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Kapitel 3

Communication: Writing and Technology
Teri Schamp-Bjerede

Introduction

How everyone uses language is related to what we are trying to communicate. Many of  us do not 
think or ponder as to the words we use, or how different intonations convey meanings. We also 
use shortcuts, slang and idioms as part of  each individual vocabulary. Over the years, we must 
communicate with many different people in many different ways. For students and teachers alike, 
there is a need to weigh the words one uses carefully as well as the intonation when speaking. 
Choosing, finally, the best means in which to convey the actual meaning and intent of  what is to 
be communicated; this, though, is not always easy as we think it is.
	 This anecdote was told to me quite a few years ago, yet it shows how simple it is, even 
for two countries that have English as their native language, to communicate precisely what it is  
our one means. 

An exchange student arrives from the U.S. to stay with a host family in the U.K. 
As the first evening comes to a close and the student prepares to go to sleep, the 
father of  the host family knocks on the door and asks if  there is anything else the 
student needs. She replies, “No thank you”, and as the father prepares to leave, he 
turns and asks if  she would like him to knock her up in the morning? 

An innocent question to ask if  you understand British English, our student though, is at first 
aghast as to the implication as the father has not communicated “do you want me to wake you up 
in the morning”, but something of  a completely different meaning in the U.S. We all speak and 
use euphemisms such as this one, yet one wonders if  the father would have written this as he said 
it, as in common everyday use, or if  he would have used a more formal written language to ask 
his question, i.e. wake you up. 
	 To communicate in writing, should therefore be much easier, especially when using 
technology and a text editor or word processor to help, yet this is not always the case. This 
chapter reflects on writing as a way of  communication between teachers, students, and other 
professionals, and gives some thoughts and guidelines as to better communication practices when 
using technology.

Analog and Digital Writing

Communicating via a hand-written source is traditionally the safest method in which to be clearly 
understood. If  we look at the two means of  writing today, we have two types, the digital means, 
and the analog means of  writing with a pen, pencil crayon, etc. The digital means of  creating 
text is connected to using computers with some type of  text editing program and the more 
advanced ones, known as word processors such as MS Word, Adobe Acrobat, Open Office, 
and others; more important though, digital writing is quick to use and very impersonal. With 
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analog writing, there is a connection to a more concrete process throughout the whole course of  
action. As setting pen to paper, and carefully considering words and spelling, even thoughts as 
to penmanship is required throughout the process as one sets pen to paper; this as opposed to 
the setting of  fingers to buttons to create text. Here I use the term analog to indicate the physical 
properties we use to express this type of  writing. The process is very different from that of  
producing text on a computer. In writing there are considered two, main approaches, holistic and 
reductive. The holistic approach to teaching writing looks to the process itself  where meaning and 
composition are equally important. The reductive approach looks to concentrating on syntactical 
rules, punctuation, and the mechanics needed to create a cohesive essay (Dalton, 338). Yet, writing 
to communicate basic ideas or information whether the aim is to write an essay or assignment, or 
just ask a question, can still be problematical for many.

Writing [Analog]

By the early 1990’s research into the differences of  hand-written, and computer written essays 
began. The conjecture that there were inherent differences in the two was, and still is, an area of  
research. Powers, et al (1993, Moore, 1985) found that hand-written original essays scored higher 
than computer written ones. Researchers found that appearance was important at this time, as that 
the hand-written ones were longer, and showed that revision was obvious and part of  the ongoing 
writing process. Writing essays though, could also be problematic if  any single page were to be 
written and re-written when additional material was inserted. This could create havoc, as both 
time and energy went to correcting lay-outs, re-writing the table of  contents, as well as moving 
paragraphs to create coherence. Even before the computer and text editor one had the option of  
the typewriter. There were tricks to using a typewriter, how to erase mistakes was one, and before 
the advent of  white-out sometimes called liquid paper, or tip-ex, one used a pencil’s eraser. Yet, 
this was not the only problem. Remaining are still those issues of  easily adding content, correct 
formatting issues and lay-outs, etc.
	 Hand-written materials of  this day and age are centred on needs that are of  a shorter 
nature, as in length of  what is written, usually due to time constraints. Students in classes should 
have good note taking skills that include a subset of  abbreviations and acronyms for the most 
common of  the words used in that area of  study. For example at the beginning of  a course, such 
as English literature studies, the following would be a shortened list of  abbreviations to help the 
students take notes during class:

