The Potential of Web 2.0 Tools to
Promote Reading Engagement
in a General Education Course
By Seung Won Park, The University of Georgia

Abstract

Introduction

General education classes involve extensive
course readings. College instructors have a limited time to cover every detail of the materials
students are supposed to learn in class; thus,
they expect students to learn through course
readings. However, many college students demonstrate a low level of engagement in course
reading tasks. Existing research has reported
that most college students do not complete their
assigned readings or they only engage in shallow levels of reading such as skimming and literal comprehension. Despite this negative phenomenon in college, a lack of research has been
conducted to promote reading engagement in
college classrooms. The purpose of this paper
is to provide college instructors with practical
guidance on using Web 2.0 tools to enhance
student engagement in this task. According
to self-determination theory (SDT), Web 2.0
tools share several engagement-enhancing factors. The paper discusses the potential of Web
2.0 technology to engage students by aligning
with SDT. Based on the potential of Web 2.0, the
paper suggests practical ways of using different
Web 2.0 tools (i.e., GoogleDocs, Blog, Twitter,
and Facebook) to promote reading engagement
in a college classroom.
Keywords: Web 2.0; Reading engagement;
Textbook reading; General education course
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M

ost colleges in the United States offer
general education courses (Aloi, Gardner, & Lusher, 2003)it is not sufficient
for colleges and universities to train students for
mere technical competence. What is required
for graduates’ professional and personal success
is additional attention to the development of
knowledge, skills, and attitudes that will support
them throughout their lives. General education
outcomes, as well as technical skills and knowledge developed through concentrated study in
a major discipline, must be developed in every
college or university graduate. To better serve
students and to address the heightened call for
accountability in higher education, institutions
must engage in a comprehensive campus-wide
discussion on the specific components of critical thinking, problem solving, writing, and the
methods to assess these skills (Maki, 2001. General education programs are designed to expose
students to a variety of learning experiences
and assist them in acquiring the fundamental
intellectual capabilities for them to become responsible and thoughtful members of society
(Benander, Denton, Page, & Skinner, 2000).
General education programs are for the most
part composed of introductory-level courses
in the different disciplines that aim to include
a breadth rather than a depth of knowledge
Volume 57, Number 2

(Gump, 2007). These courses usually include a
large number of students. As a result, most general education course instructors deliver course
content through lectures (Gump, 2007). Furthermore, they rely heavily on textbooks as a
primary resource of information for facilitating
the efficient communication of course content
to a large group of students (Phillips & Phillips,
2007; Ryan, 2006).
Instructors of general education courses often assign weekly textbook readings so that students can gain familiarity with a topic and thus
be better prepared for class (Hilton, Wilcox,
Morrison, & Wiley, 2010; Tomasek, 2009)”container-title”:”International Journal of Teaching
and Learning in Higher Education”,”page”:”127–
132”,”volume”:”21”,”issue”:”1”,”shortTitle”:”Criti
cal reading”,”author”:[{“family”:”Tomasek”,”give
n”:”T.”}],”issued”:{“year”:2009},”page-first”:”127
–132”}}],”schema”:”https://github.com/citationstyle-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.
json”} . Although the instructors provide lectures to explain major ideas and concepts, due to
limited time and resources, they cannot include
all the details students are supposed to learn
(Bramhall, 2009). Thus, instructors of general
education courses expect students to read the
assigned textbook chapters before class. Indeed,
some studies have reported that students who
completed assigned readings tend to achieve
higher grades on exams (Sappington, Kinsey, &
Munsayac, 2002; Smith & Jacobs, 2003).
However, it has been extensively recognized
that only a small number of college students
complete the assigned readings. For example,
Clump, Bauer, and Bradley (2004) reported that
less than one third of the students enrolled in an
introductory psychology class completed the assigned course readings prior to class. In a more
recent study examining textbook usage of college students enrolled in finance courses, only
18% of the students read their textbooks before
class, even though they acknowledged the importance of textbook reading to their grades
(Berry, Cook, Hill, & Stevens, 2011). Other studies also reported that college students expended
only a minimum effort and amount of time in
reading their textbooks (Arquette, 2010; Fitzpatrick & McConnell, 2009; Smith & Jacobs, 2003).
Moreover, even those college students who
read their textbooks engaged in a shallow level
of reading. For example, Phillips and Phillips
(2007) studied the textbook reading behaviors of introductory accounting students and
found that many students completed the assigned readings by skimming them. Although
most college-level textbooks are conceptually
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sophisticated and dense with abstract concepts
and ideas, students seldom engage in the deeper
levels of information processing such as elaboration or organization (Cao & Nietfeld, 2007).
Rather, they demonstrate a poor use of reading
strategies, relying on rote memorization or rehearsal (Barnett, 2000; Taraban, Rynearson, &
Kerr, 2000).
Although both a low completion of assigned
readings and a shallow level of reading among
college learners indicate their poor engagement
in reading, only a few studies have addressed
this phenomenon. Given the importance of
textbook reading in general education courses,
this paper proposes promising ways to promote
student engagement in course reading using
Web 2.0 tools. Practical advice provided in this
paper is not empirically based but grounded on
a strong theoretical foundation. Web 2.0 tools
share the features that self-determination theory
suggests are engagement-enhancing factors (i.e.,
autonomy, competence, and relatedness). In the
following, the paper briefly introduces selfdetermination theory (SDT) and discusses the
potential of Web 2.0 Tools in relation to SDT.
The paper then presents several practical suggestions on how college instructors can use different Web 2.0 tools in a classroom to enhance
student engagement in course reading.

