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Introduction

A few years ago, I was sitting in an all-day professional development 
workshop before the start of a new school year. My heart sank 
as I scanned the results of our school’s standardised test scores 

in writing. Although our achievement results were slowly improving each 
year in several subjects, the low writing scores were a particular concern 
to me because I teach year five, which is when our system first formally 
assesses students’ writing skills.
 The relevant test scores students on one of three literary “modes”, 
which are assigned randomly. The data revealed that our students not 
only scored poorly in the descriptive writing mode but also demonstrated 
abysmal grammar and mechanics skills. I had feverishly taught my 
students how to plan, pre-write and write five-paragraph responses to 
the kind of prompts used on our test. And according to my classroom 
assessments, my students had demonstrated mastery of the grammar 
and mechanics rules. So why were they doing so poorly on the test? My 
students didn’t particularly like writing those five-paragraph responses 
to prompts, but they would dutifully follow the models that I provided. I 
thought I was teaching them writing strategies.
 As my colleagues and I explored options for improving our instruction, 
several questions kept running through my head: How can I encourage 
students to think of writing as communicating with a wider audience, 
not just something they do to answer a teacher’s prompt? What tools 
and resources can I use to update traditional lessons to immediately 
engage students? How can I weave the topics from reading, science, 
or humanities and social sciences into writing assignments so students 
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will comprehend the content through multidisciplinary connections? 
What social and emotional needs can I address in addition to students’ 
academic needs?
 It occurred to me that so often we tinker at the margins of 
learning instead of rethinking our basic approach. As writing teachers 
we vow to be tougher on grammar or to increase the number of 
marked genre assignments, but we rarely reexamine the purpose of 
writing or consider alternative formats.

Moving in a New Direction
I wanted to put writing in the centre of my classroom. At the same 
time, I knew that I couldn’t just add some assignments to my lesson 
planner. I needed a different way to shape writing instruction, to 
integrate it with the broader definition of literacy today. In addition to 
analysing our school’s poor performance on writing tests, I had read 
reports suggesting that students were falling behind many of their 
international peers in an increasingly competitive global economy 
(see, for example, Applebee and Langer [2006]). Today’s students 
need more than the three Rs to succeed. They also need the four Cs: 
communication, collaboration, critical thinking and creativity.
 For several years, I had used simple technology applications, such 
as Microsoft PowerPoint, and computer publishing to spice up my 
English lessons. Though they were just basic building blocks, these 
technology tools always seemed to motivate students to complete 
their assignments. I wondered if perhaps technology could be the 
catalyst that would re-energise my writing instruction as well as teach 
students to be inquisitive, innovative and self-directed learners.
 Experience had taught me that students learn better when they 
collaborate with peers and search for their own answers instead of 
passively receiving information from me, the “expert”. I knew this, 
and yet like many teachers, I had often forgotten that commonsense 
approach when I started planning lessons. Every activity flowed 
through and was controlled by me. As the parable suggests, I had 
unwittingly neglected to teach students how to fish so they could 
feed themselves for a lifetime.© H
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Introduction

 Truth be told, I was afraid of messing up in front of them as I used 
new technologies, which is why I usually returned to my traditional 
methods and lessons. But with technology I often had to play the fool. 
There was no other way to learn new software and applications than to 
fumble around with them, sometimes succeeding but often failing and 
having to try again. To my amusement and amazement, I discovered 
that students learned more from these experiences than from any 
of my “perfect” lessons. I remember the time during an education 
conference when one of the students who accompanied me on the 
trip spotted a newspaper with the headline “Allow Students to Fail”. 
Matthew was outraged by the suggestion that schools might give up 
on students until another year five, Rachel, shared her perspective on 
the statement. Rachel said that she had often observed my mistakes in 
applying technology in our classroom. She talked about all of the cool, 
new things she had tried as a result because she knew it was okay “to 
not get things right” at the beginning.
 Such comments encouraged me to continue exploring this new 
frontier of learning with my students. I started to shift my mind-set 
of thinking of technology as an extra and instead used it to re-imagine 
how and what we could learn and communicate. For example, when I 
acquired an interactive whiteboard, I realised that it would just be a 
glorified blackboard if I used it solely to disseminate information. Its 
power comes from the different ways it enables learners to connect 
with and respond to ideas. So instead of being the only one using the 
interactive whiteboard, I put it into the hands of the students, letting 
them create and interact directly with different ideas. When you 
examine how students spend their free time simultaneously e-mailing, 
texting, blogging, searching, networking and gaming, you’ll realise 
that all of those activities are “illuminated” by technology. Students 
are constantly interacting with one another and the content that 
interests them. They learn content that is relevant and meaningful to 
them (Metiri Group 2008).
 So I decided to help my students build on those shared practices. 
Starting with simple word-processing and publishing tools, we 
expanded to digital storytelling, distance learning, interactive editing 
and a range of activities that incorporated multiple formats for learning 
and communicating information. My students became my partners as 
we developed rubrics for evaluating their use of technology as well as 
their fluency in writing. We formed a new community of writers who 
became adept at crafting, editing, revising and sharing good writing 
in a wide range of genres and media.
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students volunteer to give up their free time to stay in the classroom 
and work, write or create?
 As I reviewed our schedule, I found a few slots where we could 
work poetry activities into our daily routine. Many of my students 
arrived on buses in the morning, almost an hour before school began. 
Rather than sitting in the gymnasium or the canteen waiting for 
classes to start, they could come to the classroom and work, if they 
so desired. During the past few years, almost all of my students have 