     abridged = abr			  dictionary = dic		  handbook = hb

     American = Amer		  edition = edn		  introduction = intro	

     annotation = annot		  editor = edr		  keyword = kw	

     bibliography = bibli		  encyclopedia = encyc	 miscellaneous = misc

     biography = bio.		  European = Europ	 ponit of  view = pov

     chapter = chap			  first person view = 1pv	 reference = ref

     character = chtr		  figure= fig		  United Kingdom = UK

     character traits = chtr tr		 foundation = found	 volume = vol
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Creating a special list for students to use during seminars can help the student and the teacher as 
neither will have to repeatedly ask or explain these small items as they are a part of  the day-to-day 
terminology for a course. 
	 There are many times when one cannot use a computer, or using a computer to write 
is impractical. Other areas of  analog writing where this might be applicable are group planning 
and brain storming work. This style of  work can employ pencils and / or pens on paper and by 
folding, cutting, stacking or picking pieces of  paper. One need not only use paper, white-boards, 
and other materials on hand are usable as well. By using coloured pens or shaded letters, to 
differentiate text and other items when writing, is easier than using a word processor, as it would 
take multiple mouse-clicks when changing colours, fonts, font size and even style among other 
items available. Other forms that one employs analog writing for would be when writing short 
notes, comments on essays, or reminders. Using pen and paper is the traditional back-up for the 
computer generation. Yet it is, and shall always be a usable skill both on campus and off.

Writing [Digital]

By the early 2000’s, a handwritten essay that is submitted for a final grade was seldom seen. The 
discussion that started above gave insight into how written essays were scored, as compared to 
that of  essays written with a text editor or word processor on a computer. Writing by hand is a 
time consuming process, and studies done since the turn of  the century, such as the one done at 
Center for Advancement of  Learning and Assessment at Florida State University (FSU/CALA), 
shows that changes have occurred, and also shows that there were “no significant difference in 
scores between the modes, nor was rater bias present”. (3)
 	 Using word processors is now a daily occurrence for students and teachers alike. Time 
gain is one of  the main benefits from using them, especially if  you know how to best utilize 
them. Most text editors are basic, like Notepad and WordPad that can be found in the Windows 
environment. They have a limited range of  possible changes and add-ons that can be used. Word 
processors, such as Adobe Acrobat and Open Office, have a multitude of  helpful add-ons from 
spelling and grammar checkers, to character replacement options, and language choice, the one 
most used at Kristianstad University is Microsoft Word. 
	 When giving out written assignment instructions, one should always be aware of  
guidelines to give students that go to the actual formatting of  the text. If  the instructions 
state “write five pages”, the actual content amount can be manipulated as students will change 
formatting options to make sure they have written five pages, larger margins, font type and font 
size, among other options. By setting guidelines such as font type, font size, line spacing, and 
margins one can guarantee that all students write approximately the same amount; even then an 
actual set amount of  words is, sometimes, the easiest way to resolve this, as long as items such as 
“references are not included in the final amount” should be specified before hand. These are items 
teachers learn as they become more experienced, and one that is always in flux. Another aspect to 
consider is how we receive these documents and read them on a computer screen, it is important 
to remember how this differs from reading a printed, paper version. One item that should be 
noted here is the research in usability, especially those of  long-time researcher Jakob Nielsen. 
	 One of  Nielsen’s studies looks at how we read items on computer screens. Eye-tracking 
studies are used to help give more information in areas such as changing font type. Simple items 
such as changing the font type from serif  to sans serif  font or vice versa in the middle of  a text 
paragraph leads to a drag time in reading, as the brain must adjust itself  to the different style 
of  the font. With regards to which font type is preferable when reading on a computer screen, 
there have been studies by Nielsen, Beymer et al, Wilson and others. Readability is split as to the 
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font type that shows best comprehension. Beymer researched the traditional Times New Roman 
serif  font and the Arial san serif  font, with Arial 12pt being reviewed as better for reading on a 
computer with 68% of  the people surveyed preferring it. If  one uses older, more traditional fonts, 
than the serif  font Georgia 12pt will give you a slight increased reading speed over Helvetica 12pt 
when reading on a computer screen. More important though in this study, was that both had the 
same retention value on the subject after the content material was read. 
	 Reading any assignment on a computer screen has its own benefits and drawbacks. On 
a computer screen it is relatively easy to toggle between multiple screens by using the alt + tab 
option, instead of  continuously going to the task bar and clicking with the mouse; even more 
convenient is the option of  holding down ctrl button on the keyboard as one uses the mouse 
scroller to increase alternately decrease the document size as viewed on the computer screen. As a 
final note, choosing the font to for your students can also alleviate problems, as some students do 
enjoy using unusual fonts. These are downloaded onto their computer, and can be “seen” on their 
computer. However the main problem is that if  the receiver of  this document does not have that 
specific font installed on their computer, the program will automatically use a generic serif  or sans 
serif  font as a way out of  this dilemma, without notifying the reader. If  this happens, then there 
could be a problem with the look and format forced upon the document and as a result, could may 
a teacher wonder exactly what the student was thinking when they wrote “this”.

