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	 Within this view of context-depen-
dent language learning, digital literacy 
practices are shaped by the dynamics be-
tween social materials (e.g., Web 2.0 tools, 
institutional curricular conditions, and 
logistics) and human behaviors. Learners 
appropriate digital literacy activities for 
their linguistic and social purposes, which 
allows researchers and teachers to avoid 
static, essentialized views of learning and 
its contexts.
	 Exploring how learners jointly con-
struct learning activities, one can see 
their identities/subjectivities in relation 
to co-constructed norms, rules, and goals. 
Moreover, this approach to studying com-
puter-mediated language learning and 
teaching can also address the kinds of 
experiences language learners will face in 
a linguistically, culturally, and socially new 
environment, and how they will carry their 
life interests and stories over to online 
language learning spaces.
	 As such, language learning is not the 
acquisition of discrete linguistic features, 
but rather of the norms, values, beliefs, and 
hierarchies of a social group in order to 
become competent members of that social 
group. Learners dialogically engage with 
discourses surrounding the learning prac-
tice—social voices that are both synchronic 
and diachronic (Bakhtin, 1981). 
	 In sum, when language learning is 
viewed as situated social practices that 
entail the use of sociocultural semiotic 
resources in context-dependent ways 
(Bakhtin, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 
1998), it is acknowledged that learners 
have “social agency” in those practices. 
It becomes critical to examine the goals 

Introduction
	 Social media are becoming a critical 
part of communication in everyday lives 
and are a common form of communication 
for many students in and outside of school. 
Accordingly, English learner (EL) students 
are using social media-based communi-
cation to gather information, maintain 
friendships, and express multiple identi-
ties. Considering that social media have 
been a driving factor in students’ literacy 
practices, it is critical that teachers incor-
porate this type of social writing into their 
curriculum and instruction to engage stu-
dents and to better support their language 
and literacy learning and development.
	 Research has shown that social media 
involve changes in modes, authorship, 
styles, genres, social relationships, and 
time and space of literacy practices (Elola 
& Oskoz, 2017; Lam, 2013; Shin, 2014; 
Toohey et al., 2015). This kind of textual 
practice has been shown to support second 
language (L2) development, giving expres-
sion to a wider variety of rhetorical goals 
and expanding audiences (Gee & Hayes, 
2011). However, while most of these studies 
have examined L2 learners’ out-of-school 
literacy practices, there are few studies 
about multilingual learners’/L2 learners’ 
uses of social media in school settings. 
	 This study explores how a sixth-grade 
teacher used social media in her English 

and Language Arts (ELA) lessons in a 
U.S. elementary classroom. Specifically, it 
examines the kinds of affordances avail-
able in social media-based writing, and 
how students process those affordances in 
writing genre texts. 

What kinds of affordances are available 
when students write through social media?
How do those affordances shape students’ 
learning of academic writing?

Theoretical Framework
	 The conceptual framework that I draw 
on for this study is a sociocultural perspec-
tive on language and literacy learning. 
Within this theoretical perspective, I argue 
that language learning is a social practice 
of meaning-making processes that draw 
on the semiotic/meaning-making resources 
available in the context of communication 
(Bakhtin, 1981; Halliday, 1985; Vygotsky, 
1978; Wertsch, 1998). These semiotic 
resources are cultural artifacts that are 
sociohistorically created by members of a 
social group.
	 Learning how to use cultural semiotic 
artifacts comes about by participating in 
socialization practices that involve cultural 
artifacts as the tools that mediate social 
interactions. Developing expertise in uses 
of cultural meaning-making resources is 
based on socialization processes of learn-
ing the cultural and social norms of a 
discourse community (Kress, 2003). Thus, 
in computer-mediated language learning, 
learners engage in expressing themselves 
and understanding others within the cul-
tural, social, and historical contexts of the 
discourse community. 
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and roles that learners have in comput-
er-mediated language practice as much 
as computer technologies, pedagogical 
purposes, and contexts to understand the 
dynamics of computer-mediated language 
and literacy education.
	 This approach enables one to see how 
learners are engaged in language and 
literacy practices involving meaning-mak-
ing practices through the new modalities 
afforded by computer technologies (Kress, 
2003; New London Group, 1996). Further-
more, such an examination that focuses on 
learners’ semiotic experiences shows the 
social, cultural, and historical complexi-
ties of computer-mediated language and 
literacy development.

