
Social media is not a media. The key is to listen, engage, 
and build relationships.

—David Alston

On my last birthday I received more than a hundred electronic birth-
day wishes via Facebook, Twitter, Blogger, e-mail, and text messages. 
It made me realize the infl uence of social networks in celebrating 
the good stuff  in life. Our writing lives deserve to be celebrated, and 
social networks are a valid place to turn to when considering writing 
celebrations.
 Celebrating with an online community gives our words the po-
tential to reach people we are unable to connect with in any other 
way. Online celebrations provide the opportunity to connect in ways 
that mirror the world outside of school. When we Skype with people 
in other countries, post writing to a blog, and have a book party on 
Twitter, we help students understand the world is connected. No 
matter what paths students’ lives take, they will live more fulfi lling 
lives by being globally connected.
 Online spaces make the globe smaller. Classrooms become 
connected. Suddenly our students are learning the science behind 
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why we have to talk with our Ireland “Tweeps” in the morning, 
because they are getting ready to leave school for the afternoon. 
� ey are learning new vocabulary from their friends in Australia 
and Canada. � ey are talking about snow with students in Africa. 
Even more important, they are learning how much the kids in these 
other places are like them. � ey realize they are learning the same 
things. � ey share their stories with one another and realize their 
feelings transcend continents. A child can sit in my rural Midwest 
classroom, never leaving the state, and connect with people across 
the globe. 
 � rough online spaces, students also have a degree of access 
to authors that before was impossible. If we have a question for an 
author, we can tweet them, or check their blog for refl ections on 
their writing lives, or follow them on Facebook. Authors are more 
accessible than ever before. � is gives us an opportunity to use 
them for mentors when it comes to the writing process, not just the 
fi nal products.
  One year I helped lead an author study of Mo Willems in 
Deborah Nelson’s kindergarten classroom. � roughout the unit, 
I collected video clips of students working and wrote down snip-
pets of their thoughts about writing as they gleaned them from 
studying Mo Willems. As a fi nal celebration, I arranged the clips 
together in a video that documented our learning. We shared a 
link to our YouTube video via Mo Willems’s Twitter username, 
@� e_Pigeon. As we tweeted from the interactive whiteboard, 
students giggled and giggled at the prospect of Mo seeing their 
video. Within an hour @� e_Pigeon retweeted our video celebra-
tion. � e class cheered, ecstatic that Mo had “joined” their writ-
ing celebration.
 Not only did Mo join our celebration, but so did parents, 
grandparents, relatives, and friends. Since the video is on You-
Tube, people from around the globe were able to celebrate with 
us. You can celebrate with us too; just take a look at the note that 
we sent home to families (Figure 3.1). (If you have a smartphone 
or tablet, you’ll be able to scan the QR code and go directly to the 
video.)
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Learning to Function in 
Online Social Networks

� e children in our classrooms are going to grow up to be part of 
online social networks. It is inevitable. � ey are the digital natives of 
our society. � e problem is, they are often self-taught. � ey know 

Celebrate with Us!

We will be celebrating our work as writers next Friday at 2:00 pm. 

Plan on joining us for a video highlighting our learning. Then there will be time to 

read the books we wrote and Mo’s books. Younger siblings welcome!

If you are unable to attend, please check out our video on YouTube. You can scan the QR Code 

below or find our video on YouTube by searching “Ruth Ayres + Inspired by Mo Willems.” 