Writing [Digital – Academic & Social]

Another area that is to be considered is the on-line course and the differences one should be 
aware of. On-line courses are “more” than just a regular classroom course, and the mode of  
communication here is both the same yet still different. Students here have the opportunity to 
upload their work, or write into the platform being used; at HKR we employ Its Learning as a 
multi-usage learning management system that complements our First Class system. Everyone who 
uses Its Learning does so in different ways. Students and teachers alike can upload documents 
and various multimedia files – PPT, PDF, MP3, AVI, and others. Some use this as a platform for 
individual, pair or group work, as students can write directly into the program. Others use this as 
a mediated room, where feedback, editing of  work and further items can be added and reviewed 
throughout and even after the course. 
	 Other areas of  Its Learning make it possible to have formal and informal chats, either 
with audio/visual or traditional typed format. When chatting in this environment many students 
feel pressure to keep up with the ongoing discussion, especially if  it is at a specific set time 
and attendance is required. This is when one finds that the language has changed as acronyms, 
emoticons are used, dropping of  articles and even vowels is seen as students vie to keep pace with 
the rest of  the group. Using acronyms, abbreviations, etc. is not necessarily something to criticize, 
yet the problem of  resolving possibly un-decipherable texts is, at times, very important, especially 
if  it is a basis for a final grade. Many times I have downloaded the transcript of  a chat session, only 
to wonder and some of  the items. Needing to then email students for clarification was needed, 
yet it also took more time. As an instructor, it would have been wise for me to set some guidelines 
for the students before hand, and give these words and their abbreviations as one could do with 
classroom settings (see above). 
	 Another area of  importance is that sometimes on-line discussions can lead to non-topic 
messages and postings; being able to moderate these problems is easier if  students know before 
hand as to limits for what is expected in these discussion sessions. We do not want to extinguish 
the energy and interest that the students feel and show through their discussion, but we can easily 
pull them back to topic with some simple comments as to “thanks for the sidetrack… but getting 
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back to the subject at hand… ☺” and other pleasantries. With the addition of  the smiley face 
(emoticon) in a comment, the implication of  an underlying emotion is added, in this case this was 
“said” not in a mean way. 
	 Thinking about using emoticons when writing is becoming an issue for some, when 
are they appropriate or not is the never ending question. Again, this is a judgment call for both 
teacher and students. There are now a huge range of  different emoticons that can range from the 
traditional smiley face :) to:

	 happy 	 (˄v˄)	 shock	 :o
	 angry	 : - |	 skeptical	: - /
	 excited	 (~o~)	 sad	 :-(