Self-Determination Theory
Self-determination theory (SDT) provides
a comprehensive understanding of human
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). According to
SDT, human motivation is not a singular construct but rather is composed of several different facets, which are related to varying levels
of engagement and performance. One type of
motivation is called intrinsic motivation. When
people involve themselves in an activity for the
sake of their inner pleasure and satisfaction, it is
said that they are intrinsically motivated (Ryan
& Deci, 2000). It is human nature for people to
engage in activities in which they are interested.
Generally speaking, intrinsically motivated behaviors result in active engagement and high
performance (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
However, most learning activities are not
intrinsically interesting and motivating. People
still complete tasks for reasons other than their
inherent interest or enjoyment in doing so. This
type of motivation is called extrinsic motivation
(Deci & Ryan, 1985). SDT further proposes four
different types of extrinsic motivation based on
the degree to which the motivation for one’s behavior originates from the self or the behavior is
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Figure 1. Types of extrinsic motivation (Adapted from Ryan & Deci, 2000)

experienced as autonomous (see Figure 1). External motivation is the least autonomous type
of motivation, which refers to behaviors performed in order to achieve a reward or avoid a
punishment. Such behaviors are discontinued if
the external incentives are absent. For example,
a student who may have read his or her textbook to receive a good grade on an upcoming
exam would probably not have read it if there
had been no exam in the class. Another type of
extrinsic motivation is introjected motivation,
and it refers to behaviors performed to avoid a
feeling of guilt or to attain a sense of self-worth.
For example, a student may complete a reading
assignment so that he or she will not experience
a feeling of guilt for failing to have fulfilled a
responsibility. Along with external motivation,
introjected motivation promotes little autonomy
because behaviors enacted from this type of motivation are initiated and controlled by internal
pressure (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
On the other hand, the more autonomous
type of motivation, identified motivation, is indicated when activities are considered valuable
or personally important. For example, a student
might read a textbook in a human development
course because he or she believes that mastery
of the course content is important for competence in more advanced psychology courses. The
most autonomous type of extrinsic motivation is
called integrated motivation, whereby the identified value of an activity is integrated into the
self. For example, a student who wants to be an
elementary school teacher may study a human
development textbook because he or she can
acquire knowledge about how children can be
adequately raised and educated, knowledge that
he or she considers essential for being a good
teacher. SDT scholars assert that only a few peo48
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ple reach this level of motivation (Deci & Ryan,
2000). In comparison to external and introjected
motivations, both identified motivation and integrated motivation are perceived as arising fully
from the self; thus they are self-determined.
As may be expected, a greater autonomous
motivation for learning yields deeper engagement and enhanced learning outcomes. Many
studies, in fact, reported that students with autonomous motivation (e.g., identified motivation) exhibited a high level of interest and enjoyment toward a course subject, active class
participation, and higher perceived competence,
whereas those with external or introjected motivation demonstrated anxiety, negative coping
strategies, and a low level of effort (Black & Deci,
2000; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Ryan & Connell, 1989). Thus, SDT suggests that the autonomous type of motivation be promoted for highquality learning and performance.
Self-determination theory (SDT) introduces
three basic psychological human needs that have
powerful influences on the development of autonomous motivation: the needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. SDT asserts that
greater autonomous motivation is facilitated if
the learning environment is structured in a way
that satisfies these innate human needs. First, the
need for autonomy refers to the desire to selforganize and self-control one’s experiences and
behaviors. It is closely related to the feeling of
freedom from controllers of one’s behavior. The
need for autonomy is thus supported when students are given a choice or an opportunity to determine their own actions (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Next, the need for competence means a need to
feel efficacious. Students can experience feelings of competence when they are given optimal
challenges and provided positive feedback (Ryan
& Deci, 2000). Lastly, the need for relatedness
refers to the desire to experience a sense of belongingness and connectedness to others. People
tend to prefer activities that are valued by their
significant others or those to whom they want
to relate. A feeling of being respected and cared
for typically supports the need for relatedness.
Again, when these three basic psychological
needs are fulfilled, students are likely to experience autonomous, self-determined motivation.
To summarize, self-determination theory
(SDT) proposes that students can exhibit various types of motivation and that certain types of
motivation result in better learning outcomes.
Although intrinsic motivation is an ideal type of
motivation, it is very rare that students have this
kind of motivation, especially toward activities
arranged in a school setting. Nevertheless, students can demonstrate active engagement and
Volume 57, Number 2

adaptive learning behaviors if they have more
autonomous types of extrinsic motivation. The
need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness
are suggested as the key factors that can foster
autonomous motivation. If a learning environment supports the satisfaction of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, students are more
likely to value academic activities and more willing to engage in less interesting tasks. In the next
section, the paper discusses the potential of Web
2.0 tools to satisfy the need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in students.

