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TECHNOLOGY COMMISSION REPORT

Students can be more intimidated 
by the prospect of writing in a foreign 
language than of speaking it. Generally, 
learning to write effectively, correctly, and 
in a meaningful way is not an easy task 
even in one’s native tongue.  Writing ef-
fectively for academic or other purposes 
requires having time to think about what 
to write, assessing the audience, develop-
ing drafts, selecting strategies and styles, 
and revising often before arriving at a 
fi nished piece.  When asked to write in a 
another language, students confront not 
only the general complexities of the writ-
ing process but also the stress of making 
sense in a language other than their own.  
Teaching writing, not simply assigning it, 
is committing to show our students ways 
to overcome possible fears to write in the 
L2, discover that they can express many 
important thoughts at various levels 
of profi ciency, build their confi dence, 
to help them develop coherent and inter-
esting pieces, improve grammar, learn 

new vocabulary, and even develop their 
writing style.  Teachers will spend a sub-
stantial number of hours guiding their 
students and reading multiple drafts 
to help them make sense, use correct 
vocabulary and grammar, and fi nd the 
appropriate style to express ideas. 

New technology is changing the 
teaching of second and foreign language 
writing and our students’ abilities to 
develop writing competence.  The use of 
Web 2.0 tools such as chats, discussion 
threads, Twitter, Facebook, and Google 
Docs, gives language learners a variety of 
platforms where they can “experiment” 
with writing, be creative, gain confi dence, 
and learn to like writing in the L2.  

As language teachers, we must ad-
dress the challenge of bringing our stu-
dents to writing competence and strive 
to design creative assignments that not 
only measure their abilities to compose 
with the written word and accurate 
grammar in the L2 but also provide 
different vehicles for them to showcase 
what they can achieve with their current 
knowledge of the language.  Although 
we are all racing through every semester 

to cover curricula and move students 
forward in their study of languages, 
we need to give them fi rst a chance to 
practice in  correction-free, grade-free, 
and collaborative environments where 
they are allowed to discover what they 
communicate through L2 writing.

By providing non-intimidating writ-
ing spaces, or sandboxes, within which 
students can “play” with the language, we 
free them of the worry of being correct-
ed or graded, encourage them to try, and 
open the door to various collaborative 
environments where they can communi-
cate with other language learners in their 
own classroom, in other classrooms, and 
reach beyond their familiar environment 
towards diverse communities of learners.

New technology allows us to select 
many different ways to develop students’ 
writing skills.   Communication tools 
such as basic e-mails and short posts in 
Twitter are simple asynchronous options 
to encourage our students to practice 

their skills in a less academic environ-
ment.  Students are already comfortable 
with these tools, so using them to com-
municate in a foreign language will not 
require any learning curve.  

With e-mails students naturally begin 
to copy formulas for greetings, closings, 
or requesting information that they 
observe in our e-mail communications 
with them,  and thus, become familiar 
with rules of netiquette.  Simple e-mails 
to ask if they have had a good weekend, 
to welcome them back after vacation, 
or to provide classroom information will 
prompt them to respond in the L2.    A 
Twitter1 account is an easy way to create 
a classroom community where students 
post general information about them-
selves.  But we can also channel their 
attention toward specifi c explorations.  
For example, students could post about 
events they hear about pertaining to 
the target culture they are studying.  The 
limited number of characters (140) per 
tweet can actually be a boost of confi -
dence for students who are tentative 
about writing in the L2 and see a risk-free 

opportunity to chime in.   A class social 
networking page with, for example, Face-
book or Edmodo, becomes a practical ve-
hicle to share information about  home-
work, chapter themes, culture items, or 
brag about students’ accomplishments, 
progress on team projects, study abroad 
experiences, and so much more.   These 
posts can be longer than tweets and thus 
give students a large practice space.

Teachers who use a course manage-
ment system such as Blackboard, Web 
CT, or eCollege can activate Threaded 
Discussions to follow up on a class 
discussion or pose a question and invite 
refl ections.  Often, at the beginning of 
a semester, sometimes before our fi rst 
class meeting, I ask students to post a 
self-portrait in the Threaded Discussion.  
They read about their peers, post their 
information, and have to respond to 
one or two posts to show their inter-
est.  I post information about me as well 
and model what I ask them to do by 

responding to a few posts.  Again, this is 
not a graded assignment, only a relaxed 
virtual meet-and-greet opportunity, but 
when I respond to their posts, particu-
larly if there were language problems, I 
can model correct usage and grammar.   
Threaded discussions will work better 
with intermediate to advanced learners 
because they can say more in the L2, but 
it is worth trying with fi rst-year students.  
If Threaded Discussions become a regular 
component in a class, students have time 
to improve their written communica-
tion skills and become more engaged 
in exchanging ideas and communicat-
ing longer messages within an on-line 
community of L2 leaners.  In a Threaded 
Discussion, we can elicit opinions about 
an aspect of the target culture, invite 
students to introduce themselves at the 
beginning of the year, and even encour-
age questions about the grammar lesson 
in a given chapter or before an exam.   

Finally, chats can also serve as sand-
boxes for non-intimidating language 
practice.  Synchronous chats within a 
course management system might work 
best for more advanced learners, but less 
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confi dent ones can still chime in or at 
least read what others are posting.  When 
it is not possible to fi nd conversation 
partners within our communities, Live-
mocha provides an option to facilitate 
communication in real time with native 
speakers or L2 learners from around 
the world.   Monitored live chatting in a 
language lab help students practice writ-
ing fi rst but can turn to speaking practice 
when students are ready to activate the 
video chat.