Figure 3.1 The note we sent to families inviting them to celebrate in our class-
rooms
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how to use social media, but they haven’t thought through how to 
do so with integrity or eff ectiveness. � e potential hazards this gen-
eration of self-taught digital natives might encounter is frightening.
 You don’t have to look far to fi nd reports of digital tools go-
ing awry. Cyber-bullying, harassment, and identity theft top the list. 
Teens join social networking sites with the encouragement of their 
friends, but with little information. Who is preparing them to be 
responsible with their words in these settings?
 As elementary teachers, we have the opportunity to model and 
discuss powerful and responsible ways to use our voices online. When 
we lead our classrooms into social networks, students see fi rsthand 
the appropriate ways to function in these spaces. We can be models 
for our students and then scaff old them as they enter these worlds 
alongside us. When we intentionally teach the culture and customs 
of social networking, students are more prepared to act responsibly 
when joining social networks on their own. 
 Teaching students social networking responsibility isn’t some-
thing that we can aff ord to postpone. Children are entering social 
networks at very young ages. Unfortunately, they often aren’t taught 
how to function in these spaces. By beginning to learn the norms of 
social media in kindergarten, students have more time to observe 
teachers modeling appropriate use, practice with adult support, and 
internalize the norms and expectations of an online community. One 
of the best places to learn the nuances of social media is in school, 
but it is only possible if teachers establish an online presence as a 
classroom. Once our presence is established, it becomes a rich forum 
for celebrating writers.
 In order to teach the norms of social networks, we must have 
candid conversations with our students. � ese unfold when we are 
diligent about being considerate and responsible in online spaces. 
Christi posted a story writen by one of her students about a sleepover 
of three friends on her classroom blog. Page after page was about two 
of the boys teasing the third boy. All three boys were in the class and 
were good friends. Christi thought the story was written in good 
nature; however, when she shared it online with the class, she noticed 
the boy who was teased in the story was bothered as she read the 
book to the class.



CHAPTER 3: EXPANDING CELEBRATIONS ONLINE 41

Later Christi asked him how he felt about the book. He shrugged 
his shoulders, saying, “� at’s just how Brad is. He was teasing.”
 “Do you want us to take it down?” she asked. He responded 
with another shrug. Christi explained that the blog was an extension 
of the classroom. If something was posted that hurt someone, then 
they would take it down. She explained that it was important to 
think about how the things we post impact others. 
 � e boy nodded. “Yeah, I think we should take it off  then.” 
Within minutes the post was removed. Christi followed up with a 
conversation with the writer. It’s important that students understand 
the way their words can impact others—both people they know and 
those they’ve never met.
 � ese conversations with our young writers are fundamental. 
� rough these conversations, students internalize the importance of 
being considerate of others’ feelings, even in online spaces. In fact, we 
must be even more deliberate in thinking of others in social networks 
than in face-to-face interactions, because body language and eye con-
tact are nonexistent online. If we aren’t using digital tools alongside 
our students, then these conversations won’t happen. Many times 
when using Twitter our students have wanted to tell jokes or be silly 
with students living in other countries. We say, “Yes, that is very 
funny here, but remember, our friends in Mr. Quinn’s class can’t see 
our faces all the way from Ireland, so they might not know we’re 
joking. Is there a better way to say something funny?” � is kind of 
thought-provoking question was always enough to change what our 
students wanted to post.

Online Spaces to Expand 
Writing Celebrations

� ere are a slew of online networks. � ey come and go. New ones 
constantly join the scene. It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by social me-
dia. Where do we begin? Figure 3.2 outlines six online spaces that 
have the potential to help you expand your writing celebrations. � e 
fi rst four also help students learn the nuances of being a contributing 
member to social media.
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Social 
Media

Purpose Technology 
Needs

Level of 
Commitment

Blog Document learning
Share writing
Respond to writers
Refl ect as writers
Rejoice as writers

Internet access
Blog account 
Scanner or camera

Predictable, 
regular posts

Twitter Document learning
Share links to blog posts
Gather primary research 
Refl ect as writers
Rejoice as writers

Internet access
Twitter account
Student access to 

computer(s) in order 
to read and respond 
to Tweets

Daily

Facebook Communicate with families
Share links to blog posts

Internet access
Facebook account
Facebook page

Predictable, 
regular posts

Skype Communicate with others 
(classrooms or authors)

Respond to writers
Refl ect as writers
Rejoice as writers

Internet access
Skype account
Camera

One time

YouTube Share videos
Watch videos

Internet access
YouTube account (can 

be linked to Google 
account)

One time

Pinterest Gather ideas for writing 
celebrations

Find ways to respond, refl ect, 
and rejoice as writers

Internet access
Pinterest account

Teacher use

Blogs

In my opinion, blogs are one of the best ways to extend writing cel-
ebrations online. A classroom blog does take time to establish and 

