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Introduction
| am delighted to be here today. Thank you foritivéation to speak to you
about a subject that | feel passionate about:ghehing of writing. The original title of
my talk wasTeaching Writing in the 21% Century, but as | developed these ideas, | felt
compelled to adtlearning to the title. Writing is central to learning aridrniking and the
digital age that we are now living in affords ue thpportunity to rethink some of our
basic notions about learning, as well as to exmamdinderstanding of writing.
Today, then, | am going to speak with you abowgetinterconnected ideas:
» the importance of teaching writing to all young pkeo
» the importance of rethinking how we teach writingeg the new technologies
that are available to us,
* and the opportunities for teachers and teacheragdigcto make a significant
difference in learning for both today’s studentd &day’s teachers by paying

attention to the first two points.

Background on the teaching of writing
| know that issues of language learning are ingrarto you in several ways,

including the importance of writing in both Engliahd Maltese for young people in



Malta today. While second language issues areadlgceat importance in the US, the
focus of this talk is on learning and the centyadit writing to thinking and learning. | do
not want to minimize issues of second languageiegy but | do want to share with you
my excitement about some new ways to think abatively engaging all students in
learning.

For many years, the teaching of writing has beanngd in American schools.
The emphasis on improving student performance ahigt@ement has largely centered
on reading and mathematics. However, writing aedadhger umbrella of communicative
competence may provide the crucial distinction leefmva perfunctory education and one
that prepares young people for success both iarthersity and the workplace. | believe
writing has becomthe crucial skill for the 2% century. The inclusion of a writing
program implemented across all grade levels araptiises can be found in some
schools in the United States, but in general theeageh to writing instruction is
fragmented and subject to the pressures of othecolar demands — i.e. “We don't have
time to teach writing because we have so muchvercb This last point led to the
creation in the United States of the National Cogsioin on Writing in America’s
families, schools and colleges. Initiated by thél€de Board, the organization that is
responsible for the SAT, GRE and other entrancenexhat universities use for
placement and admissions, the Commission has isbteslreports, the first of which, |
believe you are familiar with, and is about to esssme other. The first report identified
four major areas:

* Increased time spent in classrooms on writing



» Assessments that measure writing directly
* Implementation and expert use of technology
» Professional development in the teaching of writing

Taken together, these reports have triggered anmatconversation about the
importance of writing and the teaching of writingy today’s students. To quote from the
title page ofThe Neglected R — “Writing today is not a frill for the few, buheessential
skill for the many.”

Analyses of state and national literacy measurésarunited States demonstrate
that there is a significant gap for many young peaptheir competence and skill with
both higher-level reading comprehension and writagks. These concerns about student
achievement however, are not really new, even thaolig spotlight is shining on writing
as a critical component more than ever before. Wshaally new are the changes in our
global society related to the use of technologyd-the recognition that the old
technologies of pencil and pen are fast being oepldoy email, blogging, Instant
Messaging (IM), hyperlinks, digital stories, and eebe invented new approaches to
communication and writing online.

Simply put, hours and hours of many young peopleis are being spent on
writing and composing using these new technolodldsiow less about how this is
playing out in Malta today, but | logged on to “aitalta.com” and noted the existence
of the Maltese blogosphere. | also know that sofhis is invisible to those of us older
than 25!) Here is a quote (taken from this web sit August 23, 2005):

“New blogs are booming in Malta, even though thiempomenon is still in its infancy
here. The Maltese blogosphere is really differemtesit brings together Maltese people



living in Malta, Maltese people living abroad, fayeers living in Malta and even
foreigners who are linked in a way to this couniryere is actually a list of the Maltese
blogs on the Internet, available on http://www.ainmaita.com/INTERNET/BLOGS, and
it lists about 70 blogs, discovered by bloggersdoblicallef, Martin Debattista, Pierre
J. Mejlak, and Toni Sant. But it is probably nohaustive since it is very difficult to
know about all of them, as there are several bpogsgiders on the Internet.”

