 

reflected in the work with my students did, is something any instructor can employ to advance 

their own pedagogy. Indeed, he is correct in observing that the traditional hierarchy of higher 

education is counterintuitive to the horizontal alignment of working in the cloud and ultimately it 

is a creative reimaging of what a college education could look like. In the meantime, I believe it 

is ultimately up to us in composition to help foster these changes as our courses allow for the 

creative application of technology to achieve our educational goals. 

The importance of such application was recognized by Hocks a decade ago when 

hypertexts were a primary example of digital writing: “The hybridity of the Web medium refers 

to the interplay between the visual and the verbal in one constructed, heterogeneous semiotic 

space” (630). While the potential for rhetorical discourse has changed dramatically since then, 

the central point rings even truer today – utilizing digital spaces for composition instruction is a 

necessity.  

Post-unit evaluation in 2013 fleshed this out even further.  When asked if they understood 

if Twitter could help them define their rhetorical purpose, 51 percent agreed with the statement 

either somewhat, significantly or overwhelmingly. Also, 55 percent of respondents said that their 

use of Twitter for the unit either moderately or substantially improved their facility and comfort 

level with it as a platform. While this fairly even statistical divide mirrors the mixed comments 
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made to open-ended questions, it underscores the importance of forging ahead with hybridity in 

composition classrooms, a fact that Hocks forwarded in her own work: 

 

Recognizing the hybrid literacies our students now bring to our classrooms, we need a 

better understanding of the increasingly visual and interactive rhetorical features of 

digital documents. As writing technologies change, they require changes in our 

understanding of writing and rhetoric and, ultimately, in our writing pedagogy (642). 

 

I believe that this concept of hybrid literacies is important to understanding where we are 

heading in composition instruction. As discussed earlier, the so-called digital divide now 

manifests itself in many different ways (although the more traditional SES-based gap still exists 

as will be discussed later). Hybrid literacies now, unlike 10 years ago, extend beyond familiarity 

with email and how to navigate where a hyperlink leads on a text page. While many of our 

students have – or at least have universally seen – a Facebook account and know how it works, it 

by no means guarantees they know how social media and cloud-based applications can be used 

to their advantage in academic settings. To be sure, as composition instructors, we cannot teach 

every possible application of social media, but I do believe we have reached a crossroads where 

we have a responsibility to pick and choose what social media applications we do have at our 

disposal and how to best use them in the classroom. It doesn’t need to be Twitter per se. But it 

needs to be something: 
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If we can teach students to critique the rhetorical and visual features of professional 

hypertexts -- audience stance presentations of ethos, transparency of the interface for 

readers,and the hybridity of forms and identities – we can also teach them to design 

their own technological artifacts that use these strategies but are more speculative or 

activist in nature (Hocks, 648). 

 

 

 As appealing as Hocks’ activism sounds in theory, the reality is that many of the old 

stumbling blocks involving access to technology remain too evident. Looking at students in the 

California State University system and her own extensive research at UCLA, Goode (2010) 

found that white and Asian-American students use email and spend more time online than Latino 

and African-American peers, while students from a wealthier background went online more 

often, in part because of the greater likelihood of broadband Internet access. Citing work from 

Anyon in 1981 up to the present, Goode found that “technology access, qualified teachers and a 

student-centered pedagogy of high expectations” were “disproportionately absent in the schools 

that serve low-income students and students of color.”  This creates different sets of expectations 

over what technology’s purposes are. Quoting Warschauer (2000), Goode references a 

qualitative study that compared two schools, one in an upper-income district and the other in a 

poorer district that were going through technology upgrades. What he found was how those 

changes were being implemented was in direct relationship to the communities’ economic 

statuses as opposed to necessarily unlocking the full potential of the technology: “one school was 

producing scholars and the other school was producing workers. And the introduction of 
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computers did absolutely nothing to change this dynamic; in fact, it reinforced it” (Warschauer, 

2000 in Goode, 2010). 

