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PREFACE 

I came into English Education through the back door, in a sense.  I have always had an 

interest in, and respect for, teaching, which grew as I faced the challenge of teaching Freshman 

Composition in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina.  Feeling grossly ill-prepared and 

inadequate at that particular moment, I stepped into the classroom, crossed my fingers, and held 

my breath.  I felt like a fraud in so many ways—how was I supposed to teach writing when we 

had all lost so much?  How could I talk about the value of writing when I myself knew that 

writing wouldn’t save their homes, their families, or secure their futures?  The classroom 

couldn’t be about the writing at that moment in time—it had to be about the students.  And that’s 

exactly what I did—no life jacket, no safety net, no paddles.  I was treading new territory without 

any choice (or means of support), but it was an experience that continues to shape the way I look 

at the classroom, approach students, and even assign tasks.  In fact, it was actually through that 

experience that I found my passion.  It just took me almost eight years later to recognize what 

exactly that passion was. 

After leaving New Orleans, I began teaching full-time for a community college in South 

Georgia.  Even amidst the culture shock, homesickness, and heavy course load, I fell in love with 

my work.  I loved working with students, and I admired my colleagues—all individuals who 

truly cared for their students.  I could have been comfortable teaching there for quite some time, 

except I still felt like I wanted to know more about teaching.  How do you help a student with his 

writing when he has never written anything more than a paragraph?  How do you instill a love of 

reading when a book has never been read?  I wasn’t prepared for handling those situations, and I 

thought that perhaps getting my PhD in Rhetoric and Composition would help steer me towards 

some answers.  Rhetoric and Composition is a discipline focused on the study of writing; thus, a 

PhD focused on the study of writing surely had to help me become a better, more prepared 

teacher, so I thought. 

As I delved into my studies as a PhD student, I learned so much about writing.  I learned 

about writing theories and rhetorical traditions that I don’t think I would have ever learned 

otherwise.  I finally felt adept at teaching writing, and I found myself really enjoying working 
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with student writers.  I tutored in the writing center and taught a course for students wanting to 

become writing tutors—surely, this was where I was supposed to be.  This must be my passion.  

But something was still missing.  I still didn’t feel like I was on the right path.  Teaching, to me, 

is truly a calling—and at that time in my life, it was screaming at me.  I couldn’t shake off the 

feeling that I was on the wrong path, and I was afraid to quit something that I had invested so 

much into.  I stayed in the Rhetoric and Composition program all throughout my coursework, 

and I was starting to prepare for my preliminary exams.  I was in the home stretch, but I could 

not see myself finishing.  In fact, I found myself wanting to do anything but school, and it was 

starting to take a severe toll on me. 

I took a year break after having my daughter to figure out what I wanted.  I had been so 

caught up in coursework, papers, and other responsibilities of grad life that I really had no 

chance to think about what I was doing or where I was headed.  Once I finally came to the 

realization that the PhD in Rhetoric and Composition wasn’t for me, I had to figure out what I 

did want to do.  I felt like I was playing the “hot/cold” game every step:  go back to teaching 

community college—warmer; start a new profession altogether—colder; talk to someone about 

my options—warmer.  And so that’s what I did.  I talked to Dr. Witte in the English Education 

program at Florida State University, and she convinced me to join their program as a doctoral 

student.  I was excited but hesitant—I had just left a PhD program, and I wasn’t sure I was ready 

to start another one.  How did I know this PhD would be better suited for me?  It was a gamble, 

and I was scared of taking the risks.  But I did it anyway. 

 Everything began to click for me after that.  My teaching experiences, my hesitations 

with the previous degree program, my uncertainties of what I wanted to do—all of these pieces 

finally came together, and I found the common thread among them all.  My passion isn’t simply 

writing, or literature.  It’s teaching.  Although I took the long, winding road to get to where I am 

(my mother always said I had to learn the hard way), I truly couldn’t be more thankful that I 

found what I was looking for:  my passion.  So, this dissertation isn’t simply a final step in a 

degree process for me--it is the culmination of this long, meandering (at times) journey to find 

my passion and my calling.  Teaching has been calling me the entire time, and I am now finally 

answering.   
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ABSTRACT 

This study explored secondary English Language Arts teachers’ experiences using digital 

technologies in their classrooms, as presented in two key journals in the English Education field:   

the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy (JAAL), sponsored by the International Reading 

Association, and English Journal, sponsored by the National Council of Teachers of English.  

Specifically, this study examined and analyzed the published narratives of teachers who had 

written about their experiences integrating digital technologies into their curriculum.  These 

teachers were defined as the “early adopters” of digital technology use in the secondary English 

Education discipline in that they played an integral role in the diffusion of innovative teaching 

practices regarding classroom digital technology use through the writing and publishing of their 

experiences in the field’s major journals.   

This study utilized a textual analysis of the articles published in the two key journals 

from 2008-2012, a time period selected due to NCTE’s formal position on 21st
 century literacies 

published in 2008.  One issue per journal per year was randomly selected for analysis, as well as 

any special editions focused on secondary ELA teachers’ experiences with digital technology use 

in the classroom.  All articles were coded using an open coding scheme to allow themes to 

emerge from the data.  Next, an inter-coder agreement session consisting of four outside coders 

was conducted to ensure the researcher’s developed coding scheme accurately reflected the data.  

Furthermore, grounded theory was used to construct a theory of how narratives of teachers’ 

experiences with technology contribute to the diffusion of technological innovations in the 21
st
 

century classroom.   

Four themes emerged from the data in this study:  Power Dynamics, Interconnectedness, 

Shifting Perspectives, and Challenges.  These themes illustrated the purposes as well as 

challenges for secondary ELA teachers’ integration of digital technologies into their classrooms.  

Combined, these themes depicted the current trends regarding secondary ELA teachers’ digital 

technology integration efforts in their classrooms.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

In the twenty-first century, society is becoming a globally-connected community exerting 

monumental, consequential influence unknown before this era.  Current social media sites such 

as Facebook and Twitter have exhibited tremendous international social and political impact.  

For instance, within just the last few years, Facebook and Twitter followers have mounted 

campaigns characterized by remarkable acts of collaboration and will:  banned from his prom for 

trespassing on school property, James Tate was finally allowed to attend the prom after almost 

200,000 supporters on Facebook spearheaded the “Let James Tate Go to the Prom” Facebook 

page (Let James Tate Go to the Prom, 2011).  And, the power of social media goes much further 

than just the social realm:  in early 2011, Egyptian protestors employed sites such as Twitter and 

Facebook to direct attention to their global fight against the iron-clad rule of Egyptian President 

Hosni Mubarak, an alliance leading to one of the most historically significant moments of this 

era (Associated Press, 2011).  Disparate as these two instances are in both place and 

circumstance, they share  vital similarities.  In both scenarios, the participants were keenly aware 

of the rhetorical power their platforms possessed.  And, by acknowledging this connection 

between word and action, they were able to make changes in ways unknown before this time.  

This power, brought about by collaboration, agency, self-efficacy, and connection, marks the 

sheer magnitude and vitality of twenty-first century digital literacies. 

Just as digital literacies of the twenty-first century have shaped our society, they have 

also shaped who we are as learners, collaborators, and citizens, and it has especially begun to 

shape who we are as teachers.  Moreover, such literacies have shaped the students we as teachers 

encounter daily as well as the means by which we teach them.  By digital literacies, I am not 

simply referring to the functional definition of the term—in other words, the use of technological 

tools.  Rather, the term digital literacies is more broadly defined.  According to media studies 

scholar Buckingham (2008): 
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 . . . digital literacy is much more than a functional matter of learning how to use a 

computer and a keyboard, or how to do online searches.  Of course, it needs to begin with 

some of the “basics.” In relation to the internet, for example, children need to learn how 

to locate and select material—how to use browsers, hyperlinks and search engines, and so 

on. But to stop there is to confine digital literacy to a form of instrumental or functional 

literacy. The skills that children need in relation to digital media are not confined to those 

of information retrieval. As with print, they also need to be able to evaluate and use 

information critically if they are to transform it into knowledge. This means asking 

questions about the sources of that information, the interests of its producers, and the 

ways in which it represents the world; and understanding how these technological 

developments are related to broader social, political and economic forces.  (p. 78) 

Buckingham further argues that technology and media  

cannot be adequately understood if we persist in regarding them simply as a matter of 

machines and techniques, or as “hardware” and “software”.  The internet, computer 

games, digital video, mobile phones and other contemporary technologies provide new 

ways of mediating and representing the world and of communicating. Outside school, 

children are engaging with these media, not as technologies but as cultural forms.  If 

educators wish to use these media in schools, they cannot afford to neglect these 

experiences: on the contrary, they need to provide students with means of understanding 

them. This is the function of what I am calling digital literacy. (p. 74). 

Therefore, the term “digital literacy” as referred to in this study is not defined simply by one’s 

ability to use digital tools.  Instead, it is the ability to use such digital tools in communicative 

ways that enable users to globally connect with others.   

The educational arena, if adequately equipped, is the space where students could further 

their digital literacy acquisition.  With digital technologies beginning to move into education, 

students have the potential to instantly and simultaneously connect and work with their peers, 

from computing math equations, analyzing a work of art or literature, to even constructing a 
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chemistry lab report.  Such possibilities afforded by new technologies encourage students to 

enter into a participatory discourse that extends far past the classroom walls.  This extension 

between the classroom and real world provides teachers an array of opportunities in bridging the 

gap between knowledge learned inside the classroom with what is learned outside.  Although 

many students use twenty-first century digital technologies on a regular basis, many may be 

unfamiliar with the skills needed to critically examine and reflect upon the affordances such 

technologies possess.  Simply because students know how to post a status update to a social 

media site, or know how to embed a video onto a blog, does not necessarily mean they possess 

skills needed to question the underlying political and social influences inherent in these new 

technologies.  In other words, students may not be aware of how such digital spaces function as 

venues—that is, as rhetorically-situated spaces for individuals to possess voices, rights, and 

privileges they may not have otherwise.   

Due the nature of the discipline, English Language Arts classes are spaces in which 

students are encouraged to critically examine, analyze, and create a variety of texts through an 

array of genres.  Multiple literacies are continually developed in ELA courses, from traditional 

reading and writing practices to civic literacy, visual literacy, and even multimodal literacy, to 

name a few (Brannon et al., 2010; Burke, 2012; Corbitt, 1998; Cortez-Riggio, 2011; Gillis, 2002; 

Hassett & Schieble, 2007; Ruggieri, 2002; Owen, 2000).  Incorporating digital literacies into the 

ELA curriculum provides students with the rhetorical guidance needed to critically examine the 

affordances digital technologies offer.   And, the push for ELA classes to integrate digital 

technologies is continuing to take hold.  For instance, the Common Core State Standards for 

English Language Arts emphasize the use of digital technologies in classroom instruction for 

both reading and writing.  Core Standards for writing in grades 6-12 include students being able 

to “[u]se technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish writing and to interact and 

collaborate with others” as well as “[g]ather relevant information from multiple print and digital 

sources, assess the credibility and accuracy of each source, and integrate the information while 

avoiding plagiarism” (College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for Writing).  

Furthermore, a Core Standard for reading in grades 6-12 includes students being able to 

“[i]ntegrate and evaluate content presented in diverse formats and media, including visually and 

quantitatively, as well as in words” (College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards for 
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Reading).  Through our English Language Arts classes, we possess a venue for implementing 

and analyzing digital technologies in meaningful and purposive ways.   

Statement of Problem 

However, in order for ELA teachers to foster students’ digital literacies, we must possess 

a certain level of digital proficiency ourselves.  Reflecting on the vastly changing student 

population, Prensky (2001) argues that “[t]oday’s students are no longer the people our 

educational system was designed to teach” (p. 1).  Prensky defines today’s students as “digital 

natives” in that they are “‘native speakers’ of the digital language of computers, video games and 

the Internet.  On the other hand, Prensky asserts that “the rest of us” can be defined as “digital 

immigrants,” those who may not have grown up with the digital language of digital natives but have 

acquired such technologies at a later point in life.  Although adopting new technologies into their 

daily lives, these digital immigrants still possess remnants of their past, Prensky asserts.  He states, 

“[a]s Digital Immigrants learn – like all immigrants, some better than others – to adapt to their 

environment, they always retain, to some degree, their ‘accent,’ that is, their foot in the past” (p. 2).  

Prensky poignantly remarks on this gap between the digital natives and digital immigrants: 

But this is not just a joke. It’s very serious, because the single biggest problem facing 

education today is that our Digital Immigrant instructors, who speak an outdated language 

(that of the pre-digital age), are struggling to teach a population that speaks an entirely 

new language. (p. 2) 

This gap has also been addressed by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE).  In 

her formal address former president of NCTE Yancey (2009) asserts that technological 

advancements promote writing more today than ever before while posing new challenges to 

classroom practices.  She claims, “Today in the 21st
 century, people write as never before—in 

print and online.  We thus face three challenges that are also opportunities:  developing new 

models of writing; designing a new curriculum supporting those models; and creating models for 

teaching that curriculum” (p. 1).  These challenges, though difficult to actualize given school 

access and resource limitations, do pose new opportunities for ELA teachers to implement new 

avenues for exploring digital technologies in their classrooms.   
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Although this disconnect between teachers and students regarding digital technologies, as 

addressed by both Prensky (2001) and Yancey (2009), is still very real, it will likely lessen in time as 

more teachers become invested in utilizing digital technologies in their classrooms.  And, in fact, 

numerous English teachers have begun implementing technologies into their classes in many 

ways (Arver, 2007; Claxton & Cooper, 2000; Crovitz, 2007; Dreher, 2000; Gibbons, 2010; 

Hartz, 2000; Lund, 1998; Miller, 2007; Rozema, 2007; Stock, 1998; Sutz et al., 1998; Tharp, 

2010).  However, many concerns remain regarding how to prepare teachers for meeting the 

needs of current and future students.   One concern articulated by Grabill & Hicks (2005) is the 

role teacher preparation programs play in ensuring pre-service teachers have developed the 

digital literacies necessary to  teach the twenty-first century student.  Grabill & Hicks believe 

that “the general focus in English education seems to see technology as a tool rather than using 

ICTs [Information Communication Technologies] to open spaces for socially-situated rhetorical 

and pedagogical practices” (p. 303).  Grabill & Hicks argue that more than just a functional form 

of literacy education is needed in teacher education preparation courses and that  a combination 

of teaching “that entailed functional, critical, and rhetorical literacies could become the new way 

in which we work as teacher educators and position ourselves as educational researchers” (p. 

307).  These different literacies, they posit, should become a stronger component of pre-service 

teachers’ required methods courses.  

In addition to Grabill & Hicks’ argument for more current and effective teacher 

preparation, the research surrounding teacher education, in particular teacher education and 

technology acquisition must also be conducted more thoroughly, according to Kay (2006). In 

examining the research on technology integration in teacher education programs, Kay criticizes 

how studies have been developed and reported on the topic.  Surveying a total of 68 studies 

focusing on technology instruction for pre-service teachers, Kay found the following flaws:  

“small samples, poor population and program descriptions, an absence of formal analysis, 

limited reporting of reliability and validity estimates, neglecting to look at individual differences, 

and a narrow range of outcome measures” (p. 391).  In order to develop technology instruction in 

schools, Kay argues, more stringent, and diverse research methods must be employed to 

determine their overall effectiveness.   
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In light of Kay’s call for diverse research methods as well as the issues presented in this 

chapter, this study aimed to alleviate several of her critiques of the research surrounding teachers 

and technology.  First, this study traced the narratives of in-service English Language Arts 

teachers’ experiences integrating digital technologies into their classrooms, as they are portrayed 

in two of the field’s foundational journals, the International Reading Association’s Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy and the National Council of Teachers of English’s English 

Journal.  Both journals provide extensive practitioner-driven research and reach a global 

audience, ranging from students to practitioners and researchers in the ELA field, to name a few.  

By examining articles published in these two journals, specifically articles focused on how 

English Language Arts teachers incorporate digital technologies into their classrooms, this study 

intended to provide an array of diverse experience through an in-depth formal textual analysis, 

something Kay argues is lacking from the research at the current moment.  

Although relatively narrow in scope and sample (a critique of Kay’s), this dissertation 

study allowed for in-depth formal analysis of these published articles to examine both the trends 

as well as discrepancies regarding secondary ELA teachers’ experiences with digital 

technologies in the classroom, an analysis intended to further research in the field.  By 

examining those articles focused on ELA teachers who have already adopted and implemented 

digital technologies into their classrooms, this study addressed key issues and trends regarding 

technology integration efforts in the ELA classroom, an analysis contributing to the repertoire of 

research surrounding secondary ELA teachers and technology use in the 21
st
 century classroom. 

Research Questions 

The study addressed the following research questions: 

Primary Research Question:  What trends regarding secondary English Language Arts 

teachers’ technology integration efforts in the secondary ELA classroom are presented in two 

key journals in the field, the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 
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Subsidiary Research Question 1:  What are the purposes for secondary English 

Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts, as presented in the Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Subsidiary Research Question 2:  What challenges do secondary English Language 

Arts teachers encounter regarding their technology integration efforts, as presented in the 

Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the practices of secondary ELA teachers 

regarding their experiences with digital technology use as they are presented in the current 

literature in the field.   Specifically, this study traced the narratives of secondary English 

Language Arts teachers who have published their experiences integrating digital technologies 

into the classroom from 2008-2012, the time frame occurring after NCTE formally announced 

their statement on 21
st
 century literacies in 2008 (NCTE Framework, 2008, par. 2).  The articles 

selected for this study were written, either soley or in part, by secondary English Language Arts 

teachers as they reflect upon their experiences integrating digital technologies into their 

classrooms.  In short, this study explored the narratives derived from those secondary ELA 

teachers who are, in fact, using digital technologies in their classrooms. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovations theory provided the theoretical framework for 

this study.  In the following section, a brief overview of the theory is provided as well as a 

discussion of how it provided a conceptual framework to the study. 

Diffusion of Innovations Theory 

 Developed by Everett Rogers in 1963, the Diffusion of Innovations theory examines the 

social processes that occur when innovations, or new ideas, are dispersed throughout a 
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community, organization, or institution.  In explaining how the diffusion of innovations occurs, 

Rogers (1963) states: 

Information about an innovation is often sought from peers, especially information about 

their subjective evaluations of the innovation.  This information exchange about a new 

idea occurs through a convergence process involving interpersonal networks.  The 

diffusion of innovations is essentially a social process in which subjectively perceived 

information about a new idea is communicated from person to person.  The meaning of 

an innovation is thus gradually worked out through a process of social construction. (xx-

xxi) 

Diffusion is described by Rogers as a social exchange of communication dispersed “through 

certain channels over time among the members of a social system.”  However, this form of 

communication “is a special type of communication, in that the messages are concerned with 

new ideas” (p. 5).  The channels of diffusion include the following: 

(1) an innovation, (2) an individual or other unit of adoption that has knowledge of, or 

has experience using, the innovation, (3) another individual or another unit that does not 

yet have knowledge of, or experience with, the innovation, and (4) a communication 

channel connecting the two units.  (Rogers, 2003, p. 18) 

This exchange of ideas, Rogers asserts, does not necessarily have to be planned to occur, and 

“[t]he overall structure of a social system can facilitate or impede the diffusion of innovations” 

(p. 25).   

 The diffusion theoretical framework has been studied in various disciplines, including 

agriculture, business, healthcare, anthropology, sociology, and education to investigate how 

change occurs within a system, organization, or community, the rate of change, as well as the 

impetus for such change (Griffiths, 1986; Katz et al., 1963; Kebritchi, 2010; Lee et al., 2011; 

Ratts & Wood, 2011; Sloep et al., 2006; Soffer et al., 2010; Valente & Rogers, 1995; 

Wainwright & Waring, 2007).  Because this study examined how secondary English Language 

Arts teachers implemented digital technologies within the context of their classrooms, the 
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diffusion of innovations theory provided a lens to examine those early adopters as vital 

components of the diffusion process with regards to digital technology integration in the English 

Language Arts subject area.  By using the diffusion theoretical framework, a framework rooted 

in social constructivism and communication, the use and dissemination of teaching practices 

regarding digital technologies as they are exhibited in the current literature were explored. 

Early Adopters of Technology.  The “early adopters” of technology use are described 

by Rogers as the leaders of innovative practices and behaviors in the diffusion process (Katz et 

al., 1963; Rogers, 2003).  Rogers (2003) contends that there are ideally five categories of 

adopters in the diffusion of innovation process:  1) the innovators, those “launching the new idea 

into the system”; 2) the early adopters, those who “help trigger the critical mass when they adopt 

an innovation” at the local level; 3) the early majority, those who “follow with deliberate 

willingness in adopting innovations but seldom lead”; 4) the late majority, those who are 

eventually pressured by external forces to adopt an innovation; and 5) the laggards, those who 

are the last to adopt an innovation (pp. 282-285).  

Those ELA teachers who have published their experiences with implementing digital 

technologies into their classrooms can be seen as the “early adopters” in the field of education, 

ones Rogers (2003) describes as the opinion leaders, or local change agents, in an organization.  

By publishing their experiences with digital technologies in the ELA classroom, they are, as 

Rogers (1963) states, “help[ing] [to] trigger the critical mass” through the global sharing of their 

experiences via the journals (p. 282).  These teachers’ experiences as they are discussed in 

current literature were the foci for this study because they are the individuals who truly spark 

change in an organization.  Unlike the innovators who are somewhat removed from the 

organization, early adopters are integral parts of the local organization.  They are models for 

change and innovation at the local level.   

Methodology 

 This study examined secondary ELA teachers’ use of digital technologies as presented in 

two key journals in the English Language Arts field:  Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 
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sponsored by the International Reading Association, and English Journal, sponsored by the 

National Council of Teachers of English.  These two journals were purposively chosen because 

of their reputations for being leading journals in the field of English Education.  They are 

foundational journals that shape—and are shaped by—the practices, values, and beliefs of the 

English Education community. These journals also tend to focus on classroom-based practices, 

thus providing a credible resource for examining how teachers in the English Education 

discipline are truly using technologies in their classrooms.    

From these two journals, one issue per journal per year was randomly selected from the 

years 2008-2012.   This time frame was selected because in 2008, the National Council of 

Teachers of English published their formal position focused on 21
st
 century literacies, including 

digital technology use (NCTE Framework).  In total, five issues per journal for a total of ten 

issues were examined.  In addition to the ten issues, any special editions from the years 2008-

2012 focusing on teachers using technology were included.   

Once journal issues were selected, articles from these issues were examined to determine 

if they focus on 1) secondary ELA teachers 2) using technology 3) in their classrooms.  Any 

article in the selected issues not specifically pertaining to these characteristics were eliminated 

from the study.  After all articles were collected, all data was then coded using an open coding 

scheme to examine themes as they emerged from the data.  These themes were used to construct 

a grounded theory regarding how literature (i.e., academic and professional journals in the 

English Education field) functions within the diffusion of educational innovations, specifically 

the diffusion of digital technology use in the ELA classroom.   

Definition of Terms 

Early Adopter.  Rogers (2003) asserts that “[t]he early adopter is considered by many to 

be ‘the individual to check with’ before adopting a new idea.  This adopter category is generally 

sought by change agents as a local missionary for speeding the diffusion [of innovation] process” 

(p. 283).  The early adopter is typically the opinion leader, or change agent, in an organization.  

Those teachers publishing in JAAL and English Journal may be considered early adopters, given 
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that they have written, published, and circulated their experiences of using technology in the 

classroom to share with a global audience. Because both journals are renowned in the ELA field 

and have an international following, teachers who publish in these journals can indeed be 

described as leaders and trend-setters in the field. 

21
st
 Century Literacies.  The National Council of Teachers of English (2008) defines 

“twenty-first
 century literacies” as the following: 

Literacy has always been a collection of cultural and communicative practices shared 

among members of particular groups. As society and technology change, so does literacy. 

Because technology has increased the intensity and complexity of literate environments, 

the twenty-first century demands that a literate person possess a wide range of abilities 

and competencies, many literacies. These literacies—from reading online newspapers to 

participating in virtual classrooms—are multiple, dynamic, and malleable. As in the past, 

they are inextricably linked with particular histories, life possibilities, and social 

trajectories of individuals and groups. Twenty-first century readers and writers need to 

• Develop proficiency with the tools of technology 

• Build relationships with others to pose and solve problems collaboratively and 

cross-culturally 

• Design and share information for global communities to meet a variety of 

purposes 

• Manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous information 

• Create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multimedia texts 

• Attend to the ethical responsibilities required by these complex environments 

      (NCTE Framework, 2008, par. 2) 

 Digital Literacies.  As a specific component of the broader 21
st
 century literacies, digital 

literacies are defined as “a shorthand for the myriad social practices and conceptions of engaging 

in meaning making mediated by texts that are produced, received, distributed, exchanged, etc., 

via digital codification” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008, p. 5).  Similarly, Bawden (2008) contends 
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that digital literacy can be defined as “the ability to read, write and otherwise deal with 

information using the technologies and formats of the time” (p. 18).  Thus, digital literacies are 

based more upon the social practices stemming from digital technologies than simply the ability 

to use the tools of technology.  Digital literacies, indeed, encompass all the traits emphasized in 

NCTE’s definition of 21st
 century literacies but specifically from a digital perspective. 

 Digital Technologies.  By digital technologies, I am referring to Web 2.0 technologies, 

which have also been referred to as Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) 

(Grabill & Hicks, 2005; Leu et al., 2004; Livingstone, 2012; Vanderlinde & van Braak, 2011).  

Wolcott (2007) provides a useful definition for Web 2.0 technologies: 

 As the name suggests, Web 2.0 describes a set of next-generation Internet technologies. 

These protocols and tools make it easier to create online applications that behave 

dynamically, much like traditional PC-based software. They're also highly social, 

encouraging users to manipulate and interact with content in new ways. Web 2.0 pushes 

computing power off the desktop and onto the Internet, which means less time and 

money spent on PC software administration. As a general rule, Web 2.0 tools are also less 

expensive than traditional software — and many are even free. Because they're Web-

based, all you need to get started is an up-to-date browser. 