So what does all of this mean for those of us veaah writing and who design

programs for new and experienced teachers?

On Writing Well

Recently, | had the opportunity to re-read Willidmsser’s wonderful bookOn
Writing Well, first published in 1976. Let me quote from higsaduction to the recent
25" anniversary edition. He begins by describing tiseohy of writing in his life from
the pen and typewriter to email and the Interndttaen says:

“To me this is nothing less than a miracle, cuidnvgrnight what appeared to be a
deep American disorder. I've been repeatedly tglgédople in non-writing occupations
— especially people in science, technology, medidiusiness and finance — that they
hate writing and can’t write and don’t want to badwa to write. ... Then along came e-
mail and all the formalities went away. ...E-mail ters are like people who stop a friend
on the sidewalk and say, “Did you see the gamenigsit?” WHAP! No amenities. They
just start typing at full speed. So here’s the ol@aAll those people who said they hate
writing and can’t write and don’t want to writan write anddo want to write. In fact,
they can’t be turned off. Never have so many Anarscwritten so profusely and with so

few inhibitions.” Zinnser concludes with:



“.... E-mail is also where much of the world’s businés now conducted.

Millions of e-mail messages every day give peopéeibformation they need to do their
job, and a badly written message can cause a tdrmfige. (Not to mention the damage
done when you send a “reply all” by mistake! Emglisyhave begun to realize that they
literally cannot afford to hire men and women wilam’t write sentences that are tight
and logical and cleaihe new information age, for all its high-tech gadgtry, is

finally writing —based. Email, the Internet, and the fax are all formsvating, and
writing is, finally, a craft, with its own set obols,which are words Like all tools, they
have to be used right” (pp. ix-xi).

During the last election in the United States,drggome time reading blogs from
Berkeley students. The quality varied from the timpetent to the incoherent” to quote a
headline in théeconomist; but then there were some extraordinary blogswepful,
passionate, brilliant insightful, wise beyond theter’s years. Just ponder for a moment
these legions of people writing into the unknowspeak to anyone ready to listen, and
expecting a response. Just try to remember bdi@@henomenon arichagine
imagining that idea. And it's all about writing! While regers who call me at the
National Writing Project are still asking “is wnty important,” these bloggers are
creating new scenarios. Perhaps every persoremdllup (on-line of course) with a life-
long portfolio of ideas, thoughts, rants, celelmadi, displays of deep knowledge, and, in

short, rhetoric, in the Aristotelian sense.



And it's not only content. Writing, and the ruldsoait writing, evolve,
particularly in English (described by many as amtiregmore promiscuous languages) in
part because so many nations are inventing theirassions of it, particularly the
spoken versions. Many years ago, | spent someitirimelia, where | traveled to several
of the major cities. In every place, | met peopleovgpoke English, and who loved to
argue in English. The version of English, howetteg, uses of certain syntax, vocabulary
and even some rhetorical devices seemed new t¥ensions of English are alive and
well across the world and, though | have spent ardport while Malta, | think there may
be versions here too. Certainly as another bilieaple have decided to learn English, it
will contain many variations! Should we be concerabout these differences? | don’t
think so. In terms of language, | think Englistpaticularly lucky not to have an
academy of what's right and what isn’t to slow tfardown [as the French do?]. Some of
these changes in writing online may be irritatioghtose of us who teach and who are
older than twenty: | asked one young member of amyiliy why he refused to use capital
letters at the beginning of each sentence. Heeaobaisd said, “If you explain to me what
a capital letter does that a period hasn't alresmtpmplished, I'll consider it!” ...I
couldn’t!