All of this powerfully plays into the narratives of Lara and Scott, the pseudonyms for two 

Southern California college students. Growing up in East Los Angeles, Lara reported never using 

computers at school and didn’t have one at home until her junior year in high school, although 

she said her family did not have Internet access. She said use of technology was mainly thought 

of as a way to enhance a grade – such as doing a PowerPoint for a science presentation – rather 

than an integrated part of the curriculum. Goode reported that Lara would routinely travel three 

hours round-trip on weekends to her campus to check email and gain access to the university’s 

library database. The school failed to mention to Lara during orientation that the database, email 

and other online university students were free with dial-up access anywhere in the Los Angeles 

area (for example, a public library near Lara’s home), and because Lara’s traditional social 

network was made up of similar students with limited technology backgrounds, the thought that 

such remote access might exist was not part of their world. By contrast, Scott grew up in the 

more affluent Central Valley area of Southern California and recalled working with computers in 

school beginning in fourth grade. He also enjoyed growing up in a technology-rich environment. 

His father, an electrical engineer, always had several computers at home that Scott had access to. 

This was unsurprising to Goode, who further stated that three requirements for the 

development of academic technology skills – access, teachers who knew how to use and 

appropriate the technology and a pedagogy valuing student participation in the classroom – is 

significantly more present for white students and students from wealthier backgrounds. This 

creates a synthesis of experience and knowledge about technology that not only shapes nuts and 
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bolts understandings of how it works but just as importantly their attitudes about their abilities to 

use it effectively. 

This dynamic also relates to what I saw in my classroom, that the kinds of previous 

experiences matters. Fifty-six percent of my 2013 students who already were experienced with 

Twitter, leading to quotes such as, “I think it helped connect my audience with what I was 

profiling. It allowed them to interact with the organization I was profiling,” an indication to me 

that students can see clear-cut links between their experience with a technology and its 

application in an academic setting. 

Even better news is that these technological interfaces can expand students’ self-efficacy 

about their proficiency even if they enter college at a deficit. “It is important to note that one’s 

technology identity is fluid and evolves over time based on new experiences and negotiating 

meaning from these experiences” (Goode, 602). 

As one of my students from 2012, put it, “I felt that using Twitter in the essay was good in 

that it taught many us how to use this form of social media for research. It also challenged us to 

think differently in order to know how to use and where to put hyperlinks in a paper.” 

What this student taps into is the same vein which Bay accesses in her 2010 article, 

“Writing Beyond Borders: Rethinking the Relationship Between Composition Studies and 

Professional Writing.”  Bay echoes Derrida’s call for radical hospitality of acceptance of a 

variety of forms of writing styles and approaches under the rhetoric and composition umbrella, 

which she argues fits well with the shifting landscape creating by the appropriation of technology 

in general and social media in particular. Bay critiques the theoretical movement if the 1990s of 
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defining contact zones and crossing borders as being too limited for the current environment. 

Instead, she – I believe, correctly – sees the contemporary picture as more of a fusion of styles 

that previously were merely looking to negotiate a concomitant relationship: 

But a more important point for this discussion is that emerging writing technologies 

are collapsing two formerly clear delineations that were often used to separate 

composition from professional writing: the lines between academic and nonacademic 

writing and the distinction between professional and amateur. Digital rhetoric, for 

instance, has attained prominence not only because of the proliferation of image, 

video and multimedia in Western culture, but also because computer software allows 

almost anyone with access to create those same types of images, video and 

multimedia (33). 

 

 

The traditional division between academic writing and professional writing that Bay 

focuses on is similar to the bridge I am trying to build in my classes. The strengths of 

composition with its rich theoretical backgrounds and their applications in the university 

classroom are intuitive for us in postsecondary instruction. Bay points out the professional 

workplace with its access to cutting edge products designed to improve economic efficiency and 

its now long-term grouping of writing with multimedia and presentation technologies provides 

an opportunity for fusion of the university and business workplaces that could be mutually 

beneficial. Bay is also careful to not suggest that the university should subsume its aims to those 

of the workplace, for there are ample examples of this in other disciplines. Instead, she envisions 

the type of solidarity Derrida called for in which both areas can learn from one another. Bay 
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suggests that composition can introduce “rhetorical sensibilities” into professional workspaces 

that balances out a traditional bottom-line mentality, thereby playing into the very strengths that 

digital technologies foster through collaboration and cooperation. 