For the purposes of this study, “digital technologies” refers to those technologies stemming from 

the Web 2.0 movement, including, but not limited to, blogs, wikis, social media sites, podcasts, 

discussion boards, RSS feeds, as well as online productions. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study is significant for two primary reasons.  First, the study focused on actual 

teachers’ classroom experiences with digital technologies as they were presented in the current 

literature.  In a sense, this was a survey of the best practices of secondary English Language Arts 

teachers and their experiences integrating digital technologies into their classrooms.  While these 

individual stories had already been told and published, this study sought to present and analyze 

them in a collective fashion.  By presenting the collective experiences of secondary ELA 



13 

 

teachers integrating digital technologies into the classroom, this study intended to show teachers, 

educational researchers, as well as educational administrators that teachers are, in fact, 

promoting innovative teaching in their classrooms, and this study is evidence of this.  This 

research study provided a way for the multiple, varied experiences of secondary English 

Language Arts teachers regarding technology use to come together for examination and 

reflection, and to illustrate how the community of secondary ELA teachers have brought 

innovative teaching practices to their classrooms.  And, because this study particularly examined 

those experiences as they were published in two leading journals in the field, it speaks to how 

secondary ELA teachers share and circulate their experiences as well.  Such experiences are 

worthy of examination because they offer candid portrayals of the successes, and setbacks, of 

teachers attempting to incorporate digital technologies into their classroom spaces.   

Lastly, this study illuminated the intersections between digital technologies and 

humanities-based courses.  English has typically been considered a traditional course, one rooted 

in past conceptions of what literacy is, what it means to be literate, and the affordances of 

literacy practices.  Furthermore, with such emphasis on STEM-related fields, today’s educational 

system runs the risk of overlooking just how humanities-based classes can and do benefit 

students and their futures.  Although the English discipline reveres the past, this study intended 

to demonstrate just how the discipline has prepared for the 21
st
 century student. 

Limitations of the Study 

 As with any study, there were certain limitations.  First, because this was a qualitative 

study, the results were not generalizable to a larger population.  Furthermore, this study only 

examined two of the core journals in the English Language Arts discipline in a specific 

timeframe, which may also have limited generalizability.  Lastly, because this study was a 

textual study in which analyses was conducted on teachers’ self-promoted and published articles, 

such articles may be biased due to such self-reporting.  However, given the limitations, it is 

important to note that such limitations were accepted for a deeper, more thorough formal 

investigation of actual teachers’ recalled experiences as they integrate digital technologies into 

their classrooms. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Chapter Two will provide a review of research surrounding digital technologies and their 

implementation in the educational venue.  Specifically, this chapter will begin with an overview 

of current national initiatives regarding technology implementation in K-12 schools as well as 

professional organizations’ positions on technology integration in K-12 schools.  Next, Chapter 

Two will discuss secondary ELA teachers’ experiences implementing digital technologies into 

their classrooms as well as teacher perceptions of such implementation.  Lastly, this chapter will 

focus on this study’s theoretical framework, the diffusion of innovations theory, and will provide 

an overview of studies using this framework, particularly within the realm of education, digital 

literacies, and teacher technology use.  Chapter Two will conclude with a discussion of how the 

diffusion of innovations framework was beneficial to this research study.  

National Technology Initiatives in Education 

In November 2010, the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Educational 

Technology replied to President Obama’s call for more innovative educational research and 

teaching practices with a national plan entitled “Transforming American Education:  Learning 

Powered by Technology.” According to the Office of Educational Technology,   

the plan calls for applying the advanced technologies used in our daily personal and 

professional lives to our entire education system to improve student learning, accelerate 

and scale up the adoption of effective practices, and use data and information for 

continuous improvement. (p. v) 

This national plan came two months after the President's Council of Advisors on Science 

and Technology (PCAST) submitted their report to the president entitled “Prepare and Inspire: 

K-12 Education in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) for America's Future” 

(2010).  In this report, the council argued that "STEM education will determine whether the 
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United States will remain a leader among nations and whether we will be able to solve immense 

challenges in such areas as energy, health, environmental protection, and national security" (p. 

vii).  The council continued by determining that a deeper focus on STEM education "will 

generate the scientists, technologists, engineers, and mathematicians, who will create the new 

ideas, the new products, and entirely new industries of the 21st century," which may improve the 

currently-trailing United States in the STEM areas (p. vii). Based upon this STEM achievement 

gap between the United States and other countries, PCAST makes two overarching conclusions:  

"[w]e must prepare all students to be proficient in STEM subjects . . . [a]nd we must inspire all 

students to learn STEM, and, in the process, motivate many of them to pursue STEM careers" (p. 

x).  In order to reach these conclusions, PCAST lists seven goals that will strengthen the nation’s 

STEM fields for the future: 

1. Standards:  Support the current state-led movement for shared standards in math and 

science 

2. Teachers:  Recruit and train 100,000 great STEM teachers over the next decade who 

are able to prepare and inspire students  

3. Teachers:  Recognize and reward the top 5 percent of the nation's STEM teachers, by 

creating a STEM Master Teachers Corps 

4. Educational Technology:  Use Technology to drive innovation, by creating an 

advanced research projects agency for education 

5. Students:  Create opportunities for inspiration through individual and group 

experiences outside the classroom 

6. Schools:  Create 1,000 new STEM-focused schools over the next decade 

7. Ensure strong and strategic national leadership 

(pp. x-xii) 

As indicated by this list of recommendations, teacher education and professional 

development are at the forefront of this plan, thus illustrating the need for further teacher 

preparation in the STEM areas. However, what this plan lacks are the ways in which other 

disciplines, such as the humanities, can also incorporate these strategies.  Humanities courses 



16 

 

such as English Language Arts are courses where students’ creativities, critical thinking skills, 

and communication strategies are encouraged, shaped, and challenged.  To overlook the 

influences they bear on student development as they grow into critically-engaged and 

participatory citizens would greatly limit and impede the overall goals brought forth by PCAST.  

Therefore, such recommendations offered by PCAST could greatly benefit teachers of those 

disciplines as well.  

The President’s Council is not the only organization with a continued focus on 

nationwide 21
st
 century learning, in particular 21

st
 century technology instruction and 

preparation. In alignment with administrators’ and educators’ increased attention to student 

success in the 21
st
 century, the International Society for Technology in Education (2010) 

established a list of priorities emphasizing key factors regarding P-12 schools’ progress toward 

effective technology instruction and implementation.  This roadmap focused on the continued 

need for technology integration, accessibility, education initiatives, as well as the need for 

continued research efforts with regards to technology instruction and implementation in the P-12 

school system.  The ISTE’s list clearly identifies the need for educator technology training and 

professional development as well as continuous access to current technological resources.  They 

argue: 

As part of our nation's continued push to ensure every classroom is led by a qualified, 

highly effective teacher, we must commit that all P-12 educators have the skills to use 

modern information tools and digital content to support student learning in content areas 

and for student assessment. Effective teachers in the 21
st
 Century should be, by 

definition, technologically savvy teachers.” (Top Ten in ‘10, 2010, par. 8)   

Whereas PCAST identifies the need for teacher education and preparation solely in the STEM 

concentration, ISTE contends that all teachers should have access to professional development 

opportunities that will enable them to become more effective teachers in the 21
st
 century 

classroom. ISTE’s emphasis on the education of every teacher, regardless of academic discipline 

or subject area, shows that 21
st
 century teaching and learning should occur in every classroom 

and educational opportunities should be bestowed to all teachers.  The National Educational 
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Technology Standards for teachers (NETS-T) (2008) developed by ISTE include five core 

principles for teachers integrating technologies into their curriculums, regardless of academic 

discipline.  The ISTE states: 

Effective teachers model and apply the NETS·S as they design, implement, and assess 

learning experiences to engage students and improve learning; enrich professional 

practice; and provide positive models for students, colleagues, and the community. All 

teachers should meet the following standards and performance indicators. 

1. Facilitate and Inspire Student Learning and Creativity 

2. Design and Develop Digital Age Learning Experiences and Assessments 

3. Model Digital Age Work and Learning 

4. Promote and Model Digital Citizenship and Responsibility 

5. Engage in Professional Growth and Leadership 

        (NETS-T, 2008) 

Education and professional development opportunities are beneficial to those in humanities-

based subject areas as well as science and mathematics.  The principles set forth by ISTE are 

comprehensive and inclusive so that all 21
st
 century teachers are better equipped for teaching in 

the 21
st
 century classroom. 

English Language Arts Professional Communities and Technology Integration  

In addition to PCAST and ISTE, the National Council of Teachers of English’s 

Conference on English Education (CEE) has also contributed to the conversation surrounding 

teacher preparation and digital technologies.  In their position paper regarding English Education 

and 21
st
 century technologies (2005), they strongly advocated for ELA educators to begin 

critically examining and implementing such technologies into their curricula.  The position paper 

states: 

English educators are charged to prepare preservice and in-service teachers to consider 

not only the ways in which we engage in meaning-making by using a variety of 
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representational, interpretive, and communicative systems, but also to consider the 

synergistic relationships that exist between readers, writers, texts, contexts, and the 

situations in which texts, in their many forms, are written and read. . . . However, 

challenges continue to mount. Today, new technologies are changing the types of texts 

we and our students create and interpret even as they are influencing the social, political, 

and cultural contexts in which our texts are composed and shared. Since these 

technologies are influencing the development of individuals, institutions, and 

communities (and since individuals, institutions, and communities are shaping these 

technologies and their uses), it is essential for English educators to turn a critical eye 

toward the benefits and affordances; the limitations and liabilities of integrating these 

newer technologies into our teaching.  (Swenson et al., 2005, p. 211) 

In order for teachers to “turn a critical eye” towards the implementation of new technologies in 

their classrooms, they must first and foremost become acquainted with such technologies.  In 

other words, teachers have a responsibility to their students and to the field of English Language 

Arts in the 21
st
 century to develop their knowledge, skills, and understandings of new 

technologies.  This is further reaffirmed by the CEE’s position: 

Teachers, individually and collectively, have the capacity and the responsibility to 

influence the development, modification, adoption, and/or rejection of newer 

technologies. In order to make these critical decisions, they will need to understand not 

only how to use these technologies, but also the benefits and costs their adoption and 

integration into English language arts and literacy teaching have the potential to create 

for teachers, students, and the broader community . Since best practice in teaching 

requires that teaching be specific to individual students, classrooms, and communities, 

such decision-making will require additional research on the classroom at local as well as 

national levels. (Swenson et al., 2005, pp. 211-212) 

Similar to national organizations like PCAST and ISTE, CEE further emphasizes that effective 

practices in technology integration reside in the teachers—those who are in the classroom on a 

daily basis, who know and understand their students’ needs and abilities, and who, indeed, have 
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the extreme competence to connect comprehensive national decisions to the localized classroom 

context. 

 Another influential professional organization in the English Language Arts profession, 

The International Reading Association (IRA), has also developed a position concerning digital 

technologies and 21
st 

century literacies.  According to the IRA (2009): 

To become fully literate in today's world, students must become proficient in the new 

literacies of 21st-century technologies. IRA believes that literacy educators have a 

responsibility to integrate information and communication technologies (ICTs) into the 

curriculum, to prepare students for the futures they deserve. We believe further that 

students have the right to  

 Teachers who use ICTs skillfully for teaching and learning  

 Peers who use ICTs responsibly and who share their knowledge  

 A literacy curriculum that offers opportunities for collaboration with peers around 

the world  

 Instruction that embeds critical and culturally sensitive thinking into practice  

 Standards and assessments that include new literacies  

 Leaders and policymakers who are committed advocates of ICTs for teaching and 

learning  

 Equal access to ICTs  

(New Literacies and 21
st
 Century Technologies, 2009) 

The position articulated by the IRA is noteworthy in that they treat students’ 21st
 century 

literacies as rights.  For students to become successful in the world of the 21
st
 century, they must 

have the skills and abilities needed to function within that world.  Many of the skills and abilities 

our students need for such functioning will stem from information and communication 

technologies.  For teachers to overlook the skills that students will need after they have 

completed school is, in a sense, a denial of their rights.  
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English Language Arts Teachers and Technology Use  

In discussing the shifting climate of teaching in the 21
st
 century, Leu et al. (2004) argued 

that “new literacies” of today cannot be overlooked in the classroom: 

As more and more individuals use new technologies to communicate, these linguistic 

activities come to shape the ways in which we view and use language and literacy.  Most 

important, new literacies, whether intentionally or unintentionally, impact literacy 

instruction in classrooms.  (p. 1571) 

These classroom practices, the practices that blend teaching with new literacies—specifically 

digital literacies—will provide the focus for this next section. 

In fostering students' multimodal literacies, Sewell & Denton (2011) discussed myriad 

multimodal activities and lessons they incorporated into their secondary language arts 

classrooms. Film clips were used as bridges to canonical texts to help students understand 

literary devices and themes, and students' traditional research assignments were created in a 

multimodal format.  Interestingly, Sewell & Denton found that when such multimodal projects 

were incorporated into their lessons, students' test scores improved dramatically (p. 63). 

 Furthermore, students became more engaged with and invested in the work they were creating 

for class. 

Sewell & Denton (2011) contended that implementing such teaching practices were not 

always popular at their schools.  They stated: 

Our instructional style has definitely raised eyebrows in our building with some of our 

old-school colleagues who regularly rely on skill-and-drill instruction; they assumed that 

all we were doing was showing movies.  (p. 62). 

However, Sewell & Denton (2011) argued that bringing multimodal media into the classroom 

provided a means of "anchoring" instruction to relevant, real-world scenarios for students, and 

that such anchoring produced more complex, interesting, thought-provoking student work. 
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Furthermore, they concluded their study by reflecting upon their experiences using new 

technologies to foster students' multimodal literacies, both positive and negative: 

Implemenation of technology in the classroom initially proved problematic as we had to 

learn the software, teach several different programs to our students, and adjust our 

teaching styles to be more multimodal in orientation.  However, once we were able to 

gain more proficiency, we found that students were more receptive to lessons and--as test 

scores indicated--learned more as a result.  (p. 65) 

In addition to Sewell & Denton, Borsheim, Merritt, & Reed (2008) also examined their 

own classroom practices with new technologies.  Noting the "paradigm shift from traditional 

literacy to twenty-first-century multiliteracies," Borsheim et al. contended that "although the shift 

is clearly technological, to prepare students for full and equal participation in public, private, and 

work environments in the twenty-first century, it must also be pedagogical" (p. 87).  To address 

the pedagogical shifts, Borsheim et al. reflected on their own classroom technology integration 

experiences.  Borsheim recalled altering the "traditional research into a media genre appropriate 

for reaching an audience outside the classroom" (p. 88).  This non-traditional research project, 

according to Borsheim, was influential in encouraging "students' awareness of the ways and 

reasons they might use media to reach audiences and achieve diverse purposes" (p. 88). 

 Furthermore, Reed articulated her experiences with podcasting in her high school speech class 

and using social networking site platforms to help students create poet profiles.  Reed stated that 

"[i]n this process, students analyze a familiar genre (the social network) and then apply this 

knowledge to consider conventions of genre, audience, purpose, and situations of writing" (p. 

89).  This belief is similar to the "anchoring" done by Sewell & Denton (2011) in their 

classrooms.  Lastly, Merritt recalled how she implemented blogs and wikis into the English 

Education courses she taught at Michigan State University to create a stronger community 

among professors and students.  Merritt claimed, "[w]hen I use wikis and blogs in the preservice 

teacher classroom, teacher candidates gain an increased ability to reflect on and learn about 

technology's role in the multiliteracies of their lives and those of their secondary students" (p. 

89).  Merritt also addressed how virtual environments such as wikis and blogs could help 

preservice teachers develop professionally: 
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Among many other virtues of wiki technology, one of the top benefits of wiki and blog 

technologies in preservice preparation is the increased opportunity for our preservice 

teacher candidates to develop professional identities in multiple environments.  Students 

at university and secondary levels participate in multiple virtual and nonvirtual 

environments.  Integrating explicit opportunities in educational contexts to reflect on and 

learn about the varied relationships between virtual and nonvirtual environments remains 

an enormous challenge for literacy educators of the twenty-first century.  Wikis and blogs 

give us a place and a reason to have these conversations as a pedagogical component of 

what we already do in the English classroom.  (p. 90) 

Borsheim et al. ended their study by reaffirming the need for educators to help students become 

literate for the twenty-first century, and directly stated that "[i]ncorporating technology in our 

language arts instruction is a must" (p.90). 

To further investigate how technologies are integrated into language arts instruction, 

specifically how technologies can improve student writing, Kadjer & Bull (2004) profiled one 

seventh grade ELA teacher implementing blogs into her classroom for personal journal writing. 

 After introducing blogs to her class and helping her students create their own, students used 

blogs to respond to literature, write personal entries, or discuss their personal hobbies and 

interests.  After students created their first blog post, they responded to an exit survey asking for 

feedback.  Based on the survey responses, students reported an overall increase in writing 

engagement.  Furthermore, students reported that they enjoyed the communication aspect of 

blogging and that the teacher could regularly communicate and respond to their posts.  One 

student commented that blogging was a space for "writing without writing" where students can 

write and share ideas in fun, entertaining ways (p. 34). 

In addition to exploring how digital technologies improve student writing experiences, 

many studies have focused on the intersection of technologies and literature.  For instance, using 

Rosenblatt's (1995) reader response framework, Larson (2009) conducted a study with fifth-

grade students in which "an asynchronous, online message board" was created for the discussion 

of class readings.  The students were broken into two groups of five, and each group was given 
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one of two books to read.  Based on student preferences as well as the Civil Rights unit theme, 

two books were selected for the study:  Bud, Not Buddy and The Watsons Go to Birmingham--

1963.  The books were supplied as e-books rather than traditional books, and students read for 30 

minutes and responded for 20 minutes on the message board during class time.  Students read 

and responded to the texts for a total of 15 sessions for this study.  The methods of data 

collection for the study included recorded field notes, interviews, and analysis of course 

documents and artifacts to determine students' perceptions of the message board format.  

Based on students' message board responses, Larson found that students were more eager 

to converse about the texts on the message board, and "they carefully read and contemplated the 

opinions of others before submitting a thoughtful reply" (p. 646).  Furthermore student postings 

were categorized into five category prompts (experiential, aesthetic, cognitive, interpretive, and 

clarification) so that Larson could determine which postings were most frequently created and 

replied to and which types of postings were created less frequently.   From this categorization, 

Larson found that "[t]he readers of Bud, Not Buddy posted six experiential prompts compared 

with only one produced by readers of The Watsons Go to Birmingham--1963. . . . On the other 

hand, the group reading The Watsons Go to Birmingham--1963 produced more aesthetic 

prompts" (p. 645).  Larson also noted that one pleasantly unexpected finding included students' 

self-regulating and policing the message boards to ensure the groups were staying on task and on 

topic.  Such information provided by the message board could help teachers determine students' 

comprehension of and engagement with a variety of texts read in class. 

In addition to the work conducted by Larson, Johnson (2010) found that the inclusion of 

young adult authors' blogs fostered stronger emotional ties between her students reading their 

works and the authors.  She claimed: 

[c]hildren's and young adult authors are very aware of the emotional connections they 

create with their young readers through their books.  Rather than remaining at a distance, 

many of these authors desire to create a stronger connection with their readers, which 

blogging allows them to do.  (p. 172) 
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Implementing YA author blogs, including those composed by Maureen Johnson, Justine 

Larbalestier, Lisa Yee, Laurie Halse Anderson, and John Green, Johnson found that students 

were able to connect to the authors, their works, and the themes prevalent in their works in real, 

authentic ways.  Furthermore, Johnson argued that incorporating authors' blogs into the 

classroom created a classroom community of writers because many of the YA authors discussed 

their writing and revising processes via blogs.  Johnson posited that "[s]tudents hate the revision 

and editing process and often don't think 'real writers' have to go through it" (p. 177).  When 

authors blog about their composing and revising processes, students begin to learn that all 

writers, regardless of expertise level, go through similar processes.  Johnson also emphasized 

that teachers must be adept at using such resources in their classrooms if they are to use them in 

meaningful, creative ways that foster student learning.  She concluded with the following 

statement: 

If we want students to not only survive but also thrive in a globally connected, 

transparent world, then teachers can no longer be seen as the sole source of information 

in the classroom.  Rather the classroom teacher's role becomes not only that of teacher 

but also one of model and facilitator of learning.  (p. 180) 

Although many studies have investigated how blogs can help improve student reading abilities 

and engagement (Morgan, 2010), particularly with reading young adult literature (Groenke & 

Paulus, 2007), the study conducted by Johnson is noteworthy in that it addresses how students 

could benefit from such blogs as both readers and writers. 

Numerous studies have also studied how digital texts can better equip students in the 

understanding of more traditional literary texts (McVee et al., 2008; Shelton & Scoresby, 2011).  

In examining how hypertext novels could better help students understand more canonical works, 

Dobson & Luce-Kapler (2005) discussed how two related literary texts, Mary 

Shelley's Frankenstein and Shelley Jackson's hypertext novel, Patchwork Girl, "create an 

opportunity for adolescents to engage in the work of  literary anthropology" (p. 272).  Dobson & 

Luce-Kapler believed that literature's reflections of cultural norms and practices, also known as 

“literary anthropology,” help students move "beyond an exploration of the self and one's identity 
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and toward a consideration of how one is shaped by discourses, language and social practices" 

(p. 272).  By pairing traditional texts with digital ones (texts students may be more apt to read), 

these teachers created "a multilayered reading experience for adolescents, juxtaposing print and 

digital technologies, themes of boundary and displacement, and issues of identity and sexuality" 

(p. 275).   

Literary texts are not the only textual forms that benefit from the inclusion of digital 

technologies to promote student comprehension and critical thinking.  For instance, high school 

English teacher Crovitz (2007) used advertising websites targeted to teenagers to instruct 

students on the clever rhetorical strategies these sites implement to gain their attention, and if 

effective enough, money.  In examining these sites, students determined sites’ target audiences, 

purposes, and the persuasive techniques used in trying to reach their audience.  Crovitz argued 

that these sites provided “a rich opportunity to help young people learn about rhetorical analysis 

and the need to weigh messages that are immediately relevant to their lives” (p. 49). 

Furthermore, arguing that the means of acquiring knowledge has changed due to new 

technologies, Miller (2007) used digital video assignments in a teacher professional development 

course to instruct teachers on the ways in which technology can be an educative instrument in 

high school English courses.  Drawing upon research by Lankshear and Knobel (2003), Miller 

argued that knowledge and meaning-making is rooted more in “design” than in discovery.  

Miller posited that “meaning-making is an active and dynamic process that includes 

orchestrating representational (multimodal) resources and their interconnection,” which she 

termed “design” (p. 64).  Miller distinguished two significant changes resulting from the digital 

video composing project.  First, when implemented in their classes, teachers’ roles shifted from 

traditional authoritarian roles to facilitators and collaborators.  Consequently, students became 

more active participants in the class when digital composing projects were implemented (p. 75). 

 Technology education initiatives have also been extended to preservice teachers as well. 

In studying the ways in-service and pre-service teachers integrate new technologies into their 

classrooms, Boling (2008) asked the following:  “What were participants' conceptions about the 

role of technology in literacy education?  In what ways did new insights gained by me, the 

course instructor, impact the course content and curriculum?” (p. 75).  Boling investigated 
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answers to these research questions by qualitatively examining 19 teachers of varying levels of 

experience enrolled in a teacher education course taught by Boling entitled “Literacy and 

Technology.”  Based upon his findings, Boling found that technologies were haphazardly 

implemented by the teachers studied.  That is, new technologies are used in classroom spaces 

without restructuring traditional, print-based classroom practices to better allow for effective use 

of these technologies. The biggest hurdle, according to Boling, was trying to get teachers to think 

differently about technology use and learning with technology (p. 76).  Similar to Boling’s 

findings, McVee et al. (2008) also found that many preservice teachers were unaware of, or 

reluctant to use, digital technologies for future classroom assignments due to their perceived lack 

of expertise in the genre.   

 It is important to note that all of the research included in this section reaffirms the vital 

importance of teachers becoming better acquainted with new technologies so that they can serve 

as models for their students.  If teachers do not invest time and resources into such learning, it 

cannot be expected that students will invest such resources either. 

Diffusion of Innovations Theory 

In order to examine secondary English Language Arts teachers’ reported experiences 

with incorporating technologies into their classrooms, it is important to review the research 

surrounding diffusion theory, particularly within the realm of education, digital literacies, and 

teacher technology use.  This next section offers an in-depth explanation of the diffusion of 

innovations framework while providing instances of how such a framework can better inform 

technology integration efforts in education. 

A theoretical framework developed by Rogers (1962), the diffusion of innovations theory 

aims to explain how change occurs within a system, organization, or community over a period of 

time.  Originating from Rogers’ interests in agricultural innovations stemming from the work of 

Ryan and Gross (1943), this theoretical lens was further expanded by Rogers to examine how 

innovations, or changes, were enacted in society at large, and why certain innovations were not 

successful.  Rogers (2003) defines an innovation as “an idea, practice, or object that is perceived 
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as new by an individual or other unit of adoption” (p. 12).  He posits that “[i]t matters little, so 

far as human behavior is concerned, whether or not an idea is ‘objectively’ new as measured by 

the lapse of time since its first use or discovery (p. 12). For the purposes of this study, the 

innovation examined consisted of the digital technologies ELA early adopters implemented into 

their classrooms.  Perhaps these technologies may not be new outside of the classroom—blogs 

and wikis have certainly been around for some time—but such technologies are perceived as 

new, or innovative, teaching practices in the education realm.   

