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Tin's article considers the impact on language and literacy education of new 

cyber-genres such as email and Web pages, as well as on the curriculum genres 

generated by the interaction of schools with the Internet. It is argued that the 

activities of schools on the Internet have the potential to create a new virtual 

curriculum, bypassing education authorities, and making possible school 

participation in global multimedia activities. These new literacies bring with them 

new literacy practices, and raise important questions for teacher education and 

professional development. At stake is the future shape of the new literacies in the 

classroom and access for language and literacy education teachers and students to 

significant new forms of cultural capital. 

New electronic genres and the curriculum 

Debate is polarised about the impact of information technology on 
literacy practices, varying from extreme optimism about the benefits 

of online literacy in a postmodern cyberworld (Tuman, 1992), to 
concerns about the 'technologizing' of literacy in an uncritical 
acceptance of technicist views of education (Bigum & Green, 1993). 
However, it can n o w be argued that the influence of information 
technology on the discourses of business, government and the media 
has reached the kind of critical mass where it is evident that n e w 

cyber-genres such as email and the World W i d e W e b (see glossary, 

p. 220) cannot be ignored in a contemporary language and literacy 

curriculum. 
It is vitally important to emphasise that the changes w e are 

witnessing are not merely the result of the application of socially 

neutral technologies. A s Snyder observes: 

Every evolving technology is socially constructed in the sense that it is shaped 
by the interests and assumptions of particular social groups. It will be interesting 
to see how teachers in the humanities and social sciences respond to the 
possibilities afforded by hypertext. What we have at present is an intriguing -̂ "y 

technology whose operations compel us to radically revise our print-derived The Australian 
notions of reading, writing, text, language and closure. Journal of Language 

(1996: p. 122) and Literacy 
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The new cyber-genres growing out of this 'evolving technology' 

affect the construction of literacies and the construction of identities 

in schools in ways that are so far generally unexplored, but also in 

ways that have to be understood as integral to language and literacy 

pedagogy. A major feature of these developments is that the new 

electronic forms of communication are rapidly becoming an 

established part of the cultural capital of the postmodern world 

(Emihovich, 1990), raising questions of equity for students whose 

access to expertise in information technologies is limited by gender, 

ethnicity and poverty. 
Despite the pervasive growth of electronic genres, and the equity 

issues that accompany them, recent Australian curriculum initiatives 

in the field of language and literacy education pay little attention to 

new online literacies (Green & Bigum, 1996: p. 194). The national 

curriculum English profile (Australian Education Council, 1994), 

while placing some emphasis on visual literacy, seems aimed more 

at television and film than on any aspect of information technology. 

The wide-ranging debate on these initiatives is, quite rightly, mostly 
concerned with political and ideological matters concerning national 

standards, states' rights, equity issues, and so forth (see, for example, 

Campagna-Wildash, 1995; Hill, 1994). This omission of online 

literacies and multiliteracies from recent curriculum initiatives in 

language and literacy education can be understood only if we view 

computers as little more than educational tools — merely a useful 

adjunct to our classroom practices in reading and writing. It is also 

tempting for education systems to ignore the implications of online 
literacy when confronted with the huge burden of curriculum change 

already going on in schools, and the high cost of new technology. 

However, despite the deterrents to yet more curriculum change 

to accommodate new online literacies, curriculum renewal 

incorporating information technology across the curriculum is vital 

to the language and literacy enterprise in schools. Referring to the 

impact of new media on the young, Luke argues that 'it is the 

intertextuality of these cultural texts and images that help shape 
children's understanding of themselves and the world around them, 

and of the ways that "culture", "difference", "society", or gender 
and ethnic identities are variously construed'. (1995: p. 14). Given 

this influence on children's worlds, it must be asked whether the 

omission of information technology from literacy curriculum means 
that schools and educational authorities are basing curriculum 

rationales on obsolete assumptions, potentially creating an 'aliens 
in the classroom' syndrome. 

