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© Abstract %)),

This sequential mixed methods study investigates the differences in adolescent engage-
ment with Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) such as computers,
mobile phones, and the Internet. The multi-case project involves 698 second year high
school students from three socioeconomically, ethnoculturally, and geographically spe-
cific schools in China. It examines the ways in which social factors, such as ethnicity and
rurality /urbanity, shape technology access and use before analysing social and educa-
tional consequences of youth interaction with ICT. While the quantitative strand lends
its power to reveal structural inequalities in the levels of access and use, the qualitative
interviewing sheds light on the diversities in use and gives voice to individuals as they
encode technology with values and meanings. The research finds that urban students
in Shenzhen have the highest level of access to technology and support, use ICT for the
widest range of activities, and are most likely to treat them as “life” and “thought” com-
panions for psychosocial, emotional, and intellectual gains. On average, Tibetans are
disadvantaged; but the most digitally marginalised teenagers are mainstream Han stu-
dents with parents having no more than six years of education. Nonetheless, the return
to parental education is by far greater for Han students than it is for Tibetans. While
the probability of students reporting underachievement decreases as parental education
increases, Tibetans are significantly less likely to report “Below average” or “Bottom
10%” in class. The study also discovers that access to ICT strongly correlates with
socioeconomic status, but use of them articulates ways of learning and living, which are
often resistant to change. As the global and fast-changing ICT become more prevalent,
oftentimes adults highlight what they might do to students, while teenagers emphasise
what they can do for them. So technology and culture regularly clash. When ICT are
introduced to schools by adults, they rarely satisfy the needs of adolescents; and when
they have any effect on learning, usually it is not because of what students have in

school, it is because of what they do elsewhere — at home or in Internet cafés.
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Chapter 1

Of Young People and New Media

1.1 A glimpse into the research context

WA, IXIR Y AW/NEIRIE RS BRI AR H I (R R 2 M A 2 O AR A
MARBRIRIANEE, MAREHCEREE . Fo/h2 2t F0 1A A%
WORE o /AT IRt X R AT WE— X BED ANERR, Wt
AFREEMIE .. —BEEEK BARMKIE, A2, ] R —
& WEEL EFEHAEMIEE, &F SN BCBERR™, KE
FICALEE, REEE MR . *

It has been internalised since we were little. It’s like your first reaction to
cockroaches; you don’t need to experience it [before you know how disgusting
it is|. It is intuitive. We were taught not to visit Internet cafés when we
were primary school students ... Today, everybody has a computer at home.
There is no need [for us| to go there. Those who frequent Internet cafés
probably don’t have home access to a computer, and I feel, like, some who
go there are, either not well-educated; or their parents are too strict to

tolerate their use at home.

Xiumeng is a second year high school student in Shenzhen, a Southern metropolis in
China. Her view of Internet cafés (wangba in Chinese) represents many of her class-
mates’, for Shenzhen students like her usually have a computer at home and they rarely,
if at all, visit wangba during high school. Since they do not have much lived experience

with wangba, their views of them often converge with media reports about them.

* Please see Appendix F for an explanation of why I provide interview excerpts in Chinese along with
their English translations.
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PARTFHLRALER AR ... BUFRRSRILL, MERITF I8 W,
HYEITELITY, ANEAE. FETERTAE (] 7 WHATIE
“Bye-Bye« " BERAN AR B/ \FIRIE, WEZERMINEEE - WM. “/xK
OUT BA! " BIOAMA A RIEABEEEE R, NS .

I didn’t even know how to switch on or off a computer ... Now it’s okay. I am
just slow in typing ... It’s because people communicate differently in typing,
which I sometimes find hard to understand. Some use numbers to represent
words, for instance, two 8s mean “Bye-Bye.” The other day, somebody sent
“88” to me. I kept asking what he meant. He replied: “You are too out!”

Cos I didn’t know the meaning, I had no idea.

Also a second year high school student, Guoyu has no access to a computer at home in
Hunan, an interior province with a large rural population. As many of his classmates
do, he usually visits wangba on weekends during term time. Like many others in his
school, it is in wangba that he learns most of the operational skills associated with

computers and the Internet.

PEILE—ZE (MIE] | WHEIEHE iR, RS T . B AR
I EFER, WERSNIGEE, miekiisik. (WE] AREACE, (W] JEDEHEd
L WEIREFAEE G, #EREFT . T FEEHHE, ZEA
BIEHE, MRALANIRIENE, mimt. RIS UREEFIEERRA] AR, HE AR
AWK L BTSN, REASESEE, WL, B MRS &R - WEIREHEE
me, (W] me (DE] el siie—R|B, B—ZMEMRA ... Ll
(%555] ZRBF T, WEBESER, AR NE, SUERAR
FET o DEERMINE, WPDEREHAZE 5 WELUREH -

I remember once he caught me and then dragged me out of it. It’s my
grandfather. His thoughts are very feudal. Shortly after I found a seat
there, he appeared in front of me and then pulled me out of my seat ... My
parents do not say much about it. It’s mainly my grandfather. He is too
feudal to see me in wangba. He cannot even condone me having a look at
it. Sometimes he threatens me: “Stop thinking of continuing your study if
you keep going there and learning bad!”* He is too feudal! In his view, you
would be contaminated as soon as you enter wangba. My parents, however,

know that we have only two days off every two weeks; they normally do not

* The term refers to negative peer influence. Literally, I prefer this simple translation, though it may
be grammatically inappropriate.