The rate of adoption of an innovation, according to Rogers (2003), is highly dependent 

upon the quality or attributes of that innovation.  Rogers argues that there are five key 

characteristics of innovations that affect their rates of adoption:  1) relative advantage, 2) 

compatibility, 3) complexity, 4) trialability, and 5) observability (p. 15).  Relative advantage 

refers to “the degree to which an innovation is perceived as better than the idea it supersedes,” 

while compatibility is used to describe “the degree to which an innovation is perceived as being 

consistent with the existing values, past experiences, and needs of potential adopters” (p. 15).  

Complexity refers to “the degree to which an innovation is perceived as difficult to understand 

and use,” and trialability pertains to “the degree to which an innovation may be experimented 

with on a limited basis” (p. 16).  The last quality of an innovation, observability, is described by 

Rogers as “the degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to others” (p. 16).  What is 

interesting about these five qualities is the connection between the successful diffusion of an 

innovation and the community’s values, norms, assumptions, and behaviors.  In fact, based on 

the five above-mentioned characteristics, it is evident just how much an innovation relies on its 

community, organization, or system to be implemented successfully.  

However, it is important to note that diffusion theory is not simply about the diffusion of 

a tool throughout society; it is about the “universal process of social change” that occurs when 

innovations are conceived and adopted (1962, p. xvi).  The diffusion of innovation process can 

be broken into the following steps: 

(1) acceptance, (2) over time, (3) of some specific item—an idea or practice, (4) by 

individuals, groups, or other adopting units, linked (5) to specific channels of 
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communication, (6) to a social structure, and (7) to a given system of values, or culture. 

(Katz et al., 1963, p. 240) 

 

 

 

Acceptance, the first step in the diffusion process, is an attitudinal acceptance that occurs prior to 

physical implementation of an innovation.  The second component, time, will be taken into 

consideration as this study examined teachers’ published experiences from 2008-2012, a 

timespan occurring after NCTE published their formal position on 21
st
 century literacies and 

education.  Thirdly, the specific items examined in this study were ELA teachers’ 

implementations of, and self-reported experiences with, digital technologies.  The individuals 

examined in the diffusion process for this study, the fourth component of the process, were the 

early adopter ELA teachers who have reported and published their experiences in JAAL and 

English Journal.  The fifth component, the channels of communication, consisted of the two 

journals, JAAL and English Journal, where teachers have published their experiences with 

integrating digital technologies into their classrooms.  The sixth component, social structure, 

included early adopter ELA teachers’ school community, their school district, or even their 

physical classroom spaces as they are discussed in the literature.  Finally, the last component, the 

culture, pertained to the overall culture of the teachers’ schools as well as the culture of the 

English Education disciplinary community.  Having an understanding of the myriad facets that 

play a role in the diffusion of an innovation allows for a more thorough, intricate understanding 

for how change occurs within a system. 

1 Acceptance Attitudinal

2 Time 2008-2012

3 Specific Item Digital Literacies

4 Individuals Early Adopter Secondary ELA teachers

5 Channels of Communication English Journal and Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy

6 Social Structure District, School, Classroom

7 Culture English Discipline

Table 2.1: Diffusion of innovations process 
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 When individuals do choose to accept an innovation, Rogers (2003) contends that they go 

through a chain-of-command of processes.  This process is defined as the “innovation-decision 

process” and includes five stages: 1) the knowledge stage, where the adopter is “exposed to an 

innovation’s existence and gains an understanding of how it functions,” 2) the persuasion stage, 

where the adopter “forms a favorable or unfavorable attitude toward the innovation,” 3) the 

decision stage, where the adopter “engages in activities that lead to a choice to adopt or reject an 

innovation,” 4) the implementation stage, where the adopter “puts an innovation to use,” and 

lastly 5) the confirmation stage, where the adopter “seeks reinforcement for the innovation-

decision already made, and may reverse this decision if exposed to conflicting messages about 

the innovation” (pp. 171-189). 

 This diffusion process will gradually occur through channels, moving from the 

“innovators,” to the “early adopters,” then “early majority,” “late majority,” and lastly to the 

“laggards” (Rogers, 2003, pp. 282-286).  Those who typically have the financial means and 

technological expertise to create new innovations, such as the late Steve Jobs or Bill Gates, 

would be considered “innovators.”  They are characterized as “venturesome” and focused more 

on creating global relationships than localized ones (p. 282).  The “early adopters” are those 

individuals who are “a more integrated part of the local social system than are innovators” and 

“serve as . . . role model[s] for many other members of a social system (p. 283).  They are well-

respected in their community and are described as “the embodiment of successful, discrete use of 

new ideas” (p. 283).  After the early adopters approve an innovation, the diffusion chain 

proceeds to the “early majority”, who are characterized as the followers of the early adopters, 

and the “late majority”, the group depicted as the average, often skeptical members who 

generally adopt an innovation once it has become a norm in the community (pp. 283-284).  The 

diffusion process ends with the “laggards”, those individuals in a community Rogers 

characterizes as traditional, isolated, often rooted in the past, and having limited resources (p. 

284).   
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It is important to understand the myriad processes and channels that occur during the 

implementation and diffusion of an innovation because it illustrates the complexity of such a 

process.  Furthermore, the diffusion of innovations framework illustrates just how integral people 

at the local level are in disseminating innovative practices. 

Diffusion Studies  

Because the scope of diffusion theory is incredibly vast and extends to a multitude of 

disciplines outside of education (Katz et al. 1963), and because the term innovation broadly 

encompasses an array of ideas, tools, practices, and behaviors, it is important to note that this 

literature review specifically focuses on those studies related to education and digital 

technologies.  The following research studies were purposively selected to demonstrate how the 

diffusion of innovations theory provides a useful framework for understanding how change 

occurs within education. 

Figure 2.1: Adopter categories 
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There are numerous studies focusing on the diffusion of innovations, specifically digital 

technologies, in education.  One study conducted by Chen et al. (2008) at the University of 

Central Florida utilized the diffusion of innovation theory to investigate how wikis were 

implemented by instructors in Political Science, Education, and Health Information.  The study 

used a case study methodology focusing on instructors' use of wikis to supplement course 

instruction. Three forms of data were collected for this qualitative study:  teacher interviews, 

survey responses, and course wiki assignments.  From the data, the researchers determined that 

wikis provided relative ease for students to collaborate on tasks.  Furthermore, the work 

produced by students was characterized as “rich”.  Based on their findings, Chen et al. (2008) 

determined that the use of wikis inside the classroom provided a convenient and efficient means 

of connecting the classroom to the real world. 

Furthermore, Minishi-Majanja & Kiplang' (2005) conducted a descriptive study using 

two case studies to focus on how the diffusion framework "can be applied in studying the 

adoption of ICTs [Information and Communication Technologies] in LIS [Library and 

Information Science] education and agricultural information systems”  in Kenya, Africa (p. 223). 

 Specifically, Minishi-Majanja & Kiplag' examined how ICTs were disseminated throughout the 

Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI) and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Development (MoARD) as well as 30 higher education institutions containing LIS programs 

with current ICT policies (p. 219). In the agricultural setting (case study 1), the study found that 

extension workers did not reap the benefits of ICTs as much as the agricultural researchers, and 

"most of the agricultural researchers (83%) had benefited from information literacy programmes 

compared to only 39% of extension workers.  Similarly, a significant number (73.5%) of 

agricultural researchers compared to only 36.8% of extension workers used the Internet in their 

research and extension work respectively" (p. 215).  Lastly, the study found that "[t]he non-

availability of ICTs hindered the extension workers from acquiring the basic ICT skills" (p. 215). 

 With regards to the diffusion of ICTs in higher education (case study 2), the study found that 

76% of the LIS programs had Internet access for the staff and student population, but "in a few 

institutions, the cost of Internet use for the staff and students was not always met by the 

institution" (p. 220).  As a result of this, many LIS programs' Internet access was directly paid by 

program administration, and in some instances, even students. 
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The study performed by Minishi-Majanja & Kiplang' (2005) is interesting in that it 

examines the diffusion of an innovation in real time rather than historically, something Rogers 

(2003) advocates in order to examine successful as well as unsuccessful innovation adoptions. 

 Both unsuccessful and successful adoptions provide useful information for those attempting to 

implement an innovation into their organizations.  Furthermore, a descriptive study such as this 

lends itself to the diffusion of innovations framework as it provides a lens for examining what is 

occurring more than what will occur in the future regarding an innovation. 

Another study of innovation diffusion in higher education was conducted by Shea et al. 

(2005) who studied 913 professors at 33 various colleges who were participants in the State 

University of New York Learning Network (SLN) during the 2003-2004 academic year.  The 

SLN is a statewide online degree initiative consisting of approximately 80 online programs and 

degree offerings with a total enrollment of 70,000 students in 40 different campus locations in 

New York.  The SLN program is reported to have "delivered more than 3,000 online courses to 

more than 250,000 student enrollments since 1996." 

Shea et al. (2005) studied SLN's faculty adoption of and satisfaction with using, 

implementing, and learning the online teaching platform via survey response.  From this survey, 

Shea et al. found the following: 90% of the faculty respondents were "highly satisfied" with their 

online teaching experiences, 93% of the faculty believed "the online environment was 

appropriate for teaching in their content area," 97.6% " of the faculty would like to teach an 

online course again," and 91.9% of the faculty "would recommend online teaching to a 

colleague".  After examining participants' responses, Shea et al. also conducted a factor analysis 

on the data to determine correlations among five variables: "Interaction, Time, Faculty Learning, 

Technical Support, and Satisfaction Measures."  From the factor analysis, Shea et al. (2005) 

determined that "faculty satisfaction was significantly and positively associated with interaction 

(= .45, p<.001), faculty learning (=.38, p<.001), and technical support (=.33, p<.001).”  Lastly, a 

multiple regression analysis was conducted "to examine the relationship between online teaching 

satisfaction and other variables" which included the following:  "Time, Technical Support, 

Faculty Learning, Interaction, demographic (such as gender, age) and program information (such 

as content, institution type, and etc.), and reason of online teaching."  Based upon the multiple 
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regression analysis, Shea et al. found that "Interaction, Technical Support, [and] Faculty 

Learning significantly contribute to predict the satisfaction of faculty teaching, whereas the time 

variables did not."  They also determined that "[t]he content area variable was significant and 

implies that instructors of math/science, humanities, [and] business/professional development 

tend to report higher levels of satisfaction than instructors in other discipline areas."   

Based upon their findings, Shea et al. (2005) concluded that "interaction, technical 

support, opportunities for learning, and discipline-specific factors are significantly linked with 

faculty satisfaction in online teaching, including measures that indicate adoption and continued 

engagement with this innovation--two elements of the Rogers diffusion of innovation model." 

 Shea et al. also recommended that institutions or organizations attempting to implement a new 

innovation must be conscious of faculty development, technical support, and course design in 

order for successful adoption and diffusion to occur.   

In addition to the studies focusing on understanding how the diffusion of an innovation 

occurs within an organization, many research studies have utilized the diffusion framework to 

identify key barriers to adoptions and to investigate reasons for unsuccessful innovation 

adoptions.  For example, Bednarz & ven der Schee (2006) examined factors influencing the 

adoption and diffusion of Geographic Information Science (GIScience) and Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) in secondary-level geography courses in the United States and 

Europe.  In providing a comparative study between the two regions to examine “why GIS has not 

been more widely adopted” in secondary schools, Bednarz & van der Schnee determined that the 

following factors played a significant role:  1) lack of teacher education, specifically in 

pedagogical content knowledge, 2) inadequate curriculum resources and textbooks, and 3) the 

lack of national efforts to develop and promote such curriculum (pp. 192-194).  To further 

understand their findings, Bednarz & van der Schnee generated “a theoretical model of external 

and internal issues related to the implementation of educational reform” (p. 197).  These issues 

consisted of the following:  authority, power, manageability, consistency, and internal issues 

such as teacher perception and acceptance of an adoption (pp. 197-200). 
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Similar to the study conducted by Bednarz & van der Schnee (2006), Kebritchi (2010) 

also examined teachers’ adoptions of a technology, specifically mathematics teachers adopting a 

new mathematics-based computer game entitled Dimenxian.  Kebritchi used a case study 

methodology in order to do the following: 

(1) identify factors affecting teachers’ adoption of educational computer games, (2) 

determine whether the factors affecting the adoption of modern educational computer 

games differ from those identified in the existing literature on the adoption of educational 

software in K-12 settings and (3) identify whether the adoption factors are related to the 

barriers of using the games in K-12 settings. (p. 257) 

Participants for the case studies included three mathematics teachers and were purposively 

selected due to their years of experience teaching mathematics.  Each participant was given the 

opportunity to watch a demonstration of Dimenxian as well as play the game.  Afterward, 

participants were interviewed to offer insight regarding their experiences with the game 

platform.  Based upon their responses, the study determined the following: 

In summary, the teachers’ suggestions indicated that Dimenxian key adoption factors 

included an empirical-based indication of effectiveness of the game, support, problem-

solving instructional strategy, a rich mathematical content, the game learning objective 

alignment with the state and national standards, time and technology compatibility, 

having an appropriate amount of game complexity and access to a trial version of the 

game.  (p. 263)  

When those results were compared to other studies focusing on technology adoption and 

education, Kebritchi noted that similarities in findings existed among three variables:  

compatibility, relative advantage, and complexity (p. 264).  Furthermore, Kebritchi listed four 

central barriers to successful adoption implementation in education that were found in the 

literature surrounding technology adoption and education:  “curriculum issues”, “time and 

purpose of game implementation”, “outcome issues,” and “technical issues” (p. 265). 
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 Another study using Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory to understand resistance to 

innovation adoption was conducted by Buddy (2006), who utilized the diffusion framework to 

provide a deeper understanding for why school media specialists in DeKalb County, Georgia, did 

not utilize the “electronic school assignment alert form” (p. 57).  She found that “the relative 

advantage of using the alert form was not perceived by the school library media specialists as 

advantageous over earlier practices of occasional contacts with public librarians about student 

assignments” (p. 57). Buddy also used the diffusion framework to better understand why the 

Accelerated Reader program was so successfully adopted in the same school district and found 

that because the program is so highly publicized in schools, because students observe each other 

taking the AR tests, and because parents are knowledgeable on the product, the Accelerated 

Program is widespread in the county (p. 58). 

 Moreover, Sloep et al. (2006) used the diffusion of innovations framework to better 

understand why the Edubox, a virtual learning environment intended to promote user 

collaboration, was unsuccessfully adopted in higher education.  Sloep et al. developed two case 

studies pertaining to users’ experiences and perceptions of the Edubox.  The first case study 

focused on college students’ experiences using the program, and the second case study focused 

on staff’s opinions of it.  In both instances, Sloep et al. found that users reported a lack of 

training and education on the program, the program did not fit well with the course components, 

and it was too difficult to navigate.  Based upon the results, the researchers concluded, “[i]f an 

innovation does not seem to do them any good, lacks compatibility, is complex and not trialable, 

they will only adopt it if they are properly compensated” (p. 299).  Perhaps Sloep et al. are 

accurate in that statement; however, a truly successful innovation adoption will not need external 

rewards such as monetary funding for diffusion. 

It is also important to note that much of the research using the diffusion of innovations 

framework referred to organizations as networks in order to conceptualize change patterns within 

organizations.  For instance, Valente & Davis (1999) envisioned "[t]he structure of communities 

and organizations . . . as a network of interconnected individuals--a network that can be used, 

rather than ignored, when creating programs" (p. 56).  By looking at communities as networks, 

what Valente & Davis referred to as "network analysis", researchers can then "locate individuals 
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who are more central to a community and thus perhaps more influential . . . to initiate the 

diffusion of a new idea of practice" (p. 57).  In deciphering who the opinion leaders are in an 

organization, Valente & Davis argued against self-selection and contended that the selection of 

opinion leaders should be a collaborative effort among the community.  This collaboration will 

ensure that the opinion leader is a true representative of that community.   

Similar to Valente & Davis, Walvoord (1996) viewed organizations as networks but 

further added that networks are dynamic and always in motion.  In her research, Walvoord 

(1996) traced the trajectory of the Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) movement using social 

movement theory, the framework from which diffusion theory is based.  With such a framework, 

Walvoord focused on how "[a] particular movement is influenced by social and political 

conditions" (p. 59).  Walvoord continued by emphasizing that "[a] movement depends on a shift 

in public perception: something that has always seemed tolerable must now seem untolerable" 

(p. 57).  Tracing the history of WAC, Walvoord suggested that the "untolerable" moment may 

very well have been the national perception that students did not have the ability or know-how to 

write; Walvoord directly referred to "Why Johnny Can't Write" as one of the forces behind such 

frustration (p. 61).  From this continuous movement in a network, Walvoord argued, new 

networks develop from prior ones.  Walvoord posited that when organizations or communities, 

like the community of teachers comprising WAC, are examined through the lens of social 

movement theory, it can better prepare such communities to extend themselves into new arenas. 

 This expansion enables organizations to recreate, or repurpose, themselves to keep them from 

becoming ineffective or even obsolete. 

Drawing upon Walvoord’s work, Vanderslice (2000) believed that the diffusion 

framework enabled teacher-led writing projects, including the Writing Across the Curriculum 

(WAC) movement and the National Writing Project (NWP), to be an extremely successful means 

of promoting innovative teaching practices in both secondary and higher education.  Rather than 

traditional top-down professional development techniques, WAC efforts and the NWP utilize 

teachers' voices as opinion leaders on how to best prepare and continually educate teachers. 

Using the voices of successful, experienced teachers in teacher development, those teachers who 

are highly respected within the professional community, has proven to be an immensely 
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successful means of teacher professional development.  Vanderslice opined that such writing-

intensive organizations in education have been created as a means of reform, reinvigoration, and 

professional development for teachers.  By understanding how information is spread, 

Vanderslice argued, organizations like the NWP have proven to be successful enterprises in the 

field of teacher education. 

The understanding of an organization as a network is popular in the diffusion of 

innovation research reviewed because it allows one to understand the complex interconnections 

occurring during the diffusion of an innovation.  In short, by using the network metaphor, one is 

able to envision the bigger picture of the diffusion of innovations theory. 

Benefits of Diffusion of Innovations Theoretical Framework 

Using the diffusion of innovations theoretical framework to inform this study was 

beneficial for a number of reasons.  Whereas much of the research focused on the researcher 

implementing a specific tool or practice to determine a system’s rate of adoption, this study did 

not provide such specific intervention.  Instead, this study examined the digital technologies and 

teaching practices as they were presented in the key literature in the field.  By studying the 

narratives teachers created and published, this research study highlighted the technologies and 

practices that teachers and schools place value upon rather than the ones valued by the 

researcher.  Furthermore, much of diffusion research has focused on the rate of adoption, or how 

quickly an instrument or practice can be diffused through an organization.  Rather than 

specifically investigating how quickly digital technologies diffuse within schools, this study 

examined, the narratives of the key individuals responsible for facilitating that diffusion—those 

early adopters who have implemented technologies into their classrooms and imparted those 

experiences with the ELA community through the publication and circulation of their articles.   

In order for localized change to occur within a community or system, it is important to 

understand the central components that affect change: the individuals who are considered the 

risk-takers, opinion leaders, and respected members of that specific community.  Because this 

study was interested in early adopter ELA teachers’ experiences with digital technologies in the 
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classroom as presented in the key literature in the field—literature read by a vast amount of 

teachers and researchers—Rogers’ (1962) diffusion of innovation theory provided the theoretical 

framework for understanding how these narratives function within the ELA community 

regarding the diffusion of innovative teaching practices using digital technologies.  In sum, the 

diffusion theory provided a conceptual framework for understanding how these published 

teacher narratives functioned in the dissemination of digital technologies in the secondary ELA 

classroom.  The diffusion of innovations framework offered a perspective of these narratives that 

allows one to view these articles not just as anecdotal evidence for teachers using technology in 

the classroom, but as pieces of literature that work to spread the innovative practice of 

incorporating digital technologies into the ELA classroom.  Through the publication and 

circulation of ideas via these journals, these narratives reach other members in the English 

Education community and are worthy of study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Three will provide the research methodology implemented in this study.  The 

chapter will begin with an overview of the research questions guiding the study.  Next, this 

chapter will address sampling methods, research design, data analysis, as well as inter-rater 

reliability.  Chapter Three concludes with a discussion of the limitations of this study. 

Research Questions 

This study investigated the experiences and practices of secondary English Language 

Arts teachers as they are presented in the current literature in the ELA field.  The following 

research questions framed this textual study: 

Primary Research Question:  What trends regarding secondary English Language Arts 

teachers’ technology integration efforts in the secondary ELA classroom are presented in two 

key journals in the field, the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Subsidiary Research Question 1:  What are the purposes for secondary English 

Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts, as presented in the Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Subsidiary Research Question 2:  What challenges do secondary English Language 

Arts teachers encounter regarding their technology integration efforts, as presented in the 

Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Sampling 

As stated earlier, this study explored secondary ELA teachers’ integration of digital 

technologies into their classrooms, as presented in two foundational journals in the English 

Language Arts field:  the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy sponsored by the 
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International Reading Association, and English Journal, sponsored by the National Council of 

Teachers of English.  These two journals were purposively chosen not only because of their 

reputations for being leading journals in the field of English Education but also because of their 

focus on classroom-based practices.  According to the International Reading Association, “the 

Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy is the only literacy journal published exclusively for 

teachers of older learners. Each issue offers practical, classroom-tested ideas grounded in 

research and theory” (About Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 2012).   Likewise, the 

National Council of Teachers of English’s “English Journal is NCTE's award-winning journal of 

ideas for English language arts teachers in junior and senior high schools and middle schools. It 

presents information on the teaching of writing and reading, literature, and language, and 

includes information on how teachers are putting the latest technologies to work in their 

classrooms” (English Journal, 2012).  Because these two journals emphasize the value of 

teaching and the value of publishing teacher-based practices, they provide authentic voices 

concerning how digital technologies are implemented in the ELA classrooms in the current 

moment. 

Research Design  

This study implemented a text-based formal analysis to investigate how practicing ELA 

teachers use digital technologies in their classrooms.  From the two journals purposively 

selected, Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy and English Journal, one issue per journal per 

year was randomly selected from the years 2008-2012.   This time frame was specifically chosen 

because the NCTE Executive Committee formally published an organization-wide position on 

21
st
 century literacies, including digital technology use, on February 15, 2008 (NCTE 

Framework).  This publication identified what 21
st
 century literacies consisted of, and in 

November of 2008, they created a framework for how to promote the teaching of 21
st
 century 

literacies in the ELA classroom (21
st
 Century Curriculum and Assessment Framework, 2008).  

Though similar to the position published by the International Reading Association (2009), 

NCTE’s position statement on 21st
 century literacies was selected for the purposes of this study 

due to it specificity and comprehensiveness. This study aimed to investigate those practices 

published in the two key journals after NCTE’s position was formally adopted and accepted in 
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the ELA community.  In total, five issues per journal for a total of ten issues were selected.  In 

addition to the ten issues, any special editions from the years 2008-2012 focusing on teachers 

using technology were included.   

  

English Journal Journal of Adolescent and 

Adult Literacy 

2008 Issue 1A Issue 1B 

2009 Issue 2A Issue 2B 

2010 Issue 3A Issue 3B 

2011 Issue 4A Issue 4B 

2012 Issue 5A Issue 5B 

 

 

Once the journal issues were randomly selected, articles from these issues were examined 

to determine if they focused on 1) secondary ELA teachers 2) using technology 3) in their 

classrooms. Only articles focusing on secondary ELA teachers using technology in their 

classrooms were selected for the purposes of this study; any article in the selected issues not 

specifically pertaining to these characteristics were eliminated from the study.   

Data Analysis.  All collected data was coded using Charmaz’ (2011) definition of 

grounded theory.  Grounded theory is defined as “a method of conducting qualitative research 

that focuses on creating conceptual frameworks or theories through building inductive analysis 

from the data” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 187).  This method of coding categorizes recurring themes as 

they emerge from the data.  These themes are then analyzed and interpreted by the researcher in 

order to come to a more comprehensive understanding of the data’s implications, typically 

through the formation of a conceptual theory emerging from the data.  Consequentially, 

grounded theory is typically used to develop a theory from the data presented (Creswell, 2007).  

Although diffusion theory was used as the theoretical framework to inform this study, the 

grounded theory data analysis approach enabled themes to organically emerge from the data 

collected. 

Table 3.1: Journal sampling 
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Inter-rater Reliability.  In an effort to ensure consistency and reliability during data 

analysis, approximately 3-4 individuals outside of the study were selected as raters to establish 

inter-rater reliability for this study.  The raters consisted of individuals who have had experience 

teaching in the secondary ELA classroom.  Inter-rater reliability was first determined by 

conducting open coding on an article provided by the researcher not selected for this study.   

After the coding and discussion of themes, each rater was given one article from the data 

collected.  All raters coded the article and reconvened with the researcher to discuss coding 

selections, common themes, and any discrepancies.  These coding commonalities and 

discrepancies are addressed in Chapter Four of this study.  

Limitations 

As with any research design, this study contained a few key limitations.  First, because 

this was a qualitative study providing a textual analysis of teachers who have published in these 

two journals, this study was lacking in generalizability.  However, generalizability was sacrificed 

in this qualitative study so that more focus was directed at the localized context.  In short, this 

study intended to provide a voice to the ELA teachers who published their experiences using 

digital technologies in their classroom spaces.  

Another limitation of this study was teacher self-reporting.  Because this study examined 

journal articles written by teachers implementing digital technologies into their classrooms, there 

may be a chance that teachers presented a more positive, or advantageous, depiction of how 

successful they were with technology integration.  Although this certainly may be seen as a 

limitation to the study, self-reporting provided rich insight into understanding both the successful 

and unsuccessful diffusion of digital technologies in schools. 

