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Abstract: This article reviews and synthesizes current studies and articles about the use of digital tools such as blogs, wikis, WebQuests, and video games and their effects on learning and literacy in ELA classrooms. The research suggests that these digital tools are positive influences on the development of literacy in students. It also suggests that these tools often vastly improve motivation and engagement in the learning process as a whole. Unlike a traditional literature review, throughout this article I will highlight the benefits of constructively integrating digital tools in the classroom  Finally, I end by evaluating the studies as a whole and explaining that these tools are not only helping students learn, but empowering them to become life-long literacy learners.

“We are now in the process of connecting all of the knowledge pools in the world together.”

~Thomas Friedman

Introduction


The world has been entering a new age of understanding in the past fifteen to twenty years, and there has been a surge in fast and effective global communication that allows information to flow instantly from people who used to be disconnected. The Internet has become a beacon of wisdom where everyone with access can call upon global knowledge. We live in an age that was only dreamed about fifty years ago. Technology has changed the way we interact with ourselves, each other, and the greater society. To illustrate, take a day in the life of a hypothetical adolescent: waking up, the boy opens his laptop to check his favorite band's blog. He reads about a new CD and sends e-mails to his friends. He loads his ipod with new songs and texts his friend for a ride to school. Throughout the day he attends class, reads books, and answers questions, but he is not really connecting to the material. At lunch, he takes out his phone and checks Wikipedia to find out about a couple of interesting battles he heard about in Social Studies. He gets home, logs onto “World of Warcraft,” and joins his guild to talk strategies for the upcoming battle. After dinner, he checks a few more sites and then goes to bed. Many people claim technology has come quietly upon us, but the truth is, this new era has been gathering steam for some time and has finally come to a head. Technology is vastly improving our communication, medical procedures, business practices, and even entertainment. Convenience and accessibility allow information to be shared across the globe; businesses are able share ideas across the nation to maximize revenue; people are able blog their thoughts and send videos to friends to communicate in never before seen ways. Why then are we still teaching the same way we did over fifty years ago? Why has education been relatively untouched by this new digital age? Sure, schools have more computers, occasionally some smart boards, but the equipment is almost always outdated and many of the teachers do not know how to use it effectively or efficiently. More importantly, teachers do not know how to use these new digital tools to help students interact with others in a positive and constructive way (Lei & Zhao, 2007). This is shown in a study done by Lei and Zhao (2007) on the quantity versus quality argument of the technology debate; they came to the following conclusions: “What is crucial to educational technology integration, therefore, is not so much how many technology innovations have been purchased, introduced, and installed, or how much time is being spent on technologies, but how these technology innovations are used by students” (p.6). While these conclusions hold true for the entire field of education, they are especially pertinent for English teachers because they are responsible for teaching communication skills. English Language Arts (ELA) educators have backed themselves into a corner. Only two questions remain: do we run from these new tools? Or do we adopt them?


With a resounding “yes,” I claim that it is not only important to adopt these new digital tools, it is integral to the success of education. This new generation of learners has grown up in a society that throws information at them from a variety of different sources.  According to Small and Vorgan (2008), in order to keep up with this slew of information, adolescents' brains have literally changed. In their book, iBrain: Surviving the Technological Alteration of the Modern Mind, Small and Vorgan (2008) assert that today's adolescents process information in vastly different ways from the generation before them. In short, the old method of teaching does not work anymore. Since we are living in a digital age, children are learning in a digital age. This means that we as teachers need to adopt digital tools and bring literacy to our students in new and exciting ways. These digital tools will capitalize on students' strengths and show them that learning is something that can happen in many ways, especially in ways that they are comfortable with.


One caveat is that with all the praise that technology receives, it is not the answer to all our problems. For constructive integration of these digital tools, teachers must scaffold instruction. Slapping a wiki or blog into the curriculum without proper intent, guidelines, or knowledge of the benefits, teaches literacy no more effectively than blindly having students write a feared “five-paragraph essay.” It is crucial to know the tools well and understand how they can be successfully used in the classroom for any real change to occur.


This article will review thirteen studies that have been conducted in educational settings in an attempt to understand digital tools' impact learning and literacy. While there are a multitude of digital tools, the most widely discussed and used are the following: blogs, wikis, WebQuests, and video games.  To begin, I will define traditional literacy and juxtapose it with digital literacy. Following that I will briefly explain each digital tool and then examine research that studies the tool. After looking into the research, I will discuss the implications and evaluation of the studies as a whole.

Traditional Literacy


In order to understand our current conception of literacy, it is important to understand earlier definitions. Traditionally defined, literacy is the ability to use language to read, write, speak, and listen. This description of literacy is a step ahead of an older definition that limited literacy to the ability to read and write. These two fundamental areas, reading and writing, dominate the English curriculum. For example, one year students read Romeo & Juliet, another year The Great Gatsby, another year Of Mice and Men. A couple of times a year, if they are lucky, students give a well rehearsed oral presentation on the theme and setting of the class novel, and then they crouch over their desks and start writing out the introduction, body, and conclusion of their essays. That is not to say that these texts and activities do not have a place in the classroom, but these traditional methods for teaching reading and writing are not relevant to today's students. Because of this, students are not imprinting this information or using it in their lives. While it is still vitally important that they still learn how to read and write, it is just as important that they learn all literacy skills and how they operate in today's society.