ThisIS an exciting time. Technology is making it possifieeveryone to write
and our students and the public are experienchngstiof new opportunities to create
texts in multiple ways using tools that didn’t eéxighen Zinsser first wrote about writing
in 1976. In many ways, our task is more complex tivhen paper and pencil and

typewriter were the only tools available. Our wamkimprove the “craft of writing” in



Zinsser’s terms — learning to use the tools ofimgitvell — for different audiences and
purposes with this increasing array of technoldgyua students’ fingertips is daunting.
And supporting students in overcoming their fedhimking and of expressing their
ideas is as important as ever, if not more soss&nis exactly right; the technology has
allowed many people to overcome the fear of writiBgt fear ofre-writing has not
vanished, nor has the agony that often accompéniés learning to write, it still comes

down to the essence of hard work that technologysc@port, but can’t replace.

Rethinking Learning in the Digital Age
Before we talk further about writing, let me tuory second point about
teaching and learning. In 1997, Mitchel Resnickr@essor at the Media Laboratory at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, wrote:
“First, the good news: in the years ahead, themagl cost of computation will
make digital technologies accessible to nearlyyare in all parts of the world,
from inner-city neighborhoods in the United Stdtesural villages in developing
nations. These new technologies have the potdatfahdamentally transform
how and what people learn throughout their livest &s advances in
biotechnologies made possible the ‘green revolutioagriculture, new digital
technologies make possible a ‘learning revolutiaréducation.
Now, the bad news: while new digital technologieskma learning revolution
possible, they certainly do not guarantee it. Esebults are not encouraging. In

most places where new technologies are being useducation today, the



technologies are used simply to reinforce outmajgatoaches to learning. Even

as scientific and technological advances are toamshg agriculture, medicine,

and industry, ideas about and approaches to tegehith learning remain largely
unchanged.”
Resnick offers these suggestions:

“Rethink how people learn ...Students can become more active and
independent learners, with the teacher servingasuitant...Instead of dividing up the
curriculum into separate disciplines, we shouldifon themes and projects that cut
across disciplines...we should let students workrofepts for extended periods of time.

Rethink what people learn Schools must prepare students with the new skills
and ideas that are needed for living and working dhigital society.... Many ideas and
topics that have always been important but wetelafbecause they were too difficult
to teach with only paper, pencil and blackboardrane accessible through digital
technologies.

Rethink where and when people learn Most education reform initiatives
assume that learning takes place between 8 am pnmd.3

Well, if we are around children, particularly adssents, we know that 8 am to 3
pm are perhaps their worst hours. Personallkeltd work from 5 am to 9 am. What is
now true is that we can select our best hoursdooan learning. Digital technologies
allow us to work on schedules much closer to oun aeeds.

Using technology to promote writing and learning



Talking theoretically is one thing; demonstratiragual practices is another. | am
excited about the possibilities of the new techgis for both teachers and students,
particularly because the teachers in the Nation@ivg Project are excited about them.
When | see teachers engaged and excited — andals@ariew their work and their
students’ work — | can see even more opportunitidelding in the years ahead.

Let me show you a few examples of what | am desugib
Bearing in mind that there are three principles ftvern these new learning
environments. First, that they involve collabaratisecond that problem solving is at the
base, third they make use of media broadly defiBedhat a typical example might
contain the development of a presentation contgimrages, text, video and sound. As in
the real world, the results in the virtual, botkttend visuals underlie and inform the
theory, the story and the explication.

On the EDUTOPIA web site, a creation of the Gedrgeas organization (think
Star Wars movies), teachers are discovering wahnlaispreviously were only available
through extensive research in large universityigrciiy libraries, and then only after
enormous investments of time and energy. Herejisote from a teacher, Marilyn Wall,
in a remote rural area of Virginia: “My studentsenf think of their futures in limited
terms — working on farms or in poultry houses, itigva truck, or working in a small
family-owned business. Stars, planets, and astngraye topics not usually discussed at
the dinner table, certainly not as leading to gmesiareer choices. That is until my
students and | connected to NASA’s K-12 Questdtiite. ... NASA created a telecast

called “Live from the Stratosphere” and inviteddstats through the Internet to conduct a



global star count. The teacher continues, “My stusl felt like real research scientists as
they entered data on a star census map.” ...”Fortadeats in the Shenandoah Valley,
technology has become the equalizer, bridging #pelgetween culturally advanced
urban students and culturally disadvantaged riuaiests.”