Methods
School and Classroom

	 The school in which I conducted this 
study was Centerville Elementary School, 
located in an economically challenged rural 
area in the northeast of the United States. 
About 27% of students received free and 
reduced price lunch during the school year 
when the current study was conducted.
	 The Centerville school provided English 
Language Arts (ELA) curriculum following 
the state-mandated curriculum framework 
that directly aligns with the Common 
Core State Standards (CCSS) (National 
Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices, Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2010). In its ELA instruction, 
teachers maintained writing workshops 
that employed a writing workshop model 
(Calkins, 2010).
	 The Centerville school encouraged 
teachers to incorporate computer technol-
ogies in their instruction across content 
areas, and offered a computer lab with 
35 computers for their instructional ac-
tivities throughout the academic year in 
addition to computers in their individual 
classrooms. 
	 The sixth grade classroom in which 
I conducted this study was an inclusive 
class that educated ELL, special needs, 
and mainstream students together. The 
class had 18 students and was composed 
of nine girls and nine boys; four of the 
students were classified as ELs, students 
with disabilities, or students requiring 
Individual Education Plans (IEPs).
	 This classroom was well equipped with 
a SmartBoard and an Elmo, a document 
camera that the teacher used to display 
papers and student work, in addition to 
six computers and six iPads. The class 
used these computer technologies and 

	

other Internet related resources for 
many learning activities across content 
areas throughout the day. The classroom 
had a large library that had books about 
multicultural topics, in addition to books 
organized by subject areas.

Participants

	 The classroom teacher, Laura Smith, 
was interested in using instructional 
technologies and Web 2.0 technologies for 
her instruction. Ms. Smith took a graduate 
course, Supporting Emergent Literacy of 
Diverse Students, which I taught as part of 
a teacher education program in which she 
was enrolled. In the course, she designed 
a curricular project that incorporated Web 
2.0 technologies into the ELA curriculum. 
She invited me to her classroom so that 
I could provide support for the research 
project that she was conducting on the 
curricular project.  
	 This study was based on a focal child, 
Jonny, an eleven-year old bilingual boy 
whose home language was Laotian. He 
learned and used English as a school lan-
guage since his family immigrated to the 
States when he was a toddler. Jonny was 
a social and active student who enjoyed 
soccer and Internet-related activities (e.g., 
typing his grandfather’s stories, playing 
computer games).
	 Jonny enjoyed any school projects in 
which he could work on a computer and use 
Internet resources. His reading proficiency 
was at grade level, although his writing 
proficiency needed improvement. He loved 
engaging in digital literacy practices, hav-
ing access to up-to-date computer devices 
and Internet access in and out of school. 
In addition to being bilingual, his interest 
in digital literacies led me to select Jonny 
as a focal student for the study. 

Curriculum Unit

	 The study was based on a curricular 
unit of argumentative writing within the 
ELA curriculum. The ELA block was orga-
nized around centers, including word work, 
guided reading, independent reading, and 
writing lessons. The center activities were 
aligned with the CCSS. To teach the genre, 
Ms. Smith designed a curricular unit on 
writing an argument in which students 
selected their own topics about changing 
America into a better country. They then 
studied related information, and wrote 
their argument with supporting claims 
and evidence.
	 Ms. Smith turned the argumentative 
curricular unit into a multimedia writing 

