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16 What's in a Wardle? 
Using Word Clouds to 
Teach Reading, Writing, 
and Revision 
Beth Ahlgrim 
Adlai Stevenson High School, Lincolnshire, Illinois 

Context 

Adlai E. Stevenson High School, located in the northern suburbs of 
Chicago, has a student population of 4,345. Approximately 98 percent 
of our students are college bound. Stevenson offers the standard high 
school curriculum with different levels of courses: instructional, 
college prep, accelerated, and AP. Students are required to take four 
years of English; electives are offered only at the senior level. In each 
English class, we as a department strive to create stronger readers, 
writers, and speakers through a variety of activities. How can we help 
students become better readers and writers through use of visual rep
resentation of text? We use vertical scaffolding of skills to help students 
develop more effective literacy skills as well as be able to participate 
successfully in our society. 

Rationale 
In my sophomore English college prep and accelerated junior English 
classes, students need direct instruction in previewing text, compar
ing text, and revising their own essays. I teach a very visual genera
tion, so my goal is to achieve a balance between exposing them to print 
and to nonprint texts while guiding them to make connections. Many 
of my students believe that previewing a text means simply looking at 
the cover art and then diving into the novel. Many of them also believe 
that revision is simply placing a comma in a run-on sentence and 
r<>llino- it a cLw. I have struggled with peer revision mainly because stu-
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hile Wardle meets the need to improve students' reading skills, it 
so helps students revise their compositions. I have discovered that 
tving students create word clouds, or Wordles (a Web-based program 
at records the frequency of word usage), is time well spent, and the 
sual replication of text enables students to glean meaning and set a 
irpose for their reading and revision. While initially working with 
e program, I realized that previewing text in a one-page document 
)uld provide students with a clear understanding of the main idea 
the text. I also realized that placing a composition on one page pro
:les students with a valuable snapshot of their own writing. What 
tter way to expose intent, main idea, and cohesiveness in published 
3ays and student-generated essays? Students have enjoyed using the 
::lrdles I create as well as creating their own. In the end, their under
mding of text and of their own writing has helped them become 
)re aware readers and writers. 

Before showing your students the Wardle program and model
~ the creation of a Wardle, you need to create one yourself; becoming 
niliar with the user-friendly program will allow you to troubleshoot 
y issues that might come up. Experiment with the "Remove common 
glish word" command and the "Keep common English word" 
nmand. The biggest obstacle I have faced has involved students not 
nembering to bring an electronic copy of their essay to class. It's also 
ite easy to find or create electronic copies of published novel chapters, 
:ays, and poems. If you can, access a class set of computers, or at least 
)Ugh computers so students can share. Even better is to project the cre
)n of the Wardle through a digital projector. It's a pleasure to watch 
dents' faces light up when they see a text purposefully manipulated. 

tjectives 

tdents will be able to: 

• Predict main ideas from a reading passage 

• Compare and contrast different sections of a text 

• Compare and contrast companion texts 

• Establish a focus for reading and analysis 

• Identify the use of strong diction versus weak diction in both 
published and student texts 

• Analyse the unity and cohesiveness of their own writing 

• Establish a focus for ri>vi~ion 
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Materials/Preactivity Preparation 

Creating a Sample Wordle 

• You and your students will need access to computers and the 
Internet. 

• Choose a text: a chapter, an essay, a speech, or a healthy para
graph. You can retype the passage if you can't find an elec
tronic version. 

• Copy the entire text, whether chapter, essay, or poem. 

A novel may be too big and unwieldy to serve your purpose 
well. Children's stories often work nicely. The first time through, you 
can create the Wardle yourself and have students watch you complete 
the steps, or you can let the students create it along with you. 

• Open the Wardle homepage and click on "Create." 

• Paste your chosen text onto the designatf;d box. 

• Click "GO." 

• Print out the Wardle. 

• Students should follow these steps using their own essays and 
print enough copies for all members of their revision group. 

Time Frame 

The reading lesson that accompanies the use of a Wardle will take two 
50-minute class periods per reading excerpt(s). The lesson can be used 
as a prereading, during-reading, or after-reading activity, depending 
on your goal for the reading assignment. Students can also revisit the 
Wardle to reflect on their initial observations of the text. For example, 
when students look at the "Letter from Birmingham Jail" Wardle (see 
Figure 16.1), they can predict that the main idea of the text pertains to 
"white" and "negro," allowing them to conclude that King is address
ing the issue of race. While reading, they can annotate for the main 
idea of a "racial divide," and after reading they can see what King 
was trying to change about race relations in the South. The revision 
lesson will take one 50-minute class period. The revision lesson should 
simply inform students about their own strengths and weaknesses as 
writers. Both lessons require students to reflect on their own learning 
to enhance future learning. 
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Figure 16.1. A Wordle of Martin Luther King, Jr.'s ''A Letter from Birmingham 
Jail" (http://www.Wordle.net/). 

Description of Activities 

Reading Lesson 

Before sharing the Wardle with students, I ask if any of them have used 
word clouds before. Some students may have been exposed to TagCrowd 
or Many Eyes, other word cloud or graphics programs. I find that many 
of my students have not heard of Wardle, so I create one using my com
puter connected to the projector. I choose a piece of text and show them 
how to copy and paste the text into the Wardle. Students' eyes light up 
once you click "Go." Clarify for them that the larger a word appears in 
the Wardle, the more frequently it is used in the actual text. Also, show 
them the language option, so they can focus on the main idea and cohe
siveness of the text by removing common English words. 

The day of the lesson, photocopy a class set of the Wardle you have 
created from a text: novel, short story, or speech. If you are using two texts 
for comparison purposes, have enough of both Wordles to go around. 
Directions to the students are simple: "What do you see?" Ask them to 
share their observations with their classmates while you keep a running 
list of observations on the board. Once all observations have been made, 
ask students: "What is the main idea of the passage? How do you know 
this? Which characters are the focus of the passage?" For a comparison/ 
contrast Wardle: "What is the same? What is different?" Both activities 
will guide your students' reading and reinforce their understanding. 
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The Wordle in Figure 16.1 is for the entire text of King's "A Letter 
from Birmingham Jail." I use this as a prereading exercise so students 
can get the gist of the letter before we begin to read it, annotate it, and 
analyze it as a persuasive text. Students can readily see that King's 
"Letter" focuses on the ideas of "law," "negro," "white," "time," "church," 
"freedom," and "people," and that King is forceful in his letter with the 
word must. Encourage your students to look at the smaller words too. 
They carry meaning even though they are not used as frequently. Some
times a student will point out an observation I have not entertained. 
When this happens, I know that students are growing as thinkers and 
that their purpose and intent for reading has a strong foundation. 

Next, have students look at their text of the "Letter" and reread it 
or read it for the first time. I establish my students' purpose for reading 
from their initial observations of the text in Wordle form. (If you look 
at the three Wordles included in Handout 16.l in the supplemental 
materials, you will be able to compare the three scaffold scenes from 
The Scarlet Letter. With these Wordles, I have determined students' pur
poses for rereading and analysis of the scaffold passages.) 

Then I ask students to annotate their text, using the Wordle as a 
guide. In the preliminary stages of working with Wordles, it's fine for 
students to simply focus their annotations on the words found in the 
Wordle for support of their initial responses. Later, you can guide their 
reading toward a deeper analysis of text to focus on stylistic analysis, 
which moves them beyond comprehension issues. While they read, 
they are answering the question, "How do I know ?" 

You may want to have students work independently first. Once 
all students have read the passage, ask them to share their annotations. 
Through the sharing, you will hear valuable conversations revolving 
around comprehension and inference. You might want to record the 
annotations on an overhead transparency of the text to ensure all stu
dents are receiving the same information and to aid those of your stu
dents with IEPs. 

Students may not realize they are using various reading skills, so 
once the class shares as a whole, it's worthwhile pointing out to them the 
skills they are employing. (Making color-coded annotations on the trans
parency would serve the students well here if you don't find it too time 
consuming to constantly switch pens. For the computer savvy, project 
the text onto a screen and highlight the document as students share.) 

You will also readily be able to assess your students' strengths and 
weaknesses through their small-group discussions. I strongly advise 
that you try simply to listen to the conversations. Student-centered 
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Figure 16.2. Student sample Wardle with common English words removed. 

Figure 16.3. Student sample Wardle with common English words included. 

learning allows students to own and be invested in their learning, which 
results in stronger understanding and retention. 

Writing Lesson 

To use the same technology for a different skill, writing, have students 
copy and paste their own essays and bring copies to class to share. 
Students should create two Wordles of their essays: one with common 
English words removed and one without common English words 
removed (see Figures 16.2 and 16.3). You might want to divide your 
class into groups of four, or you could have each student present his or 
her Wardle to the entire class. If you choose to work as a whole class, 
each student should print enough copies of both Wordles for every
one. Otherwise, students simply need to print four copies, one for each 
member of their small group. Students share their Wordles, focusing on 
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one student's Wardle at a time. The owner of the Wardle may not speak 
during this portion of the activity. The other group members orally 
share their observations of each Wardle. Ask students to focus on the 
following for the Wardle with the uncommon words removed: 

• Is the essay connected to the prompt? How do you know this? 

• Is the essay cohesive? How do you know this? 

• By tracing the author's use of specific words, explain how the 
different parts of the essay are connected. 

Direct students to look at their essay by focusing on thesis statement 
and topic sentences. Do they see a connection between frequently used 
words and their thesis and topic sentences? If not, they have established 
a focus for their revision. If so, they have reinforced the fact that their 
essay is focused, and they can set another goal for their revision. 