In the Bay Area Writing Project, teachers have bgerking with NASA to
develop lessons for their elementary K-5 studeértigy have been studying Saturn’s
rings in a project called NASA Cassini-Huygens MiasandReading, Writing, and

Rings.

Outside of science, Web logs or Blogs and assattathnology such as WIKI
(server software that allows users to create aitdvedd page content and organization)
are causing an explosion of collaboration and etfal” thinking, problem solving,
raising questions, arguing and presenting of idleas, | venture to say at any time. As |
said earlier, during the last Presidential elegti@pent time reading blogs from many
sources — much of it mediocre, some of it brilljdnit all of it energetic and democratic.
And it is about writing, and it increases fluenapd if you say foolish things, you will
hear about it, though it doesn’t prevent them flmemng said. It is a true test in the
market-place of ideas. Here is an excerpt fromracl@ by Bonnie Azab Powell called

“the best of Berkeley Blogs:” “there are certaimgs that a blog can do better than a
print newspaper. We can cover a local event in rdetail, like when we posted 24

photos of a (student) protest and if we're talkatgut the state budget we can link to an
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LA Times article about it or the budget itself, wiieven online newspapers rarely
bother to do.”

| invite you to type blogs — Malta or any other oty - into Google and sample
for yourself. This and other online sources amb@ng a powerful new voice and
further herald the decline of traditional print soes. | noted in the NY Times recently
that sales of all the major newspapers in the @Qlawn again, as more and more people
are reading their papers on line (aided considetapkhe very good quality of displays
now), or simply giving up on newspapers entirelived the ever downward directions
of the popular press, I’'m not surprised.

Change, though, is always difficult. But rememltettour new teachers probably
used their first computers sitting on their pardaps! They are also more used to rapid
change and changing technologies. Let's make sateotir younger colleagues are
involved in discussions of reform.

Through my work and that of my colleagues in théidweal Writing Project, | can
tell you that we still meet teachers trapped infda of writing themselves and teachers
who have limited access to technological toolsd £ar those of us fortunate enough to
have overcome some of our fears and to have atwgs®d computer equipment, there
is always the next hurdle to leap.

You may know the movie based on the true storymlld 13, a voyage to the
moon in xxx. If you have seen it, you may remen@amonderful scene - when the space
craft was in great danger, the director of missiontrol brought his team together in

Houston, gave them the same equipment and supipéesstronauts had in space, and
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said over and again “WORK THE PROBLEM.” | think edtion problems could do
with some thinking like this. This approach couftktate at every level, and would help
those not teaching in classrooms to reach a hategrstanding of what teachers are
trying to do. Many times the solutions in educatsuffer from an enormous failure of
the imagination.

Professional development (and lifelong learning) ithe 2 Century

Imagine a system of professional development asoparlarger system of
professional learning for teachers across thegerar Not th@d hoc, fragmented system
that exists today in the United States (I don’twremough about how the system works
in Malta). Imagine one that works the problem amdbeds inquiry into the process.
Imagine some of the non-teachers making decisiboataour schools and classrooms
trying to “work the problem.” All teachers, of caar, need a way to participate in the
building and sustaining of professional learninghawunitiesthroughout their careers
and writing project professional development intiéeching of writing needs to be part
of that system.

Of course, the central challenge for such a systeinigh quality professional
development is implementation — one challengewtsaknow well. And “working the
problem” is what implementation is all about. Iregent report from California’s Center
for Teaching and Learning on the “status of theheay profession 2003” researchers
identified three central challenges to providinglgy professional development across

the state:
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» Poor working conditions, competing time demandstaedoo many beginning
teachers in low-performing schools.
» The diversity of the workforce in terms of expedenassignment, location — in

other words, the “one size fits all problem.”