Many classrooms across the nation center around teachers, primarily rely on direct instruction, and feature little inquiry. In such settings, students are passive receivers of knowledge. The teachers know the “correct” information and it is the students' job to learn it. Traditional literacy is often associated with “teaching to the test.”  Students learn how to apply these literacy skills to state tests, but never truly become literate members of society, meaning that they do not learn the authentic skills they need in order to communicate with the people in the twenty-first century. This type of literacy is in stark contrast to the new concept of digital literacy.

Digital Literacy


Digital literacy is at the heart of most of the studies reviewed in this article and is intimately tied to a more contemporary definition of literacy as a whole. In a more modern context, literacy is the ability to effectively navigate and communicate through multiple discourses. In other words, it is not only the ability to read and write traditional texts, but also to read, write, critique, and create multimedia texts. We rely so much on technology that being able to navigate through technology is necessary to being a literate human being.


Will Richardson (2008) is one of the most vocal proponents of digital tools and digital literacy. In his book, Blogs, Wikis, Podcasts, and Other Powerful Web Tools for Classrooms, he claims that the real springboard for digital literacy is the commercial use of the Internet. Once the Internet became a publicly edited and accessible landscape, the way we communicate with each other drastically changed. More specifically, once the act of publishing on the Internet became easy, it became necessary to reevaluate how we teach our students to perceive information. Print sources carry the connotation of being “official” and checked by reviewers (p.130). Since anyone can publish on the Internet without being “checked,” students must be able to judge information and critique what they read and view. For example, a girl writing a research paper must be aware of where her sources are coming from. She can no longer passively receive information. We as educators need to create critical readers and viewers (p.130).


Richardson (2008) makes a number of claims regarding students and technology. He believes students need to be taught how to be publishers of information; literacy no longer pertains to the “self.” Now, it is important to have one's voice heard in a local and global community (Richardson, 2008, p.130). Because the Internet is a global environment, students also need to learn how to work closely with a wide range of people. With this are new and important collaborative and communicative skills that have never been dealt with in traditional literacy (Richardson, 2008, p.131). Finally, Richardson (2008) states that we need to teach students how to manage the new information they learn. For the rest of their lives they are going to be part of a network of learners all across the world. They need to be able to “create, sustain, and participate in these networks in safe, ethical, and effective ways” (p.131). Digital literacy is the ability to be versed in the use of digital tools that are essential for creating content and communicating with others across various networks. It seems complicated, but at the end of the day, teaching students how to critically think and interact with others is one of the most important tasks of an ELA teacher. In order to effectively integrate digital tools into the classroom, it is important to adequately define each of the digital tools.

Digital Tools

Blogs


By far, blogs are one of the easiest tools to integrate into an ELA classroom. This is because they are simple to use and not a dramatic shift from traditional teaching methods. Unfortunately, many teachers and administrators do not see their amazing potential. The term “blog” is actually a shortened name from the original, Weblog. This literally means a data or text log that is accessible from the web, or Internet. The word “blog” was coined at some point because with the surge in popularity, the genre needed something shorter and catchier. Will Richardson (2008) describes blogs extremely well: “a Weblog is an easily created, easily updateable Website that allows an author (or authors) to publish instantly to the Internet from any Internet connection” (p.17). Blogs are used for personal reflection or as a type of journal that is shared with the online community. People write blogs to be “heard” and the practice of blogging relies on the community that reads them. The responses that blogs foster from the community create a dialogue between readers and the writers. Without readers, the blog is lost in the Internet.


Blogs are also intricately tied with the concept of identity. People write blogs and open themselves to a waiting, and mostly willing, community. This sense of importance and identity is a powerful thing for someone to experience. This is why the Internet does not seem “faceless.” It is not merely a network of data, it is an enormous community of people who share with each other. It is important to understand that blogging is not reserved for a small group of people.  The use of blogs has exploded and created a living network of communication and information. Commentators predict that blogs and online writing will destroy traditional print newspapers by mastering the ability to rapidly disperse information that is constantly up-to-date. The authentic publishing that started with blogging has exploded into countless social-networking sites (Facebook, Myspace, Twitter, etc.) and user generated content. There are many different ways to incorporate blogs into the ELA curriculum. For example, teachers can set up online book clubs via blogs, writer's notebooks, and out-of-school discussions questions.

Wikis


Wikis are a relatively new concept, but they have dramatically changed the way information is found on the Internet. The term “wiki” actually comes from the Hawaiian word “wiki wiki,” meaning “quick” (Richardson, 2008, p.55). This quickness was the original premise of a wiki because it is a page that can be set up and edited incredibly fast. The first wiki was created in 1995, but the public use of them has only gathered steam in the last few years. This initial wiki was created to be an easy authoring tool that would motivate people to publish on the Internet. In this way it is incredibly similar to blogging. The crucial difference is that while blogging is a personal writing tool, a wiki is a community writing tool. A wiki is like a web page that can be edited at any time by anybody.