          Such cooperation requires commitment. Think of it this way, mirroring a point made by 

Sweeny (2010). If you grew up in the 1960s, you might identify yourself as having listened to 

the Rolling Stones on a transistor radio, if you grew up in the ’70s you might identify with 

listening to disco on an 8-track player, and so on. Linking your generation to a genre of music 

and method of delivery was an easy combination for self-identification. Now, because of the 

ability for us to communicate with one another constantly with great ease through the use of 

technology, such identifiers are simplistic and outdated. Students are now defined by a set of 

what Sweeny defines as ICTs – Information Communication Technologies. While the music 

students have on their iPhone may be part of their identity, the ability to share, discuss, blog, 

tweet – and so on – about it or any other interests they may have completely changed the game. 

Certainly this further changes circumstances for us as instructors. As was mentioned earlier, it’s 

really not an option anymore to choose to ignore writing technology in the classroom. Sweeny 

quoting Pensky (2001), astutely points out that while some professors may be “digital 

immigrants” while their students are very clearly “digital natives,” they don’t need to become 

code-writing prodigies to introduce digital writing technologies, “Incorporating new literacies 

into the writing curriculum does not have to be an all-or-nothing proposition. Teachers can ease 

into the process by augmenting their current instruction with a few new ideas” (124). 

A benefit of this gradual transition is that professors can become a part of a larger social 

community their students already inhabit. As was the case with Twitter in my classroom 

engaging in social media for an assignments makes the students author and audience at one time.  
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It also allows students to receive the required grade on the assignment while placing their writing 

in a social context that requires its own form and style separate from a traditional essay format. 

While this means having a greater degree of flexibility in accepting something other than perhaps 

standard MLA or APA format, infusing writing with social media unquestionably involves risk. 

As Sweeny writes, the biggest risk may be on the part of the instructor to step out of their 

comfort zone, but even the digital natives are risk averse in unexpected ways. 

In a revealing 2008 study by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, “Writing, 

Technology and Teens,” researchers discovered that young adults in their late teens and early 20s 

are indeed as embedded in Internet culture as Sweeny and many others have observed, but they 

draw an interesting – and fairly bright – line between the writing they do for social purposes, 

including text messaging, and the writing they do for academic purposes. However, this does not 

mean that teens believe good professional writing skills are frivolous and unnecessary. In fact, 

it’s quite the opposite. 

Survey results revealed that 86 percent of the 700 teens interviewed (cutting across race 

gender and socioeconomic lines) felt that good writing was a prerequisite to professional success. 

Of that 86 percent, 56 percent dubbed it as “essential” and the other 30 percent said it was 

important. The surveyed teens’ parents were even more in agreement to the importance of 

writing, with 83 percent stating they felt writing well today was more important than it would 

have been 20 years ago. Nearly half – 48 percent – of parents believe their student believe they 

are writing more than they did when they were of a similar age. 

But a significant disconnect appeared when teens were asked about writing they do on 

social media or while texting. Unsurprisingly, 85 percent of teens say they at least occasionally 

text, email, instant message or post to popular social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter 
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and Instagram. Yet 60 percent of them do not see this as what they would term as “real writing,” 

but paradoxically 64 percent say they allow the loose grammatical and syntactical styles 

common to social media creep into their academic writing; 50 percent said capitalization and 

punctuation (which are often quite optional in social media) has appeared in their academic 

writing, 38 percent have used common text-speak acronyms such as “LOL” and 25 percent have 

even used emoticons (i.e. ) in their writing. 