A third limitation of the research study was time.  This study examined articles published 

from 2008-2012, a very specific, narrow window of time.  However, this timeframe was 

specifically chosen to provide a deeper examination into the literature published after NCTE’s 

formal position on 21
st
 century literacies in 2008 (NCTE Framework).  Therefore, although the 
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timeframe was narrow, it was purposefully selected to allow a more thorough examination and 

analysis of themes recurring in the literature during this time. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the published experiences of secondary English 

Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts in the secondary ELA classroom. A total 

of 48 articles from two leading journals in the field of English Education, English Journal and 

The Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, were analyzed and coded using an open coding 

scheme.  The findings of the study will be presented in Chapter Four, including an in-depth 

examination at the four predominant themes that emerged from the data:  1) Power Dynamics, 2) 

Interconnectedness, 3) Shifting Perspectives, and 4) Challenges. Next, this chapter will address 

the role of writing in each of the first three themes.  Lastly, Chapter Four will describe the 

process of inter-rater agreement utilized to ensure coding validity.  

Sample of Texts 

The articles examined in this study were gathered from two leading practice-oriented 

journals in the field of English Education:  the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 

sponsored by the International Reading Association, and English Journal, sponsored by the 

National Council of Teachers of English.  From these two journals, one issue per journal per year 

was randomly selected from the years 2008-2012.   Furthermore, any special issues or sections in 

the given time frame of 2008-2012 pertaining to digital technology use in the secondary ELA 

classroom were also included. This time frame was purposefully selected due to the National 

Council of Teachers of English organization’s position on 21
st
 century literacies, including 

digital technology use, on February 15, 2008 (NCTE Framework).  This position identified 21
st
 

century literacies and established a framework for classroom adoption of 21
st
 century literacies in 

the ELA classroom (21
st
 Century Curriculum and Assessment Framework, 2008).  This study 

intentionally focused on the timeframe after NCTE’s formal statement to examine secondary 

ELA teachers’ documented and published experiences integrating 21
st
 century literacies into 

their classrooms using digital technologies. 



45 

 

Articles specifically related to 1) secondary English Language Arts teachers 2) utilizing 

digital technologies in their 3) classrooms were selected for this study.  Any articles from the 

randomly-selected journal issues not containing all three of the aforementioned components were 

eliminated from this study’s sample because they lacked relevance for the purposes of this study.   

A total of 48 articles were examined for this study:  38 articles from English Journal and 

10 articles from the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy.  These articles will be identified in 

the subsequent sections. 

English Journal 

Founded in 1912, English Journal is one of twelve journals sponsored by the National 

Council of Teachers of English (Christenbury, 2001).  English Journal reinforces the theory to 

practice connection by publishing pieces focused on bridging pedagogical theories to the 

teaching of English Language Arts. According to NCTE, English Journal  

 . . . is NCTE's award-winning journal of ideas for English language arts teachers in 

junior and senior high schools and middle schools. It presents information on the teaching 

of writing and reading, literature, and language, and includes information on how 

teachers are putting the latest technologies to work in their classrooms.  (English Journal, 

2012) 

Ken Lindblom served as the journal’s editor from 2008 to 2012 and will pass on his editorial 

responsibilities to David Gorlewski and Julie Gorlewski in July, 2013 (English Journal, 2012).  

Issues are published bimonthly in the months of September, November, January, March, May, 

and July (English Journal, 2012).  Each issue contains a combination of academic articles, 

editorials, book reviews, and creative writing pieces.  For the purposes of this study, only 

academic articles were selected for analysis.  The English Journal articles purposefully selected 

for this study are presented in Table 4.1. 
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      English Journal   

Date Issue  Issue Theme Author Name Title 

November, 2008 98.2 
Does Homework 

Help? 
Stacy M. Kitsis 

"The Facebook Generation: 

Homework as Social Networking" 

      

Dani Weber 

and Mike 

Smithmier 

"Death of the 3'× 5' Note Cards" 

September, 

2009 
99.1 

Teachers Set 

Free: Folger 

Education and 

Other 

Revolutionary 

Approaches to 

Teaching 

Shakespeare 

Michael 

LoMonico 

"Shakespearean Ruminations and 

Innovations" 

      
Joshua H. 

Cabat 

"'The Lash of Film': New Paradigms of 

Visuality in Teaching Shakespeare" 

      John Golden 
"Where to Be or Not to Be: The 

Question of Place in Hamlet" 

      
Lynette 

Williamson 

"Virtual Seating in the Globe Theatre: 

Appreciating Film Adaptations of 

“hakespeare’s Plays" 

      

Christopher 

Shamburg and 

Cari Craighead 

"Shakespeare, Our Digital Native" 

      Jennifer Ritter 
"Mentoring Matters: Working with 

Student Teachers" 

May, 2010     
(special issue) 

99.5 
Collaboration 

and Social 

Interaction 
Janet Atkins 

"From the Secondary Section: 

Creating Collaboration" 

      
Betsy Potash; 

Janelle Oxford 

"Teacher to Teacher: What Kinds of 

Collaboration Do You Engage in for 

the Benefit of Your Students?" 

      

Missy Nieveen 

Phegley and 

Janelle Oxford 

"Cross-Level Collaboration: Students 

and Teachers Learning from Each 

Other" 

 

 

Table 4.1: English Journal data set 
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      English Journal   

Date Issue  Issue Theme Author Name Title 

      Scott Gibbons 

"Collaborating like Never 

Before: Reading and Writing 

through a Wiki" 

      Tara Leigh Tharp 

"'Wiki, Wiki, Wiki—WHAT?' 

Assessing Online Collaborative 

Writing 

      
Constance Ruzich and 

Joanne Canan 

"Computers, Coffee Shops, and 

Classrooms:  Promoting 

Partnerships and Fostering 

Authentic Discussion" 

July, 2010 99.6 
Logic and Critical 

Reasoning 
Robert C. Covel 

"The Three Rs of Teaching Logic: 

Revelation, Relevance, and 

Reinforcement" 

      

Lesley A. Rex, Ebony 

Elizabeth Thomas, and 

Steven Engel 

"Applying Toulmin: Teaching 

Logical Reasoning and 

Argumentative Writing" 

      

Melanie Shoffner, 

Matthew Brown, 

Bridget Platt, Martha 

Long, and Bryan Salyer 

"Meeting the Challenge: 

Beginning English Teachers 

Reflect on Their First Year" 

      
Nancy M. Bailey and 

Kristen M. Carroll 

"Motivati g “tude ts’ Research 
Skills and Interests through a 

Multimodal, Multigenre 

Research Project" 

January, 2011 100.3 Green English Michelle Jewett 

"Between Dreams and Beasts: 

Four Precepts for Green English 

Teaching" 

      Kim-Marie Cortez-Riggio 

"The Green Footprint Project: 

How Middle School Students 

Inspired Their Community and 

Raised Their Self-Worth" 

      

Mary Ellen Dakin, David 

Lowell Eatough, and 

Andrew Turchon 

"A Walk on the Wilder Side" 

 

Table 4.1 - Continued 
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      English Journal   

Date Issue  Issue Theme Author Name Title 

      

Susan Groenke, Robin 

Bell, Erin Allen, and 

Joellen Maples 

"Off the “helves: What Is 
This Thi g Called a Vook? : 
Using Skeleton Creek to 

Tra sfor  “tude ts’ 
Reading Experiences In 

(and Out of) School" 

May, 2011      

(special issue) 
100.5 

Advances in 

Teaching English 

Ryan M. Rish and Joshua 

Caton 

"Building Fantasy Worlds 

Together with 

Collaborative Writing: 

Creative, Social, and 

Pedagogic Challenges" 

      

Candance Doerr-

Stevens, Richard Beach, 

and Elizabeth Boeser 

"Using Online Role-Play to 

Promote Collaborative 

Argument and Collective 

Action" 

      
Barbara Moss, Diane 

Lapp, a d Mary O’“hea 

"Tiered Texts: Supporting 

Knowledge and Language 

Learning for English 

Learners and Struggling 

Readers" 

      
William C. Sewell and 

Shawn Denton 

"Multimodal Literacies in 

the Secondary English 

Classroom" 

May, 2012 

(special issue) 
101.5 

Issues and 

Innovations 
Jocelyn A. Chadwick 

"Green Pens, Marginal 

Notes: Rethinking Writing 

and Student Engagement" 

      Jane M. McManus 

"Logging In: Connecting 

with Secondary Students 

Online" 

      
Leslie David Burns and 

Stergios G. Botzakis 

"Using The Joy Luck Club to 

Teach Core Standards and 

21st Century Literacies" 

      Mary Rice 

"Using Graphic Texts in 

Secondary Classrooms: A 

Tale of Endurance" 

 

Table 4.1 - Continued 
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      English Journal   

Date Issue  Issue Theme Author Name Title 

      Leah A. Zuidema 

"The Grammar Workshop: 

Systematic Language Study 

in Reading and Writing 

Contexts" 

      Joanne S. Gillespie 

"And the Winner Is . . . 

Choosing a Middle School 

Author Laureate" 

      Margo DelliCarpini 

"Success with ELLs: We Are 

All Writers! Building 

Second Language Writing 

Skills in the ELA Classroom" 

September, 2012 102.1 
Characters and 

Character 
Jocelyn A. Chadwick 

"Making Characters Come 

Alive: Using Characters for 

Identification and 

Engagement" 

      Chris Gilbert 

"The Quest of Father and 

Son: Illuminating Character 

Identity, Motivation,and 

Conflict in Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road" 

      Andrea Irvin 

"Minds and Hearts: Using 

Jea ette Walls’s Me oir, 
The Glass Castle, to Teach 

Emotional Intelligence" 

      Amanda Sass-Henke 

"Putting Characters First in 

a Middle School 

Classroom" 

      Kate Ehrenfeld Gardoqui 

"Most Likely to Succeed: 

Seeking Self-Knowledge in 

the Company of 

Characters" 

 

 

Table 4.1 - Continued 
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Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 

 The International Reading Association’s Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 

(JAAL), founded in 1956, is one of three journals published by the IRA (Journal of Adolescent & 

Adult Literacy, 2012).  Similar to English Journal, JAAL prides itself in publishing articles 

connecting educational theories with classroom practices, as evidenced in their overall mission: 

The Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy is the only literacy journal published 

exclusively for teachers of older learners. Each issue offers practical, classroom-tested 

ideas grounded in research and theory. Whether you work with new, struggling, or skilled 

readers, you’ll find something of interest in JAAL.  

Every issue includes 

 Practical ideas for instruction 

 Reviews of student and teacher resources, including young adult literature  

 Tips on how to integrate technology, media, and popular culture in your 

classroom  

 Reflections on current literacy trends, issues, and research  

(Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 2012) 

Tom Bean and Helen Harper were the co-editors of JAAL from 2008 to 2010, until Harper’s 

passing in 2010 (Helen Harper Obituary, 2010).  Bean remained editor until 2012, when 

Margaret Carmody Hagood and Emily Neil Skinner became the journal’s co-editors (Journal of 

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 2012).  Journal issues are published eight times per year, including 

the months of September, October, November, February, March, April, and May.  A combined 

December/January issue is also published (Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 2012).  The 

JAAL articles purposefully selected for this study are presented in Table 4.2. 
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    Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy 

Date Issue  Author Name Title 

May, 2008           51.8 

Timothy T. Houge, 

Constance Geier and 

David Peyton 

"Targeting Adolescents' Literacy 

Skills Using One-To-One 

Instruction With Research-Based 

Practices" 

April, 2009         52.7 
Diane Lapp and Douglas 

Fisher 

"It's All About the Book:  

Motivating Teens to Read" 

    
Kristien Zenkov and James 

Harmon 

"Picturing a Writing Process:  

Photovoice and Teaching Writing 

to Urban Youth" 

    Lasisi Ajayi 

"English as a Second Language 

Learners' Exploration of 

Multimodal Texts in a Junior High 

School" 

February, 2010         53.5 Judith Rance-Roney 

"Jump-Starting Language and 

Schema for English-Language 

Learners:  Teacher-Composed 

Digital Jumpstarts for Academic 

Reading" 

    
Jessica Dockter, Delainia 

Haug and Cynthia Lewis 

"Redefining Rigor:  Critical 

Engagement, Digital Media, and 

the New English/Language Arts" 

December/       

January, 2011         
55.4 Elizabeth C. Lewis 

"Friending Atticus Finch:  English 

Teachers' Perspectives on 

Myspace as a Contemporary 

Framework for Literary Analysis" 

September, 

2012        
56.1 Amber M. Simmons 

"Class on Fire:  Using the Hunger 

Games Trilogy to Encourage Social 

Action" 

    JAAL Special Section Articles   

November, 2010 54.3 

Mark Warschauer, 

Kathleen Arada, and 

Binbin Zheng 

"Laptops and Inspired Writing" 

November, 2012 56.3 
Marcelle Haddix and 

Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz 

"Cultivating Digital and Popular 

Literacies as Empowering and 

Emancipatory Acts Among Urban 

Youth" 

Table 4.2: JAAL data set 
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Articles Addressing Digital Technology Use in the ELA Classroom 

On average, 24.5% of all selected English Journal issues addressed secondary ELA 

teachers using digital technologies in their classrooms.  Furthermore, on average, 19% of all 

selected Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature issues addressed secondary ELA teachers 

using digital technologies in their classrooms. Tables 4.3 and 4.4 indicate the percentage of 

articles focused on ELA teachers incorporating digital technologies into their classrooms for 

each journal issue. 

 

English Journal     

Date Issue 
% articles addressing 

digital technologies in 

the ELA classroom 

November, 2008                            
24 entries total (cover to cover)/19 articles total 

98.2 10% 

September, 2009                                    
33 entries total (cover to cover) /26 articles total 

99.1 23% 

May, 2010 (special issue)                   
27 entries total (cover to cover)/ 20 articles total 

99.5 30% 

July, 2010                                       
26 entries total (cover to cover)/ 16 articles total 

99.6 25% 

January, 2011                                  
25 entries total (cover to cover)/18 articles total 100.3 22% 

May, 2011 (special issue)                        
21 entries total (cover to cover)/ 19 articles total 

100.5 21% 

May, 2012 (special issue)                      
22 entries total (cover to cover)/18 articles total 

101.5 39% 

September, 2012                           
23 entries total (cover to cover)/ 19 articles total 

102.1 26% 

Total    25% 

 

Table 4.3: Percentage of EJ articles addressing technology in the ELA classroom 
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JAAL      

Date Issue 
% articles addressing 

digital technologies in 

the ELA classroom 

May, 2008                                      
10 entries total (cover to cover) / 6 articles total 

51.8 17% 

April, 2009                                       
10 entries total (cover to cover) / 9 articles total 

52.7 33% 

February, 2010                              
10 entries total (cover to cover) / 8 articles total 

53.5 25% 

December/January, 2011                    
11 entries total (cover to cover) / 9 articles total 

55.4 11% 

September, 2012                             
14 entries total (cover to cover) / 11 articles total 

56.1 9% 

Total   19% 

 

Coding Scheme 

All articles were coded in two phases using Charmaz’s (2011) “symbolic interactionist 

theoretical perspective,” a process of conducting grounded theory research that takes into 

account the lens of the researcher on data analysis (p. 10).  Charmaz argues: 

Grounded theory serves as a way to learn about the worlds we study and a method for 

developing theories to understand them.  In the classic grounded theory works, Glaser 

and Strauss talk about discovering theory as emerging from data separate from the 

scientific observer.  Unlike their position, I assume that neither data nor theories are 

discovered.  Rather, we are a part of the world we study and the data we collect.  We 

construct our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and 

interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices.  (p. 10) 

Thus, grounded theory allows the researcher to study, analyze, and interpret recurring themes 

prevalent in the data in order to inductively develop a theoretical framework pertaining to the 

topic of investigation (Creswell, 2013).  In this study, the researcher constructed themes as they 

Table 4.4: Percentage of JAAL articles addressing technology in the ELA classroom 
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emerged from the articles purposefully selected in the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy 

and English Journal.  Through the development of themes, the researcher then was able to 

develop a working theory of secondary English Language Arts teachers’ digital technology 

integration efforts in the classroom, which will be discussed at length in Chapter Five.  

First, an initial coding phase was conducted to explore “whatever theoretical 

possibilities” could be found in the data (Charmaz, 2011, p. 47). This initial coding phase was 

conducted both by hand and electronically using the NVivo coding software program.  Second, a 

focused coding phase was conducted to “to synthesize and explain larger segments of data” 

(Charmaz, 2011, p. 57).  The focused coding phase is described as “using the most significant 

and/or frequent earlier codes to shift through large amounts of data” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 57).  

The focused coding phase was conducted using NVivo software as well.  Although coding 

occurred in two phases, the coding process itself was not a linear process.  Rather, coding 

occurred in a recursive fashion, moving from initial coding to focused coding as codes were 

continually compared to other codes in the data (Charmaz, 2011).  The cyclical process of coding 

was complete when codes were “saturated” in the data, a term used in qualitative research to 

describe the point in analysis “when gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical 

insights, nor reveals new properties of these core theoretical categories” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 

113).   

The coding chart includes a list of all emergent preliminary codes from the data sample 

as well as the source frequency (i.e., how many sources included each code) and the reference 

frequency (i.e., how many times each code was found in all data).  Although frequency counts 

illustrate how much, or how often, a code is used, many researchers argue that frequency counts 

place frequency of coding over quality of codes (Creswell, 2013).  Creswell (2013) contends that 

a coding “count conveys that all codes should be given equal emphasis, and it disregards that the 

passages coded may actually represent contradictory views” (p. 185).  However, frequency 

counts of codes do provide a broad (albeit rough) overview of trends being examined, which 

make it worthy of inclusion. 
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Codes Sources References 

Access 13 25 

Assessment 10 32 

Audience Awareness 14 47 

Bridging Literacies 23 109 

Challenges 26 108 

Character Analysis 9 23 

Classroom Extension to Community 18 91 

Convenience 11 27 

English Language Learners 5 61 

Facilitate Discussion 18 52 

Future Preparation 15 23 

High-Stakes Testing 7 10 

Mandated Standards 6 26 

Point of View 13 49 

Remix 9 30 

Scaffolding 19 69 

Sense of Community 8 16 

Solution to Challenges 13 22 

Student as Agent 34 166 

Student Collaboration 24 179 

Student Engagement 21 89 

Student Reading Comprehension 11 25 

Student Reflection 19 54 

Student Research 13 72 

Student Revision 14 48 

Teacher as Facilitator 17 59 

Teacher Partnerships 13 35 

Teacher Reflection 16 68 

Technology Alternatives 4 9 

Technology as Content 2 8 

Technology as Safe Space 5 12 

Textual Diversity 26 137 

Writing 24 147 

 

Table 4.5: Initial Coding Scheme 
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 After initial coding was complete, focused coding was conducted to further analyze the 

initial codes.  According to Charmaz (2011), “[f]ocused coding means using the most significant 

and/or frequent earlier codes to sift through large amounts of data.  Focused coding requires 

decisions about which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize your data 

incisively and completely” (p. 57).  It was also in this stage that certain codes were excluded 

from this particular study due to the lack of “saturation” in the data (Charmaz, 2011; Creswell, 

2013).  It is important to note that the excluded codes were not meaningless; these codes simply 

did not emerge as frequently in the data, which limited the constant comparative method of data 

analysis utilized in grounded theory (Charmaz, 2011; Creswell, 2013).  Table 4.6 illustrates the 

second coding phase, the focused coding.  The colored boxes indicate working themes that were 

being examined with each set of codes. 

Codes 

Student as Agent 

Teacher as Facilitator 

Future Preparation 

Technology as Safe Space 

Student Research 

Bridging Literacies 

Classroom Extension to Community 

Facilitate Discussion 

Student Collaboration 

Scaffolding 

Sense of Community 

Textual 

 Point of View 

Audience Awareness 

Character Analysis 

Student Reflection 

Student Revision 

Student Engagement 

Challenges 

Access 

Assessment 

Solution to Challenges 

Table 4.6: Focused coding scheme with working titles 

Empowerment/Control/Agency 

Connections/Collaboration/Community 

Point of View/Empathy/Perspective 

Problems/Issues/Dilemmas 
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Emergent Themes 

After coding all data using both initial and focused coding strategies (Charmaz, 2011), 

four overarching themes emerged:  1) Power Dynamics, 2) Interconnectedness, 3) Shifting 

Perspectives, and 4) Challenges.  These themes will be identified and examined in depth in the 

following sections.  Themes 1, 2, and 3 address the study’s first subsidiary research question:  

“What are the purposes for secondary English Language Arts teachers’ technology integration 

efforts, as presented in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal?”  

Theme 4 addresses the study’s second subsidiary research question:  “What challenges do 

secondary English Language Arts teachers encounter regarding their technology integration 

efforts, as presented in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal?” All 

of the themes combined provide an answer to the overarching research question:  “What trends 

regarding secondary English Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts in the 

secondary ELA classroom are presented in two key journals in the field, the Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal?” 

Theme I: Power Dynamics 

The first emergent theme, Power Dynamics, refers to secondary ELA teachers 

implementing digital technologies to empower students, both inside as well as outside the 

classroom.  Five codes comprise this theme:  1) Student as Agent, 2) Teacher as Facilitator, 3) 

Technology as Safe Space, and 4) Future Preparation.  In this section, each code in the emergent 

theme of Power Dynamics will be examined to illustrate how they play a role in the overall 

theme’s construction.   
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Student as Agent.  The code, Student as Agent, refers to students taking active, 

participatory roles in their educations.  Rather than passively consuming course material, the 

student as agent is an involved member of the classroom community.  Examples of such 

connections between digital technologies and student agency were prevalent throughout the 

dataset (Chadwick, 2012; Cortez-Riggio, 2011; Dakin et al., 2011; Gardoqui, 2012; Groenke et 

al., 2011; Haddix & Sealey Ruiz, 2012; Moss, Lapp, & O’Shea, 2011).  For instance, in the 

article “Cultivating Digital and Popular Literacies as Empowering and Emancipatory Acts 

Among Urban Youth,”  Haddix & Sealey Ruiz (2012) reflected upon how including digital 

technologies in an urban classroom facilitated students’ sense of empowerment and academic 

freedom/control for a group of students who had continually been marginalized by the education 

system.  Students in Haddix’s class were middle school-aged students participating in a 

mandated summer writing program so they could move to a higher grade in the upcoming fall.  

Haddix purposefully selected myriad forms of literacy to promote in this summer program, 

including digital literacies.  He reflected: 

Figure 4.1: Power dynamics theme 
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A highlight of this institute was my intentional focus on including critical, digital, visual, 

and hip- hop literacies, as well as culturally relevant teaching practices, in an effort to 

achieve positive academic goals for students who were at risk of failing academically and 

who needed to successfully complete the summer institute to advance to the next grade. 

(p. 189) 

This article is organized around a conversation between Haddix, as he reflected on this summer 

writing program, and Sealey-Ruiz, “a literacy and English education scholar who also works 

with adolescent males of color who have been constructed as nonreaders and nonwriters” (p. 

190).  Through this published conversation, both educators reflected upon their experiences 

teaching students who felt marginalized in the education system and the ways they attempted to 

circumvent such marginalization in their teaching practices.  In discussing how he incorporated 

digital technologies to promote student agency in her classes, Haddix contended: 

 . . . through the use of digital tools and popular literacies, it is clear that students are 

empowered to be producers and creators of knowledge within the classroom. When I’ve 

worked with teachers and students in suburban school districts, students are often 

encouraged to use mobile devices for participating in literature circles and discussions, 

writing groups, and other academic tasks. They are encouraged to bring social media and 

digital tools into the classroom and to use them in smart ways.  (p. 190) 

Haddix continued to address the connection he envisioned between digital literacies and student 

empowerment: 

So, in essence, when we talk about using digital literacies and popular culture with black 

and Latino males who are underserved, marginalized, and under constant surveillance, 

we’re talking about using such curricula and pedagogy as a framework for freedom. 

We’re talking about it as a way to empower these young men to rise above 

circumstances.  (p. 191) 
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Sealey-Ruiz echoed Haddix’s belief that incorporating technologies into the classroom served as 

a means of empowering students.  She further questioned the role of the teacher in promoting 

student agency via digital technologies and asked: 

How are we asking teachers to see digital literacies as emancipatory acts? How are we 

asking them to rethink the use of digital literacies and popular culture in ways that offer 

more freedom in the classroom? “Free” is a wonderful way to describe how the young 

men responded to being able to engage with these practices in our program. There was a 

freedom in reworking their stories, naming their stories—labeling “this is where I’m 

from, this is where I’m going.” There was a freedom because it was not the run-of-the-

mill, ordinary way of talking about or constructing one’s narrative. Instead, it was “I can 

use these digital technologies that are a part of who I am in this space.” So, this class 

works to empower students to express who they are, in their own language, and in ways 

that are authentic to them. I think it is the pedagogy and the medium, but mostly the 

mindset of how we approach how they are thinking, composing, and sharing. The 

technology definitely facilitates that, but it is a mindset—a habit of the mind that, even if 

for some reason you are reticent or can’t use these tools in your school, this habit of mind 

needs to be cultivated around being imaginative with your students, whether that means 

the use of photographs, drawings, or other ways to express thinking.  (p. 191) 

In this article, the connections between digital technologies, student identity, and academic 

freedom all appear to play a significant role in students taking ownership in their learning, 

creating a sense of belonging in the classroom, and feeling self-efficacious in their surrounding 

worlds.   

 Digital technologies were also perceived as a means of empowering students inside of the 

classroom as well as outside of the classroom in Cortez-Riggio’s (2011) “The Green Footprint 

Project:  How Middle School Students Inspired Their Community and Raised Their Self-Worth.”  