Web 2.0 Technologies
Web 2.0 represents web-based technologies
with which users can contribute to content on
the Internet. When the World Wide Web was
first introduced, content was created by a limited number of content providers, and users
could merely browse and read the provided subject matter. However, with the advent of Web 2.0
technologies, users can also become producers
of content as well as consumers of information
(Cormode & Krishnamurthy, 2008). For example, amateur musicians may upload a video of
their performance and share it with people on
the Internet via video sharing websites such as
YouTube. In addition to users’ contribution to
content, other distinct features of Web 2.0 include social communication and interaction
among users. Web 2.0 technologies that highlight this feature are called social networking
websites (SNSs) such as Facebook and Twitter.
Users of Facebook, for example, can send messages to and leave them for their companions
and peers, as well as have an online text-chat
with friends and family.
Today’s college learners, so-called digital
natives (Prensky, 2001) or the Net generation
(Tapscott, 1998), are typically familiar with Web
2.0 technologies. Smith, Salaway, and Caruso
(2009) surveyed over 30,000 college students in
the United States and found that 90% of college
students use SNSs, and of these, 63% use them
daily. Moreover, 40% of college students engage
in content creation via other Web 2.0 tools including video-sharing websites (e.g., YouTube),
wikis (e.g., Wikipedia), blogs, and podcasts.
Given that this survey was conducted in 2009,
the number of college students who use Web 2.0
technologies has by now increased. These data
suggest that Web 2.0 tools are an important part
of college students’ lives.
With the growing popularity of SNSs and
other Web 2.0 tools among college students, efforts have been made to integrate these technol-
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ogies into college classrooms. Several researchers have also reported on the pedagogical merits
of Web 2.0 (e.g., McLoughlin & Lee, 2008; New
Media Consortium & EDUCAUSE, 2007). First
of all, Web 2.0 tools provide a convenient way to
manage and store information and, at the same
time, share it with others. Martindale and Wiley (2004) used blogs in a college classroom to
enable students to build a searchable archive of
their literature critiques. The instructor could
read students’ work without the additional step
of downloading it. Students were also encouraged to visit their classmates’ blogs and read
their postings. Added to easy access to information for all users, Web 2.0 makes collaboration
and group communication possible beyond the
classroom. For example, Wang and Hsu (2008)
had pre-service teachers make comments on
their peers’ blog postings as a way to expand
in-class discussions. Similarly, Cole (2009) used
wiki technology with which college students
collectively wrote reflective essays outside the
classroom. Moreover, because student work can
be shared with people beyond the classroom,
students can also benefit from interacting with
a much wider audience (McLoughlin & Lee,
2008). Given these advantages of Web 2.0 tools,
a growing number of college instructors are
considering using them in their classrooms.
These advantages in ways to teach and learn
by using Web 2.0 tools seem to have an impact
on students’ actual learning and performance as
well. Junco, Heiberger, and Loken (2011) used
Twitter in a college seminar course to facilitate
students’ academic and co-curricular discussions and found that students who used Twitter
increased their academic engagement and subsequently achieved a higher semester GPA. Students themselves also acknowledged the value
of Twitter on their learning (Rinaldo, Tapp, &
Laverie, 2011). Moreover, Cobanoglu and Berezina (2011) reported that college students in a
hospitality course showed an enhanced engagement with their reflection paper assignments
when they posted them on their blog, as compared to those instances in which they typed
them in papers.
Such positive influence on students’ learning experiences is observed partly because students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, which self-determination theory
(SDT) suggests as the essential factors for engagement, are supported with the use of Web
2.0 technologies in classrooms. First, Web 2.0
provides a personal learning space filled with a
student’s work that is publicly available to other
people. Creating content on the Internet with
TechTrends • March/April 2013

49

an awareness of audience enables students to
experience autonomy and take ownership and
responsibility for publishing quality work on the
web (Lee, 2011). Moreover, Web 2.0 tools allow
for immediate feedback on student work, which
support students’ competence. Taking advantage
of web-based technology, instructor and peers
can readily access student work published on
Web 2.0 websites and immediately leave feedback. Lastly, Web 2.0 fulfills the need for relatedness as it allows students not only to interact
with their instructor and peers but also to make
connections with readers beyond the classroom audience (Baker, Rozendal, & Whitenack,
2000).
In short, Web 2.0 technologies share characteristics that accommodate support for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which
promotes student engagement. Several empirical
studies have also indicated that Web 2.0 facilitated high-quality learning for college students.
Therefore, the integration of Web 2.0 technologies into reading tasks are likely to enhance students’ active engagement with reading materials. That said, how could college instructors put
various Web 2.0 tools into practice in a general
education class? The following section illustrates
possible uses of Web 2.0 to promote course assignments reading in a general education course.
The examples provided employ the four most
common Web 2.0 tools: GoogleDocs, Blogs,
Twitter, and Facebook.