Next, have students observe the Wardle in which the common 
words were not removed. The focus of the observations for this Wardle 
should be diction choices. Ask students to focus their observations on 
the following: 

• Which word is used most frequently? How does this help or 
hurt the essay? (Responses will probably focus on coordinating 
conjunctions, overuse of prepositions, and overuse of the BE verb. 

• Using the Wardle, identify overly used words in the actual 
text of the essay. 

Students can then move on to revision. Have them focus their initial revi
sions on rewriting sentences that overuse the BE verb. You might want 
to model the revision of these sentences on the board. Students need to 
see that sometimes they need to rewrite an entire sentence rather than 
simply remove the BE verb and replace it with a "strong" verb. 

Students should leave class knowing specifically what they will 
revise for their next draft. To help students revise successfully, avoid 
having them target too many issues. If they leave class with two legiti
mate goals for revision, their chances for success will be good. They can 
always revise again with a different focus. I have used this technique 
with great success. Students realize that revision and editing are two 
different things. Also, by focusing their revision on rewriting sentences, 
they realize how specific words can strengthen or weaken an essay, and 
they naturally begin to vary their syntax and word choice. 

Assessment 

When assessing students' understanding and mastery of this lesson, I 
use several different tools. Basically it depends on where we are in the 
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school year, the number of drafts I am requiring, and the number of 
times we have completed a Wordle activity. 

I have used both informal and formal assessment. For my pur
poses here, I have created assessment guidelines for the reading and 
writing activities I provided in the lesson. Most of the ideas easily can 
be adapted to other texts, both professional and student created. 

The Reading Wordle Lesson 

• Check annotations of Wordle and cross-reference to the text: 
focus mainly on diction annotations. You can either collect 
annotated copies of the text, or you can circulate the room and 
assess as students complete the discussions. You might award 
X amount of points for contributions. 

• Have students record predictions and collect them as an exit 
card. While reviewing the exit cards, you can readily assess stu
dents' understanding of the text, the author's intent, and tone. 

• After-reading assessment: revisit predictions. Students can 
complete a self-evaluation to determine whether their pre
dictions were on target. You can also provide a short-answer 
handout to guide the self-evaluation: Did I correctly predict the 
main idea? Did I identify proper thematic concepts? Did I make 
connections between texts? If not, what did I miss? If I was on 
target, what specifically led me to the correct prediction? 

• Comparison: make connections: Students can complete a 
comparison/contrast list or Venn diagram. You can also 
extend the lesson by asking why the author would choose to 
place similar scenes in the novel or story but focus on differ
ent characters, time, or place. 

The Writing Wordle Lesson 

• Students record the focus of their peer's paper. 

• The student writer completes a peer response handout: What 
is the focus of the essay? What words are used too often? Will 
the frequently used words add or distract from the essay? 

• The student writer evaluates peer identification of focus: Were 
my classmates correct in their identification of the main idea 
for my essay? [Provide students with some guidelines for 
their revision.] If so, I need to be careful not to make drastic 
changes. If not, I need to revise my topic sentences to connect 
all body paragraphs to my thesis. 

• Focus on diction: Students can create new Wordles to accom
pany each new draft and complete a self-analysis of their own 
growth as a writer. Guiding questions can easily facilitate and 
focus students and provide you with helpful feedback: How 
are my Wordles different? (List differences.) Was this my goal 
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as I created my revision? What word am I ineffectively overus
ing? What specifically do I need to do to eliminate the overuse? 

• Provide small groups with a handout that asks: (1) What is the 
focus of my peer's essay? (2) What word is most used in the 
essay? (3) Are my responses to questions 1 and 2 identical? 

• You can also require students to revise one another's sen
tences to eliminate overuse of the BE verb. This moves stu
dents toward strong verbs, which show rather than tell. You 
can collect revised sentences to ensure students were on-task 
and assess them to determine what the focus of future writ
ing lessons should be. 

• Students should also turn in their Wordles with their drafts, 
rough to final. While working in groups, students can anno
tate one another's Wordles, and you can determine whether 
they were effectively on-task. 

Connections and Adaptations 

Initially, I used Wardle only as a prereading lesson, but I soon realized 
that it's a great way to check for understanding during reading and 
after. It's also valuable to revisit our initial predictions and reinforce 
students' comprehension and inference skills. Students see how close 
their initial observations were to the actual document, allowing for 
student-centered reflection and self-assessment of skills. To extend the 
lesson, you could give students portions of a text, have them create the 
Wardle, and then choose color, font, and shape to further signify and 
connect to the meaning of the text. For instance, they could focus on 
the connotation of words and express their findings through font color. 
You might want to share with the students the universal-or at least 
Western-symbolism of various colors. You could also have students 
create Wordles from a specific passage of text and use it as the foun
dation for a more visual representation. For example, when my class 
studies the novel Fahrenheit 451 and students have finished reading the 
novel, I assign each student a specific excerpt and ask them to create 
a visual representation of that excerpt. One former student combed 
through the passage for strong diction choices that would inform his 
visual. He then placed his diction choices in a Wordle, took a screen 
shot of it, transferred it to a Word document, and supplemented 
his word choices with images. His final product initially looked like 
random words on the page, but he explained that the randomness of the 
format reinforced the point that Bradbury was making in this passage: 
"Montag was confused, conflicted, and unaware." This student created 
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an exceptional analysis through a visual representation of a print text 
that enriched our understanding of the novel. 

As far as using Wordle to guide student revision, I have found that 
revisions are focused and thorough because students are honing in on a 
specific skill, and they can see what they need to correct in their initial 
draft. One possible extension of this lesson is to have students create sep
arate Wordles for each paragraph of an essay and then ask a classmate 
to put the paragraphs in proper order. When students have pieces of a 
puzzle to manipulate, engagement is 100 percent, and you are meeting 
the needs of your visual learners as well as your tactile learners. 

Overall, the use of Wordle creates an unintimidating forum for 
comprehension, analysis, synthesis, and revision. Students are very 
willing to discuss the word cloud because it is accessible, manageable, 
and fun. 



18 Networked Research 
Reporting: Using 
Ning to Report 
Student Research 
Joseph J. Geocaris 
Adlai E. Stevenson High School, Lincolnshire, Illinois 

Context 

Adlai E. Stevenson High School, located in the far northern suburbs of 
Chicago, is home to approximately 4,300 students, more than 90 percent 
of whom go on to college following graduation. While the majority of 
our students have Internet access at home, those who do not can take 
advantage of multiple lab spaces at school available both during the 
day and before or after school. Our English program consists of a three
year core. Junior-level English highlights argumentative writing and 
requires a culminating research paper. The following lesson occurs at 
the end of that research paper unit. I designed the lesson to address 
course objectives in media literacy, public speaking, and argumenta
tive writing while also working toward my own goal to update the 
research project to incorporate digital literacy. 

Rationale 

Social networking sites have proliferated across digital culture. Beyond 
popular sites such as Facebook, we ·can see elements of the model 
present on nonsocial websites like that of General Motors, whose site 
now contains a social-networking-esque "Owner's Community" with 
forums on issues such as trip planning and troubleshooting. At first 
considered a fad in the early 2000s, social networking has rapidly 
become an important space for literacy activities in our culture. Both 
my peers and my students use Facebook and similar sites for social 
purposes such as blogging, chatting with friends, sharing media, and 

177 
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posting pictures. However, social networking can also serve powerful 
functions in mobilizing groups of people to engage in professional dia
logue, to petition, to protest, to raise awareness. Regardless of whether 
it is a group of English teachers using it for professional development, 
as on Jim Burke's English Companion Ning, or a high school student 
using it to organize his or her co-curricular club, the success of a social 
networking group relies on the same skills most emphasized through 
research writing, including attention to audience, clarity of purpose, 
and use of supporting materials. The similarity in these requisite skills 
between social media composition and assembling a research essay 
makes the presentation phase of a research paper an ideal time for 
students to explore social media as a serious writing and publication 
space. Unlike a PowerPoint presentation, which also allows students to 
practice these skills, social networking software has a simpler interface 
with fewer tools, thus forcing students to focus less on proficiency with 
software and more on the underlying purpose of using it to engage an 
audience as a topical authority. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Identify elements of social networking sites that can be 
rhetorically adjusted for the purpose of spreading awareness 
or motivating action among an audience 

• Evaluate a social networking group to understand what 
makes it successful or unsuccessful, through applying effec
tive argumentation and writing concepts 

• Apply understanding of writing strategies to a Web-based, 
interactive, multimodal environment in order to create an 
effective social networking group 

• Apply understanding of authorial credibility to the creation 
of a personal profile page 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 4, 5, 6, 11, 12 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• You will need to arrange for students to have access to a social 

networking site that allows users to create both profiles and 
member groups. Although Facebook enjoys immense popu
larity, that popularity as a social space makes it too distracting 
for students doing class work (Pascopella and Richardson). 
Several alternatives are available. In the past, I have used 
Ning, which used to be a free Web-based program that allows 
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you to create your own social network; Ning is no longer free. 
Google Groups also performs the needed functions. Then 
there are sites such as ePals, Youth Voices, and Saywire, which 
are produced with educators in mind. If you are working in 
elementary or secondary education, it is critical, due to our 
legal responsibility to protect students, to ensure that what
ever space you choose has adjustable privacy settings that let 
you control who can see and work on the site. Also ensure 
that, as network creator, you have privileges to delete any 
inappropriate content posted to the site. 