1. Of Young People and New Media Z.M. XIAO

say much about it and in their opinion, paying a visit to wangba is not bad
at all. My grandfather’s view is too old-fashioned. He always opposes it by
showing a rigid face. But I simply ignore him and continue to do what I

want to do.

Qinxiao, another second year high school student in Hunan, is not alone in her troubled
negotiation with her grandfather about access to digital technology, for many of her
classmates live with and under the guardian of their grandparents throughout the year
while their parents work as migrant workers far away from home. Although wangba
are close to the lives of many high school students in Hunan, those teenagers, as well
as their parents and teachers, share much of the negative attitudes towards wangba as
reported by Xiumeng in Shenzhen. In other words, many Hunan students are acutely
aware that wangba are not appropriate places for them to frequent, but they do spend a
lot of their spare time there, notwithstanding the psychosocial burdens and sometimes

even disciplinary actions against them.

LR A oK A UIRARES . BAETHTIE T, BB E - LUBTR 845w in
RRXEFRMACZEHALZMIE T, HEE T ZREEx%E, EAMEKE -

MIEZ, XA/ HEAZETILD ... [(2ARBt 23R K] *T,
FEBIRMAEMIE ... MIEREEZN), AR SR E LME, #E,

TN FEHABCER M - B SEERZTIET, WFZE, BAILEWR ......
MAERMEFRE), ZTETH, MIEA2E . WECEER M4
i, —MOAT, ERIER, RAWEEE M, BT LR R’
FEA—HERE, WAEITRT .

I used to think it would be cool to have a computer at home. Now it doesn’t
matter that much any more. It’s just there. I promised to my mother that
I would never ever visit wangba if we had a home computer. But after we
bought one, I kept going there, because the speed [of my home Internet| was
too slow. There are many wangba [here|, we have over ten in such a small
town ...[In school, there isn’t much entertainment?] Yes, the main space
for fun is wangba ... Wangba are rather important to us. Those who never
visited one would struggle to find keys like ABC. Such skills would only do
us good in future when we start to work ... It [Tibetan society] is quite open
nowadays. They [parents| wouldn’t be bothered if their children frequent
wangba. It’s now, how to put it, a norm, a way of life; it [visiting wangba|
is like buying vegetables from an open market. It is so normal that it is no

longer a big deal, it’s all open.
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Dunzhulaba, a second year in Tibet, reports that wangba have become an integral part

of his high school life. Actually, many students in his school echo the same point.

Shenzhen Hunan Tibet
Frequency of visits to Internet cafés 0.41 1.65 1.83
Negative views of Internet cafés 2.12 1.80 1.70

Table 1.1: Awverage visits to and negative views of wangba

Since the views presented above are from four students in the three schools studied (see
the Field Sites Map in page XV), it is better to report here how often on average stu-
dents visit Internet cafés and how negative on average their opinions are about wangba.
As shown in Table 1.1, Tibetans harbour the weakest negative attitudes towards Inter-
net cafés. While they visit wangba almost as much as those students in Hunan do, they
rarely report conflicts with adults in their negotiation of access to the very same tech-
nology. Shenzhen students are least likely to visit wangba, but they hold, on average,
the strongest negative views about them. This begs the following questions: Why do
second year high school students in different regions of China visit and view wangba in
so different ways? What roles on earth do digital technologies such as the Internet and
computers play in the students’ daily lives? What implications the level and nature of
access and use have upon students’ learning and life experiences in and out of school?

Searching for answers to such questions lies at the centre of the study.

1.2 Is there a generational divide?

As Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)* become ever more prevalent,
various terms have been created to describe today’s youths who are “so bathed in bits
that they think it’s all part of the natural landscape” (Tapscott, 2009a, p. 2). These
terms include, but are not limited to, “Millenials” (Howe & Strauss, 2000), “Digital
Natives” (Prensky, 2001), and the “Net Generation” (Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Tap-
scott, 1998). Through the use of ICT, the Net Generation, as Don Tapscott claimed,
are “superimposing” their culture on the rest of the society, and becoming “a force for
social transformation” (2009a, p. 2). Young people who grow up surrounded by new
technologies are also believed to be fundamentally different from their elder generations

— they think, learn, work, socialise, and create, as people who accept the implications

* Unless otherwise specified, I will use ICT interchangeably with “new media,” “new technology,” or

“technology” throughout the thesis. This term specifically refers to the Internet, computers, and mobile
phones in the study.
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of those terms relate, in so profoundly different ways that there appear a “generational
divide” (Herring, 2008, p. 71) and an emergent need for educators and parents, or
“Digital Immigrants” as Marc Prensky (2001) called, to rethink or even “overhaul” their
conventional ways of raising, educating, and interacting with today’s youths, for those
“Baby Boomers” (Tapscott, 2009a) can never possibly reach the level of aptitude and
skill that the natives have naturally developed (Prensky, 2001).