A new relationship is currently being constructed between schooling and the 
media, as traditionally understood. There is an even more obvious warrant for 



radically re-assessing these institutions and their associated practices and 
interrelationships, and not a little urgency involved in doing so. At issue here is 
not simply the increasing penetration of media into schooling, but also the 
significance of media and information culture more generally for schooling, 
along with changing forms of curriculum and literacy, with all their associated 
problems and possibilities. 

(Green & Bigum, 1993: p. 122) 

There is a strong identification of young people with the new 

media, including the Internet, which suggests that the new genres 

and new literacies that are being generated will shape our future 
information and knowledge cultures, whether or not they are 

accepted by the current older generation of print-orientated 
educators. It is therefore crucial for the future of schooling to 

investigate the type of discourses our classroom 'aliens' are working 
with on computer networks, and to recast the curriculum accordingly. 
Nor can we ignore the significant professional development needed 

to update teachers on information technology, and the need for an 
information technology focus in literacy teacher education (Garton, 

1996; McKinnon, 1996), a point discussed further below. 

Cultural definitions: From the grassroots to 
the global classroom 
The most striking recent development in information technology is 
the startling growth of the Internet, in particular the World Wide 
Web. The Web enables a global network of computers to publish 
multimedia 'pages' or screens of text, graphics, sound and video, 
although it is remarkable that so much electronic publishing features 

written text, and makes strong demands on reading skills. Electronic 
publishing on the Web relies on hypertext for the user to make 

connections from one page to another on Web sites around the 
world. Hypertext can be defined as: '...a means of arranging 
information in a non-linear manner with the computer automating 

the process of connecting one piece of information to another' 
(Snyder, 1996: p. ix). The reader thus plays a large role in constructing 

texts of very diverse types. This non-linear arrangement of 
information has lead to new forms of knowledge production, with 

new rhetorical conventions, leading some observers to claim that it 

is now possible to dispense with linear, sequenced curriculum in 

schools and universities (Snyder, 1996: p. 105). 

Clearly a critical approach is needed to such large claims, with a 

particular need to develop critical pedagogy which accounts for the 211 
different sorts of writing and reading demanded by hypertext The Australian 
systems on the Web, rather than educators being preoccupied with Journal of Language 
the technology behind the new medium (Green & Bigum, 1996, and Literacy 
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p. 200). A useful starting point for this project in online literacy in 

education is the representation of schools on the World Wide Web. 
(It should be noted that it is extremely difficult to describe or 

represent Web pages in a written text, since many pages are based 

on graphics, some with animated cartoons, and so on.) 

While so far only a small overall percentage of Australian schools 

are represented on the Web (Australian Schools on the Web, 1997) 

— with the more affluent non-government schools predominating 

— experimentation under way on school W e b pages points to 

significant new developments readily described in terms of 'new 

literacies'. Schools with Web pages typically have designed 

hyperlinks to other Web sites across the globe, and have their 

school pages accessed from all over the world. The content of these 

school pages, and the external links they choose to make, will play 

an increasing role in defining the identities of schools, students and 

their communities. The students' writing featured in many of these 
school Web pages is also significant for cultural definition in 

providing learners with a readership that extends beyond the teacher 

and the class to a global network of readers. This creative approach 

to Web pages by pioneering Australian schools may well pre-empt 

the passive downloading of a cyber-Disneyland which could flood 
the Web with American material, in a process similar in its effects to 
the Hollywood domination of film. 

An example of school Web initiatives is Herberton Secondary 
(Herberton Secondary School, 1997), which is a member of BushNet, 

a network of schools set up with federal funding for remote area 

schools in Far North Queensland (BushNet, 1997). At the time of 

writing, their home page displays a map of Australia showing 

Herberton's location, and a list of clickable hyperlinks offering 
information about the school, the local community, and students 

and their work. Most interesting, in terms of student writing, is the 
BushScene Teen Magazine, described as 'The Teen Magazine from 
D o w n Under' (see Figure 1, opposite). 