There is also a correlation between how social teens are outside of electronic 

communication and how much of its lingo appears in their academic writing.  Of teens who text 

regularly, 46 percent of them report that they let texting shortcuts appear in their academic 

writing, while just 9 percent of students who don’t text regularly have the same issue. Similarly, 

56 percent of teens who text regularly say that informal writing (non-standard mechanics) shows 

up in their academic writing, compared to just 41 percent of peers who don’t text. And students 

are aware this is happening and that there are potential ramifications as they enter adulthood, as 

does this girl identified as a high school junior or senior from the Pacific Northwest, “As you get 

older and you learn that publicly it isn’t a good idea to use text message slang. It may influence 

people to think things about you. It will give the wrong impression of you” (30). 

Furthermore, the statistics diverge along racial and socioeconomic lines, nuancing the gap 

between informal writing and formal academic writing. Fifty-five percent of African-American 

teens viewing electronic writing as “real” writing compared to just 33 percent of white students. 

Forty-seven percent of teens in homes with an income less than $50,000 viewed it as real, while 

only 34 percent of teens from more affluent homes said it was acceptable. As one boy, identified 

as a high school junior senior from a city in the Northeast put it: 
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I said [text messaging is not writing] because it differs from writing using a pen or a 

pencil. Plus, you have to press a lot of buttons and I guess I would consider it typing 

not exactly writing – the action of doing it. But what it becomes – the result of it – is 

writing. (25) 

 

 

In my own research, too, I have found similar hesitancy to view digital literacies on par 

with traditional pen and pencil formats: 

 

-- “Since Twitter is just people ‘tweeting’ about stuff, there wasn’t much information in a sense. 

It was mostly just what was going on at a specific moment.” 

-- “Twitter is not a source of information. It’s meant for advertisement and what you think about 

things around you. I you want to find information open a book, Google or talk to  

someone!” 

-- “I felt like for my essay, my use of Twitter was very forced. I could have achieved the same 

thing, if not more, by using other Internet resources as links to more information on my topic.” 

 

         Consider, for a moment, one of the points the student makes in the second listed point. Is 

Twitter really just what is going on at a specific moment? On the surface, yes. But beyond that it, 

like other social media, it is a compilation – an aggregation – of ideas, thoughts, hyperlinks and 

so on which can be mashed up in a wide variety of ways depending on search criteria (by 

address, topic, hash tags, etc.). This, I feel, is one of the greatest long term benefits of using 

social media as an academic tool – the aggregate compilation of data over time that can be 

approached from a seemingly infinite number of entry points. What this incredible level of 

access enables is a dramatic shift in how people explore interests, professional and personal, in 
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ways they couldn’t up until just a few years ago. To borrow a phrase from well-known academic 

technology writer Clay Shirky, what is happening is cognitive surplus. 

Shirky, whose book Here Comes Everybody offered a fresh contemporary view of the 

emergence of digital rhetoric as Twitter was just gaining traction, followed it up with Cognitive 

Surplus: How Technology Makes Consumers Into Collaborators, which takes a glass-half-full 

approach to the power of the Internet to reconfigure how people use their free time to potentially 

make significant local and global impacts of the fabric of society. Shirky begins by describing 

the Gin Craze of the early 18
th

 century in London. Despite moral outrage in official circles, 

drinking gin to excess became commonplace amongst Londoners dealing with a rapidly growing 

population jammed into a city unable to meet to their needs in terms of public safety, sanitation 

and so on. What Shirky says, which I agree with after getting further into his overall arguments 

later in the book, is that the problem was not the alcohol abuse in and of itself. The problem was 

that London was still operating much the same as it had to centuries and sluggishly adapting to 

the demands of modern life accelerated by the population boom. Once the city began making 

changes to reinvent itself into what Shirky calls “one of the first modern cities” the Gin Craze 

abated as people saw their living conditions were more bearable. Therefore drinking gin was a 

reaction to a larger systemic which needed to be fixed. 