Furthermore, Baby Boomers or the “T'V Generation,”* as Tapscott (1998) depicted, are
quite conservative, inflexible, and hierarchical, for the technology they grew up with was
a passive “push” medium, which “dumbs down” and isolates its users and broadcasts
a singular and authoritarian view of the world through an undemocratic and one-way
channel. As such, the TV Generation is antithetical to the Net Generation, just as tele-
vision is antithetical to the “pull” Internet, which is active, interactive, and conductive
to intellectual development and democratic spirit. This is particularly true when the
functions normally associated with television and the Internet all link to one device —
the mobile phone, which presents young people new and more opportunities by gradu-
ally breaking down the boundaries between what David Buckingham described as the
“push” and “pull,” as well as “mass” and “interpersonal” communications (2008, p. 13).
These differences thus lay out a fundamental divide, as conventional wisdom implies,
between those who migrated to the Internet (e.g., parents and teachers, or “adults” in

the study) and those who are its natives (e.g., students in the study).

This generational divide, though “produced by technology alone” (Buckingham, 2008,
p. 13) as Tapscott’s viewpoint suggests, is said to have wider implications. In education
for instance, today’s youths are portrayed as disliking the industrial age, one-size-fits-all,
and teacher-dominated lectures. As a result, education systems should change accord-
ingly. Instead of focusing on teachers as “broadcasters” and “sages-on-the-stage,” today’s
schools, advocated Tapscott (2009a), should value interaction and help students discover
for themselves, unearth their strengths, and collaborate with others. In the words of
Palfrey and Gasser (2008), schools should “adapt to the habits of digital natives and how
they are processing information, educators need to accept that the mode of learning is
changing rapidly in a digital age” (p. 239). Only in this way, asserted Tapscott (2009a),

can we expect to narrow the “generational divide” between how the digital natives learn

* This generation are probably too old today to be called “Digital Immigrants,” so I use the term to
refer to those who enter cyberspace as grown-ups and have been “playing catch-up with their children”
(Turkle, 2011, p. 201).

T For a similar point, see Turkle (2011, p. 201)
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and most teachers teach, for the natives “are not content to sit quietly and listen to
a teacher lecture ...|They| expect to talk back, to have a conversation. They want a
choice in their education, in terms of what they learn, when they learn it, where, and

how ... They want it to be interesting, even fun” (p. 126).

By extending the above line of argument even further, Prensky (2001) contended that
digital natives process information in radically different ways because of their long and
intensive interaction with ICT. For instance, they are used to receiving information re-
ally fast. They crave parallel process, random access like hypertext, and multitasking.
They choose graphics over texts and function best when networked. They thrive on
instant gratification and frequent rewards, and prefer games to “serious” work (p. 2).
They are, Prensky maintained, “all ‘native speakers’ of the digital language of comput-
ers, video games and the Internet” (p. 1). Fundamentally, digital natives are said to
have a different brain structure from that of digital immigrants, as if the technology

has “precipitated a physical evolution within a decade or so” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 13).

Unfortunately, such positive claims about the younger generation are problematic in
several ways. First, they have lionised the young for their capabilities in doing many
things at a time, which was “once seen as something of a blight” (Turkle, 2011, p. 162).
Now it appears that, reasoned Sherry Turkle, multitasking has been viewed as a crucial
skill in learning, working, and the daily life of the digital age,* despite it might be the
neurochemicals, a “high” often generated by human body as a result of multitasking,
that have induced multitaskers into believing that they are highly skilful and productive
(2011, p. 162). As such, the claims seem to have ignored the criticism that students
today are reported to have very short attention span and those with their laptops open
in class, according to Turkle (2011), do not usually perform as well as others do (p. 163),
let alone the fact that multitasking tasks such as texting-while-driving have caused nu-

merous accidents (pp. 330 - 331).

Nevertheless, the heroic narratives about digital natives have implications for educa-
tion. For instance, they extol virtual reading with links and hypertexts and disparage
traditional reading as linear, exclusionary, and disconnected, just as Burbules argued:

“printed texts are by nature selective and exclusive ... hypertexts on the Web are by

* The term “digital age” I use in the thesis refers to a time relative to “pre-digital” times. It is
characterised by the processes in which digital technologies, such as computers, the Internet, and
mobile phones, reconfigure, refashion, or even surpass social arrangements and relations for better or
worse (Selwyn, 2011la, p. 7).
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nature inclusive” (1998, p. 103). This disparagement thus overlooks the call from aca-
demics for “an alternative to the traditional reliance on clear authoritative sources and
long-established learning practices” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 86) in the age of information
abundance where nothing being socially negotiated remains “the single most attractive
feature of hypertext” (Douglas, 1998, p. 160). Moreover, the extolment of electronic
reading disregards the fact that most parents in the UK for example, noted Sonia Liv-
ingstone, still think books are more likely to help their children do well in school than
is the Internet (2009, p. 68), and that online reading often leads students to somewhere
else, if not somewhere less. As such, those triumphalist narratives sound as if what ICT
have to offer means only opportunities, has no risks, or would never meet with human
vulnerability such as youth anxiety (Turkle, 2011, pp. 241 - 242); and as if the social

mores have changed — what once seemed “ill” has become normal (p. 178).

