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Abstract  

This paper examines how affordances in digital writing are managed in student-teacher dis-
cussions in the context of Finnish-Swedish lower secondary classrooms. The aim is to explore 
how affordances in digital writing become visible, what type of questions are addressed, and 
how it can be understood in relation to teaching quality. The study is guided by the following 
research questions: (1) What type of questions do students raise in relation to affordances in 
digital writing? (2) How are these questions managed in the student-teacher discussions? (3) 
How can the relation between affordances in digital writing and teaching quality be under-
stood?  

The concept of affordances, understood as the action possibilities allowed by technology in 
given contexts, is applied as a theoretical framework. In addition, digital writing is conceptu-
alized as a situated practice through the lens of a non-linear framework of technology and a 
process approach to writing. Methodologically, the research draws on video-ethnographic 
data from a L1 classroom and a History/Social Science classroom in a Finnish-Swedish school, 
including 23 video-recorded lessons in total. Preliminary findings show that students address 
questions mainly related to text editing (e.g., paragraph divisions and software-based spell-
checking) when writing digitally. Overall, it implies a need to recognize and identify different 
affordances, to find ways to cooperate with technology, and in that way give students access 
to the resources offered by technology in digital writing. The research deepens the under-
standing about the relation between affordances, agency and teaching quality.  

 

Extended summary 

Introduction 

Supporting students' autonomy and agency in the teaching is generally seen as an indication 
of high-quality teaching in contemporary classrooms (Klette et al., 2018; OECD, 2019). As tech-
nology is integrated to different teaching practices to an increasing degree, it also becomes 
central in the constitution of agency and teaching quality (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 
2005). High expectations are put on the implementation of digital tools and programs in the 
teaching, not least in connection to various writing practices that have become increasingly 
prominent across different school subjects. Previous empirical studies show that digital writ-
ing can promote students' sense of self-efficacy and motivation, encouraging interactive and 
collaborative writing, and function as scaffolding tools (Williams & Beam, 2019).  
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Technology entails several affordances (Gibson, 1977; Norman, 1988), i.e., action possibilities, 
allowing humans to perform different tasks when typewriting, enabling agency. However, the 
identification and uptake of affordances in digital writing presupposes a certain digital com-
petence on individual level (Dahlström, 2019, 2021). Put differently, technology’s inherent 
properties and functions need to become visible and perceived, for the students to be able to 
utilize the affordances, constituting a process where the teacher's support and instructions 
become crucial. Digital competence is, at least in the Finnish curriculum, one of the areas ex-
pected to be included in almost all subjects, all grades (Tanhua-Piiroinen et al., 2019). Yet, 
much remains unknown about how it is, and to what extent, explicitly emphasized in the 
teaching, especially when considering the affordances in digital writing.  

The present study explores how affordances in digital writing are managed in student-teacher 
discussions in Finnish-Swedish lower secondary classrooms. The aim is to examine how af-
fordances in digital writing become visible, what type of questions are addressed in students’ 
and teachers’ meaning making practices and, further, to discuss the relation between af-
fordances in digital writing and teaching quality.  

The study is guided by the following research questions:  

RQ1. What type of questions do students raise in relation to affordances in digital writing? 

RQ2. How are these questions managed in student-teacher discussions? 

RQ3. How can the relation between affordances in digital writing and teaching quality be un-
derstood? 

 

Theoretical background 

Digital writing is conceptualized as a situated practice through the lens of a non-linear frame-
work of technology and process approach to writing (Williams & Beam, 2019), i.e., as a recur-
sive process where the typist moves back and forth, and in-between, different phases and 
modalities in the writing process. Further, to address the relational aspect, the concept of 
affordances is applied. As it was first introduced by Gibson (1977), the term ‘affordance’ is an 
action-oriented theory that describes the relation between living bodies and the environment 
and, more specifically, what the environment offers or provides the animal. In other words, 
affordances are opportunities for action in given contexts. 

In an education technology context, Dahlström (2019) found in Swedish lower-secondary 
classrooms that ‘write-ability’, ‘edit-ability’, ‘story-telling-ability’ and ‘accessibility’ were the 
most salient affordances, enabling student agency, in digital story writing. That is, digital writ-
ing tools evoked a range of action possibilities expressed by the students, e.g., knowing how 
to write correctly, being able to manipulate and edit the text, and increasing the possibility to 
write more focused and precisely. Nevertheless, Dahlström (2019, 2021) stresses the need of 
practice in using digital technologies. In the lack of it, students are not able to utilize the af-
fordances offered by technology.  