» State and federal standards-based reform anddestjuirements that have

narrowed the breadth of professional developmdetiofys.

The National Commission on Writing’s second reortwriting in the business
world was drawn from a survey of representativethefbusiness community, from the
top 120 American corporations employing nearly eighlion people. To underscore the
fact that Zinsser’s point about writing is undeostdoroadly, let me read you a quote
from this report:

"With the fast pace of today's electronic commutiices, one might think that the
value of fundamental writing skills has diminishadhe workplace,” said CEO Joseph
M. Tucci, chairman of the Business Roundtable'scatian Task Force." Actually, the
need to write clearly and quickly has never beerenmaportant than in today's highly
competitive, technology-driven global economy."

Two conclusions from this survey will suffice here:

¢ People who cannot write and communicate clearly will not be hired, and are unlikely to
last long enough to be considered for promotion.
« "All employees must have writing ability.... Manufacturing documentation, operating

procedures, reporting problems, lab safety - all have to be crystal clear.”

Despite all of this attention, it will still takee concerted effort to “place writing in
the center of the school agenda” and to bring aboct changes for every student in

America. Many of you have been engaged in thikvimr some time and you know how
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difficult it is. However the new information-age IS writing-basedand we must find
ways to teach writing well to all students.

Thefuture of professional developmenin writing then has to take into account
the new demands on teachers, the new tools awailabd the possibilities they offer in
helping students learn to write well, not just totevfor enjoyment and connection to
others. People born in 1980 may have grown up eathputers and may now be
working as teachers, but they are also faced véti problems, challenges, and demands
for helping all students to succeed. The dailygbteaching hasn’t gotten any easier,
although the new technologies may be changing ahér@ of the enterprise.

The sheer dynamism of education — new populatibstudents, new
technologies, new curriculum, new and changingsassents - means that thehoc
nature of professional development, the instanb&g to go. Professional development
must become a central part of the education systemyst be a significant part of every
teacher’s life, and must stand as the intellectual center from which ircttan and
achievement can flourish.

Teaching writing in this new age

So how then are we to teach writing in this new?adérst, | believe we must take the
time to understand and become familiar with thetexts for learning that young people
are deeply involved in. Perhaps we should begih thi¢ kind of learning that engage our
youth for thousands of hours. James Gee, a natgdi$it and educator, has written that
video games are one of the more powerful learrontstthat youth spend time on. | have

agreed to be on a panel to discuss this propoddten this year, and in my preparation,
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and on the recommendations of two or three peamdenthe age of 25, | bought three
video gamesHalf Life 2, Therise of Nations, andMyst 4. As a new learner to this
environment, | spent a few days getting nowherevaitit a rising sense of frustration, |
called my step-son for help. “Why are you doing thin your own?” he asked. “Get on
line, get new information, join a community thatiseady playing this game.”

This was my first lesson. These new technologse®enabled, indeed
demanded, a learning community. So following #usice, | found information on the
web for neophyte players and | started advancipglia One of the ways that these
games are categorized is by whether they are shgatees or not. The first one | played
was definitely a “shooter” game, not somethingrtipalarly enjoy, though as | became
more proficient, | enjoyed even those challend®st, | asked, am | learning anything?
Well, at the heart of the games that | played hspdot of time solving logic problems.
To get from A to B and then on to C etc, | had étedmine the underlying logic of my
“enemy”, pick up clues left for me to find, and thgroceed to rescue, destroy, or unlock
the major secret hidden within. Another game, tinie a non-shooter game, asked me to
develop and build a city within a certain histolicantext; | choose Roman Britain. |
was to understand the level of knowledge and availeechnologies, build a city,
populate it, defend it against my enemies, and gmodvprosper. This game had a larger
appeal for me, but | still was left with some uriagtties about the learning. It was
difficult, I did have to learn and understand thkes of the game, and in that way it is not
unlike what young people have to do to be successfichool. They have to learn the