These represent those emotions that cannot be “seen” in the face of  the writer, or the emotion 
that cannot be heard in a voice when reading. Chat slang is another area to be aware of, many are 
aware of  the tradition LOL which means laughing out loud. Others used are:

	 BTW	 by the way	 IMO 	 in my opinion
	 OTW	 on the way	 RL	 real life
	 YW	 you’re welcome 	 STW	 search the web

	 All of  these are only a sampling of  what is used. They are seemingly a part of  non-
visual communication both synchronous (real-time) and asynchronous (delayed-time). Using any 
type of  computer mediated communication (CMC) requires us to do more than just read. Many 
of  us recognize the sender and see the person on front of  us and “hear” their voice as we read. 
There are times that what we “hear” is not actually what the sender means. The need to look at 
the underlying communication of  the content is needed and not jump to conclusions are also 
important. There are many times that simple words can lead to an emotional reaction that is 
not meant, as such, we need to remember to withhold final judgment and not become annoyed, 
irritated or emotionally affected when reading any type of  digital writing. 

Writing [Email]

When was the last time you wrote a letter, on paper; a nice, long letter and not a postcard? The 
letter form, the standard writing format that you were taught does not seem to apply to email in 
our quick, digital age. This type of  writing is becoming more connected to generic speaking than 
actual writing, one item that always seems to be an after thought (after clicking on send) is that 
one should always read what is written, and re-read what is written, then edit as required before 
one clicks on the send button. It is very seldom that the author receives an email that is completely 
as s/he would expect. Many type off  emails as short notes, or even worse, those who disregard 
putting in a subject, or they have a subject, yet the only content is an attachment that you vaguely 
remember something about. Proper correspondence, as that is what email was originated for, 
should consist of  certain items.
	 As with any assignment to be handed in, students need to have standards set as to how 
to send proper emails. As Aguilar-Roca et al noted “students are bombarding their faculty with 
emails that are unprofessional in terms of  etiquette, grammar, and content.” (2) Of  all of  the 
items that teachers can teach students as to general life skills for when they have finished school 
and are to be employed is that of  proper email etiquette, and this comes to the students mainly 
from email correspondence with their peers (Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007) or colleagues (Crystal, 
2001).
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	 Many will consider wasted time, and not worth taking, yet if  you are to have the same 
students for two or three years, instilling in them the need for correct correspondence right-away 
in the first year, should result in a more productive interaction with the student as the school years 
pass. One item that is of  a basic nature, and is to be corrected at the outset would be the subject 
line. This is a must to be filled in and with an appropriate subject. There are too many times that 
a student will click “return” on an old email and not change the subject line. This can then be 
confusing to the receiver and can look as if  the system has resent an email that has already been 
acknowledged and answered; the possibility here is that the email gets deleted, and is something 
to avoid.
	 Another, and possibly more worrisome, issue is the lack of  a proper introduction to the 
recipient. Many emails are very informal, as if  one was actually speaking to someone. Starting 
an email with “hey” “hi ya”, “from me” or at worst no introduction at all is inappropriate and 
should be brought up immediately and corrected. There is a necessity that this is not an informal 
communication if  it is being sent to a teacher or other professional. Students may think that these 
are unreasonable demands, yet this type of  knowledge should be second nature to anyone who 
has started a college or university, and the standard should be maintained.
	 Content in general, one would think, should not be too difficult. Yet here, we see again 
that texting (SMS:ing) is becoming incorporated into emails. As mentioned above, one should 
never have to remind anyone of  re-reading their emails and correcting them before they are sent. 
Using proper grammar and spelling should be second nature, and editing an email before clicking 
send is a must. Items such as “when can i meat yu”, “i not able two com”, and even “im sure 
that not it” can be found regularly in some emails, and careful consideration as to how to answer 
these emails is required. Using formality, capital letters, and proper grammar will help avoid some 
of  these problems. All students arrive at HKR different knowledge bases. These differ from 
student to student, and instructors. As such, some pupils might need more help than others when 