Bringing the conversation into a more contemporary context, Shirky argues the same thing 

happened in the post-World War II era globally and in the United States, particularly in regard to 

television. In the decades after the war, obviously, there were significant social changes – 

suburbanization, greater mobility due to the development of interstate highway system and air 

travel, civil rights, feminism, Vietnam … the list is nearly endless. The reaction to this rapid 

change, he argues, was that in response to this upheaval Americans planted themselves on their 
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collective couches and recliners and watched TV – a lot of it. At first, there was deep concern on 

the part of print media that the likes of Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite would replace 

them as the primary source of new and information. But what actually happened is TV, as did 

radio in the early 20
th

 century, became an add-on, and a way to leisurely spend free time with 

little thought involved. Cronkite can read you the news. The Smothers Brothers can tell a few 

jokes. Kojak can track down the bad guys and enjoy his lollipops in the process. And in all these 

instances, as was the case with traditional newspapers and magazines, it was a one-sided 

conversation. A deemed expert engaged you; you soaked it up like a sponge after a long day at 

the office or at home tending to your kids’ needs and that was pretty much it. 

The Internet in general and social media in particular has changed that. Quickly. And the 

effects have been seismic, particularly in how people organize themselves. 

Before social media, marshaling people to a cause or an interest was a massive undertaking 

that took a lot of time and money. All the coverage this year honoring the 50
th

 anniversary of the 

March on Washington has underscored this fact. The march was a signature event of a movement 

that gained steam nearly a decade earlier and persisted in force for years after the event. Word of 

mouth, letter writing campaigns, coverage through traditional media sources made it possible, 

again, driven by the inertia of a movement that took years to build. 

Now, in some cases, it takes a blog. 

Shirky uses the poignant example of Ushahidi, which began as a blog site expressing 

frustration or civil and political unrest in Kenya in 2010 as the country waded through disputed 

elections and ethnic violence. The site, in a matter of weeks, morphed into a place where 

ordinary citizens would report incidences of violence and discrimination, particularly in far-flung 

rural areas outside of Nairobi, that pressured a resolution to the conflict that newspapers and TV 
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had neither the ability nor willingness to address. Even more recent examples of how social 

media has fueled the fire of Arab Spring revolutions in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Syria add to 

this changing landscape: 

 

Old logic, television logic, treated audiences as little more than collections of 

individuals. Their members didn’t create any real value for one another. The logic of 

digital media, on the other hand, allows the people formerly known as the audience to 

create value for one another every day (42). 

 

I have no doubt that a sizable number of my students are still primarily attuned to television 

logic. For example, in my 2013 post-unit survey I asked if social media was of little use beyond 

connecting with friends and family. Thirty-eight percent either strongly agreed or completely 

agreed this was the case. By contrast 55 percent either strongly or completely disagreed, thereby 

stating they could see the logic inherent in digital media. While that is encouraging, undeniably 

television logic is nowhere near extinct. 

The perception of whether or not a social media audience creates value was in doubt, but 

refer back to Shirky’s London example to see how social media will ultimately shift the 

discourse in a different direction. The amount of drinking reduced when the surrounding 

circumstances changed. Identically, the emergence of the online audience, and its fusion with the 

production of content has changed the circumstances. No longer is sitting in front of the TV as a 

passive recipient of content the preferred way to be entertained and access information, and 

billions of people have taken notice of the means, motive and opportunity it presents, according 

to Shirky. 
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The means is the easiest to understand. Back in the ancient days of publishing, such as the 

early 1990s, getting a work out into print in a book or magazine required going through the 

established experts as gatekeepers. Now, with a free account on well-known publishing sites 

such as Word Press and Google Blogger, all it takes is a push of a button to get your work to a 

potential audience. That audience has been drastically reshaped away from television passivity as 

well. Now, essentially everything qualifies as news – whether political, entertainment or what 

happened at your daughter’s birthday party – has molded into the same space because the means 

of getting everything into this space has been developed, is easy to use and, by and large, free or 

dirt cheap. This makes the Internet the first medium to have what Shirky terms “post-Gutenberg 

economics” operating differently from the world of print and on par with the advent of movable 

type most famously expressed in the mass production of Bibles by Johannes Gutenberg. 