• Especially if you are the first in your building to venture into 
social networking, you will want to meet with the individual 
in charge of your building's computer network. Sometimes 
this responsibility falls under an assistant principal, and in 
larger buildings it is a position on its own. Explain the project 
clearly, including its instructional objectives and why social 
networking is valuable to your students' learning (please 
feel free to cite any comments from the Rationale section; 
the Pascopella and Richardson article also offers valuable 
insights for this discussion). Some questions you will need to 
ask this administrator include: 

+ Do we filter Internet sites on our network? If so, will we be 
able to unblock the social network I have created for my 
students? (You are likely going to want to have students 
look at multimedia, so it is also worth asking if it is pos
sible to unblock YouTube for video and Flickr for photos.) 

+ What legal obligations or concerns involving student pri
vacy do I need to be prepared to address when I have stu
dents working on a network? 

+ What legal obligations or concerns does the school have 
regarding intellectual property and copyright for stu
dents working on this project? 

+ What are the expectations for use I need to make students 
aware of? What should be the consequences if students 
violate these expectations? (Chances are that your stu
dents, if they have school passwords, have already signed 
an agreement for proper use of technology in school, but 
if they haven't, you will want to work with the adminis
trator to set some clear expectations for your students.) 

• You will need to locate samples of both social network
ing groups that have been successful and those that have 
been unsuccessful in engaging the public. I found success
ful groups through searching Google News and EBSCO for 
"social networking" and "protest" or "movement." At this 
point, I do use Facebook because it is so widely used. I found 
failed groups by searching for a topic like AIDS on Facebook, 
and looking for groups with the fewest members and least 
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activity. I found "A Consortium of Pub-Going Loose and 
Forward Women," which is in support of the original group 
that achieved notoriety in building a peaceful protest against 
the violence directed toward women in India in the spring of 
2009 (Schive, Eracleous, and Helena). I like to include a group 
connected to local issues. This year, I might even use one that 
students at the high school started in response to recent deci
sions made by the school administration. But it is absolutely 
vital to find a failed group for students to look at. One exam
ple is "Health Care not SICK care!" (Young). In exploring the 
failed group's site, students can solidify their impression of 
what was working in the other, successful groups. My school 
does not allow access to Facebook, so I have had to take screen 
shots of each of these groups and post them online for stu
dents to study. 

• You will need a computer connected to an LCD projection 
system to give short tutorials, display examples, collect infor
mation, and display students' work as they present. The LCD 
is the easiest way to do these things, but the social networking 
tools for distributing materials make it possible to do these 
activities if each student has proximity to a computer screen · 
during these portions of the lessons. 

• Students will need access to computers. The lessons that fol
low are in many ways modeled off workshop and inquiry 
approaches, which are more effective when students can work 
in class. However, if school computer access is not possible, 
but all students have home access, the lessons can be adjusted. 

• Students will need a completed research paper that contains 
at least some element of argumentation. 

• You will need to form student editorial groups. These groups 
consist of students who worked with similar topics on the 
research paper: environmental issues, educational issues, 
national politics, to name a few. My students have freedom 
to choose any topic for their research so long as it connects to 
a theme I establish: last year's was "Local perspective," and 
this year's will likely be "Looking to the past to look ahead." 
As a result, I usually have one "miscellaneous group" made 
up of students whose topics don't fit with others in the class. 
I capped the editorial groups at four members and did my 
best to ensure that at least one student in each group had 
a higher level of technological skills and could "teach" the 
others. Forming the groups created a collaborative culture 
throughout the project and, in doing so, helped to equalize 
discrepancies in individual student technology skills. 

If you are new to the world of social networking, I recommend 
viewing The Common Craft Show's short video "Social Networking 
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in Plain English" on YouTube (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6a_ 
KF7TYKVc). This video can also serve as a brief introduction for 
students to begin thinking about the purposes behind their social net
working activities. 

While Ning's setup wizard makes the network creation process 
very easy, you will need to make some decisions about how much 
control you will exercise over the network. Remember, though, the 
bottom line is that there has to be some trust between you and the 
students. You will not be able to monitor all activity all the time. 
Therefore, setting clear guidelines and reasonable, immediate conse
quences is necessary. I listed a set of expectations on my blog within 
Ning, as well as consequences for inappropriate use (most of which 
were taken directly out of school policy for misuse of technology). I 
required all students to respond with an agreement to this policy or 
else face removal from the network. This way I was able to be proac
tive and give students freedom to work without needing me to approve 
all content-links, videos, pictures-before it could be displayed, a 
process that would greatly inhibit the students' ability to work effi
ciently. The few infractions I've had came from students' misguided 
attempts at humor: foul language or a profile picture with drug-related 
innuendo. I simply used my privileges as a site administrator to delete 
the content immediately and sent a stern warning to the student. Word 
that I took down the content spread fast, and reprimanding one student 
right away seemed to quickly solidify the social norms on the network. 
The English Companion Ning's "Teaching with Technology" group is a 
great forum for getting help and ideas from teachers who have experi
ence with social networking technology in the classroom. 

Time Frame 

This lesson sequence assumes SO-minute class periods. It involves three 
instructional days and two days of work time, followed by presenta
tions to the class. Because of their different levels of typing skills and 
of technological literacy, students will work at varied speeds. While I 
initially planned on two days for presenting these social networking 
groups to the class, I did not count on students voluntarily engaging 
in question-and-answer sessions. I often cut these conversations short. 
Using a social networking group as a presentation medium forced stu
dents to think carefully about engaging their audience. They distilled 
their points more concisely and found multimedia artifacts to show the 
class. Based on this conciseness, focus on an audience, and skillful use 

181 



182 The 21st Century Essay: Researching, Collaborating, and Composing 

of supporting media, the audience readily responded to the topics. As a 
result, my presentations took several days. 

Description of Activity 

At the start of the research paper process, approximately five weeks 
before the sequence I'm about to describe, I let students know they 
would be making their findings public through creating social net
working groups. It's important that they conduct the research knowing 
they will be venturing into the public realm; it tends to increase moti
vation in the research process. 

To start out the process of looking at social networking as 
a writing space, I post these questions on the digital projector at the 
beginning of the hour and ask students to think about them for a few 
moments: 

• What social networks are you active on? 

• Approximately how many "friends" or connections do you 
have on each network? 

• What groups have you joined as part of your network? 

• What are the rhetorical purposes of each group you have joined 
(e.g., persuasion, action, information, social communication)? 

These questions create the context for the assignment (see Handout 18.1 
in the supplemental materials). The first is a basic introduction, but also 
lets me spot any shifts in students' activities from year to year. I use the 
second question to illustrate the immensity of the audience accessible 
through networking sites. Students struggle with the last question, so 
I have my own Facebook profile with the list of groups I have joined 
cued up on the projector. I open some of the groups and briefly explain 
their purposes. This short modeling sets up the day's activities. 

After this initial discussion, I introduce the objectives for the day: 

1. Students will be able to identify uses of social networking for 
advocacy and activism. 

2. Students will be able to analyze social networking move
ments as live rhetorical artifacts. 

At this point, I assign the editorial groups I have created. The students 
move to sit by one another and log on to the computers. While the com
puters are booting up, I explain an editor's job: to work with writers 
to refine, develop, and compose content. Further, this collaborative 
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process is especially important in online endeavors, where most com
posing is done in teams. After providing the context for the editorial 
group, I outline their responsibilities to one another: 

• To assist one another in generating ideas and possibilities for 
each person's project 

• To assist one another with technology-related issues such as 
how to post a link or a photo 

• To share relevant materials with group members 

• To review and critique one another's social networking 
groups before they present them to the class 

• To respond to the final product each member creates when he 
or she does present it to the class. They will ask you to either 
"approve" it and issue a grade, or "hold" the project and have 
the student revise. The goal of the groups is success for all 
members. 

When I am done explaining, the groups and the computers are all 
logged in, and I direct students to the Ning network we have been 
using for most of the year. If you have used Ning before this activity, 
students will be able simply to log in. If you are starting new, you will 
need to allow time for students to get to the site, form accounts, and 
request membership, and for you to approve them. Within the Ning, 
I use the discussion forum function to post the day's instructions (see 
Handout 18.2 on the companion website) and any other attachments. 
Later, students will post their reflections on the day's activity to this 
forum. Of course, the directions can be given on paper, but a digital 
discussion forum allows students to see one another's work, respond to 
it, and use it to extend their own conclusions. 

First, students see a list of key concepts we have discussed 
throughout the year: focus, support, organization, rhetorical effect, audi
ence. The groups' first task is to hypothesize how these concepts might 
manifest on a social networking group. For the sake of time, I don't ask 
students to share these hypotheses, although I am sure to check in with 
each group as they brainstorm. 

As the group discussions close, I post the Facebook group "South 
Africans Abroad" on the digital projector (Steynberg). With screen 
shots available and posted to the Ning Forum, I have students open 
it on their screens as well. As a group, we examine this page for how 
focus, support, organization, rhetorical effect, and audience are present 
on the site. 
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• FOCUS: Students should recognize that the focus is to connect 
South Africans living outside of the country to one another 
and to keep apprised of important South African issues. They 
should note that the group's administrators make this clear 
through the title and the text description. 

• AUDIENCE: Students should pay close attention to the "Cate
gory" label, the description, the privacy setting, and the "Infor
mation" tabs. All of these give valuable insights to the intended 
audience. In this case, students should see that the audience is 
expatriate South African citizens who are interested in staying 
connected to the country's affairs. 

• ORGANIZATION: We look at the placement of links, how 
often the group is updated, how many members are listed as 
administrators, and how discussion forums are used. We try 
to answer questions such as whether it is easy for members to 
engage in discussions and how easy it is to find information 
within this group. 

• SUPPORT: Students should see that videos, pictures, and links 
to articles or blogs are used to support the site and increase its 
ability to achieve its goals. They should also notice how wall 
comments allow members to include links and sources not 
included by the group administrators. Here we try to note if 
there is a specific type of information commonly used on the 
site. Often this site uses politics-related links (although by this 
book's publication, its focus could have shifted dramatically). 