In this piece, Cortez-Riggio discussed her experiences with a multigenre, interdisciplinary class 

project she created entitled the “Green Footprint” project.  With this assignment, middle school 

students were asked to select an environmental issue in their community they felt strongly about, 
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research the issue, and propose possible solutions.  After a class-wide discussion, students 

decided to look into “air quality outside the school, specifically the carbon emissions produced 

by idling cars” (p. 39).  To further understand this environmental issue, students had to draw 

from their knowledge in science, social studies, and mathematics in order to create feasible, valid 

solutions to the air quality problem.  Groups focused on a range of perspectives related to the 

topic, as discussed by Cortez-Riggio: 

One group of students chose to time individual cars that idled, over a period of three 

school weeks, and convert these data into a carbon foot- print (the amount of carbon 

dioxide emissions produced by an individual) to determine the emissions' impact on air 

quality. Another group researched how carbon emissions in the air affected children's 

breathing, especially those with preexisting lung conditions such as asthma. A different 

group focused on publicity and community awareness. (p. 40) 

Students used digital technologies not only to research the issue but also to learn how schools 

elsewhere addressed the same issue.  Afterwards, Cortez-Riggio (2011) facilitated a student-led 

summit related to the global issue of air quality in the world: 

After reading about students in Bangalore, India, who had organized a bike rally to lessen 

the carbon emissions from buses and cars bringing them to and from school, we decided 

to host our own Global Summit representing five greenhouse-gas-producing countries: 

the United States of America, Canada, Brazil, India, and China. . . . Each group was 

assigned a country and researched the country's current or proposed environment plan for 

the Copenhagen 2009 Global Summit. The groups also researched their country's primary 

manufacturing industry, environmental issues, and population using Web-based research 

as their main resource (pp. 41-42). 

With this assignment, Cortez-Riggio (2011) found that even the quiet students in the class were 

beginning to vocalize their thoughts on the matter.  She quoted one student who stated, “"It's 

hard to agree when you're not only looking out for you, but your whole country and the people 

and kids that live there" (p. 42).  Furthermore, after working on the assignment, students 
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exhibited a need to voice their concerns to their school and took action to do so, according to 

Cortez-Riggio: 

Committing to this idea that the air (and subsequently our Earth) is shared, the students 

wanted their environmental messages to be heard by others. They presented the idea of a 

hosting a "Green Day" at their school to the principal. It was to be entirely organized by 

the students in my class. . . . Following the opening ceremonies, student groups visited 

individual classrooms to show grade-specific environment presentations that they created 

using either Microsoft PowerPoint or the Alice Storytelling program (p. 42). 

As students’ projects were shared with other classes in the school, Cortez-Riggio reflected upon 

the magnitude of impact such a project had on her students, the school, and even the local 

community: 

The audiences connected to these short scenarios and gave positive feedback regarding 

the Green Day events. A local television station and two local newspapers covered this 

event as well. When interviewed by the news reporter about the Green Day assembly and 

our environment project, two students responded, "When we looked out, we knew that 

we really inspired them to start thinking about ways to save our planet." It was evident 

that the students' world was expanding and that this recognition of their project's impact 

on their community was a reflection of a stronger sense of self for each of them. The 

students also knew that this media coverage meant that children and adults in other towns 

would hear their message as well. This class environment project went well beyond the 

school community and gave the students a sense of power that grew from social 

circumstance . . . . Using their own ideas and language use, my students' voices were 

heard . . . . (p. 42) 

As Cortez-Riggio utilized students’ “own ideas and language use” to promote their 

understanding of global issues, she drew upon their familiarities with digital technologies to use 

as vehicles for facilitating research and developing an awareness of air pollution on a global 

scale.  Moreover, digital technologies, including PowerPoint and the Alice storytelling program, 
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were used as a means of encouraging students to vocalize their concerns to their community.  

Although this project could have been conducted without 21
st
 century technologies, students’ use 

of digital technologies allowed them to possess a reliable, educated voice on this issue that 

reached far beyond the classroom walls. 

 The articles presented by Haddix and Sealey-Ruiz (2012) and Cortez-Riggio (2011) 

illustrate how digital technologies were used as catalysts for promoting students’ sense of self-

efficacy in not only the classroom but also the world.  As Cortez-Riggio stated, “[students] 

became more aware of their existence in a larger world and perhaps they even became more 

aware of their future life purposes. They were contributing citizens of their community and the 

world, included in public matters” (p. 42).  According to the data, using digital technologies 

fostered that agency. 

 Teacher as Facilitator.  Just as the data illustrated students exhibiting a greater sense of 

agency in the classroom, secondary ELA teachers reportedly integrated digital technologies into 

their classrooms as a way to create a more democratic teaching environment by decentering 

authority (Gibbons, 2010; Rish & Caton, 2011; Zenkov & Harmon, 2009).  For instance, in an 

elective high school English class entitled “Swords & Spaceships,” Caton (2011) created an 

assignment calling for students to collaboratively create their own fantasy world though images 

and narrative, a world students entitled “Erstellen” (Rish & Caton, 2011).  In this project, one 

student, Roger, asserted a strong leadership role in the project, which allowed Caton to act more 

as a peer to students in the classroom.  In Rish & Caton’s co-authored article, “Building Fantasy 

Worlds Together with Collaborative Writing:  Creative, Social, and Pedagogical Challenges,” 

Caton commented on his role as teacher facilitator: 

As Roger’s social role in the project developed into an unofficial leadership position, I 

began to reconsider my own role as a teacher in the Swords & Spaceships classroom. I 

attempted to alter my social role as teacher to a collaborator rather than an authority 

figure. I wrote along with the students; however, contrary to my previous experiences in 

which I would compose writing with students to use as an exemplar for them, my writing 

for the Building Worlds project was merely another part of the atmosphere of Erstellen. 
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Some students took up my ideas, others did not.  Likewise, I worked with some of their 

ideas and not others. (Rish & Caton, 2011, p. 26)  

Caton also noted students’ reactions to his altered role in the class and further examined this 

shifting dynamic: 

The students seemed to pick up on my shift in social role. I conducted a survey mid-

semester that included a question asking if students saw me as a teacher, co-creator, 

guide, or project leader. The majority of students reported seeing me as either a co-

creator or a guide. Through coordinated authorship, I took the opportunity to affirm and 

validate students’ ideas and writing in a completely new way. For some students in the 

class, writing fantasy fiction that other students would read was a social risk. Rather than 

simply saying, “Hey, I really like that idea,” I took it one step further, saying, “Hey, I like 

your idea so much I’d like to use it in my own writing.” In this way, students’ writing 

(and my own) was considered not only an individual product but also a contribution to a 

larger, shared project. (Rish & Caton, 2011, p. 26) 

Caton’s reflection provides insight into what happened to his students when power structures 

were shifted in the classroom.  Rather than the value of students’ writing being placed upon 

teacher acceptance and approval, students determined the value, or worth, of their peers’ writings 

through personal interest, ingenuity, or overall fit into the larger story of Erstellan created by the 

class. 

However, decentering the classroom did not mean that the teacher presence was 

completely removed.  Rather, the presence of the teacher had become transfigured, as further 

discussed by Caton: 

Early in the project, I often used the wiki’s discussion board to point out potential 

conflicts and broker possible collaborative writing opportunities. As the project 

progressed and the world of Erstellen began to develop, students increasingly acted as 

continuity editors, clearing up conflicts not only in what was actually written on the wiki 
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but also in what they intended with their writing or ideas . . . . (Rish & Caton, 2011, p. 

23) 

In this instance, Caton reportedly acted more as a “broker” in the classroom, guiding students 

toward collaboration when needed.   

The data also illustrated that teachers used their facilitator roles to model learning 

strategies for students (Bailey & Carroll, 2010; Lapp & Fisher, 2009; Moss, Lapp, & O’Shea, 

2011; Ruzich & Canan, 2010).  For instance, Mary O’Shea (2011) used think-aloud protocols to 

help students who were English language learners better understand Shakespeare.  This is 

addressed in Moss, Lapp, & O’Shea’s (2011) article, “Tiered Texts:  Supporting Knowledge and 

Language Learning for English Learners and Struggling Readers”: 

Before moving to this text [Mary] places her target text Romeo and Juliet on the 

document camera and explains, “When I want to read a new text like Romeo and Juliet 

that has language that I might not know, I first read a less difficult text that uses more 

familiar language.” Then removing Romeo and Juliet from the document camera and in 

its place showing William Shakespeare and the Globe, she continues, “I like to read an 

introductory text like this before I begin to read Romeo and Juliet because it gives me a 

basic knowledge about the history and society, introduces me to the language, and helps 

me to compare life today with life back then. I think you’ll enjoy reading this with me.” 

As she reads aloud, Mary invites students to compare and contrast life now with life 

during that era and models the uses of Shakespearean words and phrases to introduce the 

vocabulary. Pausing after having interactively shared several pages, Mary says, “As I’m 

reading this book I’m realizing that it is giving me some good information about 

Shakespeare’s life and plays. I’m also learning interesting background information about 

what life was like when he lived, such as living conditions, laws, entertainment, or 

customs. I hope this is happening for you too. Take a few minutes to share with a partner 

some things you’re noticing about how your life would have been different back then. 

Try to use the language. Then we will record these on a class chart.” (p. 56) 
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O’Shea’s think-aloud process reportedly helped students who were unfamiliar with the 

conventions of English language delve into Shakespeare by using prior existing knowledge, peer 

collaboration, and self-reflection, to name a few.  Rather than directly stating to students how to 

read the text, O’Shea acted as a model, or guide, to reading such a text.   

 The role of teacher facilitator is an ongoing process of balancing power dynamics, as 

evidenced by the comment made by high school English teacher Carroll (2010) in Bailey & 

Carroll’s “Motivating Students’ Research Skills and Interests through a Multimodal, Multigenre 

Research Project”: 

I strive to find a balance between allowing students to create their own path of inquiry 

and providing the guidance they need to juggle all the parys of the research process as 

they read and write for information. (Bailey & Carroll, 2010, p. 80) 

However, digital technologies have reportedly enabled teachers to further continue the ongoing 

process of decentering the classroom, as seen through the use of multi-authored, student-created 

works, visual aids for whole-class explanation, and even through encouraging students to create 

research and writing tasks that are personally engaging to them.  Although digital technologies 

were not necessary for decentering authority in the classroom, the data suggests that technologies 

fostered a more collaborative, student-centered space that allowed teachers to guide students 

along their educational journeys  

Technology as Safe Space.  The code, Technology as Safe Space, refers to teachers 

using digital technologies to create spaces for students to voice their opinions and/or writings in 

safe, nonjudgmental yet helpful environments.  For example, in Gibbons’ (2010) article, 

“Collaborating Like Never Before:  Reading and Writing through a Wiki,” high school English 

teacher Gibbons created a class wiki to help his students “feel more at home discussing ideas and 

helping each other write papers” (p. 35).  In using this wiki, Gibbons (2010) found that “[o]n the 

wiki, students fell into their comfort zone [sic] and were more willing to share and contribute” to 

each other’s writing (p. 36).  In terms of fostering student feedback and revision, Gibbons (2010) 

noted that the wiki provided anonymity for students critiquing their peers’ papers, which allowed 
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students to comment more honestly on drafts.  He stated, “[a]nonymously, students had whole 

conversations on the wiki that eliminated the fear of upsetting a friend by suggesting that that 

friend rewrite large portions of his or her paper” (p. 36).  In addition, the wiki permitted the more 

reserved students to participate in the class in a less stressful manner, according to Gibbons:  

“[the wiki] allows students who are typically hesitant when chiming in on class discussions to 

have a voice and have their opinions heard” (p. 39).   

Regarding the use of digital technologies to not only foster students’ reading skills but 

also create safe environments for doing so, Ruzich & Canan (2010) found that their summer 

virtual book club assignment impacted students in a tremendous way.  In Ruzich & Canan’s 

(2010) “Computers, Coffee Shops, and Classrooms: Promoting Partnerships and Fostering 

Authentic Discussion,” they discussed students’ responses to the digital summer book club 

project: 

[The students] noted that the collaborative exchange of ideas had helped them not only to 

enjoy the reading more but also to understand the book better because "it allowed me to 

talk about how I actually felt about the book rather than what I thought was right or 

important to the teacher" and because "You're not embarrassed asking stupid questions to 

your friends . . . . With essays and formal reports, you never really feel secure with what 

you've read." Student transcripts and evaluations of the assignment reminded us that 

when we create contexts and assignments in which students feel secure, they respond 

with authenticity that is more interesting to them and exactly what most teachers would 

label as "right" and "important."  (p. 65). 

Ruzich & Canan further reported that their students’ feedback helped them understand how 

technology created a space for students to grapple with texts in real, personal ways without fear 

of penalty or ‘getting it wrong’: 

With our students' help, we were able to see that it wasn't the technology itself that had 

produced more motivated readers, but that the technology's facilitation of virtual 
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conversations freed students to trust their own responses and their friends' reactions to 

help them find meanings that were relevant to their lives. (p.65) 

According to Ruzich & Canan, the technology itself was not what directly led students to feel 

safe to voice their opinions; however, the technology provided a means for students to have such 

open conversations.  As a result, students reportedly began “to trust their own responses,” 

allowing them  to take greater stakes in their educations (p. 65). 

Future Preparation.  Future Preparation refers to secondary ELA teachers 

incorporating digital technologies into their classrooms to help students become better prepared 

for the future.  This code was found in Cortez-Riggio’s (2011) aforementioned article regarding 

the “Green Footprint” project.  Reflecting upon what she hoped her students had taken from the 

assignment, Cortez-Riggio stated that “[t]he students learned to position themselves differently 

because of the Green Footprint Project. They became more aware of their existence in a larger 

world and perhaps they even became more aware of their future life purposes” (p. 43).  In 

addition, Sewell & Denton (2011) argued that their decisions to include multimodal projects in 

their secondary ELA classroom were partly based on students’ future literacy demands in the 21
st
 

century.  They stated: 

we recognize that not all of our students are proficient in multi-modality . . . ; thus, they 

need training as well as access to technology to become competitive in the workforce on 

graduation from high school. (p. 61) 

This concern over preparing students for the world after high school was also prevalent 

with Ruzich & Canan (2010), who asked, “[h]ow do high schools' curricular and pedagogical 

choices prepare students to meet university expectations? And just what are those expectations?” 

(p. 66).  Furthermore, Potash & Oxford (2010) argued that “[w]ith an emphasis on 21st-century 

skills, teachers must help their students prepare for life after high  

School” (p. 22).  Based on the data for this study, secondary ELA teachers turned to digital 

technologies as a means of effectively preparing their students to be successful after their classes.    
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 The emergent theme, Power Dynamics, was created by the following codes: Student as 

Agent, Teacher as Facilitator, Technology as Safe Space, Future Preparation, and Writing.  

Together, these codes illustrate how secondary ELA teachers used digital technologies to 

reconfigure power and control in the classroom.  It is important to note that all of these codes are 

inter-related to some extent, as evidenced in the reciprocal relationship existing between the 

Student as Agent and Teacher Facilitation codes:  when teachers reportedly shifted their roles in 

the classroom and placed more agency in the hands of students, students reportedly began to 

appropriate a more empowered, active, and engaged persona in the classroom.  Likewise, 

students reportedly felt more in control when the technologies were seen as safe, non-judgmental 

learning environments.  Although each code is addressed separately, they are all very much 

intertwined with each other. 

Theme II:  Interconnectedness 

The second emergent theme, Interconnectedness, refers to secondary ELA teachers 

incorporating digital technologies as a means of 1) bridging students’ out-of-class literacies to 

the classroom, 2) connecting students via collaboration, 3) connecting texts to other texts to 

foster students’ reading comprehension and textual analysis skills, and 4) focusing on the 

importance of community, both inside the ELA classroom as well as outside.  The term 

Interconnectedness was deliberately selected for this theme to illustrate the reciprocal 

connections, and the action of reciprocity that occurs, when such connections occur in the 

classroom.  For instance, students become connected via collaboration, while collaboration is 

predicated upon students’ connections.  In this section, each code will be examined individually 

to illustrate how they play a role in the overall theme of Interconnectedness.   



70 

 

 

 

Bridging Literacies.  The code, Bridging Literacies, refers to secondary ELA teachers 

using digital technologies to bridge students’ out-of-school literacies to the classroom.  One such 

source to address Bridging Literacies was Zenkov & Harmon (2009) in “Picturing a Writing 

Process:  Photovoice and Teaching Writing to Urban Youth.”  In this piece, self-identified 

“veteran urban English teachers” Zenkov & Harmon (2009) explained that connecting students’ 

literacies to the classroom was at the core of their “Through Students’ Eyes” class project, 

“which uses a ‘photovoice’ method to allow middle and high school students of diverse 

backgrounds and living in poverty to document via photographs and accompanying reflections 

what they believe are the purposes of school, the supports for their school success, and the 

barriers to their school achievement” (p. 575).  With this project, Zenkov & Harmon (2009) used 

an unorthodox visual-based approach to writing by asking students to capture their lived realities 

via photography and connect them to their classroom writing tasks.  They provided a rationale 

for this assignment: 

Figure 4.2: Interconnectedness theme 
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While many teachers may believe that we are helping youth by not engaging with these 

real-world issues as writing topics, these young people are already considering these on a 

minute-by-minute basis. Our students’ images often allowed them to write more readily 

about these concerns.  (p. 579) 

Zenkov & Harmon (2009) further argued that incorporating photography into the classroom, in a 

sense, validated their students and allowed them to feel that they were not only accepted into the 

academic classroom, but also welcomed.  Zenkov & Harmon asserted: 

These youths observed that teachers often discount their out-of-school activities when 

these might be starting points for meaningful teacher–student interactions and writing 

instruction. Adolescents disclosed that literacy activities with explicit relevance for 

settings beyond the school walls promote their school achievement, and having their out-

of-school identities honored by classroom pursuits buttresses their school engagement.  

(p. 579) 

Zenkov & Harmon concluded by explaining that bridging students’ out-of-school literacies to the 

classroom could further enable them to see value in classroom assignments and tasks: 

It seems reasonable, then, that if English teachers listened to students about their out- of-

school lives, these youth might listen to us about the literacy tasks we are assigning. And 

if we organized our instruction around these more inclusive and responsive structures, 

over a more extended period of interactions, then they might listen to us about the 

importance of their writing efforts.  (p. 583) 

Similar to Zenkov & Harmon (2009), Ajayi (2009) observed a teacher who used students’ cell 

phones as a means of connecting them to class writing activities and textual analyses.  This class 

was primarily comprised of English language learners and had difficulty adopting academic 

discourse into their own writing.  Ajayi (2009) argued that using cell phones to connect students 

to the classroom was predicated upon students’ attachments to their phones: 
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Each lesson started by activating the students’ background knowledge. For example, 

students voluntarily shared with the class their experiences of advertisements they 

watched on TV or read in newspapers. During preteaching interviews, the participants 

commented on their cellular phones. Eighty-three percent of the students had cellular 

phones with them at school. Each student had a unique phone with stylish and 

personalized features such as ring tones, graphics displays on color screens, colored 

covers, various brands, carriers, accessories, animated icons, and personalized services. 

For these students, cellular phones seemed to be a symbol of self-identity and a tool of 

individuation. When the teacher asked why they needed cellular phones, they said that 

their phones helped them to keep in contact with their parents, peers, and the world at 

large. They also indicated that they downloaded their favorite music and images, played 

video games, took photographs, sent text messages, and logged on to the Internet.  (p. 

589) 

After students discussed their own attachments to their cell phones, the teacher then presented a 

cell phone advertisement for students to analyze and discuss.  Students then were asked “to make 

a big drawing to represent his or her understanding of the advertisement text and write 

approximately five sentences to explain the drawing” (p. 589).  One student drew an image of a 

red police car driving on the street, to which he explained: 

 . . . that his mom bought him a cell phone to call 911 (the emergency number) in case of 

any danger. In his written description of the drawing, the student wrote: “cell phone will 

help me get help if I am in trouble.” Another student asked why the police car was 

colored red. The presenter explained that he used red to denote Blood—the name of the 

most notorious gang in the neighborhood. The student seemed to use the cellular phone 

advertisement to represent the issues of violence and survival in his community 

simultaneously. (p. 590) 

After this exchange, Ajayi reflected upon this one student’s drawing and written response: 
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In this case, the student reflected and situated the meaning of the cellular phone 

advertisement within his own experiences of life in the inner city of Los Angeles where 

children and their parents lived in constant fear of gang violence. . . . This suggests that 

adolescents do not uncritically consume messages of advertisements; rather, they 

interpret and fashion meanings that match their interests and identities. (p. 590) 

By incorporating cell phones into the classroom, Ajayi (2009) found that students used their own 

life experiences to connect with, and understand, texts—both inside as well as outside of the 

classroom.  Ajayi (2009) concluded the article with a call for teachers to further include students’ 

lives and interests into their classrooms: 

Teachers need to relate their teaching materials to the life skills, social interests, and 

applications of multimodal texts as contemporary and important text types in English- 

language learners’ lives (Ajayi, 2008). In this way, teachers will align their classroom 

practices with how adolescents define themselves. (p. 594) 

Incorporating digital technologies into the classroom is one way secondary ELA teachers have 

begun “align[ing] their practices with how adolescents define themselves,” as evidenced by this 

study’s data (Ajayi. 2009, p. 594). 

Collaboration.  In addition to connecting students’ out-of-class literacies and lives to the 

classroom, secondary ELA teachers discussed integrating digital technologies into the classroom 

to foster student collaboration (Cortez-Riggio, 2011; Doerr-Stevens et al., 2011; Kitsis, 2008;  

Potash & Oxford, 2010; Rish & Caton, 2011; Ruzich & Canan, 2010; Shamburg & Craighead, 

2009; Tharp, 2010; Warschauer et al., 2010).  For instance, in Doerr-Stevens, Beach, & Boeser’s 

(2011) “Using Online Role-Play to Promote Collaborative Argument and Collective Action,” 

high school English teacher Elizabeth Boeser used online role-playing activities in her class to 

facilitate class discussions and interactions.  These role-playing activities were created for 

students to address the strict Internet restrictions imposed upon the school, a problem that 

students were increasingly becoming aware of and angry about.  Students chose different stances 

on the issue, researched evidence to support or confirm their stances, and presented this material 
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in the form of an online discussion using the class’s Ning site. The online role-playing 

discussions were organized to not only allow students a space to discuss the issue, but also to 

provide a pertinent issue that students could research, discuss, and debate with their peers: 

Students then formulated their arguments over a three-week period through a series of 

postings on the Ning discussion forum. Students developed their arguments through 

posting forum entries, comments, claims, and evidence about the issue as a means to 

interact with other role-play personas. These comments and claims were then affirmed or 

challenged by other role-play participants, who then incorporated these ideas into their 

own claims, starting the process of verification over again. This repeated process of 

claim-verification-incorporation led to a continual building of knowledge about the topic 

through sharing of arguments, evidence, and reasoning via online sources.  (p. 35) 

Through these exchanges, students refined their opinions through further research and debate, 

formed alliances with others in the class who held similar stances on the issue, and learned how 

to discuss controversial issues with peers in productive, respectful manners regardless of stance.  

As a result of these exchanges, students felt they had not only learned about the complicated 

issue of Internet access at their school but they also began to understand others’ varied 

perspectives on the issue (p. 35).  Reflecting upon her students’ experiences in the online role-

playing activity, Elizabeth argued that such assignments provided students with a repertoire of 

communication skills and abilities that would prove beneficial in today’s world.  She stated: 

Through participating in these online collaborative argumentation activities, students 

consider multiple perspectives in ways that enhance their use of argumentative strategies. 

This collaboration promotes a deeper understanding of how issues can be addressed 

through sharing knowledge and lead to solutions to problems.  This ability to problem 

solve both collaboratively and at times virtually is essential for 21st-century 

communications. (pp. 38-39) 

Similar to the observations made in Elizabeth Boeser’s class (Doerr-Stevens et al., 2011), Bailey 

& Carroll (2010) discussed the purposes for, and benefits of, student collaboration in the 
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construction of multimodal, multi-genre research projects.  These projects were created in 

Carroll’s high school freshman English course as a means of bringing new literacies to the 

traditional research project.  Carroll’s purposes for such a revision of the research paper stemmed 

from her (then) new understanding of what new literacies were and how they functioned in the 

classroom sphere.  Carroll stated: 

I restructured my thought processes into a new literacy curriculum and re-envisioned my 

daily activities, discussions, and projects through a new literacies lens using 

multimodality, inquiry, situated knowledge, dialogism and collaboration, creating a 

whole new world for not only my students but myself as a teacher. My multi-genre 

research project was an outcome of this paradigm shift. (p. 79) 

Carroll’s transformation of the research paper was reportedly a gradual, ongoing process—one 

that started at the beginning of the school: 

 . . . unlike some classrooms where multimodal activities or technology-driven projects 

are "dropped" into largely traditional literary study or skills development as a way to 

motivate or engage students, Kristen builds students' knowledge of multimodal language 

and their dialogic and inquiry-based skills on a daily basis, right along with their more 

traditional language skills and communicative arts. (p. 79) 

Student collaboration began through class-wide and small-group discussions, which then melded 

into student-centered conversations about their research projects.  Carroll specifically recalled 

one student who had found some interesting information on his research topic pertaining to Ray 

Charles.  She noted: 

Dale was researching Ray Charles and came across mention of the musician's addiction 

to heroin. He wanted to know more about this type of addiction, so he began an inquiry 

into the topic of heroin addiction-the causes, the effects, and the treatments. This type of 

inquiry spread around the class as the students shared the ways they were connecting with 

their researched facts. Typically, they immerse themselves in their topics, and they 
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quickly realize that the journey through the research is just as important as the final 

product. (p. 82) 

This example illustrates how students dialogued with their peers to better understand both their 

research and the process of conducting such research.  Carroll found such dialogue to be critical 

in fostering a community of student researchers in her classroom: 

[Students] become so interested in the journey that they are willing to learn the skills 

necessary to take them where they want to go. The multimodal, multi-genre research 

project is no exception. Students eagerly share with one another and then turn in 

interesting, often complex projects that include traditionally written, well-documented 

research papers as just one part of a fascinating portfolio of work that examines a 

researched topic from many perspectives and presents findings in interesting and creative 

formats.  (p. 85) 

As indicated by both Bailey & Carroll (2010) and Doerr-Stevens et al. (2011), digital 

technologies played a major role in fostering student collaboration in the ELA classroom.  