Student contributions to the BushScene Teen Magazine include 
joke and riddle pages, poetry, music reviews, and a 'rage page' for 
email pen-pals: 

Rage Page 

Welcome to the Rage Page, the ultimate in graffiti pages. You're welcome to 
leave your mark, as long as it isn't rude, crude or offensive. Want to send us a 
message? 

• Hello, we are from Scotland, Brave Heart country, and we are called Jamie 
Martin and Mickey. 

• Hey everyone! I just felt like droppin' in to say hi. Tabby, Littlestown Pa US 
15 Dec 1996. 

• G'day everybody! This mag is great. I really love Oz I was in Cairns for five 
weeks this summer and as Arnold Scwarzzenegger says 'I'll be back...' (and 
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lâ Ml Q? 

Figure 1: BushScene Teen Magazine 

there are m a n y others too w h o love Australia, so face it you're the best!! 
*smile*) I'd really love to have some emailfriends, I come from Sweden and 
I'm 16. M y e-mail address: annika.h@ngv.nacka.se Take it cool and have a 
nice day!! Annika Haggstrom Stockholm Sweden 1 Dec 1996. 

• What's up just wanted to fill ya in that Chad's m y man. Keep smilin. Lane 
Richoux, Marrero,Louisiana U S A 27 N o v 1996. 

(Herberton Secondary, 1997) 

This is authentic teenage communication from 'aliens in the 

classroom', complete with fads and various features of the email 
genre, including vigorous slang and email abbreviations. These 

Herberton pages certainly have an authentic ring to them, and make 

much more interesting reading than the formal and bureaucratic 
language that is fairly typical of some schools which seem to see 

Web pages as a way of promoting their services online, that is, as 
part of their corporate identity. It would be impossible to achieve 
this level of pen-pal interaction by traditional means through the 

mail, and here we see the immediacy of email, and the motivating 

aspects of its speed and accessibility for young people. 

A more academic section occurs in the 'Land of Oz' section of 

Herberton Secondary Pages (Herberton Secondary, 1997). There are 

articles here with titles such as: 'Tourism in Australia', 'Aboriginal 
Traditional Medicine', 'Crocodiles of the Northern Territory', the 

'Great Barrier Reef and so on. The articles are written by students, 
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and contain pictures and graphics, and book references. Readers 

are invited to 'Submit your article on Australia'. 

Notable in this setting up of an online student magazine is not 

only the presentation of material written by students at the host 

school but also the offer to publish contributions from around the 

world. There is a conscious emphasis on an Australian bush identity, 

as well as a conscious reaching out to a global audience with the 
m a p of Herberton's location and information of various aspects of 

the town and region (Herberton Secondary School, 1997). 

Similar trends can be found on the Blackburn High School W e b 

pages, although this is a suburban school in Melbourne (see Figure 2). 

Blackburn's W e b page (Blackburn High School, 1997) contains a 

wealth of student writing, as well as detailed maps of the school's 

location, beginning with a spinning globe of the world, through a 

m a p of Australia, to street maps of Blackburn. In a variety of ways 
the school manages to project a strong Australian identity, which is 

consciously global, regional and local — in this case, suburban. For 

m a n y school discourses, this kind of global representation, from 

newsletters to curriculum and student writing, w a s unthinkable 

before the World Wide W eb. 
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Figure 2: Blackburn High School Web page 



In some respects these types of curriculum initiatives at school 

level have taken over the running from government policy makers 
and planners, bypassing central state authorities. What is being 

enacted is school participation in global multimedia operations, in 
the virtual community of 'global consumers' of Internet rhetoric. 
The most obvious sign of the global nature of these activities is in the 

number of external hyperlinks provided on school Web pages. These 
external links can be made to a staggering range of resources (Beazley, 

1996; Garton & Heimans, 1995; Javed, 1996), from the 'Complete 

Shakespeare' to online newspapers and ezines; from A B C 'Behind 
the News' television scripts, to galleries, museums, libraries, and 
other cultural sites; from pop music to grammar lessons. It is these 

resources, as well as the communicative capacities of new computer 
networks, that threaten to make traditional curriculum redundant. 