• RHETORICAL EFFECT: Where students tend to struggle 
a bit is in recognizing the methods creators used to engage 
the audience and their rhetorical effects. I point them to 
the text and the comment walls to evaluate tone. Is this a 
friendly group? Is it focused on debate? Is it contentious? 
The group's avatar image also is worth looking at to see how 
the administrators are giving the group a "face." What is 
the effect of that image on the way members interpret other 
content? 

I explain to students that their goal for today is to compare and con
trast the ways three other groups use focus, audience, organization, 
support, and rhetorical strategies to get their message out; having 
looked at these groups, they need to come up with a conclusion about 
what makes for an effective social networking group. Students spend 
most of the class time in their editorial groups looking at the next 
three sites and discussing their effectiveness based on the key con-
cepts listed above. 1 • 

At the end of the hour, editorial groups post their conclusions 
about effective group composition and design to the discussion forum 
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on Ning where they found the original assignment. I always encour
age students not to simply repeat what others have posted, but if they 
have similar results, to elaborate on the idea by providing examples or 
further explanation. Between class sessions, I read through these post
ings and respond where I see fit, often with a question to extend think
ing. I rarely respond to all posts. Since these are public discussions, all 
members of the class also receive any comment I make. There are no 
grades associated with this lesson. 

On the second day, students begin class in their editorial groups. 
They read through the postings from yesterday's discussion (all of my 
classes work on the same network, so there will be several responses 
they haven't seen yet). As they look through their classmates' descrip
tions of what makes for an effective social networking group, I ask each 
group to synthesize the discussions into a "Top 5 Guidelines for Com
posing an Effective Social Networking Group." Each group shares their 
ideas, and I record them on a Word document that is displayed on the 
digital projector. We try to resolve any contradictory ideas that come 
up. For instance, if one group suggests that a good group has a concise 
description of purpose, and another group suggests that a good group 
elaborates on its purpose in its description, we try to bring the two 
ideas together. The result may sound something like "A good group, 
through its description, provides a necessary amount of information to 
its intended audience in order to make its purpose clear." I do ask that 
students elaborate if their guideline is something along the lines of "A 
good group uses support well." If needed, we will discuss what support 
means and revise the statement into something more specific, like "A 
good group consistently updates the links and informational materials 
on its site." 

After sharing "Top 5 Guidelines," I pull up the Group Creator 
template in Ning and show students how to access it. I pause here to 
allow all students to get to the same place before giving a brief tutorial 
on how to create the group, insert a link, and load multimedia. Then 
I give students about 10 minutes to play with the features. Once that 
10 minutes is up, we discuss the software limitations they are notic
ing. This is an important question for any Web 2.0 activity-what is our 
software and network not capable of doing? Only through this knowl
edge can the designer/writer generate an effective document, or even 
choose the appropriate programs through which to accomplish his 
or her goals. On a Word document, I record the constraints we have 
noticed, adding a few that I know about. We note that on our school's 
network, YouTube loads very slowly; the "group description" has a 
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word/character limitation; discussion forums and text boxes allow for 
uploading documents, but the group main page does not. After this 
discussion, I make a blog post on Ning listing these constraints, and I 
encourage students to, while they work, add new constraints they run 
across, or ask questions by using the comment function of my blog. 

With knowledge of what makes for a successful social network
ing group, as well as a functional understanding of the constraints 
posed by the Ning, students next read through their research papers 
again, and then work with their editorial groups to form a design plan 
for remediating the assignment into a social networking group. They 
need to define: 

• The group's purpose 

• The target audience 

• Resources from their research they might be able to reuse here 

• A list of additional multimedia resources they will need 

• A plan for use of the wall and discussion forums 

Before turning students loose to work, I emphasize to them that 
the sources they used for the research paper might not be appropriate 
in a social networking group-that many people will watch a video but 
not read a ten-page article. They need to do more research! I spend the 
rest of the class period conferencing with students as they work. The 
proposals are posted to a forum on the Ning I have set up. Overnight, I 
respond to each student's proposal with brief affirmative feedback and 
at least one question. 

Assuming I can secure access to a computer lab, the next day is 
a student work day. I use the proposals to determine which students 
might benefit most from one-to-one assistance during this time. It's 
during this work time that students begin to notice that the actual com
position does not take long, so I reinforce multiple times through the 
hour that a successful group requires planning and research for good 
multimodal support. 

The third and final instructional day focuses on creating an 
online identity that reinforces authorial credibility. One way a social 
networking group differs from a PowerPoint presentation or an essay 
is that to participate in the network, the author must have a profile
a page that gives information about the author. A well-constructed 
profile can enhance the group creator's credibility regarding his or her 
topic, while a carelessly constructed one can diminish credibility. 

To introduce the idea, I again like to start with Facebook. Since 
Facebook is primarily social, a user has a lot of options for information 
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to include. I tell students that it is not uncommon for people to get in 
trouble on their jobs or in applying to college based on the information 
they have posted to their profiles. I ask students to write a brief reflec
tion on the following questions: 

• On most networks, you know the people who you connect 
with. But imagine that someone is being introduced to you 
through your pfofile. What would they think about you? 

• How many "inside" references or jokes do you have on your 
profile? Could any of them be misinterpreted? 

• Is there anything on here you wouldn't want a parent/ 
teacher/employer to see? 

• What, overall, does your profile say about you? 

I do not have students turn this in, but I follow up by asking them if 
they think the same information would be acceptable on a professional 
site, like our Ning network. I then lead an inquiry discussion, helping 
students articulate what is different about our Ning network compared 
to Facebook. 

I then pull up my personal page on Ning. I leave it blank for the 
purpose of this lesson. Together, the students and I examine the infor
mation it's possible to post on Ning, and any other tools present on 
the personal page each of them has. These tools and their appearance 
change frequently, so I will not list them here. The first year I imple
mented this lesson, Ning provided lots of "about me" options, includ
ing favorite books and favorite movies; this year the personal page is 
customizable by the network administrator through clicking on the 
"Manage" tab, followed by the "Profile Questions" application. Then 
I ask students to help me create a personal page that reinforces my 
credibility as their classroom teacher and administrator of the Ning 
network. 

Following the group exercise of helping me to create my per
sonal page, I ask students to spend time constructing their own pro
files or adjusting the information they have already posted in a way 
that reinforces their credibility. I ask all students to change their profile 
picture to something that is more businesslike: for example, a shot of 
their faces rather than one of their favorite cars. 

Again, if I can I secure the lab space for one more day, I do. On 
that final day, students work the entire period on composing their 
social networking groups or finishing up their profiles. On this day, I 
tell students they must work out a plan within their editorial groups 
for each member to get at least one set of peer feedback. I leave the 
guidelines for critique open, but tell them to refer back to the criteria 
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we came up with as a class for what makes a group effective (by this 
time, I have posted onto the Ning the notes I took as we shared "Top 
Fives"). I also encourage reviewers to test all links and videos on the 
site. Their homework that night is to email one critique to a member of 
the editorial group, copying me on the critique. 

When the students presented their groups to the class the fol
lowing week, I had members of the editorial group, who had watched 
the presenter's work develop, submit a short assessment of the final 
product as compared to earlier versions, ultimately indicating whether 
they believed the presenter's group was ready for grading or needed to 
be held off. I did not have any students vote to hold a grade. If they had, 
I would have spoken to the presenter after class and given him or her 
specific suggestions for improvement, along with a deadline to make 
one last revision. 

Students gave short presentations of approximately three minutes. 
In those three minutes, they used multimedia to address the audience 
and conveyed a vast amount of information. During question-and
answer sessions, which were added to the schedule on request from 
the students, the ideas presented through the group were discussed. 
Students discussed thematic connections between the different pre
senters. They debated design choice, and how the group might further 
expand its audience. They connected on personal levels with the topics. 
It was a fun set of presentations; my only regret was that I had to start 
cutting them short in order to get through them all. 

Assessment 

Ungraded formative assessments are integrated into each of these 
lesson plans: the analysis of the Facebook groups, the Top 5 criteria, the 
group proposal, the final peer editorial session. Beyond these products, 
the workshop approach I have described allows for continual, indi
vidualized conferencing and assessment. The more freedom students 
have, the more they will explore the tools. The final presentations to 
the class are graded, however. For the presentations, I have two sets 
of criteria: content of the speech and presentation factors. For each of 
the following points, I give students an E-excellent, S-satisfactory, 
or R-recommended revision: 

Content Evaluation Points 

• Explanation of group purpose 

• Explanation of design choices 

• Rationale for the group 
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Presentation Evaluation Points 

• Use of the Ning to support claims 

• Ease of speech 

• Eye contact 

As you can see from these criteria, I use this project to satisfy a public
speaking curriculum requirement. The criteria can easily be adjusted. 
I use the presentation component to give students experience in pre
senting their professional work to a board that has decision power. I 
do grade the product (aka the group) as well. This is a holistic grade. It 
is this grade the editorial group can vote to hold off for their member. 
Having the editorial groups take part in the assessment also helps keep 
students engaged during presentations. 

Connections and Adaptations 

I designed this lesson sequence to address several skills in areas of digital 
literacy and professional communications that students will need as they 
enter college and the job market. Since I am working with high school 
juniors, I opted to embrace the full range of complexity. Using networks 
as publication spaces, however, is an idea that can apply to any course 
that strongly features writing experiences that allow students to take 
ownership of and self-direct their composition process. I do not think 
this type of digital writing workshop environment will generate much 
investment if students are using it for literary analysis writing. The social 
networking group provides a space for synthesizing lots of different 
informafion and media in order to back up an opinion that the student 
feels strongly about after conducting in-depth research. Literary analysis 
writing is often too confined to the text it is analyzing to allow for this 
level of synthesis, and since it gets its drive from an extrinsic source (aka 
the text as opposed to the student's own curiosity), it is more difficult to 
get it to fit well with studies of purpose and audience engagement. The 
scope is simply too small. The best places to adapt these lessons are in 
research-driven assignments, or as a method for remediating personal 
essays. In each of these circumstances there is a strong personal invest
ment from the writer and a wide range of potential audiences, thus 
making them ideal for the World Wide Web. 