Though not the only examples of collaboration in this study’s dataset, these two provide 

representative samples of how secondary ELA teachers utilized digital technologies to promote 

student collaboration. 

Bridging Texts.  The Bridging Texts code refers to secondary ELA teachers using digital 

technologies as a means of bridging texts to more difficult ones.  Through such bridging, 

students not only comprehended texts better, but they also learned how a text’s genre could alter 

its meaning, performance, and even interpretation.  This can seen in Shamburg & Craighead’s 

(2009) article, “Shakespeare, Our Digital Native.”  In using digital technologies to connect to 

more difficult texts, Shamburg & Craighead (2009) discussed their experiences with 

incorporating multiple technologies to help students better comprehend, and connect to, two 

popularly-taught Shakespearean works: 

In the two projects we describe in this article, students are taking Shakespeare’s drama 

and using technology to create original content. In the first activity, Romeo and Juliet 
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Movies, students make original videos that combine their performances from Romeo and 

Juliet with popular movies and songs. In the second activity, Audio Macbeth, students 

create audio plays from Macbeth, enacting voices and adding a variety of music and 

sound effects.  (p. 74)  

From these projects, Shamburg & Craighead (2009) noted that students’ understandings of 

Shakespeare and his works’ relevance to their lives were greatly enhanced.  They stated: 

In Romeo and Juliet Movies students were given scenes and lines and then a series of 

handouts that scaffolded them to consider the appropriate actions and ways to story- 

board the lines and actions as they mixed them with their music and movies. In Audio 

Macbeth students were planning, rehearsing, and then rerecording their readings of the 

text. They were discussing where lines would go, where pauses would allow sound 

effects, and what kind of affect and emotion to add to the characters’ portrayals. Students 

were always concerned with the words in action and in context.  (p. 75) 

By bringing the plays to life, students were delving into character analysis, connecting mood to 

plot, and recreating scenes from their own points-of-view.  In other words, these plays were 

recreated through the eyes of the students.  Shamburg & Craighead (2009) further discussed the 

ways students made Shakespeare even more relevant to their lives: 

In both projects students appropriated digital content from other sources and remixed it 

with their interpretations of Shakespeare. In Romeo and Juliet Movies students chose 

movies from different genres to use as the backdrop for the staging of their scenes: 

examples include Star Wars, Happy Gilmore, Fight Club, and Twilight. Students used 

movie trailers from the Internet; the trailers provided a nice variety of scenes and are 

rated as appropriate for all audiences. (p. 77) 

These two projects were created to help students not only understand Shakespearean works but 

also to encourage students’ 21st
 century literacies in the classroom.  Shamburg & Craighead 

(2009) concluded their article by reflecting upon their experiences of encouraging students to use 

digital technologies to recreate Shakespeare:  
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Connecting the values of performance and the trends of digital culture can turn 

Shakespeare into a Trojan horse—a deceptively simple concept that can be filled with 

powerful ideas. These two projects embody the principles of new literacies, participatory 

culture, and remix, principles that are powerful ideas for understanding Shakespeare and 

for becoming literate in the early part of the 21st century. (p. 77) 

While Shamburg & Craighead (2009) incorporated technologies as a means of better 

understanding difficult texts, Dockter, Haug & Lewis (2010) incorporated technologies to foster 

specific skills students will need in the 21
st
 century.  In a hybrid English/History course at an 

urban school, Dockter, Haug, & Lewis (2010) used film production techniques to bridge these 

skills to the classroom.  In “Redefining Rigor:  Critical Engagement, Digital Media, and the New 

English/Language Arts,” they described the course units as the following: 

. . . the process for each unit was similar. Students first accessed multiple media texts 

and genres, which served as examples. Second, students critically analyzed those texts for 

how technical elements positioned viewers to believe, feel, or think in certain ways. 

Often, these discussions engaged students around controversial topics such as corporate 

ethics or racial representations. Finally, students created, shared, and reflected on their 

own media projects. Each aspect of this curriculum provided a scaffold for technical, 

artistic, and critical thinking skills, and focused on deep knowledge with the intention of 

developing a complex intellectual base for the culminating project of the year: the 

documentary film.  (p. 419) 

It is interesting to note that while Shamburg & Craighead (2009) used technologies to better 

understand more difficult texts, Dockter, Haug, & Lewis (2010) used technologies to better 

understand technologies.  Furthermore, Dockter, Haug, & Lewis (2010) encouraged other 

teachers to bring technologies, both in utilization and analysis, to the forefront of the classroom.  

They argued: 

Given an increasingly visual and global culture, young people need to develop the 

capacity for critical citizenship so that they can “read” the linguistic, visual, and aural 
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signs and symbols that inundate their lives, public and private. Preliminary findings from 

our study indicate the need for curricula in urban English classrooms that actively involve 

students in the production of knowledge through complex literacy tasks such as— 

 Critical analysis of media related to students’ identity negotiations  

 Digital media production for authentic audiences of peers and adults in the 

community  

 Patterns of classroom interaction to communicate high expectations and 

accountability to classroom community  

 Detailed and rigorous feedback at critical moments to support student 

learning and self- efficacy 

Each of these must be accompanied by new definitions of what counts as text and new 

ways of responding using digital tools.  (p. 420) 

As evidenced by these two examples, the Bridging Texts code illustrates the complex ways 

secondary ELA teachers bring digital technologies into the classroom to foster students’ 

comprehension with difficult, and seemingly irrelevant, texts.  Furthermore, such technologies 

are being studied in the classroom to help students better grasp how technologies relate to their 

perceptions, learning, and habits of mind—both inside as well as outside the classroom. 

Community.  The Community code refers to secondary ELA teachers using digital 

technologies to establish a connection within the classroom community as well as move past the 

classroom to extend to surrounding communities.  In “‘What is This Thing Called a Vook?:  

Using Skeleton Creek to Transform Students’ Reading Experiences In (and Out of) School,” 

Groenke et al. (2011) discussed how the multi-platform “Vook”, or “video-book,” entitled 

Skeleton Creek, could keep students engaged in reading (p. 105).  With regards to creating a 

sense of community in the classroom, Groenke et al. believed that the multi-platform aspect of 

the text created a community of readers within the classroom: 

We bought one class set of the novel, read it aloud to students, and accessed the websites 

on a class computer . . . . This, we believe, encouraged a social, communal feeling toward 
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the reading activity--a feeling that literary researchers explain draws young people online. 

As students ventured online at home to read more about Skeleton Creek, they returned to 

the classroom eager to share what they found, and we let them, adding their findings to 

our collective knowledge about the book and its mystery. In these small ways, Skeleton 

Creek certainly seemed to help bridge the digital divide between us and our students. (p. 

107) 

According to Groenke et al., students’ overall engagement in the multi-platform Skeleton Creek 

text created a communal atmosphere of readers.  As indicated in the above excerpt, such effect 

was welcomed in the classroom. 

Another example of secondary ELA teachers creating a sense of community in the 

classroom can be seen in McManus’s (2012) “Logging In:  Connecting with Students Online.”  

In this article, McManus addressed how online ELA classes could create communities of diverse 

students with different backgrounds hoping to reach the same goal: 

My students are scattered across the state, but in our virtual classroom we are united in 

one place with a common goal. The students’ reasons for attending school online are as 

diverse as the students themselves: gifted students seeking AP courses not offered in their 

local districts; students who have dropped out after becoming pregnant; working students 

who have to help support their families in these tough economic times. One student is a 

professional dancer, attending online classes while on the road pursuing her dream. 

Another student dropped out after being bullied by his classmates. There are students 

who are caring for their sick parents and students caring for their newborns. Several have 

been disengaged from their traditional high school, but all the students have one goal in 

common: the dream of earning their high school diploma.  (pp. 102-103) 

McManus believed that creating this online community of learners helped students engage with 

their learning in meaningful ways.  She further opined that using an online platform was one way 

to “reach” students who had been neglected by “traditional school systems” (p. 103).  She 

argued: 
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Accepting the disengagement of students from traditional school systems is not an option. 

The high school dropout rate is not merely a disheartening statistic. It is a startling wake-

up call that something is not working in our schools. Online learning has the potential to 

reach students with a personalized education. This generation of students has only known 

a world with the Internet, social media, and instant communication. Why not use these 

tools to reengage students and promote a merging of digital literacies with traditional 

school curricula?  (p. 103) 

As evidenced by both Groenke et al. and McManus, digital technologies have demonstrated 

innovative ways of establishing an engaged community of learners. 

In creating a sense of community that extends past the classroom walls and into 

surrounding communities, Jewett (2011) drew from her school’s regional culture to create 

environmentally-minded assignments for her 9
th

 grade ELA class.  In “Between Dreams and 

Beasts:  Four Precepts for Green English Teaching,” Jewett explained: 

I've . . . brought the outside in through large interdisciplinary projects using local 

environmental and social justice issues. In Albuquerque, this has involved investigating 

local topics such as New Mexico land grants (i.e., land and water rights issues stemming 

from Spanish and Mexican grants made to His- panic and Native American New 

Mexicans), the Rio Grande River, Navaho Code Talkers, the Manhattan Project and 

Trinity site, the Pueblo Revolt, Bureau of Indian Affairs government schools, and so on. 

These projects involve research, interviews with affiliated community members, and 

"going public" in the form of short documentary films or other digital media 

presentations.  (p. 35). 

Jewett recalled two students who worked with teachers and professors from other disciplines as 

well as people from various cultures to ensure the accurateness and relevance of their 

documentaries: 

This year a student completed a documentary on the local effects of climate change. She 

interviewed an environmental scientist from the University of New Mexico, and we 
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worked with her Earth Science teacher to ensure she got the content right. Another 

student made a film about the Navaho Long Walk. He interviewed family members on 

the reservation to re-create the story. Both students showcased these films with me at a 

local conference on pedagogy and popular culture this past spring.  (p. 35) 

Such projects as the one described by Jewett emphasized how classrooms could become spaces 

to address community/real world issues.  Moreover, such projects reportedly taught students how 

to navigate such issues and affect change in the real world.   

In extending the classroom to the larger world, Potash (2009) and Oxford (2009) both 

discussed their experiences connecting their classrooms to other classrooms around the world 

using digital technologies.  Using the Bread Loaf Teach Network, Bulgarian teacher Potash 

discussed her experiences collaborating online with Heather Lindemann’s classroom in 

Washington, D.C. in her article, “Partner Classrooms:  Linking Bulgaria and Washington, D.C.”  

Potash explained this experience: 

The Bread Loaf Teacher Network connects classes across the world—urban and rural, East 

Coast and West Coast, American, African, Indian, and European.  This year my 

Bulgarian tenth graders will join Cesar Chavez charter school in Washington, DC, via the 

Web, connected through Gmail, Blogger, and goodwill.   

The Chavez eleventh graders, taught by Heather Lindenman, will exchange ideas about 

their homes, values, and beliefs with my students here in Sofia. Both classes will pursue 

the topic of identity—imagining, reading, exploring, and ultimately sharing themselves 

with each other.  In unique situations with different curricular needs, they’ll connect 

through basic inquiry: What makes them who they are? 

Using cell-phone photos, emails, and our exchange blog, Heather’s students will discover 

the world of Mladost 4, a neighborhood at the edge of Sofia, Bulgaria, on the spreading 

skirts of Mount Vitosha. My students will find out what it means to live in urban DC and 

attend a school focused on social change. As they share their thoughts on shifting cultural 
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norms and expressions of identity, the students will create community across an ocean.  

(p. 22) 

Similarly, Oxford (2009) used online social networking platforms to extend her senior English 

classroom to the university.  In “Collaboration Between High School and College Teachers,” she 

stated: 

My high school seniors enrolled in a dual-credit English class in a rural community have 

the opportunity to engage in a dialogue about writing with graduate students who live 

four hours away.  Using a social network, my students post their writing and receive 

feedback from several graduate students. In addition, students participate in a face-to-face 

webcam conference, which is set up to have a college-writing-center feel to it.  (pp. 22-

23) 

Oxford further discussed the value of such collaborations: 

As we encourage students to take risks in their writing, we should not be afraid to take 

risks in our teaching. Becoming a part of a collaborative team has not only helped my 

students grow, but it has also helped me grow as a teacher, learning new ways to 

incorporate technology such as social networks, blogs, and webcams. Leaving the 

isolation that often accompanies the teaching world, particularly in a rural community, 

has also been fulfilling. (p. 23) 

In both instances, Potash and Oxford reportedly used digital technologies to extend their 

classrooms to other academic environments in the world.  Furthermore, while Groenke et al. 

(2011) discussed how technologies facilitate a sense of community within the classroom walls, 

McManus (2012) argued that technology could help wall-less classrooms feel like communal 

spaces.  Moreover, Jewett (2011) focused on how digital technologies could be used to learn 

more about one’s surrounding communities.  In each article, community appeared to be a 

common thread. 
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The emerging theme of Interconnectedness was comprised of the following codes:  

Bridging Literacies, Collaboration, Bridging Texts, Community, and Writing.   Similar to the 

previous theme, Power Dynamics, the codes that comprise the Interconnectedness theme are 

overlapping in many instances.  For instance, articles from the data set described Bridging Texts 

as a way of tapping into students’ out-of-school literacies (i.e. Bridging Literacies).  

Furthermore, articles addressed how Collaboration created a stronger sense of Community in the 

classroom.  This overlap is important to note in that it speaks to the inherent connections among 

texts, individuals, and contexts that comprise definitions of literacy (Gee, 2003).   

Theme III:  Shifting Perspectives 

The theme entitled Shifting Perspectives refers to secondary ELA teachers utilizing 

digital technologies in the classroom to foster students’ understanding of multiple viewpoints and 

opinions, including their own.  This theme emerged from the following codes:  1) Point of View, 

2) Revision, 3) Reflection, and 4) Engagement.  These codes will be discussed in the following 

sections. 

 

Figure 4.3: Shifting perspectives theme 
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Point of View.   The code, Point of View, refers to secondary ELA teachers 

incorporating digital technologies into their classrooms to help students understand varied 

perspectives from their own.  Three major perspectives were repeatedly found in the data set:  1) 

the perspective of an outside audience during writing tasks, 2) the perspective of peers in the 

class during class discussions, and 3) the perspective of characters during reading and 

interpreting assigned texts.   Secondary ELA teachers reportedly used digital technologies as one 

means of bringing awareness to each of the three perspectives listed.  For instance, in Phegley & 

Oxford’s (2010) “Cross-Level Collaboration: Students and Teachers Learning from Each Other,” 

high school English teacher, Oxford,  partnered with pre-service teacher educator, Phegley, to 

help high school student writers understand audience awareness while providing pre-service 

English teachers opportunities to work one-on-one with student writers.  Phegley & Oxford 

created an online writing exchange between the high school writers and pre-service teachers 

using online discussion boards and web cameras.  In this exchange, Oxford’s high school 

students submitted their written drafts to Phegley’s pre-service teachers for feedback and 

response.  Oxford explained her rationale for wanting her high school writers to write for an 

authentic audience besides herself: 

Even though I prodded them to consider audience when constructing their arguments, my 

students kept their audience at a distance as a nonfunctioning part of their writing 

choices. One sign that my students had climbed closer to college-level writing would 

arrive when I saw their independence as real writers, not just students completing an 

assignment for a quirky high school English teacher.  (p. 28) 

In partnering with the pre-service teacher education course, Oxford found that, due to pre-service 

teachers’ feedback, many of her high school students began to understand writing as a 

rhetorically-situated act: 

Students learned to understand that their writing will affect readers differently and how 

that helps them make choices in putting their message on the page.  In turn, I excitedly 

noticed my students using what they were learning from the exchange in their peer 
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review sessions. I took pride in seeing my college seniors grow from average students to 

confident writers who were considering their rhetorical situation.  (p. 30) 

This online partnership reportedly benefited high school writers in that they were able to truly 

write for an outside audience.  Likewise, pre-service teachers were able to work individually 

with student writers as part of their teacher training. 

 In addition to audience awareness, the data indicated that secondary ELA teachers also 

used digital technologies to foster students’ understanding of their peers’ perspectives in the 

class.  For instance, in “Using Online Role-Play to Promote Collaborative Argument and 

Collective Action,” by Doerr-Stevens, Beach, & Boeser (2011), Boeser incorporated online role-

playing into her high school senior writing class to help students voice, and understand, others’ 

perspectives in the class.  Doerr-Stevens et al. argued that 

online role-play requires students to adopt a range of roles representing competing 

perspectives on an issue. Students argue their positions over an extended period of time, 

which requires them to draw on the understanding of others’ perspectives to build some 

consensus on possible solutions for addressing that issue.  (p. 33) 

In this course, students participated in class-wide discussions on the Ning social networking site.  

Students’ discussions focused on their school’s overly-stringent internet privacy settings in 

which students’ personas took varied, often conflicting positions on the issue.  This was 

illustrated by an online conversation recorded by Boeser occurring between two students in the 

class: 

Exploring these alternative perspectives helped students engage in collaborative 

argumentation by moving away from competitive, either-or thinking, designed to simply 

refute opponents’ arguments. Recognizing alternative perspectives leads to identifying 

points of agreement to achieve some consensus on how to address issues (Andriessen, 

Baker, and Suthers; Flower). For example, two characters in the online role-play, a 

student hacker (BL33K3R) and an ACLU Lawyer (Jeffery Schwartz), are discussing the 

current policies that affect Internet use in schools: 
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 Jeffery Schwartz:  

I applaud you, Bl33k3r on your knowledge of Miller v. California. Obscenity is 

always considered controversial because it is hard to define and subjective. . . . 

Two current laws that affect Internet use in schools are: 

1. Child Internet Protection Act (CIPA), which requires schools and public 

libraries receiving federal funding to employ blocking technology to block 

obscene materials.  

2. (This one has not been passed, but is still of interest) Deleting Online 

Predators Act of 2006 (DOPA), which will create further restrictions on 

sites like MySpace and Facebook, as well as online chatting programs. 

The ACLU and ALA brought the issue of CIPA censorship to the 

Supreme Court, but, unfortunately, the Court declared it constitutional 

because the restrictions were in exchange for federal funds. DOPA is a 

concern because it could limit educational applications on the Internet of 

resources such as Wikis and blogs, which are being used by some teachers 

in classes today. This is another example of how this censorship is hurting 

educational use of the internet. 

BL33K3R:  

Jeffery, I found your post to be very interesting. I read the article you cited 

under CIPA. Though the information may be somewhat correct I would 

not recommend in the future citing Wikipedia as a source. I did some 

digging into CIPA. The FCC was actually the driving force behind that 

piece of legislation. . . .  

The Child Internet Protection Act has strings attached to it. I know that is 

why the Supreme Court must have deemed that this act of censorship was 
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constitutional. I find that absurd! That is just another way the government 

is twisting school officials’ arms when it comes to internet access. . . . I 

must thank you for your research though Jeffery. It was very helpful to 

me. Though I am unsure on your stance on the issue. You provided good 

information but what is your position?  

(as cited in Doerr-Stevens, Beach, & Boeser, 2011, p. 36) 

The conversation quoted by Boeser was used to illustrate how students’ Ning discussions were 

fostering students’ understanding of diverse viewpoints.  Furthermore, this conversation 

indicated to Boeser that her students were using the social networking platform to delve further 

into the topic of discussion.  Boeser commented: 

As these postings show, the students were more concerned about the issue of 

Internet access and privacy than they were about scoring rhetorical points to win a 

debate. The policy information shared in these two postings was quickly adopted 

and incorporated into the role-play postings of other students, taking the 

discussion of Internet policy and schools to a deeper level.  (p. 36) 

In addition to secondary ELA teachers implementing digital technologies to help students 

understand others’ perspectives, such tools were reportedly used to help students better 

understand characters’ points-of-view in assigned class readings.  One such example can be seen 

in Chadwick’s (2012) “Making Characters Come Alive: Using Characters for Identification and 

Engagement.”  In this article, Chadwick discussed various digital projects that helped her 

students identify with the characters they encountered via classroom texts.  For instance, 

Chadwick discussed a group assignment that called for students to construct a “Digital Character 

Study.”  The assignment was described as the following: 

The class will divide into six groups, and each group should use one of the following 

characters as a resource: Jay Gatsby, Kurtz, Sykes Jones, or Lena St. Clare. Each group 

will create a Digital Character Study, examining the duality of each character. Consider 

the following:  
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• Who is this character’s real self?   

• What is this character’s derived identity?  

• What is the catalyst, compelling the character to create a second self?  

The Digital Character Study should use the fictional work, video, images, articles, 

 television advertisement, and other Internet resources along with your writing to illustrate 

 and explain the duality of the selected character. Share your Digital Character Study with 

 the class for further discussion and analysis.  (p. 37) 

After students completed the Digital Character Study, they were asked to do the following: 

Now that you have created your Digital Character Study, think about how this theme 

does or does not apply to you or someone you know. Consider the following:  

• Do we judge people on looks, class, culture, politics, religion, or other factors?  

• How much does one’s difference affect acceptance into “the group”?  

• How much do people want to fit in, to be in?  

• How far do some people go to be a part of a group or class?  

• Now think about the Great Recession and its causes. Was derived identity a 

contributing factor?  (p. 37) 

After reflecting on these questions, students were then asked to create a Facebook profile for 

their chosen characters.  Chadwick described the assignment as follows: 

Create a Facebook Page that chronicles your responses to these questions, and use your 

Digital Character Study as an additional resource. Include in your Facebook Page video, 

images, articles, interviews, quotes from the novels, audio, and any other Internet 

resources you deem necessary.  

Once you have completed your Facebook Page, share with the class and share with 

members of another class. Present your Facebook Pages and ask for reactions.  (p. 38) 
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Chadwick argued that such assignments as these helped students to “contextualize literary works 

in such a way as to allow them to discover just how relevant characters are” (p. 34).    

Revision.  Secondary ELA teachers reported that incorporating digital technologies into 

the classroom helped students with revision, both as readers and writers.  To promote students’ 

revisions of texts as readers, for example, Cabat (2009) used digital film editing software to help 

students re-create scenes from Macbeth.  In doing so, Cabat stated that such activities “draw on 

the students’ sense of visual literacy and awareness of the filmmaking process to stretch their 

thinking about Shakespeare’s plays . . .” (p.  56).  In one activity entitled “Timely Ripped,” 

Cabat discussed how students digitally “ripped” various scenes from Macbeth to recreate them.  

In his article, “‘The Lash of Film’:  New Paradigms of Visuality in Teaching Shakespeare,” 

Cabat (2009) explained: 

In one recent example, I had a group of students reedit the murder of Duncan from 

Roman Polanski’s 1971 Macbeth. They objected to the fact that Polanski, like almost 

everyone else who has tried to put this play on film, insisted on showing us the actual 

murder that Shakespeare leaves offstage. 

Using HandBrake, the students ripped the scene from the Polanski film onto our Mac 

Mini. They then uploaded the clip to iMovie and reedited the scene. The effect was 

remarkable; they replaced Polanski’s sharp cuts with dissolves, which lent the scene a 

much more dreamlike (or nightmare-like) quality.  Then, as Macbeth is about to stab 

Duncan, they inserted a slow fade to black, followed by a fade-in that shows the king 

already dead. As their final touch, they took the image of Duncan’s bloody hand dropping 

the crown on the ground, an image that appears mid-scene in Polanski’s version, and 

made that the final thing we see in the scene as it fades to black for the final time . . . ”  

(pp. 56-57) 

This activity, according to Cabat, led to an in-depth analysis of the Shakespearean text: 

I asked them to explain the choices they made, and a lively debate followed. The heart of 

their argument was that Shakespeare chose to have the murder occur offstage because he 
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wanted his audience to maintain some level of sympathy with Macbeth well past the 

middle of act 2. If we actually see him murder his saintly king in cold blood, why would 

we care what happens to him for the next two hours? Then a student referenced Jaws and 

asserted that the unseen has a much more powerful impact on our imagination than what 

we are actually shown. Everyone agreed that the bloody crown on the ground was the 

money shot and that it was a big improvement over the original to have that be the last 

thing we see.  (p. 57) 

Students’ in-depth understanding and analysis of Macbeth were promoted by the use of digital 

filmmaking and editing software, tools that tapped into students’ visual and textual literacies 

according to Cabat (p. 56). 

 In addition to secondary ELA teachers’ use of digital technologies to promote student 

revision and recreation of class-read texts, such tools also furthered students’ revision strategies 

as writers.  For example, in Gibbons’ (2010) “Collaborating Like Never Before:  Reading and 

Writing Through a Wiki,” a class wiki was created to help students with their lackluster revision 

efforts, as observed by Gibbons.  He argued: 

. . . there was no question that traditional revision did not help the majority of students, 

especially those who were struggling writers. Something needed to be changed to get 

more students to be satisfied with revising a peer's paper and with the revisions made to 

their own papers.  (p. 36) 

To address this issue, Gibbons created a class wiki for students to revise their peers’ works.  He 

described the assignment as follows: 

On the wiki, each student received a webpage for his or her paper. Other students could 

then go to that page to read, edit, and comment on that paper. I required students to revise 

two of their peers' papers and to use their confidential student ID when commenting, so 

they could offer suggestions anonymously. . . . Students altered the font color of the 

sections that they edited so that the author of the paper knew which sections to pay 

attention to. . . . (p. 36) 
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With the wiki, Gibbons noticed that students were engaging with their classmates’ writing in 

very different ways.  He recalled: 

Students frequently asked their editors questions such as, "I really don't understand what 

you are asking me to do with my intro; can you elaborate?" Anonymously, students had 

whole conversations on the wiki that eliminated the fear of upsetting a friend by 

suggesting that that friend rewrite large portions of his or her paper. . . . In addition, the 

authors of the papers were making the advice given to them by their peer- editors and 

making the changes throughout the course of the day.  (pp. 36-37) 

Gibbons reflected upon students’ revisions on the wiki, noting that “[s]tudents were receiving 

quality feedback on their writing and they were actually putting more effort into what appeared 

on the webpage” (p. 37).  He also reported that students’ grades on their writing tasks had 

improved due to the class’s improved revision strategies.   