rules of the academic game. Many do, as we all kibavwhat we may not know so
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well, is why so many do not do well, or do not sdertearn in the ways that we teach.
Even the successful ones often complain that sdkdmmring, but necessary. But if we
are to educate more people to a higher level thanlkeefore, we should perhaps look for
a closer alignment between the way so many younglpdearn on their own, and the
way we are trying to educate them. Perhaps we aeedtademic version of, say history,
that will use a similar discovery and learning s with additional web-based research
processes built in. So far, my looking at softwaas turned up nothing that approaches
the sophistication of these games for education.

John Seeley Brown, the chief scientist at the X&orporation makes a cogent
point regarding learning during the school yealesarning by doing with others offers
students the opportunity for in-depth enculturaiitio a particular practice, where one
learns to be a physicist, social scientist, historian, etc.camtrast to jusitearning about
such professions. Students could absorb the smmthpractical aspects of a profession
(its practices) and gain tremendously from theirxpmity to practitioners, especially
when they can watch, listen, and peripherally pgudite. Enculturation is crucial to such
learning, since relatively little of the complexbvef practice can effectively be made the
subject of explicit instruction.” This certainlgscribes my experience in learning the
intricacies of the video games. It is perhaps amigraduate school that practice and
theory are strongly linked in the way that Seeteguggesting.

But the essential periods of learning all take @liang before graduate school,
and if we believe, as | do, that a significant nembf young people are giving up on

school learning long before that, then we shoulthges look a the ways that are the
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most engaging for them outside of school. Herearesee enculturation going on in
many arenas. Seeley goes on to say that, “weigmessing a profound blurring of the
classical boundaries separating teaching, learngsgarch, administration,
communication, media, and play, all brought abguhéw technologies. For today’s
students... (technology) is not so much a tool &satway of life.” When you consider
this lecture, for example, with a few Power Polittes, how much longer will this form
last, will there be a significant increase in myrfjauses of technology for me to transmit
the information that | am delivering today? Whatultba complete technological

presentation of this material look like?

As | said before, | am aware that change is diffidn an earlier life, | was an
electronics engineer. It has stood me in goodistéaave not resisted changes that
involve technology, though at my age, | still pretfe sit and read a book in my spare
time than almost any other activity. | am also antiat the challenge for educators is
that we need a more highly educated population &van before, and that traditional
methods of schooling that worked for a small mityoare failing in that task to educate
sufficient numbers. Literacy, the ability to think paper, the ability to analyze and
problem solve through the expression of words amabes is, and will be for some time,
an essential survival skill. Failure to use whaties the learning of millions of young
people is, | believe, a serious mistake. Bill Gassued a warning regarding high

schools in the US: He said,
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“When we looked at the millions of students that our high schools are not preparing
for higher education - and we looked at the damaging impact that has on their lives
- we came to a painful conclusion:

America’s high schools are obsolete.

By obsolete, I don't just mean that our high schools are broken, flawed, and under-
funded - though a case could be made for every one of those points.

By obsolete, I mean that our high schools - even when they’re working exactly as
designed - cannot teach our kids what they need to know today.

Training the workforce of tomorrow with the high schools of today is like trying to
teach kids about today’s computers on a 50-year-old mainframe. It's the wrong tool
for the times.

Our high schools were designed fifty years ago to meet the needs of another age.
Until we design them to meet the needs of the 21st century, we will keep limiting -
even ruining - the lives of millions of Americans every year.

Fifty years ago, it was possible to leave schodbabr even earlier, get a job at an
auto plant and earn enough to raise a family. Thatnot been true for some time now.
We must change the way we teach, we must placeagrand literacy, the most powerful
tools for thinking in the hands of every child. @tihen can we compete as a society and

only then can we offer opportunities to young pedpht allow them the choices to

participate and succeed in our new and complexBoci

Thank you.
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