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Does the experience of reading and writing on paper and on the keyboard/screen differ? 
 
Today there are multiple modes for communication in addition to plain old telephone or 
paper letter. Text; Twitter; email; social network postings; instant messaging; picture 
messaging; Youtube uploads and more have added to the daily digital transfer of electronic 
emotions into the hearts and minds of mobile communications users. All of the ritual of 
reading/writing has undergone radical change, along with the gestures and postures, emotions 
and sensations. In this presentation we explore people’s feelings with regard to the use of 
multiple forms of media with particular investigation of the contrast between paper and 
electronic text as explored in recent new research. This study examines the lived experience 
of reading/writing on paper and on the keyboard/screen of a group of undergraduate and 
graduate students at the University of Udine and of other groups of people in the UK and in 
Finland.  
The theoretical framework which has inspired the design of our research and in which we 
want to situate our study and discuss the results obtained includes the seminal works carried 
out by Naomi Baron (1992, 2000, 2008), Richard Harper (2002, 2011) and Rob Waller 
(1990).  In this presentation we will focus on how this group of young people experience and 
conceptualise the differences between reading/writing on paper and on the screen using 
information obtained by two of the authors who asked their students to write their reflections 
about this theme, building on four different themes. Thus an essay like this might be 
considered as answers to four open questions. The decision to build in this feature has been 
dictated by the desire to have an instrument which, if compared to a classical questionnaire, 
could be less influenced by the interaction between the researcher and the object of study and 
thus could present less distorting effects. From a formal point of view, the texts obtained have 
been analysed as artificial documents that allow more expression and spontaneity in the 
content. The texts collected were studied by means of content analysis. They were broken 
down into categories of discourse with the purpose of capturing the most relevant discursive 
frames recurring in these essays and regarding ritualization, gestures, emotion and especially 
sensations of reading/writing off and online (Altheide, 1996). While  the frequencies of the 
categories were calculated and the most recurrent ones singled out, those categories with 
relatively few frequencies but which are significant to enlighten or clarify some points of our 
analysis were also retained and discussed, as David Silverman (1997) suggests. This has 
allowed us to trace a conceptual map of the discourse on participation outlined by these 
students and to build a classification scheme, useful in describing the most important issues 
discussed in an analytical way. The content analysis applied in this way is markedly non-
intrusive and a very flexible methodology (McNeill & Chapman, 2005).   
 
The preliminary results are presented and discussed here and they stress that the ritual and the 
postures of reading/writing on paper are radically different from those with regard to online 
reading/writing. Furthermore, the emotional and sensorial experience is quite different. For 
example reading/writing on paper is a much more multi-sensorial experience than 



reading/writing on screen-keyboard. These results will be contrasted with those obtained in 
the UK and in Finland. 
 
The presentation ends with a discussion of how these findings open new avenues for future 
research as well limitations of this study. 
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