We can incorporate in a classroom 
routine any number of these simple 
eCommunication tools and observe how 
students function within them, letting 
go of the urge to grade in order to give 
them the freedom to be creative in the  
L2. 

Once students become more comfort-
able writing  in the target language and 
more importantly, begin to like it, we 
may introduce them to a larger practice 
sandbox with Google Docs with a clear 
academic purpose.  In this synchronous, 
collaborative space students learn to 
work together to write paragraphs, 
compositions, even stories in the L2.  We 
may start a writing assignment in class 
and assign homework in Google Docs.  
We may post a paragraph in progress or 
ask a student to volunteer one.  Google 
Docs is a unique practice platform that 
can be used in a language lab setting or 
elsewhere and can give a group of stu-
dents the ability to propose revisions to a 
document.  Revisions are saved automati-
cally and can be seen by all participants.  
Editing in Google Docs is particularly 
easy since multiple peer reviewers and 
editors are available to help one person 
or a group author or co-author a text.  In 
Google Docs, students learn to develop 
content and help each other focus on 
vocabulary and grammar uses.   

In their article “Collaborative Writing 
Among Second Language Learners in 
Academic Web-Based Projects,” Kessler, 
Bikowski, and Boggs (2012) sum up some 
of the benefi ts of Google Docs:

Thus, this study shows that 
students focus more on meaning 
than on form, but that when they 
do focus on form, they make correct 
more often than incorrect changes. 
They also demonstrate attention 
to process by assisting each other 
through collective scaffolding. The 
tool allowed the researchers to 
observe the students as they col-
laborated through the fl uid process 
of planning, writing, revising/editing, 
and formatting. As they aid each 
other in edits and idea development, 
they demonstrate the willingness 

and ability to work together in the 
writing process.  (14)
For the creative writers, Storybird pro-

vides a Web-based storytelling platform 
where students write stories.  Students 
choose topics and ready-to-use images 
from a bank of previously-published 
stories and create their own.  The free fea-
tures of Storybird allow teachers to sign 
in an entire class and give all students 
a chance to author or co-author a story.  
They can start a draft and work on that 
draft until they are ready to publish their 
stories on the Web.   Storybird helps 
students write and illustrate stories 
in foreign languages and make them 
available on the Web for free to anyone. 
The service aspect of this activity is also 
rewarding since we actually contribute 
new reading selections to a Web library 
of books written in various languages.

Our intermediate and advanced learn-
ers will produce creative individual or 
team projects with iMovie and Movie-
Maker.  I encourage students to use these 
tools for culture-based research projects 
because they allow them to incorporate 
writing, speaking, and cultural explora-
tion, and provide a more interesting 
delivery than a traditional oral report.   
Students can create short feature fi lms, 
construct visual arguments, or make a 
montage of images and narratives about 
their real or virtual Study Abroad experi-
ences.  An example of fi lm assignments 
is available in the AATF Technology Com-
mission Idea of the Month column from 
April 2010.

Finally, when our students have been 
able to elevate their writing competence 
from simple and short messages to more 
engaged and creative work, we might 
turn to Wordpress.com.  Wordpress can 

help create basic free blogs (upgrades 
are available for a fee) where students 
can showcase their class work or post 
original material for the benefi t of their 
peers or parents.  Last year, I started a 
blog for all my students, in different class-
es, to give them the opportunity to share 
their work and start communicating with 
their peers.   Some students volunteer 
immediately and post their work on the 
blog, while others prefer  to look at what 
their peers have contributed until they 
are comfortable with the new media.  
Since the blog addresses students in 
different classes and displays a variety 
of projects for different purposes, I have 
created separate pages to help visitors 
navigate the site.  The screen shot pro-
vided here shows different pages for dif-
ferent galleries of student works.  A blog 
is an appealing way to share students’ 

work with colleagues and inspire them to 
use new technology and new media.  It 
is also an effective and easily-accessible 
resource for administrators who can see 
what students can do with their foreign 
language skills.  Teachers can choose to 
keep the blog space private while stu-
dents get used to developing their Web 
presence, then, go public once they are 
comfortable with the new environment.

Blogs break down the boundaries 
of the physical classroom and make it 
possible for students to meet up virtu-
ally with their peers at the same school 
but in different classes in a communal 
space where language learning contin-
ues through free writing opportunities.  
Typically, once the site is public, students’ 
pride in their work is activated, and they 
become more interested in revising and 
editing their classroom projects before 
posting, thus improving form and con-
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tent.
Teaching and instilling L2 writing 

competence might just be one of our 
greatest challenges, but technology of-
fers exciting new tools that give students 
different ways to practice and become 
competent in writing, energize foreign 
language teaching and learning as a 
whole, and tap into real world Web-based 
communicative environments.  

Marie Schein
Texas Christian University
[mmschein1@gmail.com]

Works Cited
1 Kessler Greg, Bikowski, D. & and J. Boggs.  

“Collaborative Writing Among Learners 
in Academic Web-Based Projects. “ Lan-
guage Learning Technology, 16.1 (2012), 
91-109.

Free On-line Resources That Support 
Writing Practice

Wordpress [www.Wordpress.com]
Livemocha [www.Livemocha.com]
Storybird [www.Storybird.com]
iMovie  
        [www.apple.com/support/imovie]
iMovie App. For iPhone 4
Twitter  [twitter.com]
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