One adaptation in the procedure that can make it even more 
collaborative and more similar to actual workplace projects is to ask 
the editorial groups to work together to create only one page. In this 
incarnation, the members of the editorial group select the topic that 
they believe demonstrates the most likelihood for success in the social 
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networking group format. The group then divides the tasks to build a 
single webpage. The procedures will remain mostly the same. 

I have spent two years using Ning for this project, but I will be 
using the Google Sites platform next year. Not only has Ning moved 
to a fee-based platform, but it is also limited in terms of the features it 
can integrate; in most cases, adding on a new feature requires the user 
to create a new account. My students have found the platform difficult 
to work with when working collaboratively as a single group, as well as 
when they try to integrate news feeds or interactive components from 
other sites. By contrast, Google presents users with access to a wide 
variety of tools under a single account. The Sites program is built for 
collaborative purposes and has more flexibility. 
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20 The Macbeth. Mystery: 
An Interactive Approach 
to Challenging 
Language 
Laura L. Brown 
Adlai E. Stevenson High School, Lincolnshire, Illinois 

Context 

I teach Macbeth to my sophomore English class of twenty-five students 
at Adlai E. Stevenson High School (with an enrollment of approxi
mately 4,300 students) in the northern suburbs of Chicago. These soph
omore students come to me having read Romeo and Juliet in the ninth 
grade. They know what to expect from a Shakespearean tragedy but 
generally know nothing of Macbeth specifically. An overarching theme 
of many of our texts at this level is "ethical action and moral dilemma." 
We study Bradbury's Fahrenheit 451, Orwell's Animal Farm, and Martin 
Luther King, Jr.'s "A Letter from Birmingham Jail." I teach Macbeth in 
the early part of the second semester. 

Rationale 

Everyone knows how a Shakespearean tragedy is going to end. It's 
hardly any mystery: we all know that the main character is going to 
die. The mystery (and the thing that Shakespeare really wants us to 
pay attention to) is the why. That is where the real mysteries of his trag
edies unfold and where we find the important lessons that his plays 
can teach us. By setting up our study of Macbeth as a mystery to be 
solved, I hope to focus my students on the motivations for the charac
ters' choices and the moral lessons that Shakespeare teaches through 
this tragedy. The interactive technology, Promethean ActivBoard 
with Activoters, helps us to examine the language and imagery more 
closely, use strong visual tools to enhance students' experience with 
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the text, accurately assess students' understanding, promote students' 
active participation, and respond to students' needs in real time. I also 
use video material from Discovery Education's United Streaming and 
BrainPOP to support our understanding of Shakespeare, tragedy, and 
drama. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Annotate text noting meaning, connections, style elements, 
and language structure and conventions 

• Accurately identify important details and infer meaning from 
them 

• Recognize the universal truths of the play and the connec
tions they have to our lives today 

• Write an essay that demonstrates an understanding of the 
important lessons of the tragedy and how those lessons are 
revealed in the play 

• Write an essay that uses appropriate diction, syntax, tone, and 
content for a particular circumstance and audience 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 2, 3, 5, 6, 11 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• A copy of Macbeth by William Shakespeare. I use the Cambridge 

edition. 

• Laptop or desktop computer 

• Data projector 

• Promethean ActivBoard with Activotes and appropriate soft
ware; other interactive technology could work (e.g., SMART 
Board) 

• Web video from Discovery Education's United Streaming and 
BrainPOP 

• Mystery assignment description 

• A "clue" chosen for each scene (provided) 

To prepare to use the ActivBoard, I went through a two-day 
initial training session with the board and the voters, and continued 
with occasional help sessions and online tutorials as a follow-up. I 
learned how to create a "flip chart" (a slide-by-slide presentation), use 
the annotation tools, and set up and use the interactive voters. Anyone 
familiar with PowerPoint or Keynote software would find setting up 
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a flip chart lesson to be very similar to these presentation software 
programs. The software allows you to operate the computer from 
the board using a special pen that works like the mouse. The annota
tion tools allow you or the students to highlight and write in various 
colors on the flip chart slide (or anything else on the computer screen, 
including documents and webpages). With a click of a button on the 
toolbar, you can call for a vote, and students can use the voters to enter 
responses that are then displayed on the board. 

The company's teacher resource website, Promethean Planet 
(http://www.prometheanplanet.com), provides resources, support, 
and professional development for teachers. This lesson uses the 
board's most basic tools, so it works for teachers who are only just 
beginning to use interactive technology. Atomic Learning (http:/ I 
www.atomiclearning.com/) also provides good tutorials for learning 
the basics of using the board and its software. 

It's important to note that there are many different kinds of 
interactive technology available, and this lesson is easily adapted to 
whatever software and hardware you have. While the interactive tech
nology makes this lesson engaging and powerful, you can adapt it 
to more low-tech alternatives, or use only the pieces of it that suit the 
available technology. 

Time Frame 

I usually spend about four and a half to five weeks with Shakespeare. 
That includes preparing students to read the play, reading the play, and 
writing the essay. We do most of the reading of the play in class using 
audio recordings and film versions, as well as performing some of the 
scenes ourselves. You could shorten the time frame by assigning more 
of the reading outside of class. I have also spent as much as six weeks 
with this unit, adding a project in which students create a movie trailer 
for the play (see Handouts 20.l and 20.2 on the companion website). 

Description of Activity 

To set up our study of Macbeth, I use some great Web resources to 
provide basic background. Discovery Education Streaming (http:// 
streaming.discoveryeducation.com/) provides a variety of video 
content for the classroom, including a great set of videos on tragedy 
and William Shakespeare by a group called "The Standard Deviants." 
This is a subscription service and one that I would highly recommend 
for access to high-quality streaming or downloadable video content for 



208 Interactive Literature Study: The Paperback vs. the Computer Screen 

the classroom in all subject areas. Another subscription service called 
BrainPOP (http://www.brainpop.com/) also offers some video mate
rial that provides the basic background for reading Shakespeare. 

As we begin reading the play, I set up the problem in this way: 
"Why would a man who was a hero in battle, who enjoyed the 

trust and loyalty of many good friends, who became king of all of Scot
land, be overthrown and killed by his own noblemen? And why would 
a woman who suddenly got all she ever wanted, who was made queen 
of Scotland, go mad and kill herself?" 

The scenario that students receive at the start of the lesson is as 
follows: 

"Eleventh-century Scotland was a violent and troubled country. 
Feuding families and clans fought to control trade and territory. 
The castle was the power base of each rival war-lord (thane). 
Political murder and revenge killings were commonplace. Mau
rauding Vikings and Norsemen raided constantly. 

Macbeth was born into this violent world in 1005, son of the 
great family that ruled Moray and Ross. His own father was 
murdered by his cousins. Macbeth married Gruach, grand
daughter to a High King of Scotland. They had no children of 
their own." (Gibson 1993) 

Imagine that you are a part of this world, too. Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth are dead and you are asked by the new king to 
investigate their deaths. You are asked to report not only how 
they died but also why. The new king wants to learn from the 
mistakes of Macbeth to avoid the same violent end. It is your job 
to solve the mystery of this terrible tragedy. 

The clues for this mystery are important lines from the play in 
each scene (see Handout 20.3 in the supplemental materials). As we 
read each scene in class, a clue is revealed from that scene. I have pre
pared each clue on a separate flip chart slide with a corresponding 
image or video clip. The images are paintings, sketches, and photos, 
and the video clips are from various productions of the play. These 
can be obtained from image searches on Google, Yahoo!, or Bing; video 
searches can be found on YouTube or TeacherTube. 

Together we annotate the language of the clue using the interac
tive annotation tools (see Figure 20.1). We highlight key words, para
phrase meaning, and label literary techniques. Annotating is a skill 
that students find difficult. When they have these interactive tools 
and strong visual cues to show them the process of annotation, they 
begin to see its purpose and value. Also, because we are not annotating 
the entire play but only a small portion of each scene, students find it 
less intimidating and overwhelming. It also allows us to examine the 
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Figure 20.1. Student annotations using interactive tools. 

small portion of the text very closely, digging deep into the diction and 
syntax of each line, rather than spending all our time translating the 
entire scene and reviewing events. 

We also examine the image or video to consider the various inter
pretations that are possible in the theatrical production. We can anno
tate the image as well. Students interpret the text of the clues, make and 
adjust hypotheses regarding the key questions, and write notes in a 
reading journal-I call it their "detective's notebook." At first, students 
rely entirely on me to point out the "clue" in the scene, but after the first 
act or so, I begin to encourage them to guess at what the clue might be. 
Students begin to develop the ability to pick out the key detail or clue 
on their own. By the time we get to the final act of the play, students are 
accurately picking out the key details before the clue is revealed. When 
we are finished reading the play, the students have all the clues they 
need to understand why this tragedy happens. 

From these clues, students should arrive at the following 
conclusions: 

• Ambition can be destructive. This tragic flaw in Macbeth's 
character, which was magnified by Lady Macbeth's own 
ambition, led to his eventual death. 

