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Kindling the Pedagogic Imagination: 
Preservice Teachers Writing with 

Social Media

As educators of teachers of writ-
ing, we are worried. We are wor-
ried that how writing is defined, 

how writing is done, and who teachers are 
as writers with their middle and second-
ary students is becoming circumscribed 
by standardization and high-stakes as-
sessments. We are worried that there is a 
narrowing in school about what counts as 
writing and, as a result, who counts as a 
writer. 

We are worried that the time teachers would have 
spent writing alongside their students is being 
gobbled up by distractions related to education 
reform. In our darker moments, we worry about 
a generation of teachers who may have a difficult 
time imagining what is possible for supporting 
student writing in their classrooms because they 
experienced writing instruction shaped by No 
Child Left Behind and Race to the Top as middle 
and secondary students themselves.

What saves us from a full-blown, teacher ed-
ucator moral panic are the rich literacy practices 
young adolescents engage in using social media 
and the growing number of teachers paying at-
tention to these practices. We see and read re-
ports about young people writing more now than 
ever before (Lenhart, Arafeh, Smith, & Rankin 
Macgill, 2008). In our research, we watch middle 
and secondary students communicate with im-
mediate and remote audiences in rhetorically 
dexterous ways. We take solace in the composing 
(e.g., photos shared, tweets tweeted, messages 
sent, statuses updated) that young people engage 

in to define themselves and the social worlds they 
navigate. Though writing opportunities may 
seem to be narrowing within classrooms, at no 
fault of teachers, it seems to be exploding outside 
of them. While acknowledging that teens’ use of 
social media constitutes its own moral panic for 
some educators, we trust boyd’s (2014) research 
that suggests, “By and large, the kids are all right” 
(p. xi).

With this mixture of concern about the state 
of writing within classrooms and the excitement 
about the composing happening across social 
media, we engaged our preservice teachers in a 
social media experiment. The premise was sim-
ple: use Twitter and the hashtag #walkmyworld 
to share written and multimodal depictions of 
the social worlds we walk by participating in a se-
ries of learning events. The results were far from 
simple, as teachers and their middle and second-
ary students across classrooms and campuses per-
formed identities, served as a responsive audience 
for each other, and made meaning with words, 
pictures, and videos. In this essay, we share the 
backdrop for our concerns about the state of 
writing within classrooms and how participation 
in #walkmyworld helped to kindle the pedagogic 
imagination of our preservice teachers.

Preservice Teachers as Writers
Like many teacher educators, we believe in the 
importance of writing alongside our students in 
order to mutually engage in what it means to 
write and be a writer. However, the preservice 
teachers with whom we work often come to us 
with fragile identities as writers themselves. Of-
ten, they lack confidence in their own writing and 
feel uncomfortable sharing it with each other, let 
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An important part of what 

we do in our respective 

teacher education pro-

grams involves helping 

preservice teachers view 

themselves as writers.

alone a group of middle or secondary students. 
Therefore, an important part of what we do in 
our respective teacher education programs in-

volves helping preservice 
teachers view themselves 
as writers, a prerequi-
site to learning how to 
facilitate the writing de-
velopment of young ado-
lescents. This involves 
providing opportunities 
to write with and for each 
other, while modeling 
different ways to support 

middle and secondary students as writers.
The writing opportunities we provide and 

model are often very different than the types of 
representations of teaching (Grossman, et al., 
2009) that our preservice teachers experienced 
themselves as middle and secondary students. As 
a result of these differences, preservice teachers 
often question the extent to which these writing 
opportunities can be supported in the classrooms 

where they will teach. When these important 
questions are raised, we work to help our preser-
vice teachers name the constraints that concern 
them and determine the extent to which they are 
real, imagined, or assumed across different class-
room contexts in our respective service areas.