Figure 3.2 An Overview of Potential Online Spaces to Generate Global Writing 
Celebrations
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update, but it is well worth the eff ort. Blogs allow people to post as 
little or as much information as needed with photos, images, videos, 
and words. Classroom blogs can be fancy or simple, but they all have 
a common purpose: to give students an audience for their writing 
and an outlet for their voices. Blogging empowers students to use 
their voices and share their stories, opinions, and interests. Writing 
celebrations are extended as students receive responses to their writ-
ing via comments, as well as when we share refl ections and joys of 
the daily writing life.
 Don’t make blogging more complicated than it needs to be. De-
termine the purpose of your blog. Is it only to share learning from 
writing workshop, or do you want to share other parts of the school 
day too? Also, decide on a regular posting schedule. Like most things, 
the success of your blog lies in a regular commitment. When can 
people expect to see updates? For example, you may decide to blog 
every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. Or perhaps you’ll update ev-
ery � ursday. � e important thing is that updates should happen at 
least once a week at a predictable time. Readers of your classroom 
blog will be more likely to make a habit of checking in to see what’s 
new if they know you’ll be making updates regularly.

Twitter

When we began using Twitter in classrooms, little did we know how 
much we would emphasize grammar. In fact, because of Twitter, we 
taught more conventions than ever before. Are you thinking Really? 
Teaching more grammar with 140 characters in a forum where Stan-
dard English is often abandoned? Yes, more grammar than before.
 Although Standard English is often sidestepped, the reason is the 
parameters of Twitter. Twitter is a form of microblogging; you must 
post your message using no more than 140 characters, including spac-
es between words. When we use Twitter in the classroom, we type the 
message conventionally fi rst. If the message is more than 140 charac-
ters, we discuss how to make it shorter. Often we change the sentence 
structure to say the same thing, but in a more concise way. Some-
times we remove instances of and and use commas or ampersands 
instead. And from time to time we change a you to u or a too to 2. 
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� ese deviations from Standard English are used as a last resort and 
with the understanding that it is to save characters to make the tweet 
possible.
 At the end of writing workshop, we often share our learning 
with our Tweeps. For example, we might want to tweet this:

Today we learned authors use the fi ve senses (ex. touch, 
taste, sight, smell, and hearing) in their illustrations and 
words to make their stories come alive for the audience.

 � is tweet is 174 characters—way too many for Twitter. So we 
begin shrinking it by fi rst considering a way to be more concise. We 
might change it to this:

Authors use fi ve senses (touch, taste, sight, smell, 
hearing) in illustrations and words to make their stories 
come alive for the audience.

 Now the tweet is 139 characters. It is almost exactly at the char-
acter limit; however, if any one wanted to retweet our message, he or 
she would be over the limit. So we need to cut it down a little more. 
Next we check for more places we can cut as well as places to use 
commas or ampersands.

Authors use fi ve senses (touch, taste, sight, smell, 
hearing) in illustrations & words to make their stories 
come alive.

 Now we are at 119 characters. Before hitting send, we will reread 
it one more time!
 It is important to reread tweets before they become public. 
� is provides another opportunity to remind students that when 
you put something on the Internet, anyone can see it and it is a 
refl ection of you.
 When we decide what to tweet, we have many conversations 
about what kinds of “unsaid” messages our tweets might send. Will 
people think we are complaining? Will they know we are joking, or 
will our message sound rude? 
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 During the share session in writing workshop, we often tweet 
meaningful responses students receive about their writing, refl ec-
tions students have shared, or the highlights of our successes. (See 
examples in Figure 3.3.) Quickly and easily we extend the writing 
celebrations happening daily to an online community. 

During formal writing celebrations, we often tweet favorite lines 
from students’ writing projects or favorite responses students receive. 
We celebrate both the process of being writers and the products. Of-
ten when student writing is shared via a blog post, we tweet a link to 
the blog post in order to share with even more people. (A note about 
online privacy: Our blog and Twitter accounts are as private as pos-
sible. Twitter followers must be approved by us, and all comments on 
the blog are moderated before being approved for posting. Anyone 
can view our blog, but only approved friends can comment. Only 
classrooms, authors, parents, and former students are permitted to 
follow us on Twitter.)

Facebook

� e purpose of social networks is communication. If we want eff ec-
tive communication with families, then we need to reach them in 
the spaces they already inhabit. Many adults are consistent Facebook 

Figure 3.3 Our tweets might sound like these.

I learned readers love to know the inside story 
so I added thought bubbles.

My writing group thought my new ending 
was funny.

