As an English teacher, I am especially interested in communication between people. As a person with limited access and knowledge of technology as a child and teenager, I find myself becoming increasingly interested in how my seventh grade students utilize technology. I am currently teaching seventh grade English in Milton, Massachusetts, and for my mini-research project I have decided to survey many of my students about their use of technology for communication. This survey paid special attention to tone in writing and differences between their written and verbal communications.

My premise for this research was that seventh grade students do not clarify themselves enough when using Instant Messenger, email, or text messaging, therefore unintentionally miscommunicating. I also suspected that students are more blunt and show more of a disregard for feelings when communicating in these forms. In order to collect data on this theory, I asked 80 of my English students take a blind survey (attached). Several questions were yes/no, but several asked for more extensive answers, of which I will include a selection of responses. 
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I was not surprised at the response to this question, as it was my hypothesis that my students talk to their friends differently via technology than in real-life conversations. One explanation was, “My writing tends to be much more heartfelt and it’s easier to say things that I wouldn’t be able to say out loud.” Another explanation, that clearly restates my hypothesis and echoes several other write-in responses was, “I right (student’s mistake) differently because if I am typing I feel more comfortable about writing what I want to say because you can’t be embarrassed, and you don’t see their reactions.”
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The responses for this question surprised me, as I expected to have far more students responding positively to the question. However, the students that did respond “yes” to writing something they would be afraid to say out loud included informative and truthful explanations for their answer. One most common response was that they write their comments rather than voice them so that you don’t have to see the other person’s reaction. Also, several responses indicated that they would feel more comfortable writing a message to the opposite sex rather than telling them verbally. One response noted, “I have noticed that people online tend to be meaner. Like if you’re being sarcastic you can’t really tell.”
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The two previous graphs ask related questions – if they have ever misunderstood a message, to which 55 students responded positively, and if they have ever had a message of their own misunderstood, to which 30 students responded positively. This discrepancy leads me to believe that either students were not fully honest on this response, or the times they have been asked to clarify a message have not been significant enough to recall. 

Several students responded that they had experienced more technical errors, such as abbreviation confusion (“My friends learn new ways to write a word everyday. Me, I stick with the old ones.”) or clerical errors (“Sometimes my friends put cap locks on accidentally and they’ll write something and it will seem like they’re upset.”) Another student, however discussed the deeper problem of tone in writing by stating, “Sometimes they will tell me to say it out loud to hear the tone of my voice.” Yet another student restated the fact that technology can give anonymity by saying, “They sometimes send me emails that they’re mad w/me, but online gives you more guts to say things.”
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All students responded that yes, their tone was different when writing to an adult. Several students mentioned that if it was a close adult (aunt, mother) they would write the same as to a friend. Most students responded with a variation of the following: “When I am writing to an adult, I am probably trying to sound smart and use proper English.” Students also mentioned that they refrain from using slang and abbreviations, because most adults don’t speak those languages. One student wrote, “When I write to an adult, it’s hard to be sarcastic. They usually don’t get it. So I have to tell everything the way it is and that can ruin funny stories or jokes.” 
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When answering about the tone of their own writing, I received quite a few fill-in answers, most frequently mentioning those listed in the graph above. Only one student responded that they do not IM, text, or email. As this was the first question on the survey, many students may have answered before thinking through all of the elements that affect our tone in writing. If I had asked this question at the end of the survey, I may have received very different answers. 
I feel that this survey gave  me a good idea of where my students are at in their technology communications and what we can work on in the classroom. I will try to focus more writing lessons on audience, while still enforcing that all writing should be appropriate, no matter to whom you are writing. Although the questions about speaking more freely online were usually divided, I feel that is still significant enough of a population to have class discussions about building relationships and how to communicate in general. If students are more aware of their actions and how they convey them, they may think twice before hurting someone’s feelings, whether it is in person or over the computer.
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Question: Do you write the same way that you speak to your friends? Or do you write differently than you would speak to them? Explain. 





Question: Do you ever write something to your friends that you would be afraid to say out loud to them?





Question: Have you ever read something from a friend and misunderstood it? What have you misunderstood? (punctuation, tone, abbreviations, etc.)





Question: Do any of your friends ever ask about a message you have sent them? (ask you to clarify your meaning or how you felt when you wrote it)





Question: Is your tone different when taking to an adult? How?





Question: When you are writing to a friend (over IM, texting, etc.) what do you notice about the tone of your writing?
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