During these conversations, we have noted 
our preservice teachers’ consideration of what 
is possible when it comes to writing instruction 
is stifled by generalized horror stories from the 
field and, for some, their own experiences as 
students. The underpinnings of their concerns 
is often a perception that the school context is 
deterministic, and as early-career teachers they 
will have little or no agency to shape that context 
to support the types of writing opportunities for 
which we advocate. We see these perceptions as 
constraints that stifle the pedagogic imagination 
of our preservice teachers. Further, we view our 
responsibility as teacher educators, now more 
than ever, to provide experiences that kindle their 
pedagogic imagination, or the practice of under-
standing the constituent elements of a teaching 
practice and adapting it to work within a given 
classroom context. The #walkmyworld project 
served as one such experience for our preservice 
teachers.

#walkmyworld Project
The ten-week project was conducted in coor-
dination with seven teacher educators and their 
preservice teachers across seven university cam-
puses and six states. For the first three weeks 
of the project, participants used Twitter as the 
primary means for sharing tweets, pictures, and 
short videos (using the hashtag #walkmyworld) 
to represent what it was like to take a walk in 
their world [see McVerry, et al. (2015) for a com-
plete description].

At the onset, moderators encouraged the 
sharing of representations of participants’ worlds 
through the “favorite” function in Twitter, 
retweets, and replies to tweets as a way to build a 
sense of community.

Across the subsequent seven weeks, mod-
erators engaged participants in weekly learning Figure 1. Ethan’s tweet
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events that involved reading the poetry of Robert 
Hass, as well as responding to, annotating, and 
remediating the poems with the juxtaposition 
of related writing, images, etc. The products of 
the learning events were created on different 
platforms (e.g., blogs, YouTube, Poetry Genius) 
and then shared on Twitter with the #walkmy-
world hashtag. Additionally, the moderators 
posted weekly reflections on the activity during 
the week, providing formative encouragement 
for the participants and a summative recap of the 
week’s learning event. In sum, 326 people used 
the hashtag during the project (147 of whom 
tweeted at least 10 times for the project) for a to-
tal of 6,760 tweets.

More significant than the writing, images, 
and videos shared is the experience of compos-
ing with and for fellow participants across time 
and over a range of social media platforms. In the 
next three sections, we present the reflections of 
four of our preservice teachers based on retro-
spective interviews, in which they consider how 
the project kindled their pedagogic imagination.

Writing and Identity
Early in the project, our four preservice teachers 
reported being surprised by how much of what 
they were willing to share was wrapped up in per-
sonal identity. Those who did not regularly use 
Twitter reported being “hesitant” about shar-
ing representations of themselves. On the other 
hand, students more comfortable using social 
media tools were less hesitant to share represen-
tations of themselves and their worlds.

Aubri explained, “The first thing I shared 
was a cup of coffee and my journal, and you can’t 
see any words on my journal. At first it was really 
generic.” However, as the project continued she 
explained, “Once I understood the dynamic of 
what we were doing, I guess I got more comfort-
able doing it.” For Aubri, what she was sharing 
and with whom she was sharing it with was relat-
ed to her identity. She considered a picture of her 
coffee cup and journal to be less personal than a 
picture she shared later of a group of friends on 
vacation.

Allie, who reported regularly using social 
media, including Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, 
and Facebook, immediately enjoyed participat-
ing in the #walkmyworld community. She de-
scribed the experience as valuable because “it was 
a great way to define yourself the way you want 
to be defined. It gave me a chance to explore who 
I am and give others a glimpse into that.” Allie 
shared what she described as “normal” pictures 
of things from her daily life, including pictures 
of her life at the university. Allie also discussed 
the importance of including images of people im-
portant to her, and in fact, included a post from 
her sister’s Instagram account to show the im-
portance of their relationship. In addition, Allie 
wrote and posted a poem to give the community 
“a better sense of who I am.”