Second, those extravagant claims about digital natives have failed to recognise that
continuities and interdependencies do exist between new and old media — the Internet
might have changed certain functions of television, but it has not completely displaced
it; they both have successfully seduced people into spending a lot of time in front of
their screens, have enjoyed unprecedented reach, and been utilised to advance glorious
as well as problematic agendas; and indeed, they both seem to have defined two gener-
ations (Herring, 2008, p. 85). In addition, as Buckingham (2008, p. 14) noted, many
of the Net Generation do spend a lot of their time on TV, and the TV Generation also
surf the Internet quite often. While some generational differences do exist and different
experiences of different generations may result in the so-called generational divide, it
is inappropriate to isolate the age gap and technological change from other social and
political developments (Buckingham, 2008, p. 15), so is it to eroticise what is new in

new media and their associated affordances.

Third, as Turkle noted too, the immigrants and natives actually have a lot in common,
and among what they share is the feeling of being overwhelmed — students overwhelmed
with expectations for academic and relational performances; parents overwhelmed with
ever increasing demands from life and work and a growing desire “to exert greater con-
trol over what reaches them” (2011, p. 202). Furthermore, both adults and students
today would probably agree that connectivity through the Internet can be better than
nothing (e.g., when many Chinese families in the study cannot easily unite) and some-
times better than something (e.g., letters via China Post or telephone). And gradually

people seem to prefer making phone calls to getting together, and then prefer texting
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to talking (for instance, Apple’s iPhone 4S can now transcribe voice messages to texts),
for in talking and texting (including email and text messages), argued Turkle (2011),
they can hide what they do not want others to see and show what they want others
to see, and they can “process” people whenever they want to — meeting people simply

takes too much time and listening to others really slows you down (pp. 206 - 207).

Therefore, to ground policies and practices on those claims about generations runs the
risk of losing a more complete sight of the picture in light of the phenomenon’s broader
social-political and cultural-historical contexts, and a more balanced account about the
continuities between the so-called old and new media and the similarities between the
immigrants and natives. Even if we are willing to let go of the above mentioned risks,
reasoned Susan Herring, the views presented by those optimists such as Tapscott make
them sound as if they are examining the Internet as men of 100 years old — as if they

come from an era “before the conception of the Internet” (2008, p. 82).

1.3 Opportunities and risks in cyberspace

While the divide in knowledge and experience of ICT between generations may not be
as wide as the one suggested in those generational claims, significant differences in the
perceptions of what ICT can do for the young do exist within and between generations.*
According to Livingstone and Bober (2006, p. 95), many parents are torn between their
belief in ICT’s empowering nature, which they can hardly miss out, and the anxiety
they often harbour about the risks that new technologies may pose to their children —
risks they can hardly give house room. In her anthropological study about Latino im-
migrant parents’ regulation of their children’s engagement with technology, Lisa Tripp
(2011) tellingly revealed how and how much parents of low socioeconomic status in the
US struggled to satisfy as well as to regulate their children’s digital needs, and the ways
they employed to monitor access and use actually reflected the ambivalence many adults

held about ICT.

On the one hand, Tripp noted, parents value education, believing that a good education

* Since high school students are the study’s subjects, I use “youths,” “the young,” “adolescents,”

“youngsters,” “teens,” “teenagers,” and “young people” interchangeably in the thesis. But sometimes,
it is rather difficult to distinguish between childhood, youth, and adulthood, for it is argued that
today’s children are “getting older younger” (Buckingham, 2005, p. 11), or “staying younger longer”
(Livingstone, 2009, p. 5). In that case, I will specify whether I mean children or young adults instead of
adopting new words like “preteens,” “teens,” “tweens,” “kidults,” or “adultescents” (Buckingham, 2008,
p. 4; Herring, 2008, p. 78).
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can prevent their children from living the same lives they are enduring, and new tech-
nologies are often viewed as a force of liberation and empowerment for young people and
seen to be beneficial to achieving their aspirations if the young treat them “seriously”
and avoid using them “like a game” (Tripp, 2011, p. 577). Educators too sometimes
wax lyrical about the consequences ICT have for today’s young learners — they can help
increase traditional learning outcomes, compensate for disadvantage and inequality in
education, and enable new forms of learning (Livingstone, 2009, p. 76). For instance,
they can facilitate a constructivist form of learning that is socially situated within net-
works of people, artefacts, and technology (see also Selwyn, 2011la, p. 14), motivate
disaffected learners by helping them formulate and voice ideas to the extent that they
can communicate effectively (Cook, 2005; Livingstone, 2009, p. 83), and support learn-
ers to actively construct knowledge, either by themselves or in co-operation with others,
and through “personalized” and “authentic” participation in cyberspace (Luckin, 2009).
Echoing the same point, Crook (2008) offered a vivid description of how students can

benefit from their participatory experience online:

This is largely about making more opportunities for the user to publish and
communicate. It is about uploading rather than downloading. About co-
ordination, rather than delivery. So, for learners: it’s about more audience,

more collaboration, more resource. (p. 30)

Not surprisingly, students today are said to be more “inquisitive” and “self-directed,”
more “sceptical” and “analytical,” more inclined to think critically and challenge author-
ities than were their parents (Buckingham, 2008, p. 16); and learning in the digital
age is sometimes interpreted as the “capacity to know more” (Siemens, 2005, n.p.),
rather than “a reliance on the accumulation of prior knowledge” (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 14);
and the personalisation of learning means students are now positioned at the centre of
learning, just as Green and colleagues noted: “It is the system that conforms to the
learners, rather than the learner to the system” (2006, p. 3). However, such celebratory
statements regarding non-conventional approaches to education are yet to be supported
by consistent evidence (Livingstone, 2009, p. 87). In fact, some do believe otherwise.
For instance, Turkle questioned whether technologies had given us more control over

our lives; or if our lives, and indeed we, are now in their control (2011, p. 206).

On the other hand, adults are concerned about the costs and risks that are not always
quantifiable — they can be much more than just the initial fees and ensuing bills, in fact,

they can be addiction to computer games, inappropriate online content, strangers and
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sexual predators from cyberspace,* and above all the decline of academic performance,
which is often a primary source of concern for many adults, particularly those in China
today. Such an anxiety is partly due to some adults’ limited knowledge of ICT, and
partly due to negative media coverage about ICT (boyd, 2008; Golub & Lingley, 2008;
Herring, 2008, p. 80; Liu, 2011, pp. 8 - 9; Tripp, 2011, p. 564). Yet adults’ unease
about their children’s interaction with ICT is widespread not just in the US, but also
in other countries such as the UK and China, although if and how much the panic is

justifiable are still open to debate.

According to danah boyd, academics sometimes link the anxiety to the panic adults
used to hold about outdoor space — young people are vulnerable to the dangers of the
outside world and they need protection from adults (2008). Likewise, the Internet is
now being viewed as a “gateway to harm,” suggesting that “innocent” children must be
protected from the dangers of the virtual world such as pornography and online pae-
dophiles (Buckingham, 2008, p. 13), and “dangerous” or at-risk young people prevented
from causing troubles (Valentine & Holloway, 2001, p. 76) through legitimate forms
of treatment (Buckingham, 2008, p. 4). In China, such concerns sometimes cover not
just the harms to the the bodies and minds of the young such as addiction, anti-social
behaviour, academic underachievement, obesity, and so on. There are moral concerns

too.

For instance, some viewed Internet addiction as analogous to the opium of the late Qing
Dynasty (1644 — 1911), which corrupted the moral order of families and societies (Golub
& Lingley, 2008, p. 6). Like the opium, the Internet today attracts addicts from all
backgrounds, be they poor or rich, of high or low social status, employed or not. Yet it
is more difficult to control than opium, for it is associated with science and technology,
which render the “spiritual” or “electronic” opium even more dangerous. That is why
“from modern cities with forests of skyscrapers, to closed-off and backward traditional
farming villages, wangba have spread with the swiftness of a toxin; Internet games have
become attached to the social body like poisonous tumours” (Zhang, 2005, translated
in Golub & Lingley, 2008, p. 6). As a result, noted Professors Golub and Lingley
(2008) of the University of Hawaii at Manoa, happy families have broken down and

social morality collapsed to a certain degree.

The addiction analogy is interesting. Once broadcasted, it does make people feel creepy.

* T use cyberspace or virtual world to mean the digital world as opposed to the real or physical world.
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But it is flawed in at least two ways. First, argued Turkle, the addiction reasoning at-
taches more power to the external (the drug and the Internet) than to the internal (the
user, Chinese youths in the study). A more progressive understanding about youths and
new media, suggested Turkle, should focus less on the addiction cliché and more on the
forces that have kept students so engrossed in cyberspace. Those forces, like love and
passion we often feel towards people, can help us, believed Turkle, better understand

what students are attracted to, what they are missing, and what they need (1995, p. 30).

Second, the analogy subverts the best possible solution — to resolve the problem of
addiction, we must first get rid of the addictive substance and it seems to be the only
option. But, as Turkle contended more recently, we are not going to discard the Internet
and mobile phones, and the solution the metaphor implies is not going to be the one
the society in large will take, even though schools can ban students’ visit to wangba
and parents can regulate their children’s use of ICT. Therefore, constructing students
as victims of an evil substance is not a healthy step forward — it only makes even more
adults hopeless or desperate (2011, p. 293).