Examples of Web 2.0 Tool Use to
Enhance Reading Engagement
Example 1: Google Docs
Google Docs (https://docs.google.com) is a
wiki tool available among various Google products. A wiki is a website that multiple users can
collectively edit and modify, which makes it an
excellent tool for collaborative work (Parker &
Chao, 2007). Given this feature, a wiki has been
used for the particular purpose of promoting
collaborative knowledge building among students. For example, middle school students
working on a geographic project compiled collaborative notes on their wiki page about what
they researched each week (Engstrom & Jewett,
2005). Google Docs provides wiki functions in
various forms such as documents, spreadsheets,
and presentation files. Students can share one or
more of these Google Docs and collaboratively
work on them at a convenient place and time.
Students can access their docs from any location
with an Internet connection. Google Docs also
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enables users to view what has been and is being
edited, and who is editing in real time.
When used with reading assignments in a
general education course, Google Docs can provide a shared place for a group of students to discuss what they have read in a textbook. For example, a group of students may construct a collaborative note about a chapter in the textbook
on their shared Google Doc, which they can then
use as a resource for course exams. As general
education courses usually include a large number of students, early in the semester an instructor may need to divide a class into groups of four
to six students. Each group creates and shares a
Google Doc after the instructor has introduced
the tool and demonstrated how it works. For
each reading assignment, students in the group
may take responsibility for different sections of
the chapter and summarize the key concepts in
his or her assigned section. Students can then
read each other’s summaries and make changes,
if necessary, or post questions for clarification. If
the instructor is concerned about whether students have read only the assigned section rather
than the entire chapter, the instructor may require each student to make a comment on the
summaries of other sections. While doing so,
students may need to re-read the appropriate
part of the textbook. The instructor can also
provide a small number of discussion questions
and require each group to collectively write responses in their Google Doc. Depending on the
content of each chapter, the instructor can ask
a group of students to draw a concept map. For
example, in a physiology class, students may be
asked to draw a series of cause and relationship
illustrations of how alcohol causes drowsiness.
Moreover, the instructor can encourage students
to bring their coauthored summaries to class
and make additional notes, thereby increasing
their individual knowledge. This would prompt
students to be more engaged in the lecture and
promote their understanding.
Example2: Blogs
The term “blog” is short for “web log,” which
functions much as an online diary or journal
(Martindale & Wiley, 2004). People have their
own spaces on the web, or a blog, and post their
writings on these web spaces. The first page of
the blog is typically the most recent text that the
author has posted and past entries are archived
chronologically. Although a blog can be a personal journaling place, it can also be shared with
others who can leave comments as well (e.g.,
Wang & Hsu, 2008). Readers can subscribe to a
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particular blog and receive a feed about recent
entries on the subscribed blog. The blog thus enables any individual to publish his or her work
on the web, as well as share it with others and
build a sense of community. Apparently, these
blog features appear to facilitate student engagement; several researchers have indicated that
college students increased their learning motivation and performance after engaging in blogging activities (e.g., writing and posting reflective essays about course reading materials on
blogs) (Ellison & Wu, 2008; Hsu & Wang, 2010).
The two most common free blog-service providers are Blogger (http://www.blogger.com) and
WordPress (http://wordpress.com).
Students in a general education course can
use a blog to present their reflections about
course readings. As each student can have his
or her own customized blog, students are likely
to perceive ownership for the blog. To further
support students’ autonomy, the instructor may
provide several discussion topics from which
students can choose for their writings on the