When I didn’t know what to write, I looked 
through my writer’s notebook for ideas.
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users, so it makes sense to create a classroom Facebook page. � is al-
lows us to meet parents on their turf, making it easier for them to be 
involved with our classrooms.
 Writing celebrations can be extended to Facebook when we post 
photos and status updates that share responses, refl ections, and re-
joicing during the celebration. On Facebook, we can also share links 
to blog posts that highlight writing celebrations.

Skype (or Google Hangout)

Skype provides an opportunity to talk face-to-face with people in 
other places. We can Skype with classrooms in our own school dis-
trict, or in another state, or on another continent. It is essential to 
plan ahead and determine a time and topic for the Skype conversa-
tion. � rough Twitter, Christi connected with a classroom in Ire-
land. � ey arranged to have a transatlantic writing celebration. Each 
classroom posted their writing on their blogs. � en they off ered re-
sponses through comments. � ey shared refl ections via Twitter. Fi-
nally, each classroom put together a box of candy to send across the 
globe. � e rejoicing portion of the celebration took place as they 
taste-tested candy from the other country. Everything was organized, 
planned, and implemented through social networks. Ultimately, 
they Skyped with one another, fi nally getting to “meet” face-to-face.
 Many authors off er free Skype visits with classrooms. Check out 
the list of authors off ering Skype visits online at Skype an Author 
Network (http://skypeanauthor.wikifoundry.com/). By organizing 
a Skype visit with an author who is a writing mentor, the energy 
for writing is increased. Skype extends writing celebrations and gives 
students experiences that would be impossible without this social 
media.
 Google Hangout is an alternative to Skype. It is easy to use and 
allows you to “meet” with more than one person at a time. As long as 
you have a Google account, you have access to Google Hangouts.

YouTube

YouTube off ers a place to share videos. You can upload videos of 
your own and then share with others the links to the videos on 
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YouTube. � is makes it possible to extend writing celebrations to 
families who are unable to attend a school-day celebration. It also 
allows other classrooms from around the globe to celebrate virtu-
ally alongside you.
 YouTube is also an excellent resource for fi nding short videos 
about authors’ processes. Using the search box on the site you can 
type in an author’s name and have interviews, process videos, and 
book trailers at your fi ngertips.

Pinterest

Pinterest is a resource that can help teachers connect to others and 
fi nd even more ways to extend writing celebrations. Pinterest is a 
place to collect images. People tag images with keywords to make 
them manageable. You can fi nd many ideas for ways to respond, re-
fl ect, and rejoice with student writers. As with other social networks, 
you are able to follow other users on Pinterest. Look for teachers to 
follow and begin building a network of reliable resources.

Envisioning Your Online Space

� ere are many ways to celebrate writers in your classroom, but 
shrinking the world for them via your classroom’s own online space is 
a powerful way to help them celebrate. Going global can fuel writers 
in new and important ways. If you choose to create an online space for 
writers, it’s critical to keep a focused picture in your mind of what kind 
of space you want it to be and how you want your students to use it.
 Begin by visiting the networking sites outlined in Figure 3.2. 
Notice the people or classrooms you enjoy visiting and want to visit 
again. What is appealing to you about their sites or accounts? Why 
do you like to visit them? I appreciate visiting people who are posi-
tive, genuine, and generous. I like getting new ideas, and I enjoy 
feeling grateful to be an educator after I visit someone’s online space. 
What do you want others to say about you and your class after they 
visit you online? Let this vision inspire your posts and the things you 
decide to share, lifting celebrations to a new level that is unattainable 
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without technology. Figure 3.4 can help you begin to envision your 
online space.

 Your responses to these questions will help you decide where to 
establish a presence in an online community. Go ahead and join a 
community. As you become steeped in the community, it will be-
come more obvious how to use the network as a place to celebrate 
the writers in your classroom.

It Takes Time

In order to participate in an online community for writing celebra-
tions, we must have tenacity. Many online spaces only reach their po-
tential once you are connected to a network of other teachers, class-
rooms, writers, and experts. As with face-to-face networks, it takes 
time to build relationships online. Relationships are built when others 
realize you are responsible and active in the online community.
 Remember, you don’t have to do it all in one year. � ere are 
some options which can be a single event. A Skype visit could be 
done once a school year, for example. Take a look at the possibilities 
for an online space and choose one to establish in your classroom. 