The wiki that most people are familiar with is Wikipedia. The site set out with an unrealistic goal of compiling all of humanity's knowledge. It is encyclopedia that is created, edited, and maintained by the public. Anyone with Internet access can access Wikipedia and add or remove content. It has become a hot-button issue with many ELA educators because students want to rely on Wikipedia for research. The problem most teachers have is that some of the information might be wrong. But in reality, many scholars attest that Wikipedia is one of the most accurate encyclopedias in the world (Richardson, 2008, p.59). That being said, the integration of wikis in school must be handled carefully. Students need to be aware of the information “out there” and taught how to navigate through it. In addition, they need to be shown how with the use of wikis they can make their voices heard to a global community on subjects that are important to them.


Classroom use of wikis is an exciting new application of this digital tool. Richardson (2008) explains one of the most beneficial ways to incorporate this online collaboration is by creating an online text of the curriculum that both the students and teacher can change as needed. This is similar to an online textbook that can be created by the content learned from classroom discussion. Another example is creating a classroom wikipedia that has entries on subjects related to classroom content. With this type of tool, classroom possibilities are endless.

WebQuests


WebQuests have been around since the mid-nineties and have restructured guided research. According to the creator, Bernie Dodge (1995), the original definition of a WebQuest is “an inquiry-oriented activity in which most or all of the information used by learners is drawn from the Web. WebQuests are designed to use learners’ time well, to focus on using information rather than looking for it, and to support learners’ thinking at the levels of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.” While that is the theory behind it, a WebQuest is simply an inquiry task hosted on the Internet that uses hyperlinking (linking text to sources from other websites) to provide students with a robust amount of information. In this way, students are immersed in the Internet, but guided by teachers to appropriate material to answer a particular question or complete a specific task. This digital tool has been adopted by teachers because it is simple to use and can be geared towards any discipline and used at a variety of levels.

Video Games/Virtual Worlds


The idea of using video games as a learning tool is an extremely new phenomenon and still highly debated among scholars in the field of literacy. Although video games have been around far longer than other digital tools, they are the hardest to define because they cover a broad range of applications. A video game is traditionally any type of game where the player controls the outcome using some sort of interface or controller. This definition falters a bit when applied to some contemporary video games, but the general idea remains the same. Many of today's video games have the users entering a fully realized virtual world where they can interact with people and things and affect the outcome of the game's narrative. These are the types of games that are most commonly used and studied in relation to the ELA classroom.


Specifically, Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs) are being studied for their impact on literacy and learning. An MMOG is a video game the uses the Internet (usually), to support a game world with a large number of people. Commercial examples such as “World of Warcraft,” “Everquest,” and “Ultima Online” are games that people flock to for enjoyment. What most people don't realize is that literacy can be strongly developed in these games through communication. Schools are not likely to bring these commercial games into the classroom, but that does not mean they do not have a place in education. Some schools are working with educationally themed MMOGs that feature appropriate content while still allowing freedom for the user.


Many of the studies on gaming in the classroom revolve around the ever-popular “Second Life.” While some contend that this in not a game in the truest sense, it is a virtual realm that the players enter and interact with. Players enter “Second Life,” create avatars (representations of themselves), and interact with a community. They can either log into “Second Life” as a whole or join specific “islands” that cater to different hobbies or interests. For educational uses, many studies conducted in “Second Life” are in regulated environments where people need to be granted access. Of note, “Teen Second Life” is a subset of the program that is intended for younger players and technically holds age appropriate content.


Gaming and virtual worlds are the most problematic to scholars and educators because it is impossible to police the entire game at all times. Without being able to enforce many rules, critics wonder what kind safety we can promise children. It is important to keep all these things in mind when exploring research on these new digital tools.

Analysis of Primary Studies

Compiling The Studies


This review of literature studying the effects of digital tools on literacy is centered around thirteen individual qualitative studies. The entirety of my research was conducted using the ERIC database, Education Research Complete, and Science Direct. In order to find the largest amount of information on this broad topic, I used the following keywords in my searches: literacy, digital literacy, English, ELA, digital tools, blogs, wikis, WebQuests, video games, MMOGs, writing, online writing With the era of technology upon us, research shows that it is a mistake to ignore the profound impact that the digital era has and can have upon learning, literacy, motivation, and engagement.


I categorize the studies according to digital tools. The findings are condensed this way in order to help readers identify with specific tools they may be researching. Unlike a traditional literature review article, this synthesis will provide commentary and editorializing within the research review itself. After the findings of these studies have been discussed in this way, they will be analyzed as a whole for implications for future research and conclusions. It is staggeringly clear that research suggests that there is an immense increase in student learning, literacy, motivation, and engagement when students use digital tools in the classroom. For complete list of the studies and their results, refer to Appendix A.

Motivation, Engagement, and Literacy Instruction

Blogs and Online Writing


While blogging has skyrocketed and become an acceptable form of writing, there has been little research on the use of blogs as a literacy tool. That being said, some researchers (Guzzetti & Gamboa, 2005; MacBride & Luehmann, 2008; Merrill & Rodriguez, 2005) have conducted qualitative studies on the effects of blogging and online writing on literacy. These studies come to the same conclusion: blogs and online writing in the classroom increase quality of schoolwork and drastically increase motivation and engagement.