Another indication of the global nature of school Internet initiatives 
can be seen in email exchanges between schools. The growth of this 
approach to computer networking is exemplified in the activities of 

the authors of the Blackburn High School Web pages, which contain 

email contacts with schools around the world, often with offers of 
exchanges of material for teaching and learning in computer 

mediated classrooms. The following examples of email contacts 

with overseas schools illustrate this trend. 

Received from: C. Reddekopp (Canada) 
Email address: nvh.school.02dll7@sasknet.sk.ca 
Date: 01 August 1996 
Hello from North Valley High School! 
We are a small town High School in Saskatchewan, Canada. W e have students 
in grades 7 to 12 (ages 12 to 18). W e would very much like to hear from you to 
talk about topics of cultural and geographical interest. Visit our home page and 
link to us at: http://www.sasknet.com/~nvhs. W e have art on display, a 
musical contest, chemistry projects and computer science projects all at our site. 
Leave a question or statement with us and we will direct it to one of the 
members of our student body to respond to. Thank you and we look forward to 
hearing from you. If you do link to us please let us know and we will also link to 
you. 

Received from: Yoko Jinnouchi (Japan) 
Email address: jinnouch@cc.saga-u.ac.jp 
Date: 16 August 1996 
Hello, my name is Yoko Jinnouchi. I'm a teacher of Attached Junior High School 
to Saga University in Japan. M y class is looking for key pals in your country. My 
students are 40 and are in the ninth grade. They are 14 and 15 years old. They 
are interested in cultural differences between Japan and other countries. W e 
really need key pals. Please contact us as soon as possible. Email address is 215 

jinnouch@cc.saga-u.ac.jp The Australian 
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Received from: Jones Senior High School (USA) 
Email address: k8b2r7nb@coastalnet.com 
Date: 2 October 1996 
Hello from Trenton, North Carolina, USA. Nice web page! W e would like to 
talk with other high school students around the world. Please email us back at 

k8b2r7nb@coastalnet.com Thanks, 
Jones Senior High 

(Blackburn High School, 1997) 

Here we see the development of expertise which is simultaneously 

grassroots and global, spread by Web pages and email. Some contacts 

are initiated by teachers, and some by students. These examples, 

plucked from many on the Net, illustrate the capacity of schools to 

represent themselves, their communities, their regions, and their 

countries, to the rest of the world. The examples also show that 
initiatives taken in the field are constructing a virtual curriculum 

apparently outside or beyond traditional curriculum guidelines 

and constraints. 
In pedagogical terms, the linguistic and cognitive demands of 

email, as a new electronic genre, present language and literacy 

teachers with new opportunities for authentic communication to be 

incorporated in student projects (Kroonenberg, 1994), as well as to 

perform important tasks for teacher development in the exchange 

occurring at increasing rates on email forums. Using email and 
computer networks with language and literacy students, it is possible 

to shift the locus of control from the teacher to the students, achieving 

higher levels of collaboration between students, and disengaging 
teachers from their traditional role of assessor and censor of student 

work. What is becoming possible, it is claimed, is a more collaborative 

approach to learning tasks in teacher-student exchanges on computer 

networks (Snyder, 1994: p. 187). 
The range of research and writing tools available to writers on 

computers has been expanded by the resources of the Internet, in a 
way that argues for a full measure of qualitative change in the 

medium. If, for example, the writer uses an integrated set of writing 

tools in a word processor (Garton, 1994), in conjunction with Web 

resources such as email, Web browsers, interactive dictionaries and 

thesauri, and explores the possibilities of hypertext, then modes of 
writing and the entire genre of the essay are redefined. Thus, the 

process of writing in hypertext is placing new demands on and 

creating new opportunities for both readers and writers. In terms of 

opportunities, readers have more flexibility in the way they access 
226 and navigate through text, and writers can develop texts with the 

Volume 20 capacity for multiple genres and multiple audiences. 