• Evil is seductive and dangerous. The witches tempt Macbeth 
with the promise of greatness. Their purpose is clearly to cor
rupt him, and they succeed. The murderous intentions and 
actions of Macbeth and his wife were evidence of the evil that 
took over their destinies. 
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• Nothing is ever as it seems. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth may 
appear to be one thing but are in actuality something differ
ent. Much of the play is about the difference between appear
ance and reality. 

• Guilt and conscience are powerful forces. Both of these 
characters suffer agonies of conscience as a result of the actions 
they take to make it to the top. 

The visual enhancements, colorful annotation tools, and inter
active assessments help students to engage in the language of Shake
speare in new and valuable ways. Students are not passive receivers of 
information, but are interacting with the text and each day's lesson in 
ways not possible before. 

Assessment 

Periodically, in conjunction with a clue, students will perform an inter
active assessment. They answer a series of multiple-choice questions 
that test their ability to interpret, analyze, and make meaning from the 
text. Each question appears on a slide, and students respond using the 
handheld voting device. Student responses are then shown in a graph 
on the board that shows how many students chose each answer (see 
Figure 20.2). The advantages of this are many. All students are partici
pating-every student answers every question. Students can answer 
anonymously, providing them with the ability to take guesses safely 
without the embarrassment of being wrong in front of their peers. I get 
immediate feedback, knowing exactly how many students understand 
and how many don't. This allows me to make adjustments in my teach
ing, immediately responding to what my students most need. 

The summative assessment of reading skills at the end of the play 
involves reading and interpreting not only two scenes from Macbeth 
but also a new scene from Julius Caesar. This assessment is designed to 
determine whether students can apply their newfound skills to a cold 
reading from another play. The multiple-choice questions are similar 
to those given during the interactive assessments that students took 
during our reading of the play. 

As a final written assessment, students respond in writing to the 
following prompt: 

Now that you have the clues, it's time for you to make your 
report to the king! In a well-developed essay, write an analysis 
in which you explain the reasons for Macbeth's and Lady Mac
beth's tragic end. What lessons can we learn from their tragic 
story? Use some of your clues as support for your reasons. Be 
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Figure 20.2. An interactive student assessment using ActivBoard's Activate 
program. 

sure to integrate your quotations smoothly into your writing 
using appropriate lead-ins. Also, you must cite the lines noting 
the act, scene, and line number. 

(See Handout 20.4 on the companion website for the essay assignment.) 

Connections and Adaptations 

The mystery strategy is one that can be adapted to any piece of litera
ture in the curriculum at any level, but I think it is particularly well 
suited to Shakespearean tragedy. Ninth graders could use it with 
Romeo and Juliet; seniors could use it with Hamlet. Middle school teach
ers could use it with a text like The Giver, where students need to note 
important details and put them together to draw conclusions about the 
true nature of the dystopia. 

The interactive tools are, of course, useful in many other learn
ing contexts. I use the annotation tools and voters to great advantage 
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when teaching grammar skills. Teaching grammar is always a chal 
lenge, and many teachers dread it. Drilling? Whole language? Induc
tive? Deductive? Linguistic? Whatever approach, it seems studenh 
often disengage. The interactive whiteboard is a way to get 100 percen 
participation in a grammar lesson, and I get immediate and compleh 
feedback showing what students understand. I can make the experi 
ence so fun that students are often begging me for another grammai 
lesson. This interactive tool has transformed my grammar lessons int< 
fun, productive experiences with amazingly positive results. 

And because these tools also allow for easy integration of video 
websites, and images into instruction, they enhance our close analy 
sis of both print and nonprint text. I can use this tool to improv< 
instruction in the research process: how to use online databases, hoVI 
to evaluate webpages, and what kinds of sources to use when. But de 
students know what to do when faced with a real research project? 
use an interactive assessment to walk students through two differen 
research projects and assess their ability to make the right choices iI 
their research. Using interactive technology, I can get 100 percent par 
ticipation and immediate feedback during the lesson to help me find al 
the right "teachable moments." 

Work Cited 
Gibson, Rex, ed. Macbeth. William Shakespeare. Cambridge School Shake

speare. New York: Cambridge UP, 1993. Print. 
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22 Would Ralph "Friend" 
Piggy? Using Social 
Networks to Study 
Character 
Elizabeth H. Beagle 
Landstown High School, Virginia Beach, Virginia 

Context 

Landstown High School is a large, rural public high school in Virginia 
Beach, Virginia. Close to 2,300 students are enrolled. The school is 
unique in that it houses the Technology Academy, a school-within-a
school program that aims to equip students with advanced technology 
skills. Roughly 600 students are enrolled in the Technology Academy. 
The student population is diverse and includes students from all ethnic 
backgrounds, as well as a large percentage of economically disadvan
taged students. All students are required to take four years of English 
classes to obtain a diploma. During the 2008-09 school year, students 
taking English 10 honors classes completed a character study using 
Ning, the social networking site. Any student taking an English course 
that requires a character study could successfully complete the assign
ments outlined in this lesson plan. 

Rationale 

Every year students are asked to complete character studies of various 
literary figures. Most of the time this involves some kind of static essay 
in which the student tries to analyze the motivations of a character. 
While this type of assignment has value, it generally fails to help stu
dents truly analyze a character's motivations and thoughts. One way 
to help students better analyze character is by using Ning, a social net
working site much like Facebook or MySpace. Students are asked to 



Would Ralph "Friend" Piggy? Using Social Networks to Study Character 223 

"get into character" as they analyze the character from a first-person 
point of view. While "in character," the students pretend to be one of 
the characters by creating a profile, writing blog entries, chatting with 
other characters on discussion boards, and joining groups. The culmi
nation of the project is to create a digital story analyzing the character 
studied. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to 

• Analyze character development 

• Illustrate an understanding of character 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 1, 3, 4, 8, and 11. 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• Piece of literature to be studied (e.g., Lord of the Flies) 

• Access to a computer and the Internet 

• Student email accounts 

Before beginning, review with students the elements of fiction, includ
ing characterization and plot structure. Students should have finished 
reading the novel and completed parts 1-3 on Handout 22.1 (found on 
the companion website). You will then need to set up the class Ning 
(see Handout 22.2 in the supplemental materials for step-by-step 
instructions). You don't need expert Web 2.0 skills to do this; it is fairly 
easy to set up and manage. First, register with Ning (http://www.ning 
.com/) and create a Ning network. After you've created the site, give 
the address to your students so they can join the site. They will need 
email accounts in order to activate and join the class Ning. Once stu
dents have joined, the program will ask them to create their profiles. 
You will need to remind students to remain in character at all times, 
including during this first step of creating the profile. You will need to 
find a way to identify specific students online since some will be study
ing the same character. I instructed my students to use their character 
name and their own name (Piggy /Susan Baker). 

Time Frame 

When I first taught this lesson, I didn't allow enough time for the stu
dents to absorb the novel. Initially, I planned for a two- to three-week 
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activity, but I had to add an additional week to give students time to 
complete their character studies. The lesson will probably take three 
to four weeks, including the reading of the novel. The initial lesson 
(review of character and plot structure) should take 30 to 40 minutes. 
You need an additional 30 to 40 minutes to explain the project, review 
samples, and get the students working. The next part of the lesson 
(reading the novel and completing parts 1-3 on the character study 
handout) will take place both in and outside of class. When I do this 
assignment again, I will spend more time on in-class reading. I also 
think I will have students work together in teams of like characters to 
complete parts 1-3 of the handout. 

Description of Activity 

My students and I were about to begin a novel unit, and I wanted a 
different way to assess their understanding of the literary elements of 
character and symbolism. I didn't want to assign another essay, yet I 
knew that I needed them to do more than compile a slide show with 
a few words and pictures. Furthermore, I was intrigued by the idea of 
establishing an online community. I believed that many of my students 
had MySpace and Facebook accounts, so I began to explore the possi
bilities of these two sites. I joined both sites but quickly decided they 
were not academic enough for my needs. I discovered Ning at a confer
ence I attended and decided to give it a try. 

Ning offered everything I was looking for with a much more aca
demic atmosphere. I was especially excited about the ability to create 
my own social network that could be managed in a way that allowed 
me to guard my students' work and identities. I set out to create my 
class site, called Lord of the Flies. I possess intermediate Web 2.0 skills 
and was delighted to find Ning so easy to use. I am a kinesthetic 
learner, so I played around a bit and created my own page. In a little 
over an hour, I had created the class site and felt comfortable enough 
to present it to my students (see Handout 22.2, Screen Shot 1 in the sup
plemental materials). 

To begin, I held a mini-lesson to review the elements of fiction, 
paying special attention to character and symbolism since these were 
the two elements I wanted to focus on. After the mini-lesson, I distrib
uted the texts and the character study handout (see Handout 22.1). Then 
I took an informal survey to find out how many of the students had a 
MySpace or Facebook account. I wanted to see how many of my stu
dents were familiar with social networking. The results were not sur
prising. Most students did indeed have one or both. Next, I reviewed 
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my expectations for this activity and showcased the class site, includ
ing my own page (the one I created while learning how to use the site). 
I also shared the rubric with them to ensure that everyone understood 
what was being assessed. I was pleased to discover that the students 
were excited about this project. 

Over the next couple of weeks, we read Lord of the Flies and held 
many class discussions about the reading. Students worked in teams to 
analyze symbols found in the novel. During this time, students com
pleted several activities that helped them analyze the symbols, with the 
ultimate goal of creating a slide show to illustrate their understanding 
of the symbol they studied as a team. Additionally, students complete 
parts 1-3 of Handout 22.1. I felt it was important for them to create these 
pieces before logging on to the site; I was afraid that if I allowed them 
to join the site too soon, they would get carried away with the glitz of 
the technology and not spend enough time analyzing their character. 

