
Can MySpace make better writers? 

Many teachers are embracing social networking sites, blogs and text 
messaging as a way to revive interest in creative writing. 
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Writing is making a comeback, and the reason may be surprising. 

It's the Internet, according to Richard Sterling, former director of the National Writing 
Project and a faculty member of the Graduate School of Education at Berkeley University. 
Sterling notes that for many years writing has been neglected in schools, but the Internet 
has triggered an ``explosion of writing.'' 

''Even over the past three years, there has been a difference with my undergraduates,'' 
Sterling says. ``Three years ago, I would ask how many students have a MySpace or 
Facebook page and about one-third would raise their hands. Now about 98 percent raise 
their hands.'' 

Sterling believes blogs, MySpace, Facebook, e-mail, IM and texting all have potential for 
improving a student's ability to write. While some critics worry about how the abbreviated 
nature of online and text communication ignores basic grammar and spelling rules, Sterling 
isn't concerned. 

''Creatively abbreviated words like GR8 and issues like not capitalizing after punctuation 
don't worry me -- and some changes may eventually become standard,'' Sterling says. 
``Students are savvy, and they will learn to adjust the way they write to fit the audience.'' 

LANGUAGE ON THE MOVE 

Gina Maranto, director of English composition at the University of Miami, agrees with the 
notion that technology is having a mainly positive impact. 

''English is an ever-changing language,'' she says. 

Both Maranto and Sterling correct their students if a text-like abbreviation appears in a 
paper unintentionally. 

''An A paper is still free from grammatical and spelling mistakes,'' Maranto says. ``That 
hasn't changed.'' 

KC Culver, assistant director of UM's Writing Center, sees audience as a key factor in using 
the Web. 

'Discussion boards, blogs and wikis present a huge benefit: They give students a real 
audience, rather than the outdated `student-to-teacher' writing,'' Culver says. ``Students 
put more effort into their critical thinking and writing because they want to be the post that 
gets commented on. In composition, we like to talk about reading and writing as an ongoing 
dialogue. With the Internet, this becomes a reality.'' 
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MULTI-MEDIA WORDS 

In a recent Pew Internet and American Life Project study, Writing, Technology and Teens, 
researchers found that writing for an audience motivates teens to write and write well. 
Some 78 percent of teens surveyed thought that teachers using computer-based writing 
tools would benefit their writing. 

At UM and other universities, multi-media projects comprise part of the composition 
curriculum. Culver, for example, integrates such projects into her first-year classes. 

''This semester, we will compose an ethnography-like project using Flowgram,'' Culver says. 
``This online application allows students to integrate photographs and Internet pages, as 
well as spoken text.'' 

This summer, UM renovated all its classrooms. Now instant projection of the Internet and 
course management systems are available during class sessions. Already, many writing 
instructors at UM and elsewhere collect and comment on papers online. They also ask 
students to use Web tools or multi-media in their assignments. Students brainstorm and do 
peer review online, use citation sites and even create blogs, wikis or multi-media works 
prior to turning in formal assignments. 

UM student David Case, who used blogs in Maranto's freshman course, explains that ``the 
kind of writing my friends and I do is about getting the point across as quickly as possible, 
with nothing to slow the reader down. On my phone, I can only use 160 characters in one 
text, so we have to develop a new language to be quick. Even if we are losing the art of 
writing, we are more efficient.'' 

Case says that he doesn't have trouble with longer writing assignments, although they 
require more thought than texting. 

''I know what more formal writing is, and I pick my vocabulary more carefully,'' he says. 

TECH TOOLS 

Shanti Bruce, chair of the Master's in Writing Program and coordinator of the Undergraduate 
Writing Program at Nova Southeastern University, also incorporates technology into classes. 

''My students have used MS Word track changes for peer review, MS Publisher to create 
magazines and, most recently, MyCompLab, an online program that allows students to write 
and save their work in an online environment,'' Bruce says. ``They can write online, save 
online, submit it to me and to their writing groups online, and they can create e-portfolios.'' 

Technology is also a space-saver. At Nova Southeastern, there are currently 16 online 
writing courses. Florida International University offers ''hybrid'' classes where students have 
some classes online and some in a regular classroom. 

REVIVED INTEREST 

'Overall, I see more enthusiasm from student writers because they used to think, `Who 
cares? Who is going to see this?' But now they are more invested since online the whole 



class gives feedback,'' says Michael Creeden, an instructor and associate director of 
Professional Writing and Distance Learning at FIU. 

Creeden wants students to be workforce-ready. 

''There aren't too many jobs that won't require the use of a computer or Web-literacy,'' he 
says. 

Are there any downsides to using technology in writing classrooms? Maranto says some 
additional planning is involved. 

``If the technology doesn't work, you need a low-tech plan as a backup.'' 

Also, plagiarism, while not new, is easier with the Web, so faculty have to craft assignments 
that make it more difficult. 

Ultimately, though, teachers say writing is being transformed, whether we like it or not. The 
positive is that students are recognizing that writing is a valuable commodity, and teachers 
are helping them become strong writers for the 21st century. 

''Knowing how to write in a more formal way is still important,'' says Barclay Barrios, 
director of Writing Programs at Florida Atlantic University in Boca Raton. ``It's not about 
abandoning this new style of not using capitals, a lack of grammar and extreme 
abbreviation, but it is about knowing when it is appropriate to use standard English. College 
is a time when students learn the multiple contexts for writing and how to negotiate them.'' 
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