Nonetheless, the anxiety associated with online risks is increasingly heightened when the
young are depicted as savvy users of technology and more expert than adults in using
ICT — they are capable of subverting parental control and perhaps evading adult invasion
of their privacy in cyberspace, which in turn results in growing adult concern and anxiety
(Livingstone & Bober, 2006, p. 107; Tripp, 2011, pp. 559 - 560). Not surprisingly,
parents and educators often resort to extreme measures in order to regulate technology
access and use, and often those means either fail (Livingstone & Bober, 2006, p. 107)
or turn out to be so restrictive that students’ consumption of ICT without control is
hardly possible, even though computers and the Internet are at the same time viewed

as being educationally beneficial.

1.4 Youth identity and development online

Despite the intensification of some adults’ anxiety surrounding adolescent ICT access
and use, going online and contacting friends via technology, for many teenagers, are
simply “crucial developmental tasks” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 3). For teens, those ac-
tivities enable them to socially participate and negotiate their “being” or “becoming” —
the latter if we view them as passive recipients of adult influences (p. 4) — in a world

beyond their confined schools and homes where they can “experiment away from the

11
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adult gaze” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 91), “find some thrills and challenges” (Turkle, 2011,
p. 219), and develop “a strong sense of their own autonomy and authority as users of

technology” — something usually denied to them in schools (Buckingham, 2005, p. 13).

Furthermore, those online activities often confer on the young significant elements for
growing up. For instance, by creating a profile in cyberspace, students can learn how
to read social cues, which are signs of reactions from others in the virtual community
who actually read their profiles. boyd called this process “impression management” —
students modify their profiles or adjust their behaviours upon receiving feedback from
others in cyberspace (2008, pp. 128 - 129). Reading social cues and then writing/acting
themselves into being thus become an important component of teenagers’ lived expe-
riences, and cyberspace turns out to be what Goffman (1990) called a “front stage”
where students can manage their impressions on others in order to achieve certain goals
(Buckingham, 2008, p. 6), and manipulate their identities by “changing photos, deleting
unpleasant comments, altering listings of friends, asking people to change their repre-
sentation of them, and even starting all over again” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 103). In
cyberspace, they can also author /alter those non-verbal cues that are usually impossible
to change in real life, for example, their age, ethnicity, gender, and geographical location
(Burrell, 2008, p. 21), which is particularly true among younger teenagers (Lenhart &
Madden, 2007; Livingstone, 2009, pp. 105 - 106). In that respect, youth identity
online, in the words of teenagers, “is something we do, rather than simply something we

are” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 8, original italics).

That said, the Internet has become what Erik Erikson (1985) called a moratorium, a
“time out” and relatively free space where “friendships are made, displayed, and bro-
ken” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 102), and adolescents can experiment with their identities
with relatively low risks and do whatever they need to do — “fall in and out of love
with people and ideas” (Turkle, 2011, p. 152). Youth identity therefore refers to how
teenagers subjectively view themselves “over time and across situations,” and it evolves
as a student’s inner self changes, oftentimes through a process of self-inquiring driven
by feedback from significant others — students look in their immediate and salient sur-
roundings for social cues and make decisions on “what, how, and to whom they reveal
personal information” (Livingstone, 2009, p. 112), what messages to incorporate and
what principles to internalise so as to answer questions or self-doubts like “who am I”
and “who will I be” (Stern, 2008, p. 97) — questions regarding “a core self, a personal

sense of what gives life meaning” (Turkle, 1995, p. 203).

12



1. Of Young People and New Media Z.M. XIAO

Consequently, to some high school students, particularly those who are unhappy, un-
popular, unathletic, and unattractive (Turkle, 1995, p. 189), ICT are no longer “bet-
ter than nothing” (substitutes) when they are physically present yet spiritually absent
from schools. They become “something” (Turkle, 2011, p. 7), something important
and preferable to what they experience in a sometimes boring, oftentimes frustrating,
and most of the time overwhelming high school life. And to others, the virtual can
be even “better than anything” (p. 12) when the real world does not satisfy, and when
cyberspace becomes the only place where they can find a certain degree of self-esteem
and certain things ennobling, and at times build something they can call their own —
they can have “a fresh start” (Turkle, 1995, p. 190) and feel re-born. In that sense,
cyberspace is not simply a safe and satisfying place, it becomes “a work place, or more
accurately a reworking place” (p. 199) where they can build and re-build self-confidence,
construct and re-construct who they are, who they pretend to be, who they want (or
not) to be (p. 192).

That probably explains why virtual activities such as computer gaming can be so se-
ductive that students often play for hours and hours at a stretch in order to satisfy
the digital siren and/or, to satisfy, lose, or seek themselves by leaving their real selves
and problems behind (Turkle, 1995, p. 188). When ICT become better than anything,
what they have to offer has thus met where humans fail. Eventually, it turns out that
cyberspace helps students either escape from their real lives or bring out the best in
their real selves into the virtual reality. In any case, ICT become grist for the mill in a
therapeutic way (Turkle, 2011, p. 223).