Such revision activities described above reportedly altered student perceptions of reading 

and writing in the classroom.  By integrating digital technologies, secondary ELA teachers 

illustrated the relevance, and importance, of revision as both readers and writers. 

Reflection.  Secondary ELA teachers also reported that digital technologies encouraged 

students to become more reflective thinkers in the classroom.  This can be seen in Zenkov & 

Harmon’s (2009) article, “Picturing a Writing Process:  Photo Voice and Teaching Writing to 

Urban Youth.”  In this piece, Zenkov & Harmon discussed how urban students took pictures of 

their worlds and used those images to reflect upon their connections to school.  They explained: 

The project supplied each student with a 35mm point-and-shoot or digital camera. 

 Following a “photo walk” introduction to the project and camera use instruction, students 

 took pictures for four months to over a year to answer three questions:  

1. What are the purposes of school?  

2. What helps you to succeed in school?  

3. What gets in the way of your school success? (p. 577) 
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Students were then asked to write, and reflect upon, their images, as described by Zenkov & 

Harmon: 

Participants eventually described these photos in paragraph-length writings, which they 

revised for clarity and writing conventions in one-on-one conferences with us. The most 

successful writing periods were facilitated times, when adults were able to discuss 

potential images with students, after which youth would take 15–20 minutes to draft 

reflections based on the ideas discussed.  (p. 577) 

From these writings emerged deep connections between identity and school, as evidenced by the 

piece produced by a student named Reece.  Zenkov & Harmon discussed Reece’s piece in depth: 

 With the following paragraph [Reece] described a picture of Elvis sitting in a classroom . 

 . .  “throwing” what many would suspect was a gang sign: 

  “Friendship”  

This is one of my only best friends besides Markus. We always said that we were 

going to build a dynasty and nothing could break us up. And with the recent 

problems Elvis is having, we try to be there for him and one another if we have a 

problem. So the symbol Elvis is showing in this picture means a lot to us. We 

don’t want to lose another friend to death, streets, or jail. 

Instead this sign was a triangle representing the trinity of Elvis, Reece, and a third friend, 

 Markus— who was another of the TSE participants. Reece and Markus were still in high 

 school, pursuing that elusive diploma, and on track for entering college the next year. By 

 asking Reece about the role of his peers in his school engagement—and enabling him to 

 illustrate this role—we were able to help him think more deeply and write in more detail 

 about these influences.  (p. 580) 
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Through their reflective writing, these students were better able to understand how the values of 

the classroom tied into their own personal values.  Such a connection helped students see how 

they fit into their schools, according to Zenkov & Harmon.   

Engagement.  Secondary ELA teachers also claimed that digital technologies promoted 

students’ overall engagement with the classroom, thus shifting their perspectives of the 

classroom as a dull or boring space.  For instance, in “Multimodal Literacies in the Secondary 

English Classroom,” Sewell & Denton (2011) used “[a]nchored media instruction” that 

reportedly “raised many a sleepy head of our students who eagerly embrace our new lecturing 

techniques” (p. 62).  Sewell & Denton offered an example of how anchored media instruction 

increased students’ engagement in the class: 

One such example was the use of video clips as story starters. When gauging prior 

knowledge for the short story “The Boar Hunt,” we found that students did not know 

much about wild boars; many students assumed they were just docile pigs out in the wild. 

Their assumptions changed dramatically when they were presented with several You-

Tube clips such as “Smashed by Big Boar!” and “Hogzilla.”  The students discovered just 

how quick and dangerous a boar can be. A noticeable outcome was that the volume level 

with some of our boisterous classes perceptibly dropped when we played the clips: 

students were engrossed by the squeals and the viciousness of the boar. With a visual and 

auditory anchor, students eagerly turned to the reading assignment.  (p. 62) 

Sewell & Denton incorporated numerous forms of anchored instruction, including clips posted 

onYou-Tube, music, as well as popular television clips to promote students’, as well as their 

own, engagement in the classroom.  They reflected: 

In the end, we found assignments to be much more than work; presenting and receiving 

information in a multimodal format became fun for our students and us.  (p. 65) 

Groenke et al. (2011) also noted that students were more engaged while reading Skeleton 

Creek, a video-book or “Vook” that combined reading text while watching film clips.  Groenke 

et al. noted: 
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Our students loved the Blair Witch-like creepiness of Sarah's videos. (One day, when we 

heard students screaming in the classroom next door, another student said, "Oh, they 

must be reading Skeleton Creek.") Our students said the videos motivated them to read 

because, as one student noted, "You have to read to understand the movie parts," and "it 

keeps you wanting to continue turning the page to find out more."  (p. 106) 

Furthermore, the multi-platform work also kept students of all levels engaged, as discussed by 

Groenke et al.: 

While some readers stayed engaged at the level of the scary, who-dun-it mystery and 

plot, other readers appreciated the allusions to Edgar Allan Poe and other popular cultural 

icons referenced in Sarah's passwords. Still other readers were intrigued by the new mode 

of storytelling and expressed a desire to create their own "vooks." As one student 

explained, "I thought it was going to be a simple little mystery book, but it is far more 

than that."  (p. 106) 

Groenke et al. also included students’ opinions of the “Vook” used in class.  Students claimed to 

be extremely engaged in reading this different type of text.  Groenke et al. discussed this level of 

engagement in their article: 

Students wanted to keep reading (even those self-professed, too-cool book-haters). As 

one student wrote in a reading response about the book, "If teachers used these kind of 

books when I was in kindergarten, I would be better at reading."  Another student said, "I 

already want to read the second one." Other student comments included, "This is the best 

book we've read as a class all year"; ''I have noticed that in class people have enjoyed 

reading more"; and (our personal favorite) "This book shows that books that are long can 

be very good and not boring." Undoubtedly, we've seen students engaged with reading in 

ways we haven't seen during much of the year.  (p. 106) 

As seen in the previously-mentioned instances, digital technologies provided opportunities for 

students to become engaged in the classroom, something the aforementioned secondary ELA 

teachers and teacher educators apparently embraced.  
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Theme IV:  Challenges  

The fourth theme entitled Challenges refers to secondary ELA teachers discussing the 

challenges they encountered when incorporating digital technologies into their classrooms.  This 

theme emerged from the following codes:  1) Access, 2) Assessment, 3) Student Interest, and 4) 

Misperceptions.   Each of the four codes of the Challenges theme will be discussed in the 

following sections. 

 

 

 Access.  Secondary ELA teachers mentioned access as a challenge for effectively 

integrating digital technologies into their classrooms (Dockter et al., 2010; Doerr-Stevens et al., 

2011; Ruzich & Canan, 2010; Sewell & Denton, 2011).  For instance, in Doerr-Stevens, Beach, 

& Boeser’s “Using Online Role-Play to Promote Collaborative Argument and Collective 

Action,” Boeser’s high school seniors were unable to access certain websites to help them 

conduct research, as described below: 

Figure 4.4: Challenges theme 
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Students in Elizabeth Boeser’s twelfth-grade College Writing class at Jefferson High 

School, in Bloomington, Minnesota, were upset that when researching various topics they 

were often unable to access important websites because of Internet filters. For example, 

one student interested in studying issues of gun control found that the NRA site was 

blocked. Another student, seeking clarification on MLA citation, typed in ‘’Diana 

Hacker’’ and found that it was blocked due to the composition scholar’s last name. These 

same students were also concerned about their perception that administrators in a nearby 

high school had suspended students after searching their Facebook pages to find photos 

of alcohol use.  (p. 33) 

Using this issue as a means of helping students conduct research on issues pertinent to them, 

Boeser asked them to collaboratively address the issue via an online forum.  Students included 

research to support their discussion points, and they even brought their concerns to the school’s 

media specialist, who noticed that the filters were incorrectly set to a higher level of security than 

needed.  In this instance, access became an opportunity for students to conduct research on a 

matter that directly affected them at that moment. 

 Access was also an issue outside of the classroom as well, as secondary ELA teachers 

noted students’ access to digital technologies was limited, if available at all (Dockter et al., 

2010).  In fact, Groenke et al. (2011) noted that “[s]everal students commented that only people 

with access to the Internet could read Skeleton Creek, and that didn't seem fair” (p. 108).  It is 

important to note, however, that solutions to the issue of access were also addressed, from saving 

clips to portable drives to use in the classroom (Sewell & Denton, 2011) to highlighting 

community resources available to students without home computer access or even including 

alternative assignments for those students (Ruzich & Canan, 2010).  None of the articles 

discussed access as a reason not to incorporate digital technologies but rather a challenge to be 

aware of. 

 Assessment.  In addition to access, secondary ELA teachers reported the challenge of 

assessing students’ digitally-composed, often collaborative, assignments (Rish & Caton, 2011; 
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Tharp, 2010; Zenkov & Harmon, 2009).  For example, Tharp (2010) discussed her lack of 

knowledge regarding how to grade her students’ collaborative work on the class wiki: 

 . . . as I planned my wiki project, I had little guidance in developing the way I would 

assess the actual collaboration taking place. In an educational environment so focused on 

numbers such as test scores and GPAs, it is hard to tell students that they have to depend 

on someone else to do their part in earning a group grade. This is where I found myself 

last semester, and this is an area I believe needs further discussion in composition: If we 

value collaboration and want students composing together, how do we teach them to deal 

with the conflicts that arise, and how do we assure students that the assessment is fair to 

all contributors?  (p. 40) 

As Tharp researched different ways of effectively assessing her class wiki, she “found only two 

sources that addressed the topic of wiki assessment” (p. 44).  As a solution to this issue, Tharp 

constructed her own rubric: 

The rubric I developed focused heavily on the process of collaboration involved in 

creating the analysis and presentation as much as on the end products. I observed group 

collaboration in class as we moved through the process, and I was able to check the wiki 

page to see how groups were interacting. The final group evaluation served as one grade 

for the group's overall project . . . . On this evaluation, I looked at the quality of the 

collaboration, the final analysis, the presentation, and the group's reflection.  (p. 44) 

Tharp further described her method of assessment: 

Since the wiki was so new to my students and me, I felt unequipped to set a standard for 

when, where, and how often students should contribute to the wiki.  Instead, I gave 

students an opportunity to evaluate each other's performance by filling out an anonymous 

assessment for each of their group members as well as a self-assessment. I averaged their 

peer assessments with their self-assessment and returned them to the students so that they 

could see how their peers felt they had performed as part of the group. I counted this as a 
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daily grade so that students would feel that their work, or lack thereof, was valued and 

acknowledged.  (p. 45) 

Although assessment was an issue for Tharp, she reportedly did not let such an obstacle deter her 

from acknowledging the benefits of incorporating the wiki into the class.  She stated, “I know 

there are many aspects of the project I will revise and improve on the next time I do it. But I will 

do it again. Despite the various problems we encountered, the reaction from my students in their 

reflections was overwhelmingly positive” (p. 45).  Even with the challenge of assessment, Tharp 

argued that the wiki was a positive addition to her classroom, one she will use again. 

 Rish & Caton (2011) also addressed the assessment challenge in “Building Fantasy 

Worlds Together with Collaborative Writing:  Creative, Social, and Pedagogic Challenges.”  

Rish & Caton’s concerns mirrored those addressed by Tharp: 

As an English teacher, I find that though I am comfortable supporting and evaluating a 

single author writing a single text, I have less experience with evaluating collaborative 

writing. The wiki allows users to review the history of any of the wiki pages as a timeline 

of the authors’ contributions and deletions. However, these archived drafts do not reveal 

the social aspects of collaboration that contributed to the writing. How can we support 

and evaluate students in ways that validate common efforts and collaborative products?  

(p. 25) 

However, similar to Tharp, such concerns did not reportedly steer Rish & Caton from 

implementing digital technologies into their classroom space, arguing that digitally-composed 

projects fostered students’ 21st
 century literacies. 

 Student Interest.  Secondary ELA teachers reportedly found that not all students were 

enthusiastic, or eager, to use digital technologies in the classroom(Groenke et al., 2011; Lewis, 

2012; Shamburg & Craighead, 2009; Tharp, 2010).  For instance, in Lewis’s (2012) article, 

“Friending Atticus Finch:  English Teachers’ Perspectives on MySpace as a Contemporary 

Framework for Literary Analysis,” Caitlin, an English teacher who collaborated with Lewis, 
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discussed her surprise when one student was not comfortable with completing an assignment that 

required students to create MySpace profiles of literary characters.  Caitlin shared: 

One of my students, Tim, told me before he presented [the MySpace project] that he 

didn’t have a MySpace page and he didn’t agree with MySpace in general. He said he 

didn’t want to let his group down, so he was still going to participate and present…. Tim 

was very compliant throughout the whole process of completing the assignment, he just 

didn’t agree with the concept of it. (p. 292) 

Discussing Cailtin’s experience with Tim’s unfamiliarity with MySpace, Lewis stated: 

[Cailtin] expressed surprise at Tim’s response but respected that he handled the situation 

with “great maturity” because, even though he did not embrace MySpace, he continued 

working with his group so that his peers’ grades would not suffer. Caitlin commented, “I 

guess I never thought at first a student wouldn’t agree with this type of assignment, but I 

still do think these types of assignments are important ways for students to connect with 

the texts they read in class.” Caitlin’s experience with Tim suggests that when she 

assigned this project to her students, she did so with the understanding that most, if not 

all, of them engage and are proficient in new literacy practices related to MySpace. 

Furthermore, it appeared that Caitlin would heed Tim’s reaction when considering how 

best to approach incorporating future new literacies-based assignments into her 

pedagogy, but incorporate them she would.  (p. 292) 

Similar to Tharp (2010) and Rish & Caton (2011), Caitlin was made aware of this unforeseen 

challenge but still acknowledged the benefits of including such projects in the classroom.   

 Furthermore, Groenke et al. (2011) noted that some students’ lack of interest, or 

enthusiasm, for including digital technologies in the classroom was an issue. When reflecting 

upon the “vook” students read entitled Skeleton Creek, Groenke et al. (2011) noted students’ 

negative reactions: 
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Three students did complain about the videos, however. One student said she preferred 

the "old-fashioned way, where you can imagine for yourself what the characters look 

like," and another said she already gets "mental pictures that run like a movie through my 

head," and thus didn't need the videos. Yet another student said, "If all books end up like 

this, I won't read as much because it takes away from the imagination." . . . One student 

said, however, that he'd "rather just read a book or watch a movie, and not do them 

together." Another student said, "I don't like that books are going digital. Books are 

meant to be on paper, not video." (pp. 107-108) 

Even with several negative reactions, Groenke et al. reported that they would use a vook in the 

classroom again because of the merits they found: 

All in all, we're here to say that we saw some magic occur in our classrooms as a result of 

reading Skeleton Creek. Readers--of all ability levels--were engaged and reading and 

talking about the book. News of Skeleton Creek at our school went viral. Strangers 

showed up at our doors wanting to know what this thing called a "vook" was.  (p. 108) 

Despite a few students’ complaints, it appears that, overall, students were able to connect to 

Skeleton Creek in varied yet meaningful ways that fostered a classroom of enthusiastic readers. 

 The three challenges that emerged from this study’s dataset of articles (Access, 

Assessment, and Student Interest) all pose real issues for teachers attempting to incorporate 

digital technologies into the classroom.  However, despite referring to these challenges as a 

means for not incorporating technologies into their classes, each teacher discussed addressed the 

challenges as well as possible solutions to those issues.  In short, these challenges were presented 

to illustrate the obstacles they faced in addition to how they attempted to solve them. 

Writing   

 In the data for this study, it is important to note that writing repeatedly appeared in the 

first three themes:  Power Dynamics, Interconnectedness, and Shifting Perspectives.  Secondary 

English Language Arts teachers reportedly used writing as a vehicle to help students understand 
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their roles in the world, their connections to each other, as well as a way to foster critical thought 

and reflection.  In this section, the role of writing will be examined to explore the relationships 

between students’ digitally-produced writing tasks and power, community, and shifting 

perspectives.   

 

 

Writing and Power Dynamics.  Secondary ELA teachers reportedly implemented 

digital writing tasks as a means of empowering students (Cortez-Riggio, 2011; Doerr-Stevens et 

al., 2011; Rish & Caton, 2011; Weber & Smithmier, 2008).  For instance, in Doerr-Stevens, 

Beach, & Boeser’s (2011) “Using Online Role-Play to Promote Collaborative Argument and 

Collective Action,” they addressed how Boeser’s students’ writing tasks, including collaborative 

online debates as well as individually composed essays, enabled them to feel as if they could 

make a change in their school environments: 

The students were  . . .  doing more than simply writing persuasive essays for their 

teacher. They were engaged in writing for authentic audiences about how to improve 

their school, a practice that motivated them to reflect on which positions and proposals 

would most likely convince Mr. Wilson [the school’s technology coordinator] of the need 

for change.  (p. 37) 

Figure 4.5: Writing Across Themes 
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The connection between writing and student agency can also be seen in Zenkov & Harmon’s 

(2009) work with urban students in their article, “Picturing a Writing Process:  Photovoice and 

Teaching Writing to Urban Youth,” as students were asked to take pictures of their worlds and 

then write about them during class.  By encouraging students to take photographs depicting their 

personal lives, families, friendships, and even struggles in the classroom, Zenkov & Harmon 

validated students’ experiences as well their identities as students, writers, and individuals.  Such 

experiences, they argued, could be used as catalysts to foster students’ writing development: 

While many teachers may believe that we are helping youth by not engaging with these 

real-world issues as writing topics, these young people are already considering these on a 

minute-by-minute basis. Our students’ images often allowed them to write more readily 

about these concerns.  (p. 579) 

As exhibited by these examples, writing—in particular digitally-composed writing—was used as 

a means of providing students with a voice as well as a sense of belonging in the classroom.  

Furthermore, as noted with these two examples, such student agency trickled from the classroom 

to the world at large. 

Writing and Interconnectedness.  Digitally-composed writing tasks were also used by 

secondary ELA teachers to establish a sense of community within and outside the classroom 

(Gibbons, 2010; Kitsis, 2008; Rish & Caton, 2011).  For example, in Rish & Caton’s (2011) 

students’ creation of Erstellen, the online fantasy world, students had to work together to ensure 

their stories corresponded.   Rish & Caton documented students’ responses to this in their article, 

“Building Fantasy Worlds Together with Collaborative Writing:  Creative, Social, and Pedagogic 

Challenges”: 

As members of this Alliance Web, Amelia and Austin created underwater elves who, 

despite their common origin, do not get along. Amelia explained her attempts to 

coordinate the writing of a shared history with Austin. For Amelia, continuity across the 

storylines was a priority and involved coordination.  
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Amelia: Because [Austin] has underwater elves in a separate part of Erstellen. 

And so we had to collaborate a little while ago when we had to create a story 

about how we were cursed and how we separated. . . . That story took a lot of 

collaboration. We still collaborate, I tried to collaborate with him today, he did 

not want to. [laughs] But, um, yeah, we have to decide ’cause our stories have to 

match, accordingly. Or otherwise we’d have two different things going on at the 

same time that wouldn’t make sense with everyone else’s story. (p. 22) 

The digital platform for the collaborative writing project reportedly allowed students to 

collaborate in more authentic, dynamic, and meaningful ways, as noted by Amelia’s comments. 

In creating a community of writers that extended past the classroom, Phegley & Oxford 

(2010) discussed their experiences with virtual writing workshops in which Phegley partnered 

her university-level education students with Oxford’s high school writers.  Through these 

exchanges in their article, “Cross-Level Collaboration:  Students and Teachers Learning from 

Each Other,” Oxford noted that her students were getting a chance to write for an authentic 

audience outside of the classroom, while Phegley observed that her students were getting much-

needed experience in helping student writers.  This partnership could not have been conducted 

with the use of online tools, such as the discussion boards and web cams that were implemented. 

As indicated above, the use of digitally-created writing spaces allowed students to 

collaborate in real, meaningful ways.  Although student collaboration certainly exists without the 

use of digital technologies, the integration of these tools fostered a classroom environment that 

was rooted in the social, communicative nature of social networking.  In other words, because 

communicative technologies such as Nings, blogs, and wikis were included in the ELA 

classroom (platforms that are based upon social interactions), students were encouraged--and 

expected--to interact and communicate with each other, learn from each other, and 

collaboratively make meaning, as seen in the aforementioned articles. 

Writing and Shifting Perspectives.  Writing—specifically digitally-composed writing—

was also used to help students see varying perspectives from their own.  For example, in Burns 
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& Botzakis’ (2012) “Using The Joy Luck Club to Teach Core Standards and 21
st
 Century 

Literacies,” students wrote via “blogs that compare[d] their worlds to characters and events 

portrayed in the literature” to better understand authors’ and characters’ points-of-view (p. 25).  

Burns & Botzakis argued that students used writing to better understand the relevance of one of 

the works read in class, The Joy Luck Club.  They stated: 

To integrate reading and writing, students recast Tan’s story by either writing an essay 

from a character’s point of view or placing themselves in one of the stories they have 

studied.  In either option, students relate their own border crossing experiences or 

dramatize current events based on their studies to make evidence-based thematic 

statements and arguments.  (p. 26). 

In this instance, Burns & Botzakis incorporated digital-mediated writing tasks to connect 

students to the works they were reading in class.  In addition, digitally-created writing 

assignments were also created to help students better relate to the classroom, as discussed by 

Chadwick (2012).  In her article, “Green Pens, Marginal Notes:  Rethinking Writing and Student 

Engagement,” she asked the following: 

Now, we are in an age that is digital, in the cloud, in the virtual realm of the here and 

now. So, how do we reach these 21st-century students?  How do we make writing fun, 

discoverable, an adventure—and, more important, relevant?  (p. 15) 

In order to address these concerns, Chadwick incorporated the Interactive Vocabulary Journal 

(IVJ): 

First, the Interactive Vocabulary Journal is a yearlong project. Students manipulate it; 

they construct and deconstruct it; the IVJ is protean. With assigned readings in class and 

discussions, students take the assigned vocabulary, researching and gathering video, 

images, articles, songs, quotations, and their own writing to describe and define each 

word. Rather than write the definition from the dictionary in a perfect, preordained 

format, students take ownership of their vocabulary. They use the digital tools with which 



106 

 

they are so familiar and learn in spite of themselves. In this one project, students are 

writing, thinking critically, sharing with classmates and their teacher.  (p. 16) 

Digital technologies were incorporated in this instance as a means of promoting students’ 

vocabularies through multi-modal, student-generated definitions.  Students reportedly not only 

learned vocabulary terms, but they also learned them in ways that were interactive and engaging.  

Such activities as these enabled students to see the ELA classroom as a space with relevance and 

meaning.  As a result of these shifting perspectives of the ELA classroom, students reportedly 

became more engaged in their learning. 

 Throughout the data in this study, secondary English Language Arts teachers reported 

that students used writing—specifically digitally-mediated writing tasks—as a means of 

expressing, empowering, collaborating, and engaging with the classroom.  As evidenced by the 

data, digitally-mediated writing activities allowed students to see the real-world value, and 

relevance, of what they were doing in the classroom. 

 Furthermore, the four themes discussed in this chapter--Power Dynamics, 

Interconnectedness, Shifting Perspectives, and Challenges—address the trends regarding 

secondary English Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts in the secondary ELA 

classroom, including the purposes for secondary English Language Arts teachers’ technology 

integration efforts as well as the challenges.  The ELA teachers’ published experiences explored 

in this chapter illustrate the reasons why innovative teaching practices regarding digital 

technologies have been integrated into the ELA classroom more so than how such technologies, 

or tools, were implemented.  Although the secondary ELA teachers discussed in this study did 

not clearly identify themselves as early adopters, they did recognize that what they were doing in 

the classroom was innovative, different, challenging, and overall effective. 

Inter-coder Agreement 

In order to ensure the researcher’s coding accuracy and consistency, a group of inter-

raters consisting of four former English Language Arts teachers and current graduate students in 

English Education coded a set of articles.  This section will discuss the procedures for facilitating 
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an inter-rater coding session as well as participants’ findings.  It is important to note that 

qualitative research is an extremely subjective research methodology:  what the researcher sees 

in the data stems largely from who that researcher is as well as his or her experiences (Charmaz, 

2011).  That being said, an inter-rater agreement session was implemented for this study not to 

achieve coding consistency but to discuss alternative views of the data, to triangulate the 

researcher’s findings, and to ensure that the codes created by the researcher were valid and 

noteworthy.  The structure of this inter-coder agreement session was adapted from the research 

of both Creswell (2013) and Charmaz (2011). 

Participants 

Four participants volunteered to be inter-raters for this study.  All four participants were 

certified secondary English Language Arts teachers ranging in classroom experience from one 

year to over ten years.  Each participant was also a graduate student in an English Education 

program a large research-intensive university, and each participant had experience as researchers 

in the field. 

Method 

The researcher and inter-raters convened at the university where everyone either worked 

or taught.  Once participants arrived, the researcher provided three articles:  one article that was 

not part of the data set for this study (to be used as a calibrating article), one article from the 

English Journal data set, and one article from the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy data 

set.  The researcher also included the list of codes that emerged from the data to each participant. 

Before reading the articles, participants reviewed the code list provided while the 

researcher explained each code.  The researcher explained that participants may also find codes 

not listed on the sheet.  Since all of the participants had conducted coding analyses in qualitative 

research prior to this session, participants were aware of the concept of coding and looking for 

emergent themes.  However, because each participant had varying levels of experience with 

coding, the researcher briefly discussed how to code using an open-coding scheme. 
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The participants and researcher read the first article individually (the calibration article) 

and individually coded it using an open coding scheme.  After everyone had completed reading 

and coding the article, the group collaboratively discussed the codes each one found.  From this 

calibration session, it was evident that the researcher had to clarify that only sections directly 

related to digital technology use should be coded.  This conversation helped participants code 

sections of texts only directly pertaining to secondary ELA teachers’ digital technology use 

without making inferences or assumptions. 