Number 3 While the publication of electronic books and journals (The On-
August 1997 line Books Page, 1997) has made much of this change self-evident, 
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the use of Web resources as a feature of computer-assisted writing 
for student essays is still new ground for most computer literate 

teachers and academics. An example is a recent assignment submitted 
for a postgraduate course in applied linguistics at Griffith University 
which took the form of a Web page, with internal hyperlinks to the 
bibliography and other parts of the essay, as well as external 

hyperlinks to Web sites in Europe and the U S A (subsequently 
published: Heimans, 1996). The writing of assignments and various 

classroom projects as Web pages is also occurring in schools around 

the world, introducing quite young students to the task of creating 
their own Web pages, with many examples posted on school Web 
pages (see, for example, Blackburn High School, 1997). Thus the 

new literacies give not only new forms of readership, but new 

writing processes which are redefining the genres and forms of 
knowledge at the heart of our education systems. 

Teacher education and professional development 

As Luke notes (1995: p. 17), the reshaping of communicative 

competence through online literacies cannot be ignored in curriculum 
development and professional development planning, especially if 
it is teachers 'who are alienated by the new technologies, who may 

feel threatened by the electronic incursions into their print literacy 
domains of expertise, and w h o may have the most trouble 
reconceptualising literacy to literacies'. 

The difficulties faced by teachers have been experienced in courses 

held for postgraduate students in applied linguistics at Griffith 

University. Students (all experienced teachers) grappled with search 
strategies on the Internet, and explored email and email forums as 
language learning resources. The resources available on the Net 

were enormous, and extremely varied. However, a wealth of 
information can be distracting and confusing, as well as stimulating. 

For example, midway through the course on technology and 

language learning mentioned above, one student's plaintive email 
posting to our internal mailing list went as follows: 

After many hours spent surfing I have made little progress in my research into 
language teaching applications of email and the Internet. What am I looking 
for? What am I doing wrong? 

Fortunately this student was later able to collate and assemble an 
interesting set of resources for a Web page, but the experience and 
the email statement it provoked early in the course was typical of 

some key problems in utilising the Net for language learning (Garton 

& Heimans, 1995). 

At the school syllabus level, some groundwork has been laid for 

'reconceptualising literacy to literacies' in the new Queensland 
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English syllabus (Department of Education, Queensland, 1994), 

which gives a Hallidayean emphasis to texts, emphasising 

multimodal texts in communication media and the growth of new 

genres. The emphasis on new genres and on the way that computers 

have revolutionised language use and learning is an excellent start 

to the issues broached in this article. However, what is missing 

from much current consideration of the new online literacies is the 

new types of language engendered by Internet communication, and 

the paradigm shift required for literacy curriculum. 

While some might argue that school Web pages and email are 

simply publishing traditional writing tasks in a different medium 

(much like student writing displayed on children's television shows), 

we are, rather, dealing with new discourses, as shown in the 

examples of Web pages and email above. As Knoebel and Lankshear 

(1995, p. 150) point out, there are new generic forms of literate 

practice involved in emailing, and in word, sound and image 
processing, and so on, with procedures such as keyboarding and 

formatting. There are also new communicative functions, such as 

'flaming' in email exchanges, and new forms of 'netiquette' for Net 

communications (The Net: User guidelines and netiquette, 1997). 

The aesthetic intricacies of writing Web pages is producing rhetorical 

conventions akin to those for memos, reports, and letters. Design 

guidelines for Web pages include the need for a banner graphic, a 
title, author, a revision date, graphics, a copyright notice, and internal 

and external links. Some of the design requirements arise from a 

genre that has analogies with self-publishing, while others are related 
to the conventions for the design of computer user interfaces. All in 

all, becoming 'teleliterate' (Beazley, 1996, p. 23) is an essential 

learning experience, and one that should be a prime focus in 

classroom lessons taught by Net-literate teachers. 