Figure 3.4 When creating an online space through which your writers can cel-
ebrate, consider the questions listed here. 

• How will this space help my students grow and 
celebrate their writing lives?

• How can I organize this space so it is student cen-
tered?

• How often do I want to maintain the space?
• How will I direct students and parents to useful 

information on the web for writers?
• How will the online space refl ect what I value in 

my students?
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As your class participates in this forum, look for opportunities to 
connect worldwide and to teach the digital natives in your classroom 
ways to use social networks in eff ective and responsible ways. Figure 
3.5 lists some suggestions to help you keep your participation in on-
line communities productive and valuable for you and your students.

Hesitations

Communication with parents about our classroom use of digital 
tools is critical. It is our responsibility to communicate not only the 
kinds of digital tools we are using in the classroom but also the pur-
pose of each. Consider using Figure 3.2 as a way to describe the 
reasons you are using specifi c tools in your classroom. You can use a 
table or a letter to communicate with parents.
 As we enter into online spaces, it is important to teach Inter-
net safety. Tweens and teens are prime targets for online predators. 
By beginning conversations in the early grades and continuing these 
conversations throughout elementary school, we can help students 
be proactive in protecting themselves. When we use digital tools 
alongside students, we also invite parents into the conversation. � is 
helps raise awareness in homes and gives families the opportunity to 
continue conversations with their children.

Figure 3.5 A Few Things to Keep in Mind

•  These sites are not places to vent about students, 
nor are they a place for students to complain.

•  Continually ask yourself: “How is this helping my 
students learn?” 

•  Connect with as many people as you can, as safe-
ly as you can. Keep yourself aware of everything 
that’s happening with all of your online interac-
tions. Look for opportunities to talk with students 
about Internet safety.
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 An initial conversation with families about the level of online 
sharing they are willing to allow for their child is necessary. Figure 
3.6 shows a sample letter to families describing the diff erent online 
spaces. Check the Internet use policies specifi c to your school and be 
diligent in following them for the safety of your students.

Social media is not a media. The key is to listen, engage, and build relationships. 

—David Alston

Dear Families and Friends of Room ________,

It is likely that when our children grow up they will be part of an online community, so it is 
important they learn how to be kind and responsible contributors in online spaces. Our 
classroom is one place for students to learn how to interact with others online.

We will be active in a number of online communities. It is my hope that you will join us in 
some of these spaces. Below you will find our online stomping grounds, how to follow us, and 
the purposes of the spaces. 

Rest assured, I have checked the Internet Privacy form you completed during school 
registration and will respect your wishes for the online use of your child’s picture, name, and 
work. If at any time you change your mind regarding your decision, please let me know. 

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.

Hoping to see you online,

Teacher Name

Online Space How to Follow Us Our Purpose

Twitter
@username

You can see our tweets by 
accessing our timeline. You 

can follow and respond to our 
tweets by creating your own 

Twitter account.

We will tweet our learning, 
updates on classroom 

happenings, and things we 
are curious about. We will also 
connect to other classrooms, 
authors, and organizations.

Blog
Blog Address

Go to our blog by entering 
the address in your web 

browser. The most recent post 
will be at the top.

We will share scans of our 
writing, classroom photos, 
and the weekly newsletter.

Facebook
Page Name

Like our Facebook page in 
order to see updates.

The main purpose of our 
Facebook page is 

communication with families. 
We will share links to blog 

posts, reminders, and 
classroom information. This 
information is also available 

via the paper copy of the class 
newsletter.

Figure 3.6 This sample letter to families outlines how to fi nd the class in diff er-
ent online spaces as well as the purpose behind each online space.

See
Online
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 By establishing social networking sites as learning environments, 
doors open for our students. We also believe in off ering an invitation 
to families to join us in online networks. When families begin follow-
ing you on your blog, Facebook, and Twitter, they will off er encour-
agement to the class. At the same time they will receive the added ben-
efi t of having an insider’s perspective on the learning happening in the 
classroom. As parents see the value in using social networks, they are 
able to scaff old and support their children as they grow and become 
contributing members in a variety of online spaces. 
 � e best way to teach students how to use their online voices 
responsibly is to begin engaging in the global society alongside our 
students. As we do this, more doors open for ways to extend writing 
celebrations, and our students’ voices are heard in powerful ways. 