One of the most detailed and promising studies was conducted by Guzzeti and Gamboa (2005). This case study followed two adolescent girls who were proficient in both writing and technology. The girls were already using the program “live journal” to informally write on the Internet. Guzzeti and Gamboa (2005) were able to enter into the students' domain and make a very worthwhile investigation into how literacy is obtained using this digital tool. The students were “stimulated” to write about their daily lives, interests, and feelings (p.177). The live journal is an authentic type or writing that rarely happens in the classroom. If we use tools like live journals, tools that the students are comfortable with, we can spur them to write more than they ever would in school. Interestingly enough, Guzzeti and Gamboa (2005) were only able to fully understand and interact with the students when they situated themselves as “not teachers” (p.178). They did not judge the students, evaluate their work in the traditional sense, or place themselves above the participants. This is an important factor when looking at how literacy is acquired by adolescents. Students are at their best when they are interacting with the world in the way they want to, not the way teachers want them to.


The data in this study are gathered via informal interviews and observations. This means that nothing tangible from the teacher was included in the study other than the students' in-school attitude and performance. This is important to note because these students were doing this online writing outside of the classroom. The findings are crucial for the continuing use of blogging and online writing in ELA classrooms. For example, one of the students observed using the blog relied on this online writing to create an maintain her identity (Guzzeti & Gamboa, 2005). This student identified herself in the blogging sphere by sharing her life and experiences to a global community. In turn, she relied on this community to interact with her to maintain this sense of self. This is an amazing act of literacy that the student is unknowingly learning. As I have said before, to interact with people around you in a critical way is integral to being a literate member of society.


Additionally, both students entered into a community of bloggers that shared information with each other. One blog is linked to another blog, which is, in turn, linked to yet another. This creates a community of readers and writers that sustains itself through reading and writing (Guzzeti & Gamboa, 2005). Actively reading and writing within a community is something that scholars and educators can get behind because it is very similar to the traditional literacy that they want to impart upon students.


A second study devoted to online writing was done by Merrill and Rodriguez (2005). They conducted a project that lasted over three years and created an online tutoring environment (p.294). In their words, “The project uses a technology platform to create an authentic literacy environment for students to use to improve their writing” (p.294). This is exactly the kind of research that should be done on new digital tools. The students who participated in this project were paired with a graduate student and used a blog as a place for online writing conferencing. Like the participants in Guzzeti and Gamboa (2005), the students did not receive grades for their interactions with the graduate students. Without the pressure of teacher judgment, the students were able to flourish in this online writing community. Merrill and Rodriguez (2005) noticed an extreme boost in motivation and engagement. Though these students were not formally graded on their drafts, they still “continued to draft, revise, and send” their work to their peers and graduate students (p.297). Once the final draft of the work was handed in for formal grading (with the accompanying drafts), there was an enormous boost in revision from the first to the second draft. Compared to students blogging or writing online these students were able to enter into a community of people who cared about their writing. They were able to use technology that was new, exciting, and that they felt comfortable with. But most of all, they were able to express themselves in ways that they did not feel comfortable doing in person. The anonymity that can accompany online writing has positive consequences for education. Shy students who are not willing to participate in class, add to the discussion, or feel uncomfortable talking to the teacher. Students can create an online identity and become motivated to present themselves and their work.


 Because learning is important wherever it happens, bringing in a qualitative study from outside the ELA classroom will also shed light on blogging. MacBride and Luehmann (2008) conducted just such a study where they investigated blogging in a math classroom. This study provided a superb example of a blog being used in the classroom by the teacher and the students. MacBride and Luehmann printed out transcripts of the classroom blog over a year and conducted extensive interviews with both the teacher and the students. Each day, one of the students was responsible for transcribing the day's notes onto the blog so they could be accessed by members of the class. The blog was also used to set up reminders for class activities, test-prep, and a place for students to create their own mathematical problems. It is clear that literacy was being learned and practiced. The students were entering into an online community and using this blog to authentically communicate. The teacher also had this blog act as a place for self-reflective learning. Specifically, the teacher “used the classroom blog to support students' reflections concerning the process and outcome of their learning over the course of a given unit” (p.177). The findings were mainly derived from interviews that unanimously showed that the students and the teachers were more engaged, motivated, and learned information at a higher rate than with traditional instruction (p.188).


 Kim (2008) published his own review of blogging in relation to other tools of communication and gathered a large amount of theoretical and empirical information. The results pointed to similar conclusions: blogs can be helpful in increasing student communication, thoughtful integration of blogs  in a necessity for effective results, students using blogs may be more engaged in classwork, and blogs help students become more comfortable with multimedia texts, (Divitini et al., 2005; Glogoff, 2007; Huck, 2007; Huffaker, 2005; Lin et al., 2006; Williams & Jacobs, 2004)

Wikis


Wikis are natural to discuss in tandem with blogs because they also rely on online writing and publishing. While there is much research on the use of wikis in education, this review focuses on two studies that seamlessly connect wikis to literacy and learning skills. Both researchers, Luce-Kapler (2007) and Gillen (2009) show that it is possible for wikis to help students learn new and often unknown literacies.