Considering how identity was related to 
what they shared with the immediate and remote 
audiences of the #walkmyworld project helped 
our preservice teachers consider how young 
adolescents negotiate their own identities when 
sharing their writing. For both Aubri and Allie, 
deciding what to share and with whom involved 
a careful consideration of how one might be read 
by different audiences. Aubri reported that she 
was more concerned with language conventions 
when sharing with an audience she did not know, 

Figure 2. Allie’s poem
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lest she be read as unintelligent when using an 
informal register. These considerations helped 

preservice teachers 
imagine the possibili-
ties for how they will 
support their future 
middle and secondary 
students’ writing de-
velopment in relation 
to the identities their 
students are negotiat-
ing when sharing their 

writing with immediate and remote audiences.

Responsive Audiences
During the first three weeks of the project, par-
ticipants responded to each other by retweet-
ing and replying; however, during the learning 
events, participants began remixing and annotat-
ing Hass’s poetry and sharing original poems. 
Glenn described his participation at this point in 
the project as “walking the same path together” 
with the other participants. He further explained, 
“I started sharing things that were important to 
me and that I was discovering in my education. I 
really wanted to stimulate some kind of conver-
sation. I changed from someone who was con-
tributing to someone who was collaborating.” 
For our preservice teachers, acknowledging the 
role of the #walkmyworld community that served 
as an audience for their writing, shifted not only 
their perceptions of the experience, but also their 
participation. Aubri explained, “The fact that we 
had a following behind our Twitter project gave 

a validity to it. It wasn’t just the teacher who was 
going to read it, and it wasn’t just the class who 
would be reading it—it was the world that was 
going to be reading it. It made me more con-
scious of what I was writing. I wanted to repre-
sent myself well.” #walkmyworld became more 
significant for participants when they understood 
that they were writing with and for a broader au-
dience who was responsive and provided valida-
tion for what they were sharing.

For Glenn and Aubri, sharing with a re-
sponsive audience meant that neither the teach-
er nor their classmates were the sole readers of 
their writing. Their writing was not confined to 
the classroom but was read and appreciated by 
a broader audience. This feedback reinforced 
their participation, so much so, that they began 
connecting to others and establishing commu-
nities outside the classroom context. This sense 
of audience was also tied to identity and perfor-
mance, and as Aubri mentioned, this increased 
her awareness of her writing and how it may have 
been perceived by others. 

Our preservice teachers realized that as fu-
ture writing teachers they need to provide writ-
ing opportunities for their middle and secondary 
students wherein the responsive audience con-
sists of more than the teacher. They recognized 
that students may be encouraged to write for re-
sponsive audiences with whom they have shared 
experiences. Glenn explained, “A big part of what 
I have learned about teaching writing in relation-
ship to audience and purpose is to try to get op-
portunities for students to create things for an 
audience bigger than one person.” These experi-

ences allowed preservice 
teachers to imagine ways 
they could create a broad 
and responsive audience 
for their middle and 
secondary students with 
social media, but also by 
coordinating with teach-
ers and students in other 
classrooms. The #walk-
myworld project fore-

It wasn’t just the teacher who 

was going to read it, and 

it wasn’t just the class who 

would be reading it—it was 

the world that was going to 

be reading it. 

Figure 3. Glenn’s Storify
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grounded possibilities for preservice teachers that 
helped them imagine what their future teaching 
of writing will look like in their own classrooms, 
beyond what they experienced as middle and sec-
ondary students themselves.

Multimodal Making Meaning
Another goal of #walkmyworld was for partici-
pants to think about the relationship between 
print and visual images. Though our preservice 
teachers initially began by sharing still images 
and hashtags, as the project unfolded they moved 
to using digital video tools, such as Vine and 
Mozilla Popcorn, to compose multimodal com-
positions incorporating poetry. For preservice 
teachers, the #walkmyworld project reinforced 
the significance of composing in multiple modes 
when completing the learning tasks and respond-
ing to each other’s contributions. Preservice 
teachers discussed the “powerful message” creat-
ed when words and images are combined. Ethan 
explained this relationship as “images adding 
depth to words.” Allie further explained, “You 
get a better understanding of what the writer is 
trying to say, not only with their words, but in 
their choice of pictures.” Similarly, Aubri shared, 
“Having the freedom to post a picture or video, 
you can say so much without having to say any-
thing. I love that. Seeing pictures speaks more 
to people than words ever could.” The encour-
agement to share and respond to aspects of each 
other’s worlds led to a rendering of those contri-
butions in multiple modes. The medium of social 
media supported sharing multimodal composi-
tions, as well, which led the preservice teachers 

to imagine possibilities for composing beyond 
writing and word processing.