The new literacies, however, require a great deal of effort from 

teachers in acquiring new skills, particularly in terms of the time 
required, with a need for ongoing support (McKinnon, 1996). These 

factors have significant implications for teacher education and 

professional development in this area. Not surprisingly, teacher 
comments on early experiences in using computers in their classes 

sometimes express levels of anxiety approaching paranoia. 
Such comments typically include fears of 'messing up' with 

computers, of students knowing more about information technology 

than teachers, and puzzles over producing teaching materials and 

218 adapting the curriculum. An overwhelming focus on the machine 

Volume 20 typifies teacher feedback on early experiences with computers in 
Number 3 classrooms (or worse, in computer Tabs'). Much of this sort of 
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computing, where the approach taken to learning computer skills 
assumes that it is a matter of mastery of the machine by an individual 
(Bigum & Green, 1993). The locus of control remains with the machine 
in technicist models, and this is very much the result of a social 
construction of technological competence biased towards high-tech 
male discourse (Emihovich, 1990; Singh, 1995). The masculine, high-
tech bias of computing discourse is hindering the development of 
'computer literacy' for females, including female students and 
teachers. 

Conclusion 

As the Internet and similar networks become a major means of 
knowledge production and information retrieval in our education 
systems, the new literacies will quickly become an integral part of a 
globalised curriculum produced by multinational media companies. 
Significant problems to be addressed, therefore, include ensuring 
that sufficient high quality Australian material is available on the 
Net, and that equity of access to the Net by different types of schools 
(urban/rural; rich/poor) is attempted, as exemplified in BushNet 
and Herberton Secondary School's presence on the Web. The role of 
government will be vital, particularly since, to date, federal and 
state government policies in this area have lacked focus and 
resources. 

The impact of information technology on traditional schooling in 
general, and on language and literacy education in particular, will 
be considerable. It is critical, therefore, that Australian language 
and literacy educators enter the debates about educational 
applications of the Internet, and in particular develop responses to 
the following crucial questions. 
• What role should Internet resources play in the language and 

literacy curriculum? 
• What are the professional development needs of language and 

literacy teachers for Internet use? 
• H o w can we best teach new electronic genres in language and 

literacy classrooms? 
• H o w can we ensure equitable access to Internet resources? 
What is at stake here is the future shape of the new literacies in the 

classroom, with equitable access for language and literacy education 
students to significant new forms of cultural capital. Language and 
literacy educators must respond to the demands of the new cyber-
genres and the computer-mediated curriculum, utilising educational 

networks such as BushNet. Otherwise, with the exception of a 219 
minority of schools on the Internet, the virtual curriculum for the The Australian 
new literacies will be dictated to the younger generation from outside Journal of Language 
the education system, by multinational media corporations. and Literacy 



GLOSSARY 

Some technical jargon is unavoidable. Key terms used in this article are 

glossed below. 

cyber-genres — genres created by computer usage, and used in cyberspace, 
for example, email and World Wide W e b pages 

email — electronic mail sent on computer networks, often used in conjunction 

with World Wide W e b pages 

ezime — electronic version of a magazine delivered World Wide W e b pages 

hyptertext — a method of making documents which allows the grouping 
and organisation of text, graphics, sound and video and links the elements 
together so that they can be accessed in a non-linear fashion 

Internet — a global network of computers, originally designed by the US 
military, and further developed by the academic community. Computers 
connected to the Internet can transfer multimedia data from powerful 
server computers to client computers. Many large organisations have their 
server computers connected to the Internet 24 hours a day, allowing client 
computers to connect via local networks or telephone lines 

World Wide Web — a global multimedia database stored on computer 
networks 

For further information, see Javed (1996, p. 69) and Beazley (1996, p. 5). 
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