The motive of Gutenberg was clear on two fronts in an attempt to spread the faith and to 

make money off the new technology. The motives of social media, however, are more 

complicated. To illustrate this, Shirky turns to fans of pop singer Josh Groban, who call 

themselves Grobanites. Inspired by their fandom for the singer, Grobanites began raising funds 

on their own for charities sponsored by Groban’s official foundation. They didn’t do it because 

they were all millionaires or all regularly gave philanthropically. They did it to show their 

solidarity to their favorite singer and in the process outraised the official foundation site by 

hundreds of thousands of dollars. The foundation and the singer both expressed gratitude for the 

contributions, even though there was a tremendous difference in the appearance of the websites. 

The foundation’s site, professionally designed, looked slick and inviting, especially to the big 

money donors it occasionally was able to attract. On the flip side, the site put together by the 

Grobanites looked much less catchy with much more of a do-it-yourself feel. But in the end, it 
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didn’t matter. The fan site generated many small donations that helped it accumulate its total. 

The aggregate effort of the amateurs was on par with the professionals, a dynamic change 

spurred by technology: “The feeling that I did this myself and it’s good, often beats the feeling 

that Professionals [sic] did this for me and it’s perfect” (77). 

That feeling of equaling, or surpassing, the professionals also could not be undertaken 

without the opportunity to do so. The opportunity now exists to publish via Word Press, raise 

charitable donations linked to your favorite singer and, in the case of my classroom, do research 

on Twitter to profile an event. And the interesting thing is that the opportunity was also a 

possibility, simply masked by the paradigm of the past where such things were not possible 

without an incredible amount of comparative effort and expense. Espousing the idea of “theory-

induced blindness” postulated by Daniel Kahneman – the first person to win a Nobel Prize for 

Economics who wasn’t an economist by trade – Shirky explains how it applies to the impact of 

social media. Kahneman’s theory states that people often mistakenly think something isn’t 

possible because they’re too tied to the habits of the past to see that they no longer apply. 

Reconsider the Grobanites. Who, in their right mind, would take the time and effort to raise 

money with no financial incentive to themselves, especially when the means already existed 

through the foundation’s website? The problem here isn’t with the potential answers, it’s that the 

question no longer applies the way it did. The Grobanites raised the funds because the 

opportunity presented itself and it excited them because previously they would not have had the 

opportunity to.  

Similarly, consider the point initially introduced by Watson and Pecchioni. As instructors 

we can assume all we dare about what our students’ technological capabilities are. Yet if those 

capabilities do not match up to the expectations, we have made a large mistake that is difficult to 
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maneuver around in the classroom. It is Kahneman’s theory in reverse. We may be too tied to the 

belief that because our students are armed with the latest technology that know how to use all of 

it. Instead of being too tied to the past we are too tied to the fantasy that simply using a 

technological tool will somehow solve our problem of being up to date with our students. 

What we need to see then is the importance of using technology – Twitter or otherwise – to 

change the “referentailities” of those students who may still be operating with television logic. 

By understanding the tools are agents of change and not solutions in and of themselves, with 

consistent use students can be brought to understand that despite the informal nature of the 

communication pointed at by Pew survey respondents, their value lies in reshaping the audience 

as much as the acronyms and textual shortcuts they may contain. 

In contemplating the reaction of some of my students to the Twitter-based research and 

writing, I believe they are still seriously wrestling with having these issues: 

--  “A negative was that it was very difficult to find an appropriate place in my essay where I 

could insert a tweet.” 

-- “Twitter felt like it got in the way.” 

-- “I don’t feel that the use of Twitter helped my paper that much.” 

 

I had many comments of questioning whether Twitter was “legit” or “truly appropriate” for 

academic work. My answer to them was to say it should not be discounted or ignored because of 

what it is. Until students are able to completely shed the notions that there is a narrow set of 

ways to do research – much like it is hard to imagine spending time away from all the hours in 

front of the TV to work with complete strangers to accomplish something socially relevant – the 

questions, doubts and resistance will persist.  
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