Further, preservice teachers drew on their 
own participation in the project to consider 
the writing instruction they were observing in 
schools. Allie noted that many of the students in 
her student teaching classroom “only think about 
writing as pen and paper, or typing a research 
paper.” And yet, Allie 
viewed social media 
as a way to show stu-
dents “they can and do 
write, because they are 
writing every day with 
tweets and their status 
on Facebook, whether 
they think it or not.” 
While Allie’s students did not seem to view them-
selves as writers, Ethan noted that many students 
in his student-teaching classroom “already write 
for themselves.” He explained, “I have so many 
kids that write songs and poetry, and yet, those 
things aren’t being tapped into when they’re 
writing in school.” For Glenn, this led him to 
imagine what his future teaching might be like. 
He explained, “Multimodality is a big part of my 
teaching, and I don’t know how much longer we 
can hold on to a text-centric model. By sticking 
to just text, we are doing students a disservice. It’s 
going to be a big part of my classroom; learning 
doesn’t just have to happen from written text.”

Just as the students whom Allie describes as 
only viewing writing and what counts as writing 
through the lens of school sanctioned literacy 
practices, preservice teachers also considered how 
their own thoughts about composing in school 

ConneCtions From readwritethink

In this lesson, “Spend a Day in My Shoes: Exploring the Role of Perspective in Narrative”, students imagine spending a 
day in someone else’s shoes. After reviewing the characteristics of narrative writing, they then write narratives from that 
person’s point of view.

http://bit.ly/1HirMjz
Lisa Storm Fink

www.ReadWriteThink.org

“They can and do write,  

because they are writing every 

day with tweets and their 

status on Facebook, whether 

they think it or not.”
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had been circumscribed by what typically counts 
as writing and composing in school. Through the 
project and other experiences in our teacher edu-
cation programs, they appreciated the ways they 
could leverage multimodality to render the social 
worlds they were sharing. The project served as a 
significant case in which multimodality conveyed 
meaning in ways print could not. Though they 
acknowledged that this might not be the case for 
all composing opportunities, preservice teach-
ers came to understand the creating opportuni-
ties for students in which multimodality could be 
leveraged is a significant way to engage them in 
meaning making and sharing with others.

Concluding Thoughts
Unfortunately, the prescribed writing happen-
ing in classrooms has created narrow definitions 
of writing and writers, and yet, young adults are 
consistently engaging in dynamic, meaningful 
writing practices in their personal lives. As teach-
er educators, we know the importance of teachers 
who value young adults’ writing lives and nurture 
their writing in the classroom. We are constantly 
asking ourselves what might be  the best ways to 
prepare preservice teachers to negotiate these 
tensions around the teaching of writing in school. 
We viewed #walkmyworld as a way to provide 
our preservice teachers with an opportunity to 
kindle their pedagogical imagination. During the 
#walkmyworld project, preservice teachers had a 
firsthand experience as writers to use social me-
dia and participate in a writing community. They 

wrestled with the tensions of sharing aspects of 
their personal lives, forcing them to acknowl-
edge how writing was intricately tied to their 
multiple identities. Having a responsive audience 
with the #walkmyworld community shaped their 
ideas about the necessity of writing being read 
by a broad, responsive audience. In addition, us-
ing social media and digital tools to compose and 
disseminate their writing reinforced their views 
on multimodality to convey meaning. We argue 
that preservice teachers need more experiences 
like these so they can continue to imagine what is 
possible for supporting young writers in middle 
and secondary schools. 
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