dealing with what “might” be thought of  fundamental knowledge that should have been acquired 
in either secondary or upper secondary schooling, at the college and university level it could 
be considered a burden to address this, yet saving time and avoiding miscommunications are a 
considerable reward. 
	 Another set of  emails that need should be given immediate attention to, are those of  a 
demanding nature. We have all received these, when students are not in class and want to know 
what they have missed as they are anxious for the information, and it is important for a teacher 
to respond. Yet, emails that are abrupt and curt are not easily answered without possible hard 
feelings. An item such as “i not there, need work” can be funny, yet this type of  email is repeatedly 
found in the inbox, it becomes too repetitious and annoying. Another part of  this is the use 
of  lower case letters instead of  the proper and appropriate use of  capital letters. As for capital 
letters, one should avoid using only capital letters in writing, unless there is a reason, otherwise it 
is considered to be akin to shouting in an oral conversation, and that is never a nice experience. 
After the content, one should look at the end part of  the correspondence as there is also the need 
to have a proper ending to any correspondence, email included. 
	 Finishing an email with a suitable closing is important. Traditional sentiments such as “I 
hope to hear from you soon”, “sincerely” or “all my best”, then having your name below are always 
a sign of  a proper forms of  ending a communication. One item noticed in emails is that many 
students will not have their name at the end of  an email, or they will use an abbreviation. This 
can make it difficult to differentiate between Anna, when there are three in one class. As names 
appear in the actual email address, this might be perceived as unneeded, yet it is important for a 
few reasons. First and foremost, a name and pertinent information tells the receiver that you take 
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the email seriously. Also, in a business situation, it is important as you reference yourself, possibly 
who you work for, and how to be contacted. Then again a proper email address is also needed. 
Any impersonal email address like honeybunch@yahoo.com is usable for private communication 
yet in a formal setting, it is unsuitable. A professional email address, even for a student should have 
the person’s proper name, even if  it is john_smith2114@yahoo.com, there will not be time used 
to find out who the sender actually is. 
	 With regards to students, one should take the time to let students know that they must 
use the school’s official email system, as of  this writing HKR uses First Class. Not only does this 
make it simpler to find a student’s or colleague’s name when looking for their address, there are 
other reasons. The two main ones I tell students are that there are a set of  redundancies in the 
system. These are back-ups, and they help to make sure that emails almost always find their way to 
the receiver; they also make sure that if  something happens, there are back-ups on other servers 
where email and other information is saved. Lastly, the system, unlike the web, can easily be looked 
into, to track an email. In this case, if  a student sends in an assignment at 10:30, and it is due at 
11:00, it can be tracked. If  said email does not show up in an inbox until 15:00, the student or 
teacher can ask computer services to find the sending information as to when the email was sent 
giving the student the chance for a good grade. On a personal note, this has happened to several 
of  my own students when told they missed dead-lines. I have queried the system and found the 
emails had “bounced” for a few hours before being “delivered” to my inbox. As much as we need 
to make sure students are following conventions of  writing and deadlines, it is also important to 
know that technology is fallible.
	 Simple email options can always be perceived differently. Using these different options 
for email settings is good to consider, yet one must consider appropriateness. Using the “urgent” 
button too often will not be appreciated, likewise not using it when a matter is obviously urgent. 
Using colours and unusual fonts can be considered inappropriate for important emails, and 
should, unless needed, be avoided. One of  the other problems is sending attachments that are too 
large, and the receiver is not aware of  them beforehand. This could easily clog a person’s email 
account if  not careful. By letting the receiver know in advance that you are intending to send a 
large-sized email, you give that person time to clear out unneeded items and make room for this 
large file. This is also true of  posting images, charts, statistics and data files within an Icon in First 
Class. Posting images from classroom work can help students reflect and understand materials 
when they are studying at a later time; yet if  someone has set their camera to take images of  5MB, 
one should edit these to a smaller size before posting to prevent cloggin the system with large files. 