As reasoned above, adolescent virtual identity is thus more about “me,” the self embed-
ded in youth interaction with peers, “as known to and represented by others” (Living-
stone, 2009, p. 105); it is less about “I,” the self only accessible by and known to oneself
(Mead & Morris, 1934). Just as some writers, for instance, thesis authors like me, often
learn their thoughts by reading their words and comments from readers, adolescents in
cyberspace can learn something about themselves by looking at what they say to others
as well as what others to them (Turkle, 2011, p. 175) — constructing and reading social
cues, an agentic act to establish and protect identity, as well as intimacy and privacy
(Livingstone, 2009, p. 114).

As such, it is not unwise to conclude that youth identity is more of a construction or

13
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“a realm of discourse” that is unfixed, malleable and developing than of a mirror that
faithfully reflects the “permanent structure of the mind” (cf. Turkle, 1995, p. 178).
That said, argued Turkle, there can be many selves in cyberspace where teenagers can
move from one to another, for ICT can provide youths with specific opportunities to
“test out different versions of their current and possible identities” (Stern, 2008, p. 107)
through actions such as writing and rewriting their online profiles. That being the case,
Lifton (1999) was right in saying that the self is fluid, protean, and has many aspects
that enable adolescents to embrace, modify, and flourish with a variety of ideas and

ideologies.

However, their movement is not entirely free because of their involvement with families,
schools, and communities. Their cycling in cyberspace is socially constrained (1995,
p. 179). In other words, youth identity is shaped by their social and technological
conditions where they situate (Livingstone, 2009, p. 117, my own italics), which helps
us partly understand why Erikson argued that the self, once formed, is fairly stable and
bounded (Turkle, 2011, p. 179). By echoing the same point, Stuart Hall (1996) stressed
that:

Because identities are constructed within, not outside, discourse, we need
to understand them as produced in specific historical and institutional sites
within specific discursive formations and practices, by specific enunciative

strategies within the play of specific modalities of power. (p. 4)

Others may contend that students’ online or “on-stage” impression does not necessarily
correspond to their offline or “back-stage” identity, which is often more honest or au-
thentic than is the one “on stage” where they tend to conform to defined roles in certain
situations and simply play out “a kind of ritual” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 6). That is
possible, but more often than not, students’ online establishment mainly results from
the fact that their close friends are already there (Tripp, 2011, p. 562; Valkenburg &
Peter, 2009). As a result, their activities online are likely to be constrained by peer
group expectation and pressure, and by the designs of specific websites and their own

skills and types of literacy (Livingstone, 2009, p. 118).

This also implies that the Internet largely fosters rather than undermines existing social
relations. It is common that today’s teens communicate both online and offline, even
those who do not have convenient and personal access to ICT often have accounts on

social networking sites set up via means of shared access such as wangba in China. Once
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online, they normally communicate with friends rather than strangers, which suggests
that strong ties offline are likely to get stronger online (Hampton & Wellman, 2003;
Mesch & Talmud, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007) and virtual identities tend to be

conditionally stable.

It is also argued that, although the Internet has made it easier for students to exper-
iment with their identities, it becomes harder and harder to leave their past behind
— as soon as they log on, they leave electronic footprints online, and the posts they
leave on their friends’ walls are likely to be there or somewhere in cyberspace all the
time, just as some of the friends they have friended will be there for a very long time,
or even a lifetime (Tripp, 2011, p. 243). In that sense, “the Internet is forever” (p.
169), and it is recording their every behaviour and collecting “visual” as well as “written
proof” of their wrong doings, even if those acts simply reflect their spur-of-the-moment
words and represent them at their worst (p. 257) — their missteps and awkward actions
and reactions online will be frozen into computer memories (p. 259) and their migrated

anxieties there are likely to proliferate in certain cases (p. 243).

Therefore, the notion of youth online identity being protean is challenged by the above-
mentioned phenomenon regarding the persistence of data and people or what Turkle
called “the anxiety of always” (2011, p. 260). Their connection to the Internet, even via
their own computers and mobile phones, is perhaps not so private that their electronic
footprints will disappear as they log off. That means their identity is protean only
within a limitation, if not bounded and stabilised by on- and off-line constraints. Since
students’ establishment online is mainly for their offline friends, and they normally
present in cyberspace those aspects of their lives that are reasonably consistent and
likely to be received by their friends (boyd, 2008, p. 129), their virtual identity can
often be more authentic than thought, although some aspects of their digital selves
could be “polished” during that process of establishment (Stern, 2008, p. 108).