blog. Moreover, students may be asked to make
comments on their peers’ blog postings so that
they can connect to their peers as well as receive
feedback from them. For more efficient interactions, the entire class can be separated into several groups whose members become blogging
peers. If individual students in the group choose
to respond to different discussion questions, they
can learn from each other’s blog postings. With
perceived ownership and responsibility accompanied by peer interaction, such blogging activities can promote student engagement in reading.
Example 3: Twitter
Twitter (http://twitter.com) is another popular Web 2.0 tool that features a public, ongoing
dialogue. On Twitter, users can post a message,
or a tweet, with a limited number of characters
(140). The posted messages are shared among
followers (friends on Twitter) who can reply to
the message using the “@ replies” function. One
of the unique features of Twitter is that users can
tag keywords with hashtags within tweets. When
the tagged word is clicked, all the tweets that
tagged the same word are searched. In a simpler
way, Twitter functions much like a text message
sent publicly to a group of friends within this
particular website. When Twitter is incorporated into a classroom, the interactive communication featured in and enabled by Twitter seems to
facilitate student interest and trigger active participation and engagement (Junco et al., 2011;
Rinaldo et al., 2011).
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This simple Web 2.0 tool can be also used
to promote students’ course reading in a general education course. First of all, the instructor
may open a class Twitter account and require
students to become followers. With each assigned reading, students are asked to reply to
discussion questions posted on the class Twitter account. Students can be also required to
make a certain number of replies to other students. Students may be advised to tag the course
number within their tweets and replies so that
others can easily search them. If the number of
students is too large to post replies to a single
discussion question, students could be divided
into groups assigned to leave messages on specific discussion questions. Unlike the blog example in which students must visit the different
websites of their peers’ blogs, students can view
other students’ tweets on the same web page so
it is more amenable to ongoing discussions. Students may also be prompted to post questions
or comments about the assigned reading or
course materials by replying to the class Twitter
account. The instructor can encourage students
to participate in Twitter activities by responding
to students’ tweets. The immediate feedback can
empower students to perceive active interactions and feel respected, which promotes their
engagement. Finally, it is critical for students’
active participation that they value this Twitter
activity as a viable communication channel and
a free discussion place for the class.
Example 4: Facebook
Facebook (http://www.facebook.com) is the
most popular Web 2.0 website commonly used
by college students (Junco, 2012). For the most
part, people use Facebook to share life events or
opinions. Facebook members can also chat with
friends, share personal photos or videos, join
social interest groups, and play online games.
Facebook thus enables people to effectively connect to and interact with friends. As a result of
the various activities provided by Facebook,
many college students are attracted to it.
Facebook can be used in a way similar to
the manner in which Twitter is integrated into
course reading assignments. First, the instructor
creates a class group and invites students to join.
Each week, the instructor can post several discussion questions on the class page. Students are
then assigned by groups to respond to particular
questions, or individual students can be required
to respond to a specific number of questions.
Students should be asked to leave comments on
other students’ messages and ask questions re-
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lated to the course materials. In responding to
discussion questions, students can be not only
encouraged to “write” their responses but also to
use audio- or video-chat to conduct a discussion
and upload a file to Facebook. Providing various
ways to discuss the course reading can further
promote students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Instructor feedback can
further foster students’ active participation in
this Facebook discussion. As in the Twitter example, students’ active interaction on Facebook
is a key to enhancing student engagement.