project by incorporating digital technolo-
gies (e.g., Glogster, Edmodo). Edmodo, is 
a web-based platform that supports stu-
dents in connecting ideas, sharing ideas, 
and collaborative learning. Glogster is an 
online platform that provides multimedia 
resources for digital composition and inter-
active learning to enable students to both 
write and publish texts and the class. Her 
class had been using Edmodo for different 
kinds of content areas frequently, and stu-
dents were using the tool in and out school 
without any problems.
	 To help students’ use of Glogster, she 
provided workshops in which students 
could learn about the program, in addition 
to providing handouts for later use. The 
class had been using various technologies, 
including Web 2.0 technologies, in reading 
and writing activities across content areas 
(e.g., creating brochures about Greece 
in social studies classes using Microsoft 
Publisher, PowerPoint slides on Planets 
in science classes). 
	 Drawing on an SFL-informed genre 
pedagogy (Gebhard & Harman, 2011; 
Schleppegrell, 2004), Ms. Smith identified 
language features needed in argumentative 
writing and taught students how to write an 
argumentative multimedia text through a 
teaching-learning cycle involving multiple 
stages (Feez, 1998; Rothery, 1996).
	 First, the stages of orientation and 
modeling oriented the students to the 
purpose and function of the argument 
by discussing with them the features of 
mentor argumentative texts from books 
and the Internet. The classroom teacher 
focused on building a shared context for 
learning, while simultaneously familiar-
izing students with new technologies for 
multimodal text production.
	 Next, in the stages of deconstruction and 
joint construction, Ms. Smith supported 
students’ argument writing through a 
class activity in which the class analyzed 
language features of argumentative essays 
and jointly created an argumentative text 
for or against year-round schooling in Glog-
ster. In the joint construction stage, the 
teacher provided the students with scaf-
folding on how linguistic and non-linguistic 
meaning making resources co-constructed 
meanings of the argument.
	 Lastly, the students were engaged in in-
dependent writing of their argumentative 
essays on their selected topics for changing 
America. Throughout the writing process-
es, the students exchanged feedback on 
each other’s texts in Edmodo for critical 
reflection on their own textual practices. 
After the independent writing, students 
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Glogster was a motivational hook for school 
reading and writing activities, as seen in 
an excerpt from an interview with Jonny 
about his learning experience with this 
argumentative writing: 

This is really cool and I feel like I know 
how to use parts of the computer better. I 
have always wondered how you can send 
information over the Internet and if we 
could connect with students outside of 
school. I am really excited to try this at 
home and show my parents.

As such, the social media-based school 
writing validated students’ out-of-school 
literacy practices. It was able to support 
parental participation for school writing 
and building social relationships with 
friends and with other parents if students 
are connected out of school as Jonny noted. 
	 Jonny’s increased interactions with 
classmates changed ways in which he 
learned school writing. That is, he in-
teracted with his classmates in and out 
of classroom throughout the writing 
processes, from brainstorming topics for 
the argumentative writing to selecting 
appropriate images (e.g., including school 
picture instead of white horse) for the 
purpose and audience of the text. Jonny’s 
writing process became more social, and 
his writing was a synthesis of feedback 
from classmates as well as his own ideas.
	 This collaborative writing practice 
led him to have heightened awareness 
of audience responses to his writing and 
to have intensified interest in achieving 
social interactions with and recognitions 
from peers while learning school writing. 
For that goal, he attempted to make his 
text conspicuous by drawing on meaning 
resources such as funny images and strong 
colors (e.g., black background color). Thus, 
social media helped him to expand mean-
ing-making repertoire for writing and 
to expand the interpersonal functions of 
language use. 

Conclusion
	 This study explored how use of social 
media in ELA writing curriculum shaped 
a bilingual student’s learning experience 
in an inclusive sixth grade classroom. 
Findings show that use of social media 
in an ELA writing curriculum validated 
students’ out-of school literacy practices 
as they learned academic writing, along 
with a potential for parent involvement 
in children’s schooling.
	 This endorsement had a significant 
impact on the student’s motivation to 
complete assignments and his ability to 

published their completed texts in Edmodo 
and on the school district website. 