It is emphasized that an affordance does exist only when perceived, i.e., it also constitutes a 
mental representation connected to the user’s goals and abilities (Faraj & Azad, 2012; Nor-
man, 1988; Orlikowski, 2007). That is, to be able to take on an action opportunity, the human 
actor needs to know and be aware that an affordance exists in a specific context. This supports 
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the idea that in classroom context affordances need to become visible in the teaching for the 
students to able to utilize them. Thus, this study investigates what questions are raised, in situ, 
in relation to the accessible technical features and affordances in digital writing and, further, 
how these questions are managed in the student-teacher discussions. 

 

Material and methods 

Methodologically, the research draws on video-ethnographic data from a L1 classroom and a 
History/Social Science classroom in a Finnish-Swedish school, including 23 video-recorded les-
sons in total (L1 n=11; History/Social Science n=12). The data was generated in three waves 
during 2019-2021, with a three-camera solution. Additionally, 1-2 focus students (n=6) were 
followed closer each lesson, with a special focus on screen activities when students were using 
digital technology. The video-recordings are synchronized into a mixed three-camera config-
uration and computed with the NVivo –software built for qualitative data analysis. Further, 
the video-data is coded, and sequences will be cross-selected based on two fixed points: (1) 
focus student’s use of digital technologies and (2) focus student-teacher discussions. Regard-
ing RQ1, the aim is to identify moments where students address questions that concern af-
fordances in digital writing, technology’s properties and functions, and possible challenges. 
The following step addresses RQ2, aiming to dig deeper into the discursive practices; examine 
and describe how the questions raised are managed by the different participants. For instance, 
how do teachers respond to the questions raised? To what direction is the student guided? 
What significance is given to technology and how do its properties come into play? Finally, the 
findings will be discussed in connection with RQ3. 

 

Preliminary findings and significance 

Preliminary findings show that students address questions mainly related to text editing when 
writing digitally. Software-based spellchecking, an affordance of write-ability and edit-ability, 
is an often-used function when students are performing textual changes in digital writing. Dis-
cursively, spellcheck software is framed as a trouble source and linguistic authority. Further, 
technology is often toned down, hence its potential use might not always become fully uti-
lized. Overall, the findings imply a need to recognize and identify different affordances, to find 
ways to cooperate with technology, and in that way give students access to the resources 
offered by technology. The research contributes valuable knowledge about the relation be-
tween affordances, agency and teaching quality. 

 

References 

Dahlström, H. (2019). Digital writing tools from the student perspective: Access, affordances, 

and agency. Education and Information Technologies, 24(2), 1563–1581. 

Dahlström, H. (2021). Students as digital multimodal text designers: A study of resources, af-
fordances, and experiences. British Journal of Educational Technology, 00, 1–17. 
 
Faraj, S., & Azad, B. (2012). The materiality of technology: An affordance perspective. In Ma-

teriality and Organizing: Social Interaction in a Technological World, pp. 237–258. 



Author: Jenny Högström Affordances in digital writing: Exploring teaching quality

  

4 
 

Fenstermacher, G. & Richardson, V. (2005). On making determinations of quality in teaching. 

The Teachers College Record, 107, 186–213.  

Gibson, J. J. (1977). The theory of affordances. In R. E. Shaw & J. Bransford (Eds.), Perceiving, 

Acting, and Knowing. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

Klette, K., Sahlström, F., Blikstad-Balas, M., Luoto, J., Tanner, M., Tengberg, M., Roe, A. & 

Slotte, A. (2018). Justice through participation: Student engagement in Nordic classrooms. 

Education Inquiry, 9(1), 57–77. 

Norman, D. A. (1988). The design of everyday things. New York: Doubleday.  

OECD (2019). OECD future of education and skills: OECD Learning Compass 2030 [online-re-

source]. [Accessed 3.3.2022]. 

Orlikowski, W. J. (2007). Sociomaterial practices: Exploring technology at work. Organization 

Studies, 28(9), 1435–1448. 

Tanhua-Piiroinen, E., Kaarakainen, S. S., Kaarakainen, M. T., Viteli, J., Syvänen, A., & Kivinen, 

A. (2019). Comprehensive Schools in the Digital Age [Report]. Prime Minister's Office. 

Williams, C., & Beam, S. (2019). Technology and writing: Review of research. Computers & 

Education, 128, 227–242. 

 