Luce-Kapler (2007) followed a class of sixth graders over a period of three months. She chose the wiki as a tool because “it is an easily learned, open-source software program that allows all users to access and edit the page on an ongoing basis” (p.215). A wiki is incredibly easy to use and it allows for collaboration on ideas that would not be created without the help of this digital tool. What is interesting about Luce-Kapler's (2007) study is that it involved students from a variety of cultural backgrounds. Some of the students were immigrants, while others native speakers. The study introduced students to multiple texts, taught them how to work with wikis, and then evaluated the effectiveness of the unit on literacy skills. Throughout the study, Luce-Kapler noticed that many of the responses and writing on the wiki were in-line with traditional responses to texts that happen in the classroom. This may have occurred because at first, students do not experiment with new digital tools and instead use them to do the regular work that is required of them in school. Many even see this new technology as just another “obligation” ( p.218). Nonetheless, Luce-Kapler's results showed that the wiki increased student literacy. Luce-Kapler (2007) noticed that “between those moments of strangeness and familiarity, the students were noticing and engaging in a different practice of meaning making” (p.218). This notion of incidental learning is an important concept for all digital tools. The new medium digital tools offer for communication creates boundless opportunity for literacy growth. As Luce-Kapler explains, students cannot help but participate in ways that teach them new literacy skills.


A wiki was also featured in Julia Gillen's (2009) study of the effects of gaming on literacy. While the main focus of the paper was on a virtual world that students inhabited, they also wrote their thoughts and ideas about the project on a collaborative wiki. Gillen was shocked when she realized how much authorship these students took over their work. She was unaware that students would be so wholly engaged and motivated (p.70).They actively engaged with the wiki and made sure that information was correct and relevant. If a student wrote information on the wiki that became outdated, it was a race for students to edit the page.  Along with this editing process, students went farther and added annotation to their changes. They justified their actions and explained why such edits were necessary. This collaborative and personal literacy which flowed easily from the wiki, would be difficult to teach in a traditional setting. In essence the wiki project developed a new type of literacy. Gillen sums this up with a quotation from James Gee: “Literacies are always about much more, than just production of texts. They are (also) contexts or pretexts for enacting and refining memberships of Discourses that include such dimensions as feeding back, providing support, sharing knowledge and expertise, explaining rules, sharing jokes...and enacting an affinity” (p.71). With the ability of easy editing and collaborative authoring, wikis are exactly the type of tool that can be used for all of these literacies.

WebQuests


WebQuests quickly gained popularity because they are easy to create, use, and evaluate. The empirical research (Courtland & Paddington, 2008; Hassanien, 2006; Ikpeze & Boyd, 2007) investigating this digital tool suggests that it increases motivation and is a better learning tool than traditional methods of research.


 Courtland and Paddington's (2008) study in an eighth grade classroom over the course of fourteen days followed students as they completed a WebQuest unit, created an E-zine (online magazine), and as a culminating project, created their own WebQuest. Courtland and Paddington were astounded by the turn-around in motivation for these students. They engaged with their work in ways that their teacher had never seen before. The study suggested that creating a WebQuest with multiple links to pertinent information created a web of knowledge that the students interacted with (p.17). In addition, the students were participating in social learning. They were not passively learning information from the teacher, they were interacting with each other and building off their peers' ideas. 


Hassanien (2006) came the same conclusions in his study on WebQuests. It should be pointed out that Hassanien (2006) conducted his studies on undergraduate students in college, but I believe the conclusions can be related to high school students. Hassanien collected data from a series of surveys. While this is not the most effective way of gathering data, the results were still positive. The data suggested that all of the participants found the WebQuest a stimulating learning tool. They were more motivated and engaged than with traditional teaching methods. Of particular importance, over eighty-five percent of the students agreed that they gained more knowledge through the WebQuest than if they had been taught traditionally (p.241). These results fit directly with most studies done on digital tools and learning. Students are motivated thus, they learn more efficiently and effectively. Hassanien's study did bring up limitations and problems with the WebQuest as a learning tool. Some of the students had trouble with the new technology (p.246). This can be the case with any group that is experiencing something new. Luckily, as the students became more comfortable with the learning environment, they agreed that the WebQuest was effective. Teachers need to keep in mind that they must fully explain digital tools to the students. Hassanien points out that there needs to be sufficient “guidance and support” when having students approach literacy in new ways (p.247).


The results of Courtland and Paddington (2008) and Hassanien (2006) are mirrored in Ikpeze and Boyd's (2007) research on WebQuests. They discovered that motivation, engagement, and literacy are learned through WebQuests, but not without thoughtful consideration by the teacher. This study followed five students from an under-privileged area. The students were not well versed in the use of the Internet or WebQuests. After some informal lessons on how to navigate the Web, the students created and participated in WebQuests. Ikpeze and Boyd (2007) came to the following conclusions: “Multiple tasks provided opportunities for collaboration, thoughtful connections, and critical reading. Such tasks increased students’ engagement and motivation as well as built search, retrieval, multimedia, and hypertext reading skills” (p.647). The fact that Ikpeze and Boyd's study found that all of these skills were learned from a simple WebQuest is promising. For those who believe that critical reading skills cannot be learned from digital tools, Ikpeze and Boyd suggest that the WebQuest can be designed to evaluate the “authenticity of information” and have students perform  “a critique of advertisements in different mass media and detection of propaganda in their text” (p.650). In short, the ability to read the information from the Internet is a test of critical reading that can be applied to students' lives.