Conclusion
Despite the significance of course readings
in a general education course, only a few college students successfully complete them. In
response to this problem, this paper proposed
the use of Web 2.0 tools as a potential way to
promote students’ reading engagement. Based
on self-determination theory, Web 2.0 tools allow students to perceive autonomy and feelings
of competence, as well as to experience a sense
of connection with their peers and instructor.
These positive learning experiences are expected to enhance student engagement. In particular, four exemplar practices with Web 2.0 technologies (i.e., Google Docs, Blogs, Twitter, and
Facebook) in a general education course are
provided. These practices are relatively simple
to implement and do not require significant instruction time. When using any of these Web 2.0
tools, it is essential that the instructor provide
explicit guidance on how to use the tools and
what students are expected to do with them. It
may be helpful if the instructor demonstrates
exemplary answers and provides feedback on
student work as well. The four sample uses of
Web 2.0 tools may not guarantee every student’s
deep engagement in course readings, especially
given the large number of students involved in
a general education course. Nevertheless, they
can induce students who otherwise rarely open
textbooks to at least become involved in course
readings to a greater extent. The instructors
may be able to further enhance student engagement by extending online discussions during
in-class instruction.
Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Seung Won Park: 602 Aderhold Hall,
Department of Educational Psychology & Instructional Technology, The University of Georgia,
Athens, Georgia 30602-7144/ EMAIL won10@
uga.edu
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