Writing [Email & SMS]

A short note on the elements of  texting is needed, as this type of  communication is effecting 
proper grammar and spelling knowledge both as user and receiver. The usage of  texting is starting 
to change the elements of  writing, especially in emails, and is at times, cropping up in student 
work. As discussed above the boundaries are being fuzzed so that elements such as abbreviations, 
acronyms, emoticons, switches and electronic shorthand are being transferred and used in day-
to-day writing, emails especially. SMS (short message service) has come a long way, and everyone 
uses it to some degree, now with smart phones, it is becoming simple to add symbols and images 
into text message as many know what these signs signify. With SMS:ing, there also comes the 
possibility of  T9, text on 9 keys or better known as predictive texting. Sending a text from a 
mobile phone that employs predictive texting should be done with a heightened awareness as 
sometimes the prediction of  the word, does not match the word one wants. 
	 One final note is to remind everyone that what is sent can be forwarded, or a bcc can be 
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added as well. Electronic items are never completely secure, and Flynn writes about e-policy and 
how one should be aware of  the need to be circumspect at times when dealing with delicate issues 
via email. We are all accountable for what we write, so before pressing the send button, reread and 
edit as many a time we have found those “bloopers” only after we have pressed the “send” button.

Writing [Tools]

In a perfect digital world we would type our text in our first language into a document, press the 
translate button and it would ask “what language do you wish me to translate to?” You would click 
on your choice and the document would appear in this other language perfectly. No colloquialism, 
no miss-spellings, no problems with interpreting what you intend to communicate, alas; we are 
not in a perfect world. A caution is added here, to warn those who use Google translator, or Babel 
Fish or other programs for their work. As with the T9 predictive text, editing and revision should 
always be a part of  the work when using these items to avoid any (possibly hilarious, possibly 
disastrous) misunderstandings.

Writing [Suggestions]

Student expectations:
•	 Start by creating a list of  what you expect in the written work your students create; alternatively, 

find a good article, or web site dealing with these issues for your students. Once you have 
decided on what is acceptable, go through this with your students, and let them know what 
is and is not acceptable. 

•	 Be ready to compromise, both you and your students might be using different programs, and 
different computer systems, clashes happen but these can be avoided if  one is aware of  them.

Handouts of information
•	 Create a list that is usable for every term, add as the course progresses. 
•	 Create specific content in how to communicate with the instructor, what the instructor 

expects. 
•	 Return items immediately if  they do not follow the instructions. 

Writing issues
•	 Remember the difference between using a computer to write your email, and a smart phone. 

Always read and edit before sending. 

Summary

As technology becomes more advanced there is a need to keep pace with it. How much 
technological knowledge is needed, depends on how much and what you employ. Being required 
to use educational technologies is a mandate, yet there is a need to understand the basics and 
how our human tendencies come into play when using them. Having Generation Y students, also 
known as the Net Generation, in the classrooms is making us more aware of  the differences in 
our technological skill sets, especially in writing.
	 In this piece, I have hoped to give, not just ideas and recommendations about writing 
when using everyday technology, but I also hope to prompt, you, the reader to reflect upon your 
own practices of  how you use traditional writing in your work, and how you use the technological 
tools that are available. As such, and by giving your students guidelines as to acceptable and 
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unacceptable types of  written communication, especially when using technology, there should be 
less time wasted in repetition of  information in and out of  the classroom. As a secondary benefit 
but equally important benefit, this should result in students taking with them communicative 
knowledge and skill sets that are pertinent and useful, so that they are successful in their future 
careers.
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