Although the previous studies suggest positive results of WebQuests for literacy learning, both Hassanien (2006) and Ikpeze and Boyd (2007) discuss the drawbacks these digital tools can have. For example, their studies show how technological issues and poor quality of use destroy opportunities for students to learn literacy skills. But Instead of lingering on these negatives, they show ways that educators can scaffold the learning so students flow through the project. When dealing with digital tools like WebQuests, teachers must use “explicit instruction, elaborative questioning, modeling, and individualized instruction”  (p.652). Thoughtful instruction is necessary for students to learn literacy through WebQuests as with any digital tool.

Video Games


Surprisingly, gaming turned up the largest amount of empirical research. As I stated earlier, the games that are used in most educational settings are MMOGs or virtual spaces where students interact; these are not video games in the sense that most people know them. Many studies revolve around the virtual world of “Second Life,” but some have students working in other types of spaces. Searching Science Direct I came up with the following studies: “Bringing Commercial Games into the Classroom (Lacasa, Mendez & Martinez, 2008);” “Developing Strategic and Reasoning Abilities with Computer Games at the Primary School Level (Bottino, Ferlino, Ott & Tavella, 2007);” and “Computer Game Design: Opportunities for Successful Learning” (Robertson & Howells, 2008). While these studies provide insight into how video games may be beneficial for learning, they do not hone in on the concrete skills that the rest of this literature review discusses. Instead, this review focuses mainly on how video games directly affect learning and literacy in ELA classrooms.


Out of the studies reviewing gaming as a source of literacy, Sanford's (2005) exploration of gendered literacy experiences gets to the heart of the matter. She observed students in and out of school and arrived at some interesting findings about how adolescents learn literacy. Although gendered differences in literacy is an area that needs its own research, the study is pertinent to video gaming as a source of literacy. Ultimately, Sanford came to the conclusion that “boys are engaging in the world differently, using alternative literacies for their present and future benefit” (p.314). She observed that a large majority of the boys were using digital tools in their personal lives, most specifically, video games. This suggests that games may be actively teaching these adolescents new and useful ways to interact with the world around them.


The remaining studies deal with motivation, engagement, and literacy skills. Diehl and Prins (2008) came across valuable finding that can only happen when students from different cultures interact. Their information was synthesized from a short-term observation of people in “Second Life.” The participants, of whom were under the age of twenty, volunteered to be part of the study, and some other individuals were added from an existing ESL classroom. They were asked to fill out a survey that judged a multitude of factors. Most questions were open ended and elicited written responses. The findings suggest that the participants “gained deeper cultural understanding from insider's perspective” (p.113). Adolescents interacted with peers in cultures in ways that they never would have been able to in their “normal” lives. This is a type of literacy that rarely happens in the class because students are confined in the walls of the school. If an interactive virtual space was created and implemented in schools, students could break out of their confines and communicate with people from different cultures.


A recent study by Dodge, Barab, Stuckey, Warren, Heiselt, Conan and Stein (2008) brings the idea of gaming as a literacy tool directly in the classroom. While they use an MMOG, the game, “Quest Atlantis,” was designed by educators. Specifically, four students were observed over a year using the program. According to Dodge et al., “'Quest Atlantis' combines findings from educational research with strategies from the gaming industry to immerse children ages 9–12 in educational tasks embedded within a 3-D multi-user environment” (p.230). “Quest Atlantis” should be analyzed as an educational game and may not compare to the types of video games children are playing their free time. The findings of this study suggest that students were motivated and learned literacies. Specifically, the research showed that the video game “represents a form of digital media that involves a transmedia experience in which students are positioned as the true producers” (p.231). This is because “Quest Atlantis” has students participating in a virtual world, but also linking this world with real classroom activities. Dodge et al.'s study of an authentic application of a video game in the classroom suggests that programs like “Quest Atlantis” may serve as stepping stones between the digital media that students use in their home and the traditional teaching often seen in the classroom.


Similar to the research done by Dodge et. al. (2008), Fields and Kafai (2008) conducted a study following over twenty students as they interacted in a MMOG in an after school club. The game in question was called “Whyville” and was designed for students to communicate with each other in a variety of different areas. This study deviated slightly from the norm because it was less about literacy and more about how knowledge is diffused through virtual spaces. From start to finish, Fields and Kafai (2008) observed drastic changes in the students. The students started the after school club working individually on the game, but as they became more comfortable with the setting, they started collaborating in and out of the game (p.60). This increase in communication is one of the most important factors of this study. Also, this collaboration and sharing of knowledge make the students  learners and teachers. This feature needs to be addressed in the classroom. In the “real” world, people are expected to be learners, but they are also required to act as teachers. The virtual worlds that games  create allow adolescents to feel comfortable practicing both of those roles.