After students created their slide shows and completed parts 
1-3 of Handout 22.1, I took them to the computer lab to join the class 
Ning, create their profiles, and begin their personal pages. Again, I 
was pleased to see their excitement. In the first 45 minutes of our lab 
time, most students completed the profile, uploaded several photos, 
completed their "About me" paragraph, and worked on their blogs (see 
Handout 22.2, Screen Shot 2 on the companion website). We went to 
the lab one more time for an hour and a half to complete the project. I 
encouraged students to work at home as well. 

While students worked on developing their pages, I was pleased 
to see that they went beyond the responses asked for on the handout. 
For example, I required them to complete four blog entries. The first one 
had to deal with the conflicts the character experiences. Students did an 
excellent job of describing the conflict from the character's perspective. 
Furthermore, some of the students made comments on one another's 
biogs while remaining "in character." (See Handout 22.2, Screen Shot 3.) 

Another benefit of the Ning is that it was easy to determine 
whether students understood the complex relationships in the book. 
One of the first tasks students were asked to complete was to send a 
friend request to other characters. This activity was very telling; if a 
student pretending to be Piggy "befriended" Jack, I had a clear indica
tor that that student didn't understand the relationship between these 
two characters. Additionally, students were instructed to join groups
The Hunters or Ralph's Gang. By joining the right group, students 
indicated their understanding of how the characters interacted with 
one another. A student pretending to be Ralph shouldn't be joining 
The Hunters, because Jack (the leader of the hunters) and Ralph are 



226 Interactive Literature Study: The Paperback vs. the Computer Screen 

enemies. After joining the appropriate groups, students were encour~ 
aged to correspond with one another while "in character." A member 
of The Hunters posted this entry: 

Jack: Guys, focus. We obviously will be here awhile. We must 
search for food. It is important to our survival. 

This was an appropriate post because, as we know, in Lord of the Flies 
Jack is focused on finding food, and as the leader of the hunters, he has 
to keep his group focused. The dialogue on the site between the group 
members was further proof of their understanding of characters' moti
vations and decisions. 

The culminating assignment was the slide show, which I used 
to evaluate students' understanding of the symbols we had identified 
in the novel. I put students into groups of four to complete an assign
ment about a specific symbol. Each group analyzed a different symbol. 
Using Windows Movie Maker, students demonstrated how the symbol 
(e.g., the fire, Piggy's glasses) was used to create or develop the theme. 
For the most part, students did a good job with this, but ultimately I felt 
that I was asking them to do too much, analyze too many aspects of the 
same novel. I didn't feel as though their work on the slide show was 
of a particularly high quality; it was too disconnected from the main 
character study assignment. In the future, I will amend the assignment 
to have students create a slide show that analyzes the character they 
studied. 

After students completed this project, I asked them to reflect on 
their work. Some of the questions included: 

• What did you think of this assignment? 

• How do you think this assignment helped you understand 
the characters in Lord of the Flies? 

• Do you think using Ning helped you understand the charac
ters better? If so, how? If no, why not? 

• On a scale from 1 to 10, with 1 being very easy and 10 being 
very difficult, rate the difficulty level of using Ning. 

• Explain what you have learned about your assigned charac
ter and how this assignment helped you expand your under
standing of the character. 

• What did you like about the assignment? Not like? 

• What do you think needs to be changed to make this 
assignment better? 

Overall, students enjoyed the project and felt that because they 
were asked to become a character, they had a better understanding 
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of the characters' motivations. They also enjoyed working in teams to 
complete the symbol analysis. They really enjoyed the social aspect of 
the project. I got very few complaints. The main complaint came from 
those students who do not have computer access at home. The only 
suggestion students offered for improving the project was to include 
the creation of a slide show about their characters. In general, students 
felt they had learned more about the characters than if they had been 
asked to write an essay. 

To view the class site and explore actual student work, go to 
http://lhslordoftheflies.ning.com/. 

Assessment 

Students were assessed on their knowledge of their assigned charac
ter and their analyses of their symbol. I used several elements of the 
project to determine their understanding: 

• I reviewed and scored their preparatory work on the handout 
(parts 1-3). 

• Then I used a rubric to score their overall project. 

• I also used a rubric to evaluate their teamwork on their sym
bolism slide shows. 

Connections and Adaptations 

I created this lesson to study character and symbolism in Lord of the 
Flies; however, this lesson easily can be adapted to study any char
acter in any piece of fiction. Since I taught this lesson last, there have 
been two new developments with Ning. The first is that now users 
can upload videos directly to the site. This would have been extremely 
useful for my students, who could have stored their videos on the site 
instead of on our school network. The other new development is that 
students must activate their registration with a real email address. 
When I first taught this lesson, one could use a "dummy" email 
account, which made things easier since students cannot access their 
personal email accounts at our school. 

Next time around, I will give students more time to work 
together in character teams, and I will require that each student create 
a slide show about their character. The slide show will serve as a cul
minating activity to demonstrate mastery of character study. All in all, 
this was a fantastic lesson that inspired real learning in my classroom, 
and one that I am eager to re-create this coming year. 



228 

23 Dear Emma, Just 
Tweet Me: Using 
Microblogging 
to Explore 
Characterization 
and Style 
Suzanne C. Linder 
University of Illinois Laboratory High School, Urbana, Illinois 

Context 

University of Illinois Laboratory High School (Uni) is a small public 
high school for gifted students on the campus of the University of Illi
nois. The approximately 300 students who attend Uni have a demon
strated history of succeeding in school and are generally motivated, 
interested, and engaged in their schoolwork. The school has a very pro
gressive computer usage policy and does not use any filtering software. 
This lesson was written for use with Emma in Sophomore English but 
has also been adapted for use in other courses. 

Rationale 

My students frequently complain that .the language of nineteenth
century novels is too flowery and dense to be enjoyed by a modern audi
ence; however, when asked to imitate the language, they demonstrate 
a keen ear for stylistic features and often enjoy the light mockery that 
is allowed through imitation. One clever student transposed Austen's 
description of Emma to a bowl of fruit through pastiche: "The orange, 
handsome, vibrant and sweet ... " Through pastiche and transposition, 
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students are able to see the similarities between the rigid social struc
ture in a novel of manners and the equally rigid (although invisible 
until examined) social structure of high school. This lesson capitalizes 
on students' expertise in the nuances of social dynamics and familiar
ity with and interest in social networking software in order to explore 
character development and experiment with style. Additionally, the 
networked nature of the software allows students to easily publish 
their writing to be read by and quickly responded to by other students 
and extends the possibility for interaction beyond the classroom. 

Objectives 

Students will be able to: 

• Identify and experiment with unique features of Austen's 
writing style 

• Increase knowledge and real-world technical skills by using 
social networking technology to assume the persona of a lit
erary character 

• Explore, evaluate, and make predictions about character 
development through assuming the persona of a literary 
character 

NCTE/IRA standards addressed: 3, 5, 6 

Materials/Preactivity Preparation 
• Computer lab or classroom set of laptops 

• Computer with projection equipment 

• Jane Austen style sheet handout (see Handout 23.1) 

• Historical tweets examples (see Handout 23.2) 

• Emma by Jane Austen (or alternate novel) 

Preparation Steps 
1. Sign up for your own Twitter account (either as yourself or as 

a character from the novel) to familiarize yourself with what 
is involved in the sign-up process and how sending a tweet 
works. 

2. Familiarize yourself with the Jane Austen style sheet and add 
additional stylistic elements or examples as you see fit. 

3. Duplicate any handouts required. 
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Twitter is a Web-based social networking application that allows 
members to broadcast 140 character messages ("tweets") to their follow
ers. A number of people have become popular on Twitter by imperson
ating celebrities or literary characters and sending tweets from those 
characters. This lesson asks students to compose tweets from literary 
characters as a way to explore characterization and style in Emma. If 
you are unfamiliar with Twitter, you might read David Pogue's "Twit
tering Tips for Beginners," which both explains how Twitter is used 
and gives advice for someone unfamiliar with the service. 

Although you should become familiar with Twitter to help stu
dents get started on the project, the lesson draws on students' knowl
edge of and expertise with social networking software, so it is not 
essential that you be the expert. In fact, if you are nervous about using 
unfamiliar technology, you might ask a student to serve as the IT 
person for the class. It is more important that you be able to assist stu
dents with identifying and imitating the stylistic elements of the litera
ture than act as a technological guru. 

Time Frame 

This lesson can be completed in three SO-minutes sessions in class, or 
the discussions included can be contracted to only a portion of three 
periods. After the historical tweets activity has been introduced, I 
ask students to send tweets for at least a week, but if they are really 
enjoying the activity, they can continue through the remainder of their 
reading of the novel. 

Description of Activity 

This activity begins with identifying the formal characteristics of Aus
ten's language (litotes, appositives, compound subjects, antithesis, 
compound-complex sentences, etc.). On the first day of class discussion 
(after we've read the first chapter of the book), I ask students to revisit 
the first paragraph of Emma and read the passage aloud; then I ask the 
class what they notice about Austen's writing style in this opening 
paragraph. The first thing students notice is that the entire first para
graph is one long sentence; after that, they often comment on Austen's 
use of the semicolon. With a little prompting, they are able to articulate 
that her character descriptions are longer than those of other authors 
they have read ("handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home 
and happy disposition"). Once they have exhausted the examples in 
the first paragraph, I ask them for additional observations they may 
have made about writing style in their reading of the full chapter. 
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As this discussion of literary style takes place, keep track of 
stylistic features in a way that allows students to view the list, and 
name and define the literary terms for the observations they make (for 
instance, my students can frequently recognize that Austen uses the 
"not un-" construction but rarely know that it is called litotes). Once the 
class has named and defined the literary terms for their observations, 
you might add more of your own (refer to the Jane Austen Style Fea
tures sheet, Handout 23.1, on the companion website for specific fea
tures and examples). 