After the calibration session, participants individually read an article from the Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy data set, individually coded using an open coding scheme, and 

then reconvened to collaboratively discuss the codes each participant found.  Next, the same 

procedure was utilized for the article from the English Journal data set:  participants individually 

read and coded using an open coding scheme and then reconvened to discuss the codes. 

Discussion 

Based on participants’ coding and their discussions, the researcher determined that 

although the codes that had been created from the data were valid, there were some variations as 

well.  One major variation focused on whether coding for the digital tools used in the classroom 

should be included.  One participant contended that coding the tools may show what teachers 

were doing with them; however, another participant argued that making the connection between 

the tool and its use, unless otherwise stated, would be an inference or assumption.  The 

researcher encouraged participants to continue to code for the tools, and the group could 

collaboratively discuss whether coding the tools had merit or not.   

After coding all of the articles, the researcher and participants noticed that many times 

the tools were coded, they were not being discussed as tools used in the classroom.  For instance, 

when articles discussed blogs or wikis in general terms (without connection to the classroom), 

they were being coded, but they could not directly be connected to the classroom without the 

researcher making an assumption.  After some confusion regarding what tools to code and what 

tools not to code, the researcher returned to the study’s research questions.  Because the 
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questions driving the study focused on the overall trends, purposes, and challenges of using 

digital technologies in the secondary ELA classroom, a code specifically related to tools was not 

included.  The researcher did not include a tools code because it may lead the study to an 

examination of the tools themselves instead of the practices associated with the tools, which was 

at the heart of this study. 

Another variation occurred over the distinction between two preliminary codes:  Bridging 

Literacies and Classroom Extension to Community.  Whereas the researcher meant Bridging 

Literacies to refer to secondary ELA teachers utilizing digital technologies to connect in-school 

literacy practices with out-of-school literacy practices and Classroom Extension to Community to 

refer to secondary ELA teachers utilizing digital technologies to bridge the classroom to the 

community (not necessarily connecting literacies, however), participants discussed how the two 

were too similar to unravel.  Therefore, as a result of this discussion, the researcher and 

participants decided that making one code entitled Community that would address creating a 

community within the classroom as well as bridging communities that was distinct from 

Bridging Literacies would be helpful.  This advice was followed by the researcher, and the 

confusion regarding the two codes diminished. 

The inter-rater agreement session was not only helpful in clarifying codes and themes, 

but it was also extremely helpful in beginning to connect these codes to a bigger picture.  In fact, 

through this session, themes began to surface a little more clearly and the researcher was able to 

make connections that otherwise may not have been done.  Overall, this inter-rater session was a 

useful means of clarifying, elaborating, and explaining codes to an outside audience.  

Furthermore, this inter-rater agreement session informed the researcher that the codes she had 

discovered in the data were similar, if not exact in some instances, to the codes discovered by the 

participants.  

Intra-Rater Agreement 

In order to ensure codes were not only consistent among varied raters but also consistent 

by the researcher, an intra-rater agreement session was conducted with 10% of the data sample.  
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Five articles were randomly selected for recoding (3 from English Journal/ 2 from JAAL), and 

each article was re-coded using NVivo coding software.   

Although coding was consistent throughout all five articles, two variations did appear.  

Originally, a code entitled “remix” was used to denote secondary ELA teachers utilizing 

technologies to help students create new materials.  An example of this can be seen in Rish & 

Caton’s (2011) article, “Building Fantasy Worlds Together with Collaborative Writing:  

Creative, Social, and Pedagogic Challenges,” in which students built upon one another’s 

narratives to create the fantasy world, “Erstellen.”  Students were taking each other’s stories and 

repurposing them to create a unified, seamless storyline.  However, upon recoding, what was 

considered “remix” was labeled as “revision,” as students were revising each other’s’ drafts for 

the sake of the unified story.  Although both codes accurately portray what was occurring in the 

data, a slight variance did exist.   

Secondly, an initial code for  English Language Learners was created to denote secondary 

ELA teachers using digital technologies to help them learn conventions of the English language.  

Upon recoding, “English Language Learners” was not a code; instead, the purposes for digital 

technology integration were coded.  For instance, in Moss, Lapp, & O’Shea’s article, “Tiered 

Texts:  Supporting Knowledge and Language Learning for English Learners and Struggling 

Readers,” the initial code “English Language Learners” in some instances was too general and 

vague.  Upon recoding, the researcher focused more on why technologies were being used.  

Examples of these included “future preparation,” “student as agent,” as well as “collaboration.” 

Upon further examination, the intra-rater agreement measure reinforced the validity of 

the codes created in this study.  Although there were a few variations, the codes created in this 

study were consistently used in both coding sessions, as evidences in the intra-rater agreement 

session. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

This study examined secondary ELA teachers’ published experiences integrating digital 

technologies into their classrooms, as documented and circulated via two core journals in the 

field of English Education:  English Journal and the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy.  

Using a grounded theory, open coding approach to data analysis, four themes emerged and were 

discussed in the previous chapter:  Power Dynamics, Interconnectedness, Shifting Perspectives, 

and Challenges.  Chapter Five will provide a working theory grounded in the study’s data 

addressing three core areas:  1) the circulation of information in the 21
st
 century, 2) the 

interrelationships among education, agency, and control in the 21
st
 century, and 3) the role 

journals and academic publications have in promoting 21
st
 century literacies in the 21

st
 century 

classroom.  This chapter will conclude with a discussion of Rogers’ diffusion theory in the 21st
 

century as well as topics for further research. 

The research questions that guided this study were as follows: 

Primary Research Question:  What trends regarding secondary English Language Arts 

teachers’ technology integration efforts in the secondary ELA classroom are presented in 

two key journals in the field, the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English 

Journal? 

Subsidiary Research Question 1:  What are the purposes for secondary English 

Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts, as presented in the 

Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal? 

Subsidiary Research Question 2:  What challenges do secondary English 

Language Arts teachers encounter regarding their technology integration efforts, 

as presented in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literature and English 

Journal? 
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The study’s findings to these research questions will be further addressed in the following 

sections.  It is important to note that the emergent themes discovered in this study addressed why 

secondary ELA teachers were implementing digital technologies into their classrooms in 

conjunction with how such technologies were implemented.  The connections between the why 

and the how of technology integration efforts are noteworthy in that technological literacy has 

become treated less as the ability to simply use tech tools and more as a “habit of the mind,” a 

communicative, rhetorical practice that holds power, agency, and voice for those who can utilize 

them (Haddix & Sealey-Ruiz, 2012, p. 191).   In this chapter, these connections between the how 

and why of technology integration as well as their importance to the secondary ELA classroom—

and society overall—will be addressed. 

The Circulation of Information 

Information and communication technologies in the 21
st
 century not only allow 

individuals access to a wealth of information but they also provide spaces for creating and 

disseminating information instantaneously to a vast expanse of people.  In essence, with such 

technologies, individuals have the option, if they so choose, to become both consumers and 

producers of information, thus providing a platform for anyone to voice, and share, virtually 

anything—regardless of one’s privilege, class, race, or ethnicity  (Poster, 2006).  As a result, the 

traditionally conceived unidirectional, top-down flow of information simply does not exist 

anymore in today’s postmodern society.  Using such a framework as Rogers’ diffusion of 

innovations theory, although limiting, illustrates the importance of connections between people 

for the sake of ideas.  Steven Johnson, an innovation theorist and researcher in the 21
st
 century, 

expands upon the ideas set forth by Rogers to show how such diffusions are taking shape in 

today’s world, a world very different from Rogers’.  This section will 1) provide an overview of 

Johnson’s theories of innovation in the 21st
 century and 2) explain how Johnson’s conceptions of 

innovation and innovative thought intertwine with Rogers’ foundational diffusion theory.  

Combined, these two theorists offer a lens by which one can perceive the complex, multifaceted 

issue of digital technology integration efforts into today’s classrooms. 
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Information in today’s increasingly interconnected culture flows via networks, the spaces 

where information travels and assembles with other information, where two components come 

together in some way (Johnson, 2010).  And, the network extends past the virtual world to the 

tangible.  For instance, in Where Good Ideas Come From:  The Natural History of Innovation, 

Steven Johnson (2010) discusses the vitality of networks in facilitating innovative thought.  He 

explains: 

A good idea is a network. A specific constellation of neurons—thousands of them—fire 

in sync with each other for the first time in your brain, and an idea pops into your 

consciousness. A new idea is a network of cells exploring the adjacent possible of 

connections that they make in your mind.  This is true whether the idea in question is a 

new way to solve a complex physics problem, or a closing line for a novel, or a feature 

for a software application.  If we’re going to try to explain the mystery of where ideas 

come from, we’ll have to start by shaking ourselves free of this common misconception:  

an idea is not a single thing.  It is more like a swarm.  (“Liquid Networks,” par. 3)  

By explaining the network in these terms, Johnson illustrates how networks are the culminating 

interactions of information that lead to further interactions.  In a sense, the classroom is one 

major network:  students collaborate and communicate with their peers to create and refine new 

ideas, which then lead to more collaboration and communication.  This concept is consistent with 

the finds of this study, as Interconnectedness was one of the central themes that emerged from 

the study’s data.  As indicated in the articles examined in this study, students and teachers are 

both integral components of the classroom network, and together they create “good ideas.”  The 

analogy of the network is important because it removes passivity in the classroom:  there is no 

trickle effect but rather a dynamic meeting of minds.  This notion of agency was also strongly 

prevalent in the study’s data, as indicated by the theme Power Dynamics.  Viewing the 21
st
 

century classroom as a network allows one to see the connections between student and teacher, 

materials and practices, and literacy and identity, connections that were repeatedly uncovered in 

the study’s data set. 
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Regarding networks, Johnson (2010) asserts that two “preconditions” must be 

recognized: 

First, the sheer size of the network:  you can’t have an epiphany with only three neurons 

firing.  The network needs to be densely populated. . . . The second precondition is that 

the network be plastic, capable of adopting new configurations.  A dense network 

incapable of forming new patterns is, by definition, incapable of change, incapable of 

probing at the edge of the adjacent possible.  (“Liquid Networks,” par. 4-5) 

Thus, for networks to thrive, there must be collaboration as well as acceptance to change.  This 

acceptance is exhibited in this study in a few key ways:  1) through secondary ELA teachers’ 

publication of their experiences integrating digital technologies in the field’s leading journals and 

2) through those teachers’ emphasis on the need for change and the need for classrooms to 

accurately reflect the world of the 21
st
 century.  Acceptance was an underlying current in the 

articles examined in this study:  not only were secondary ELA teachers discussing their own 

acceptance and implementation of digital technologies into their classroom spaces but they were 

also spreading acceptance via the publication and circulation of their experiences.   

Without the two aforementioned preconditions, Johnson argues, the network will never 

reach its true potential, or what he calls “the adjacent possible.”  The “adjacent possible” 

Johnson (2010) refers to is described as “a kind of shadow future, hovering on the edges of the 

present state of things, a map of all the ways in which the present can reinvent itself” (“The 

Adjacent Possible,” par. 10).  Johnson uses the creation of the universe to further explain the 

adjacent possible.  He explains at length: 

Think of all those initial molecules [that comprise the earth’s atmosphere], and then 

imagine all the potential new combinations that they could form spontaneously, simply 

by colliding with each other (or perhaps prodded along by the extra energy of a 

propitious lightning strike).  If you could play God and trigger all those combinations, 

you would end up with most of the building blocks of life:  the proteins that form the 

boundaries of cells; sugar molecules crucial to the nucleic acids of our DNA.  But you 
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would not be able to trigger chemical reactions that would build a mosquito, or a 

sunflower, or a human brain.  Formaldehyde is a first-order combination:  you can create 

it directly from the molecules in the primordial soup.  The atomic elements that make up 

a sunflower are the very same ones available on earth before the emergence of life, but 

you can’t spontaneously create a sunflower in that environment, because it relies on a 

whole series of subsequent innovations that wouldn’t evolve on earth for billions of 

years:  chloroplasts to capture the sun’s energy, vascular tissues to circulate resources 

through the plant, DNA molecules to pass on sunflower-building instructions to the next 

generation.  (“The Adjacent Possible,” par. 9) 

Johnson’s discussion of the formation of the earth is based upon a simple principle:  life and its 

complexity do not occur instantaneously but rather gradually, once other necessary steps are 

completed.  In short, the process of building life as described by Johnson is akin to the ways 

instruction was reportedly scaffolded in the articles examined:  teachers did not throw students 

into Shakespeare, for instance, without providing certain instructional supports with regards to 

the language, literary devices, and/or perhaps historical information, to name a few, imbedded in 

his works (Cabat, 2009; Golden, 2009; Williamson, 2009).  English teachers know that students 

must have certain reading skills before delving into more complex texts.  They help their 

students through these steps before (and during) their readings of difficult works, such as those 

by Shakespeare, so that they may be successful—and so their knowledge can grow.  Innovations 

appear to work this way as well, if we are to follow Johnson’s logic.  Innovations, regardless of 

where they occur, come about in scaffolded measures.   

Such theories as Rogers’ and Johnson’s  allow teachers, educational researchers, and 

educational administration to see the role circulation, and dissemination, of information has had 

in the diffusion of innovative practices in the 21
st
 century classroom, a space in constant tension 

between traditional views of education and postmodern concepts of how one learns and how best 

to teach the future.  The circulation of materials, including the distribution of the journals studied 

in this research, is one way that teaching continues to progress and grow in, and for, the 21
st
 

century, despite mandates and regulations. 
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Education, Agency, and Control in the 21
st
 Century 

Johnson (2010) asserts that the adjacent possible is based upon a free-flow of ideas; 

however, given the educational climate of the 21
st
 century, this flow cannot be actualized in 

today’s educational system due to stringent top-down regulations and control measures currently 

in place.  These mandates and measures, including high-stakes testing, adherence to national 

standards, and No Child Left Behind were addressed throughout the study’s data set (Burns & 

Botzakis, 2012;  Dakin et al., 2011; Lewis, 2012; Moss, Lapp, & O’Shea, 2011; Sewell & 

Denton, 2011).  With the dominant discourses of education circulating around buzz words such 

as  “Adequate Yearly Progress,” “Standardization,” “No Child Left Behind,” and “Merit Pay,” 

just to name a few, one must wonder where these “good ideas” Johnson refers to come into play.  

In what ways can innovations be diffused in a system that is strictly regulated and controlled?   

 

 

Figure 5.1: Educational mandates imposed on teachers 
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In education, this diffusion is being stifled by traditional notions of how information is spread 

(top-down/hierarchical).  And, teachers are at a friction between promoting student learning and 

adhering to the top-down mandates that appear to focus more on standardization than invention.  

In Johnson’s (2010) argument regarding the role environment plays in fostering innovative 

thought, one may see how the current educational system plays a role in fostering, or hindering 

innovation.  Johnson posits: 

. . . innovative environments are better at helping their inhabitants explore the adjacent 

possible, because they expose a wide and diverse sample of spare parts—mechanical or 

conceptual—and they encourage novel ways of recombining those parts.  Environments 

that block or limit those new combinations—by punishing experimentation, by obscuring 

certain branches of possibility, by making the current state so satisfying that no one 

bothers to explore the edges—will, on average, generate and circulate fewer innovations 

than environments that encourage exploration.  (“The Adjacent Possible,” par. 27) 

In the educational environments of the 21
st
 century, environments that are strongly controlled, 

normed, and regulated, one must question how learning, the construction of knowledge, and 

creativity are fostered given such stringent ramifications.  How can “good ideas” bloom in an 

environment that has been refashioned, repurposed, and reshaped into a system where students 

are products of a lock-step, factory model of literacy education (Myers, 1996) and teachers are 

encouraged (and at times coerced) to follow in step?     

 The cracks in today’s education system are becoming clear and many are calling into 

question just who benefits from the current educational system (Newkirk, 2009; Ravitch, 2010; 

Rush & Scherff, 2012).  In a sense, today’s education system is headed towards what Thomas 

Kuhn (1996) called a “paradigm shift” in the vastly changing scientific world of 1962, a term 

used to describe when prior paradigms no longer meet the needs and demands of a particular 

community, or when anomalies can no longer be ignored, explained, or repaired.  When such a 

paradigm shift begins, members of the past paradigm begin to critically examine the existing 

paradigm, and the gradual, often tense, process of the paradigm shift occurs.  Surrounded by a 
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world where information flows freely and is accessible to most, today’s education system has 

become a self-contained enclosure of mandates and measures used to control the system rather 

than allow it to grow.  The current paradigm of education is beginning to shift, and it can be seen 

in myriad ways, from teaching practices to publications. 

 While the cracks in the current educational paradigm are getting bigger, those typically 

considered to be at the bottom of the pyramid, as shown in Figure 5.3, are continuing and/or 

beginning to think about teaching, and their roles as teachers, very differently, as indicated by the 

findings of this study.  This study illustrates just how secondary ELA teachers have begun to 

incorporate digital technologies into their classroom spaces—regardless of challenges—to spread 

knowledge to their students.  In other words, secondary ELA teachers are looking at the why 

questions of imbedding technology into their curriculums as well as the how (Koehler & Mishra, 

2009).  The diffusion of innovations is indeed happening, and it is happening in a new, 

grassroots, bottom-up fashion.  This is clearly depicted in the experiences that secondary ELA 

teachers documented in the published pieces examined in this study. 

 

Figure 5.2: Teacher innovations amidst educational mandates 
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 The Role of Publications in Education 

Professional organizations in the field of English such as the National Council of 

Teachers of English, the International Reading Association, and the National Writing Project all 

provide materials and support, through journal publications and resources offered in print and 

online, for teachers to become innovators in their own classroom spaces. And, as teachers have 

become the agents of change in their classroom spaces, many have written and shared those 

experiences with others, as this study shows.  As stated in Chapter Two, these teachers are 

considered to be the “early adopters” (Rogers, 2003) of technology use in that they have not only 

integrated such technologies into their own classroom spaces, but they have also written and 

shared these experiences with the community of practitioners in the field.  The teachers who 

have written and published their experiences with innovative teaching practices, particularly with 

the integration of digital technologies, have recorded their experiences for other teachers to 

examine, and perhaps try in their own classrooms.  All of the articles in the data set, in some 

fashion, related their experiences integrating digital technologies into their classrooms to how 

others may want to approach such endeavors in their own classrooms.  They referred to web 

resources, including their own class websites and online resources, addressed how schools in 

varying environments could refashion the assignments they discussed, and even discussed ways 

of overcoming the inevitable challenges of digital technology integration. 

The journal articles examined in this study provide a vehicle for sharing and circulating 

information regarding innovative teaching practices in today’s educational climate.  These 

journals function as a way for teachers to maintain professional autonomy, even with such 

stringent demands placed upon them in the 21
st
 century.  In short, the journals that teachers 

continue to publish in, including the two examined in this study, is one way that teachers are not 

only becoming more innovative in the classroom but also sharing such innovative practices with 

a global community of educators.  They provide a window into the adjacent possible.  Despite 

the top-down mandates currently imposed, innovation is still valued and cherished.  The 

secondary ELA teachers who wrote, published, and shared their experiences with innovative 

teaching practices are a testament to this. 
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Diffusion of Innovations in 21
st
 Century Education 

Rogers’ (2003) diffusion model has been greatly influential to those who study the spread 

of innovations in both education and society at large.  His focus more so on the individuals who 

spark the change and they ways such change spreads has paved the way for numerous other 

innovation theorists, including Johnson (2010).  However, what is missing in Rogers’ model of 

how information flows to individuals is the reciprocal relationship.  That is, in the 21
st
 century 

innovators are influenced by the early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards just as 

much as they are all influenced by the innovators.   

 

 

Figure 5.3: The diffusion of innovations in the 21st century 



121 

 

Influential corporations in the 21
st
 century such as Google and Facebook are examples of this 

reciprocal relationship.  For instance, one of Google’s key principles is to “[f]ocus on the user 

and all else will follow” (“About Google,” 2013).  Similarly, Facebook states that their “mission 

is to give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected (“About 

Facebook,” 2013).  These corporations understand the power of the individual, which is what 

makes them so successful today.  It is doubtful that Rogers could imagine how different the 

world would be from when he first published his theory in 1962, yet his diffusion theory still 

holds immense relevance.  Innovations are not spread simply because they are innovative; they 

are spread because they are widely accepted by individuals.  In the realm of education, when new 

innovative practices become popularized, and proven meritable, they diffuse, or spread.  Journals 

such as the ones examined in this study allow for this diffusion in the 21
st
 century classroom. 

In order to begin to answer the overarching research question of this study, “What trends 

regarding secondary English Language Arts teachers’ technology integration efforts in the 

secondary ELA classroom are presented in two key journals in the field, the Journal of 

Adolescent and Adult Literature and English Journal?,” one must first examine the purposes as 

well as challenges secondary ELA teachers faced.  This study indicated that secondary ELA 

teachers were not simply incorporating technologies into their classes so that students may 

become “tech-savvy” (although that may indeed be a side-effect); they were including digital 

technologies so that students could better have a sense of agency in an environment that is truly 

connected to the world.  Through digital technology use in the classroom, students were able to 

grapple with issues relevant to them, research those issues (often collaboratively), and provide 

viable solutions to those issues—solutions that were reportedly granted in some instances 

(Doerr-Stevens et al., 2011). And, through such connections and agency, secondary ELA 

teachers employed students to begin questioning their own beliefs and assumptions about the 

world.  By incorporating digital technologies into their classrooms, secondary English Language 

Arts teachers were fostering students’ critical thought and reflection in ways that were personal 

and meaningful to them.  Even though challenges were documented in this study, they were not 

described as defeating challenges, but hurdles to overcome for the sake of connecting the 

classroom space to the world at large via digital technologies.  In sum, the articles examined for 

this study illustrated that secondary ELA teachers included digital technologies into their 
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classrooms not simply for students to develop mastery of such tools but for students to become 

more strongly connected to each other and society.   

These findings parallel NCTE’s newly updated definition of what it means to be literate 

in the 21
st
 century.  In February. 2013, NCTE amended their prior definition to include the 

following: 

Literacy has always been a collection of cultural and communicative practices shared 

among members of particular groups. As society and technology change, so does literacy. 

Because technology has increased the intensity and complexity of literate environments, 

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. As 

in the past, they are inextricably linked with particular histories, life possibilities, and 

social trajectories of individuals and groups. Active, successful participants in this 21st 

century global society must be able to 

 Develop proficiency and fluency with the tools of technology; 

 Build intentional cross-cultural connections and relationships with others so to 

pose and solve problems collaboratively and strengthen independent thought; 

 Design and share information for global communities to meet a variety of 

purposes; 

 Manage, analyze, and synthesize multiple streams of simultaneous information; 

 Create, critique, analyze, and evaluate multimedia texts; 

 Attend to the ethical responsibilities required by these complex environments. 

(NCTE Definition, 2013) 

The focus on establishing connections and relationships, as well as the emphasis on collaboration 

and independent thought, was seen throughout this study via the reported experiences of 

secondary ELA teachers integrating digital technologies into their classrooms. 
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Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

Because this study is a text-based qualitative study, certain limitations do exist.  First, this 

study only examines articles from two journals from 2008 to the current moment, a precisely 

defined window of time.  Although providing a narrow frame allowed for more thorough 

investigation of the articles presented, the findings cannot be generalized to all secondary ELA 

classrooms.  It is recommended that further textual studies regarding the diffusion of 

technological innovations within the educational realm be conducted, particularly from the 

beginning of the 21
st
 century to the present moment.  This expansion could provide a more 

robust depiction of how 21
st
 century technologies have been integrated into the secondary ELA 

classroom. 

Furthermore, because an open coding scheme was used in this study, researcher bias is 

inevitable.  In order to ensure the researcher did not manipulate the coding scheme and the data 

analysis process, an inter-coder rating session was conducted.  This session ensured that the 

codes created were accurate and valid to the best of the researcher’s knowledge.  To further 

triangulate data in different sources, a future study would include examining other modes of 

discourse pertaining to secondary ELA teachers’ technology integration efforts, including 

national mandates, district and school-wide policies regarding technology use, as well as 

classroom materials—including teacher-created materials as well as classroom textbooks.  

Examining these varied texts that have been circulated and implemented into classrooms may 

provide insights into the larger, more complicated picture of educational technology integration 

efforts in today’s schools.  

Lastly, the methodology of this study may be limiting.  If wanting to determine the 

purposes for secondary ELA teachers’ technology integration efforts, it seems a classroom-based 

study would be more appropriate.  Although such a study may have been preferred, the textual 

study allowed an examination of multiple secondary ELA teachers’ experiences from various 

regions of the U.S.  However, this study should be seen as a platform for bridging the discourses 

on digital technology use in the ELA classroom that have been written and published to what is 

actually going on in localized classroom spaces.  Future studies should include classroom-based 
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research, including case studies and ethnographies, to further contribute to this research 

trajectory—a layer that is crucial in truly understanding digital technology integration efforts in 

schools today. 

In conclusion, studies such as this one provide information on why secondary ELA 

teachers have begun to incorporate digital technologies into their classrooms.  This study also 

illustrates how and why these teachers overcame hurdles during implementation.  On a broader 

scale, however, this study illustrates how academic information, such as the journals described, 

can create a discourse of innovation, engagement, and creativity and spread it to an immensely 

vast population of educators.  This information is one key to tapping into how to make education, 

and the educational system overall, more connected to the 21
st
 century.  As Johnson (2010) 

poignantly states, 

You can learn a great deal about the history of innovation by examining great ideas that 

changed the world.  Indeed, most intellectual histories are structured in exactly this 

fashion, a narrative of breakthroughs and insights and eureka moments that had a 

transformative impact on human society.  (“The Slow Hunch,” par. 7) 

This study was a glimpse into the “narrative of breakthroughs” in the secondary ELA classroom 

of the 21
st
 century.  
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