Another interesting study was conducted by Shultz-Colby and Colby (2008) about the use of the popular game, “World of Warcraft,”  in the classroom. Shultz-Colby and Colby created a classroom experience that highlighted the students' interests in the game and added authentic writing. The students were allowed to enter the game and create performance tasks revolving around their own personal interests. While one students decided to write a strategy guide for a particular class in the game, another student chose to write a proposal to the company asking for different features (p.6). Shultz-Colby and Colby concluded that students learn “how to respond to cues from other players, how to think ahead, and how to perform tasks in concert with others” (p.7).


Backing away from in-school gaming, Gillen (2009) attempts to answer more directly the question of how literacy is learned through games by studying literacy skills that adolescents learn in “Second Life.” She followed and actively participated in an online teen community in “Second Life” for fifteen months. The relevant findings suggest that students using “Second Life” are learning far more than simple linguistic literacy. Instead, they are acting on multiple levels of intelligence by virtually communicating and collaborating with hundreds of other people (p.71). What makes this more interesting is that this learning is incidental to the game. They are so wrapped up in the “game” that they do not consciously understand the multitude of skills they are learning.


As with any other digital tool, it is important for teachers to understand the technology behind games in order to effectively implement them into the classroom. On top of this, it is necessary for the tasks and assessment to be thoughtfully integrated into the curriculum. Merchant (2009) conducted a study very similar to Gillen's (2009). He attempted to decipher what kinds of literacy were being learned in virtual worlds. Merchant (2009) supplemented his observations by conducting in-depth interviews with students over an eighteen months (p.42). Interestingly enough, Merchant's (2009) findings suggest that when students are playing in the virtual world, they are naturally learning literacy skills. The game itself is created in a way where communication is a necessity. It was when the teachers entered the equation that the complex literacies that can be learned in the game were lessened. Merchant (2009) found that when teachers were involved “interaction in the world...often mirrored the world of the classroom, and that virtual world activity was repeatedly perceived as a stimulus for real world work” (p.46). This will always be the case if the teacher does not understand the tools that are used in the classroom. Teachers should not use games as an extension of traditional learning, and should capitalize on the literacies that are innately learned from interaction in a virtual world. Teachers can actually hampered learning by stopping game activity and communication to enforce arbitrary rules that only pertain to the traditional classroom. In his conclusions, Merchant (2009) notes that it is of the utmost importance that teachers learn these new technologies, but also allow them to exist as they are. Educators need to understand that using video games in the classroom is not just a new way to teach the old way. It is a place to create and learn different ways for students and teachers to interact with the learning process (p.54).

Discussion and Conclusion


A review of the research on the use of blogs, wikis, WebQuests, and video games as tools for learning and literacy suggests that these digital tools have incredibly positive effects. These tools take traditional learning, which most students believe to be “dry,” and make it fun. All of the studies suggest that these tools increase motivation and engagement for learning. With so many young students getting turned off from learning, it is more important than ever to integrate digital tools into the classroom.


The purpose of this review was to investigate the actual effect digital tools have on learning and literacy. Amazingly enough, every study reviewed showed students' literacy skills increasing after using these tools. They interacted and communicated in ways that would never have been possible in the traditional classroom. Blogs, wikis, WebQuests, and video games allowed students to read multiple layers of texts while also composing their own texts and creating a personal identity.


In the end, digital tools are all about communication. With blogs students can create an identity and share their thoughts and feelings with an entire community of people; Wikis allow collaboration with students in classes or people around the globe; WebQuests allow students to critically read multiple texts from different sources and access a large amount of information at their fingertips; Finally, video games and virtual worlds let students create an identity and communicate with people of different cultures all across the world. These tools are unmatched in their ability to teach literacy in today's age.


In addition to presenting the positive effects of digital tools, the research has implications for the classroom. Unfortunately, several of these studies (Diehl, & Prins,2008; Dodge, Barab,  Stuckey, Warren, Heiselt & Stein, 2008; Gillen, 2009; Merchant, 2009) deal with student use of digital tools outside of the classroom. This is where the major problem with this new technology lies. Students use it daily and the studies suggest it works, but how do we incorporate it into the classroom? Ikpeze and Boyd (2007) and Merchant (2009) make a point of including a discussion of this question. The answers they suggest are scaffolding and thoughtful teaching. This is why it is so important for teachers to understand the technology before they implement it in their classroom. For example, they should know how the blog works as a literacy tool before they have their students blog. Following that, when the students are asked to work with these tools, they should under no circumstances use them as tools for traditional learning. Blogs, wikis, WebQuests, and video games have such potential for learning new and vital literacies that it is a waste to use them for traditional teaching.

Future Research


Teachers and administrators require documented proof that a new method “works” or they will rarely take the risk to deviate from the norm. So, more qualitative and quantitative research must be done in this field. Some teachers are still in the mindset that technology in the classroom is a “fad” and will be phased out over the years. It is crucial that we “catch up” with the times and reevaluate how we teach students literacy. It is also of the utmost importance to keep up with the times. New technologies are constantly being created and refined. Even now, new tools such as podcasts, videocasts, and NING's are making their way into education and helping students with digital literacy skills.