Toward the end of the period, I test comprehension and begin to 
introduce the idea of pastiche by asking students to write a descriptive 
sentence about themselves that follows the stylistic format of the first 
sentence of the novel (e.g., "Ms. Linder, regal, witty, and gracious, with 
a rambunctious class and saintly disposition ... "). Depending on time, 
I ask students to share aloud their sentences or, if time is running out, I 
collect the sentences to check for comprehension. 

This is the definition of pastiche that I use: 

Pastiche is a French word for a parody or literary imitation. 
Although the intent is often humorous (ranging from witty 
satire to gentle, affectionate ribbing), the writer of pastiche sin
cerely imitates the style, technique, and themes of a writer or 
work they wish to parody (so there is an element of tribute or 
homage, as well as parody). The reader should be able to recog
nize distinctive features of the author's style in the pastiche. 

Finally, I instruct students to continue to keep their eyes and ears 
open for unique features of Austen's writing style as they read further 
into the novel. As they read, they should add notes to the style sheet or 
keep their own notes. 

Once students have read at least through Chapter 8 of Emma, I 
introduce the idea of historical tweets. Before class, I visit the Historical 
Tweets website and preview current entries. These tweets from famous 
historical figures are quite funny and popular with students. All of 
the past tweets are archived, so you can pull up a specific tweet that 
you think will work for your class, or you can use the historical tweets 
included in Handout 23.2 in the supplemental materials. These have 
been produced by the authors of the Historical Tweet website specifi
cally for inclusion with this lesson. This class period will work best in a 
computer lab (or in the classroom with laptops) but could be completed 
in a classroom with a computer hooked up to a projection system. 

I begin this class session by asking students what important 
events have occurred recently in the text (Mr. Martin has proposed; 
Harriet has refused after much prompting by Emma; Emma and 
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Mr. Knightley have had a strong disagreement about Emma's role in 
Harriet's refusal; Emma is increasingly convinced of Mr. Elton's affec
tion for Harriet, particularly because he has offered to take the portrait 
of Harriet to be framed). I remind students (or introduce the idea if it 
hasn't come up in our discussion) that Emma is a novel of manners and, 
as such, is not overly plot driven but, rather, concerned with the drama 
of everyday life and the minutiae of social interaction. The events that 
have occurred over the last few chapters are seismic in the world of 
Emma and give the characters much to think and gossip about. My 
students have no trouble connecting the drama in the social world 
of Emma to the kind of drama that occurs in the social world of high 
school and can easily recognize how Emma and Harriet can spend so 
much time analyzing the behavior of Mr. Elton. (Another good way to 
illustrate this connection is by using scenes from the movie Clueless 
[1995] directed by Amy Heckerling.). 

I transition to introducing the historical tweets portion of this 
lesson by asking if any students are familiar with Twitter. Usually at 
least one student is a Twitter user, and I ask that student to explain 
to the class how the social networking site works. If no one is famil
iar with Twitter, I briefly explain that it's a "microblogging" service 
that allows people to update their followers throughout the day with 
information contained in "tweets" of no more than 140 characters. I 
then project the Historical Tweets website or share the historical tweets 
included on Handout 23.2 (the convention of "@username" indicates 
that the tweet is in response to or directed at another user). I discuss 
with students where the humor in historical tweets comes from (pri
marily from historical anachronisms and the transposition of historical 
characters into a modern setting; additionally, these tweets are react
ing to well-known events that are implied but not described-e.g., to 
get the joke, the audience for the tweet has to understand the historical 
context without having it explained in the tweet). 

I then move on to ask students what specific challenges writers 
face when they are allowed only 140 characters to communicate their 
thoughts (some possible answers are that language must be precise 
and writing clear; extraneous and long words have no place in a tweet; 
tweets should be about an event that is easy to reference or imply and 
should make sense without extra contextual information; declarative 
sentences or questions work well). This is a particularly entertaining 
conversation to have while reading Emma as my students are often 
frustrated with the length of Austen's sentences and descriptions. I use 
their frustration with Austen as a motivation for this lesson-they will 
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be reducing Emma down to its essence and cutting out all those extra
neous words. Additionally, pastiche allows students to gently make fun 
of the material they are reading in class, which I take full advantage of 
with this lesson. 

Once the class has an understanding of tweets and a famil
iarity with the humor in historical tweets, I have students open the 
word-processing software on their computer and practice writing a 
140-character tweet about their day so far to get a sense of length. 

Once students have had a few minutes to experiment writing a 
tweet about their day, I ask them to try their hand at writing a histori
cal tweet from the perspective of a character in Emma. They should refer 
to their Jane Austen style sheets for guidance in writing a tweet that 
sounds like language a character in Austen would use; howeve1~ they 
will have to do some creative composing in order to communicate a 
full thought in 140 characters. At this point, obvious and rich character 
choices are Emma, Harriet, Mr. Elton, Mr. Knightley, and Mrr Martin, but 
the Misses Martin, Mr. Woodhouse, and Miss Bates would be interesting 
to hear from as well. Here are two example tweets that I show students 
as models; the first is from Harriet and the second is from Mr. Martin: 

@hsmith 

Think I have done the right thing in writing a letter today. 
@ewoodhouse assures me of it. But do still wonder. 

@martin 

Am astonished at the letter I received today. @gknightley 
assured me all would proceed amiably. Perhaps I should have 
read that book? 

The last in-class session should take place in a computer lab or a 
classroom with laptops after students have read Chapters 9 and 10. I ask 
students to choose which character from Emma they would like to send 
tweets from, register for Twitter, and send a test tweet. As students 
register for Twitter, they should begin to follow one another, and you 
should follow all of them so that you can read their tweets (Twitter will 
automatically prompt users to choose people to follow, but you might 
need to keep track of the user names students choose so that they can 
find one another). I allow more than one student to represent the same 
character, but Twitter will require them to choose unique user names. 
These user names should still communicate which character they are 
representing, and they should turn in to you their real name and their 
Twitter user name for record keeping and identification purposes. 
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I circulate the classroom and help students who run into chal
lenges registering for Twitter. If you are not comfortable with this job, 
or if you have a number of students who are struggling with this task, 
you might employ students who are familiar with Twitter to help people 
sign up. Alternately, if you have a very computer-savvy class, you can 
ask them to sign up before class starts and save some in-class time. 

As students complete their registrations, I encourage them 
to follow one another and begin sending tweets. As their classmates 
send tweets, their screens will quickly fill up with messages from 
Emma characters that they can respond to. They should respond to 
those tweets, continuing to stay true to events in the text and working 
to employ aspects of Austen's writing style (by this point, they should 
have read through Chapter 10-Mr. Elton writes a charade, Emma 
claims she has "little intention of ever marrying," and Jane Fairfax is 
introduced into the story). 

I find that students start out trying hard to compose witty, 
Austen-esque tweets and, as the class period continues, move toward 
interacting with the other characters from the novel. They find being 
mentioned in other characters' tweets to be motivating, and that leads 
to interaction between the characters. I read along with the tweets they 
are posting and occasionally have to remind students to continue to 
experiment with Austen's style, keeping their characters' comments 
consistent with the behavior of the characters in the book. 

At the end of the period, I assign students to log in to Twitter 
once a day over the course of the next week to read their classmates' 
tweets, and to send at least five more tweets. 

The lesson can end here, or it can be extended to more social net
working interaction on a Ning (see "Connections and Adaptations"). If 
you choose to end the lesson after the historical tweeting activity, move 
on to the reflection activities in the "Assessment" section of the lesson. 
However, if time and resources allow, you can expand this activity to 
re-create the social structure of Highbury on your own Ning. 

Assessment 

I create a character on Twitter to participate alongside my students and 
use that character to interact with students, but also to keep track of 
who is posting, give praise to students who are writing particularly 
witty tweets, and prompt students who aren't tweeting as much as I 
would like. More minor, older characters are good for teachers to take 
on-Mr. Woodhouse, Isabella Knightley, and Mr. John Knightley all 
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work well. I keep a simple checklist in my grade book of who is tweet
ing and how frequently. When the activity is finished, I ask the follow
ing reflection questions and use the data I gathered about students' 
tweeting behaviors, plus their answers to the reflection questions, to 
assess their work on this project: 

Reflection Questions 

1. What realizations and observations about the social world of 
Emma did you have while transposing it to social networking 
software? 

2. Do you see any similarities between the social world of Emma 
and the social world of high school? If yes, what are they? 

3. What did you learn about Jane Austen's writing style through 
imitation? Did you find it difficult to imitate her style? If so, 
what was challenging? 

4. What writing skills do you feel you employed in composing 
your tweets? 

5. What technical skills do you feel you employed in composing 
your tweets? Did you feel as though these activities helped 
you improve those skills? 

6. What did you enjoy about the historical tweets activity? 

Z What did you find challenging or frustrating about the activities? 

Connections and Adaptations 
• Assign students a chapter from Jane Fairfax: The Secret Story of 

the Second Heroine by Joan Aiken as a model of a pastiche. 

• While this lesson is designed with Emma as the focus, it would 
work just as well with other novels. I have a colleague who 
asks students to tweet one message from Dante to Beatrice for 
every book of the Inferno; I have used this lesson with Emily 
Bronte's Wuthering Heights. The possibilities are endless. 

• Ning is a Web-based social networking platform that allows 
users to set up their own password-protected social network 
(like Facebook but limited to a group that you select). You can 
have students create profiles for characters from the novel on 
a Highbury Ning and continue their transposition and pas
tiche in that arena. 
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