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 Teens love to text. “Fully 72% of all teens – or 88% of teen cell phone users — are text-messagers… More than half of teens (54%) are daily texters.” (Lenhart, 2010) While texting can be an effective means of communication, there exists an ongoing concern about how texting has impacted the quality of teens’ formal writing for school assignments. A 2008 study titled Writing, technology, and teens, led by preeminent researcher Amanda Lenhart, director of the Pew Internet and American Life Project ‘s teen-centered research examines a unique perspective on the topic: that of teens themselves. Whereas previous Pew studies had examined technology’s impact on teens’ multitasking capabilities and attention spans as well as their soaring rise in mobile phone use, Lenhart recognized how the lack of teen input reflected an important information gap, and set out to survey both parents and their teens to gain a more complete understanding of how teen writing is affected. As writing is a vital skill of special interest to teens in particular, this research problem is useful in terms of analyzing prospective concerns for career advancement, personal development, and lifelong learning.

 Sponsored by Pew, “the Parent and Teen Survey on Writing… obtained telephone interviews with a nationally representative sample of 700 12-17 year olds and their parents in continental U.S. telephone households. The survey was conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates International.” (Lenhart, 2008) Out of 99, 986 total numbers dialed, only 700 calls were satisfactorily completed due to difficulties such as non-working phones, language barriers, participation refusal, and ineligible respondents. However, of the total number of willing participants, nearly 57 percent successfully completed the telephone interview.   

Focus groups comprised a second research method wherein data was collected from eight focus groups in the U.S. These groups were chosen “…to include a relatively diverse cross-section of teens with respect to age, gender, household income, geographic location and race/ethnicity.” (Lenhart, 2008)  Both methods weighted results to ensure accuracy using formulas to correct for the “design effect” by calculating for both standard error and margin of error.

Myriad aspects concerning teen writing habits as well as parental and peer influence were analyzed to offer a well-rounded approach to Pew’s research. For example, this study included teens and technology, teens and their writing habits, electronic communication, “the relationship between writing, communication and technology ownership”, “parental attitudes toward writing and technology”, and teen perspectives on what would improve their writing as well as what encourages teens to write. (Lenhart, 2008) As such, findings appear to indicate diversified interests in how technology impacts teens’ writing. 

It seems clear from the focus of this study that the impact of technology on writing is an important and critical issue due to the role that writing plays in ensuring teens’ future successes. Surveyed parents and teens agree that writing is “an essential skill”.  Surprisingly, however, 73 percent of teens believe that writing texts, instant messages and emails “have had no impact (either positive or negative) on the writing they do for school and 77 percent say that it makes no difference to the quality of writing they do for personal reasons.” (Lenhart, 2008) In fact, the large majority of teens did not consider texting, emailing or instant messaging to be a form of writing at all. Most perceived of these social interactions as casual writing, and could distinguish between formal and non-formal writing, yet 38 percent admitted to the occasional inclusion of text speak in formal school assignments while “25 percent have used emoticons” (Lenhart, 2008) 

Based on this research, one recommendation for library programming is the implementation of digital literacy classes to help teens develop writing competencies and hone their media skills. These classes will help prepare teens for their coursework as well as their future careers by allowing teens to create content both on and offline. An assignment example could be to write a short poem using various media (i.e. write the same poem in both longhand and text-speak) to further stress the similarities, differences, and value of each form.    

So, what motivates teens to write? According to Pew, teens “write to achieve a desired goal.” (Lenhart, 2008) Whether writing for school or for their personal expression, teens recognize the importance of various forms of writing as a means of accomplishing that goal. For example, when asked to identify writing they took pride in, teens named “poems, book projects, research papers, college essays, journals, songs/raps, text messages, computer programs, 4H-projects, and plays, etc.” (Lenhart, 2008) Teens also named relevancy as a motivating factor as well as the need to make an impact in their own lives as well as those of others. 

Research results also indicate an expressed need by teens for greater teen involvement in selecting topics for school assignments as well as more in-class writing time (82 percent). These results are particularly interesting, as they seem to oppose common misconceptions of teens as “disaffected youth” who lack interest in schoolwork. This data is consistent with my experiences working with teens in that they seek challenges and can grow bored easily if they do not receive engaging writing instruction that relates to their interests and serves their developmental needs. Teens seek opportunities to prove their value, and look to educators and peers to validate their worth. Therefore, it seems apparent that disinterested or overworked educators adversely affect teens’ aptitudes for schoolwork. “Teens say that writing is not compelling when the curriculum seems canned, teacher attention is limited, and work is reviewed and graded by computer.” (Lenhart, 2008) 
The rise in teen interest in social media as a writing medium can be attributed in part to the control that teens have in creating their own content as well as the immediacy of results. Though, while it is evident that technology has significantly impacted the lives of teens, “72 percent of teens say they usually (but not exclusively)” compose personal non-school writing by hand, whereas “65 percent say they usually write their school assignments by hand.” (Lenhart, 2008) These results are also of interest, as they seem to express a desire by teens to feel connected via tactile means to their writing and other content creation. While this may be off the mark to some, I find it curious that these results seem consistent with teens’ consideration of text, electronic and instant messages as forms of social communication, but not of writing. As writing can be a uniquely personal experience (formal writing included), it is possible that teens sense a disconnect between the impulse of their writing and the output on a computer screen.  

There is a definite need for further research if our collective goal is to improve teen library programming and services. As this Pew research dates to 2008, it is clear that technology’s impact on teens as well as their library programming and services has grown exponentially in just three years. Nevertheless, this research remains relevant to the ongoing debate about how technology has impacted teens and their writing. The study provides aforementioned interesting results that contribute greatly to teen LIS research as well as suggests methods of improvement for both library and school programming and services. By seeking teen input, Lenhart and her team of Pew researchers promote teens and their interests, which solidifies their value in the field of both library and information science and education. 
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