Box 2.3 Student-Created Poetry Rubric (continued)

FIGURE 2.4 Students shared their new knowledge of marine life by writing letters. Here is 
a poem my student Haylee wrote using the information gained from her e-pal.

Dear Haylee,

We have been reading the Island of the Dolphins in class too. We learned some interesting facts 
about these amazing marine animals. We learned that dolphins eat fish, cephalopods, plankton 
and crustaceans. Dolphins can swim up to 5 to 12 kilometres per hour. Dolphins have been 
interacting with humans for as long as we have known about their existence. Dolphins can not go 
in a deep sleep, only half their body at a time because if they do they would suffocate. Dolphins 
live up to 40 to 50 years. Most dolphins do not drink the salt water because it is too salty for them 
to drink! We also know what dolphins do for fun, they are very playful and love to play with 
whales. All dolphins and whales can produce complex sounds, its for communication or navigation 
underwater. It’s usually clicking, moans, whistles, trills and squeaks. Dolphins live in all seas except 
polar seas. Dolphins live in harbours, bays, lagoons and gulfs. Some dolphins like deeper and 
colder water. Dolphins have a smooth lightweight body so they can move quickly in the water. 
Dolphins are popular with humans because they are graceful and beautiful creatures. Well, Haylee 
that’s some of the really cool facts that I learned about dolphins. Hope to get a letter from you soon!
 Your friend,
 Brenna

The Dolphin
By: Haylee

She swims in the sea across the world,
Eating fish of all kind
It could be cod, mackerel or squid
But not all at one time.

She hits a shark not with sparks but with her gills.
She sees a whale at first sight and wants to play all night.
Then they will swim together until its time to go home.
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Chapter 4: One Size Does Not Fit All

and exploring new options for learning. In this case, my students 
were using Moodle (see Chapter 1) to discuss the next theme for 
the online journal they planned to publish with their e-pals. Through 
discussion they decided to focus on “going green”, an exploration of 
environmental stewardship.
 With the theme of “going green” in mind, one of the students 
suggested that we create environmental poetry. (This was a different 
group of students during a different school year than the ones who 
had written the sea life poetry; see Chapter 2.) I saw this as an 
opportunity to give students more time to practise a new technology 
tool (VoiceThread), write free-verse poetry using figurative language, 
reach out to a wider audience and pursue their interest in individual 
topics within the framework of environmental studies. At the same 
time, I could attend to the needs of different learners.
 My colleague Staci Moore Hawkins, our school’s writing specialist 
who is always interested in trying new things to improve the students’ 
writing school-wide, offered to help us with this project. She conducted 
some of the individual writing conferences with students so I would 
have more time to work with small groups on other areas. Staci also 
attended a workshop about using VoiceThread and practised at 
home so she could teach the students how to upload their poetry 
and illustrations as well as record their voices. She often gave up her 
planning periods to work with my students. With her assistance and 
insights, we were able to complete the environmental poetry project 
in a week. More important, my students and I loved having another 

FIGURE 4.1
Two students 

work on 
recording 

their 
comments 

for our class 
VoiceThread 

project.
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