Data Collection and Analysis

	 Over the course of a semester, I collected 
multiple domains of data, adopting princi-
ples of ethnography for the participant’s 
learning experiences in this social me-
dia-based writing curricular unit (Denzin 
and Lincoln 2003). Data collection included 
student’s written texts, Glogster postings, 
field notes about classroom interactions, 
interview data, and instructional materials.
	 I used the focal student’s written texts 
and Glogster postings as primary sources 
for examining student writing process, 
and field notes, interview data, and in-
structional materials as supplementary 
data for contextual information about 
learning experiences. Grounded in socio-
cultural theories of language and literacy 
learning (Halliday, 1985; Vygotsky, 1978), 
I employed analytical codes such as af-
fordances, constraints, student roles, and 
changes in student learning. 

Affordances of Writing Through
Social Media and Impact on Learning
to Write an Argument

	 The focal student wrote an argument 
for establishing a commemoration day for 
the victims of the Sandy Hook Elementa-
ry School tragedy and for allowing more 
funding for protection at school, drawing 
on a class discussion about gun violence 
and school safety. With meaning making 
resources available in Glogster, Jonny 
selected images, words, and sounds as pri-
mary semiotic resources for his multimodal 
argumentative text, as seen in Figure 1. 

	 Data analysis shows that Jonny was 
able to produce a multimedia text that em-
ployed various meaning-making resources 
such as word, image, color, and sound ap-
propriately to the purpose and audience. 
In doing so, he distributed meanings of 
the argument across linguistic and visual 
resources with a growing understanding 
of multimedia text production. As such, 
Jonny developed a growing understanding 
of how to employ various meaning making 
resources/modes and intermodal relations 
through composing with Glogster.
	 This kind of learning experience with 
new communication media would foster 
the development of multilingual stu-
dents’ metalanguage for meaning-making 
process, and composition with various 
semiotic/meaning-making systems. Such 
semiotic competence allows students to 
develop critical language awareness in an 
increasingly multilingual and multime-
dia-based communications environment. 
	 Another affordance that is worth noting 
is increased interactions and collaboration 
among students. Along with increasing use 
of Internet in everyday communications, 
Jonny and many of his classmates were 
engaged with online games, blogging, so-
cial media (i.e., Facebook), and exploring 
websites. According to the interviews with 
Jonny, he spent about two hours a day on 
online activities out of school.
	 Ms. Smith’s use of Web 2.0 technologies 
and social media (e.g., Edmodo, Glogster) 
led him to become more engaged with 
school in ways that resembled Jonny’s 
typical social media activities. When he 
had homework posted in Edmodo, he was 
the first one who completed the work. This 
social media project through Edmodo and 

Figure 1
Jonny’s Multimodal Argumentative Text
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process various meaning-making resources 
in writing. However, simply giving stu-
dents new Web 2.0 tools is not sufficient 
to secure these gains in multilingual 
learners’ literacy skills. Students need to 
have scaffolding and explicit instruction 
on how to use new technologies and their 
meaning-making resources appropriately 
in various literacy contexts.
	 Given that quality learning is depen-
dent on quality instruction, teachers also 
need proper training and professional 
development on how to incorporate social 
media into their classroom for multilingual 
learners’ language and literacy education. 
	 When it comes to teaching through 
Web 2.0 technologies (e.g., social media), 
it is necessary for teachers to be aware of 
possible digital divides across communi-
ties, and provide not only computers but 
also the cultural practices associated with 
the technologies (Attewell, 2001; Reich, 
Murnane, & Willett, 2012; Warschauer & 
Matuchniak, 2010).
	 Particularly, it is important to keep in 
mind that many ELs and their families are 
from low SES backgrounds and do not have 
access to Internet-related technologies or 
communication practices based on Web 
2.0 tools in ways that many mainstream 
students do. In addition, their digital prac-
tices often do not fully utilize the potential 
of Web 2.0 tools. This kind of inequality 
involving Internet technologies is a critical 
issue for teachers to address at the begin-
ning of the instructional designing stage 
to assure successful instruction. 
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