As a pre-service teacher, I look back on my own education and see so many missed opportunities. I was taught how to read and write, but I was never really taught how to communicate. In this age of technology, I look to the future and know that my classroom will be a place of learning and literacy taught in a way that capitalizes on students' strengths and uses the tools that will help them the most in the future.
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Appendix A

	Author(s)
	Research Question(s)
	Methodology
	Technology Used
	Results/Findings

	Courtland, Mary & Paddington, Dave (2008)
	*Explored the ways in which digital literacy mediated young adolescents' literacy learning
	*Case Study of 18 students (13m/5f) in one classroom over a 14-day period of time
	WebQuest and E-Zine creation
	* The WebQuest was a successful teaching tool and increased motivation

*Increased social and collaborative learning

*Increased ability to navigate through multiple discourses



	Diehl, William & Prins, Esther (2008)
	*How is cultural identity and intercultural literacy created in Second Life?
	*Study of 30 residents of Second Life with over 70 hours of observation
	Video Games
	*Second Life fosters immense communication between cultures

*Unintended outcomes show that intercultural literacy and new knowledge of other cultures happened in a majority of users in Second Life

	Dodge, Tyler, Barab, Sasha, Stuckey, Bronwyn, Warren, Scott, Heiselt, Conan & Stein, Richard (2008)
	*In what ways are children finding self through new media?

*Can we develop a media environment that can be engaging (entertaining), beneficial for classroom use (educational), and contributory to children's character (Prosocial)?
	*closely observed 4 children over the course of one year
	Video Games
	*Children's identities are intimately linked with their interactions with new media, especially video games

*New Technologies are integral to help children learn in the digital age

	Fields, Deborah & Kafai, Yasmin (2008)
	*How is knowledge shared between peers in virtual spaces?

*How is knowledge diffused in a virtual world?
	*21 students (ages 9-12) were voluntarily observed at an after school gaming community 
	Video Games
	*Students become learners and teachers in this virtual space to diffuse information

*Students communicate with each other outside of the game session more when using video games

	Gillen, Julia (2009)
	*What literacy practices are happening in Second Life?
	*Studied and actively participated in a virtual teen community for 15 months
	Video Games, Wikis
	*Teens involved in the project are learning literacy far beyond linguistic literacy

*Students learn crucial reading and writing skills

*Large creative aspect engages students in “unknown” Learning

	Guzzetti, Barbara & Gamboa, Margaret (2005)
	* What is the new literacy practice of online

journaling?

*How do two focal students use online

journaling to form and represent their

identities?

*What are the engaging and appealing aspects

of online journaling that might inform

instructional practice in their language arts

classrooms
	Case study of two

adolescent girls. Both

proficient in writing

and technology.
	Online Journal -

LiveJournal
	*enhanced literacy development

*provided a sense of empowerment

*allowed girls to explore and develop multiliteracies

*writing served as a means of identity formation & representation

*true sense of writing community

	Hassanien, Ahmed (2006)
	*Evaluate the effectiveness of WebQuests as learning tools
	*69 students (33m/36f) between the age of 18 and 30 years answering questionnaires and focus questions
	WebQuest
	*Students believed they had a more positive learning experience using WebQuests

*Students claimed they knew the information better that without the WebQuest

	Ikpeze, Chinwe & Boyd, Fenice (2007)
	*Focused on how WebQuests facilitate thoughtful literacy 
	*6 students (1m/5f) in 5th grade observed over a 10 week unit involving WebQuests
	WebQuests
	*When tasks are thoughtfully chosen, high level literacy will happen with WebQuests

*Student engagement and motivation was clearly higher in this context 

	Luce-Kapler, Rebecca (2007)
	*By using Wikis, can students explore and learn new literacies?
	*Observed 30 6th graders over a period of three months
	Wikis
	*Although there was some resistance, students ultimately engaged in a different practice of meaning making

	MacBride, Robyn & Luehmann, April Lynn (2008)
	*What kind of intent, use, and values does blogging have in the classroom?
	*1 year of blog content, interviews with the teacher and students
	Blogging
	*Both teachers and the students perceived the blogging to be a worthwhile learning tool

	Merchant, Guy (2009)
	*What sort of literacy is be acquired in virtual worlds?
	*18 month observation of a literacy-rich virtual community. This was accompanied by interviews of children and teachers
	Video Games
	*Negative teacher interaction and influence seems to severely dampen some of the positive learning that can happen in virtual worlds

	Merrill, Marcy & Rodriguez, Mark (2005/06)
	*This study identified technology literacies that facilitated

students’ ability to improve writing through

an online platform
	*38 students paired with grad students. They were observed over a 2 year period
	Online Writing/Blogging
	*A drastic rise in revision and quality of work accompanied this study

*Increased engagement and motivation

	Sanford, Kathy (2005/06)
	*How do student's out-of-school literacies (mostly digital) influence their present and future learning
	*2 classrooms were observed over the course of one school year
	Plethora of digital tools- texting, blogging, gaming, Internet-use
	*Girls and boys are experiencing different literacies outside of school and it has a direct correlation to their in school identities

	Shultz Colby, Rebekah & Colby, Richard (2008)
	*How will writing be affected by the use of World of Warcraft?
	Created a studio class implementing writing with World of Warcraft
	Video Games
	*Students took ownership over their writing and wrote about things that actually interested them