1.5 What should adults do?

It may be true that youths can passionately experiment with their selves in cyberspace.
But not all are able to “work through” their real life problems in the virtual reality —
they are not equally capable of taking advantage of the resources available online. Some
students “are able to take in positive models, to bring other people and images of their

better selves inside themselves” (Turkle, 1995, p. 204). Others, unfortunately, simply
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“act out” in cyberspace — they continue to identify themselves online with the negative
sides of themselves in real life and view the formal as a simple extension of the latter.
In other words, they continue to play who they are. But such an extension can have
negative consequences — when the virtual simply reinforces the real, those students are
likely to feel more depressed. Therefore, “life in cyberspace, as elsewhere, is not fair”
(p. 204) — they have different effects on youth psychological development, in Turkle’s
words, they “only sometimes facilitate psychological growth” (p. 208). For those stu-
dents who can enter cyberspace with a healthy enough condition, the virtual represents

opportunities for growth; for those who cannot, it even poses risks like the opium.

Such being the case, emphasising the skills digital natives have is likely to intensify the
confrontation between some adults and teens, which in turn may lead to the limitation
of opportunities for therapeutic ends described above, and for productive learning and
the development of new interests and technological expertise (Ito et al., 2010; Living-
stone & Helsper, 2007). For the time being, we are only beginning to understand the
impacts online opportunities have upon young people and what types of support they
need in order to mobilise those opportunities (Tripp, 2011, p. 563). We are also at
the early stage of understanding how to help young people “work through” cyberspace
rather than simply “act out” — to make sure they do not just take their real world
frustrations to the digital world and virtually express or “externalize” (Turkle, 2011,
p. 240) those real life problems repeatedly. In other words, we want them to utilise
the opportunities that ICT have to proffer so that they can successfully confront those
difficulties and avoid feeling depleted or disoriented after being disconnected (p. 214).

To better illustrate the point made above, let’s look at computer gaming and online
social networking for examples. We know that playing games online for exhilaration
and amusement is one thing, and looking to it for a life is another — enchantment comes
with consequences, and the ties formed through social network sites may not be the
ties that bind, and sometimes, they might be the ties that preoccupy (Turkle, 2011,
p. 280). In that case, what should we do in order to help young people reach the point
at which they know not only how to use ICT in pedagogically, relationally, and emo-

tionally conductive ways but also when not to use technology (p. 331)?

To find answers to the above question, neither the heroic narratives such as technology

enthusiasts’ digital native claims nor the evil discourses such as ICT as electronic and

* Venting and acting out without much resolution and growth.
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spiritual opium would help — exaggerated statements only serve to increase readership
(Turkle, 2011, p. 230) or provoke debate. To better answer the question, we probably
need to break the frame before we can see something new. As noted earlier, the either-
or narrative about ICT imposes upon adults and youths a quandary, just as Appiah
(2008) argued:

The options are given in the description of the situation. We can call this
the package problem. In the real world, situations are not bundled together
with options. In the real world, the act of framing — the act of describing a
situation, and thus of determining that there’s a decision to make — is itself
a moral task. It’s often the moral task. Learning how to recognize what
is and isn’t an option is part of our ethical development. (pp. 196 - 197,

original italics)

That is to say, there is often a moral dimension in the framing or description of the
relationship between ICT and youths, particularly in the case of Internet cafés in China.
As such, “we have to love our technology enough to describe it accurately. And we have
to love ourselves enough to confront technology’s true effects on us” (Turkle, 2011,
p. 242). But to know both ICT and ourselves enough is never that straightforward and
it is always us who choose how things are framed according to what we assume they

are or should be (p. 291, my own italics).

In the digital world, for example, we often assume that “more” has become today’s social
mores and “fast” a social fact — people always want more and want them to come fast,
more airtime and instant delivery for instance. But, is what we think we want from
technology what we really want to get from it? For the time being, we assume that, for
example, to be connected anytime and anywhere is what we want from the Internet,
regardless of whom we want to be connected with. But the truth of that connection is
often that we want to be connected with those we really care (Turkle, 2011, p. 284) —
with people to whom we can turn when in trouble, and with whom we are willing to
share moments of rapture. As we grow up, we also assume that ICT are grown-up and
in their maturity. But we are still at the beginning of things, and there is still room for
corrections and a need to shape how they develop next — to make them serve human

purposes (p. 294). That said, how should we regulate youth interaction with ICT then?

Interestingly, some academics attribute the dilemmas that many adults face in regu-

lating their children’s access to and use of ICT to the limitations of public policies
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regarding new media and communications. They argue that Western governments have
de-regulated the industry and adopted a “lighter-touch” policy pertaining to the Internet
(Montgomery, 2007). As such, the policies have devolved “the regulation of children’s
access and use onto parents” (Livingstone & Bober, 2006, pp. 96 - 97). Tripp also
supported the policy-as-a-problem view by arguing that the parents they interviewed
were put in a difficult position to restrict their children’s access to and use of ICT (2011,
p. 564). I find it hard to subscribe to such a view because China is largely viewed as
a country where media and communications industry is highly regulated by the gov-
ernment (Liu, 2011; Zittrain & Edelman, 2003), yet adults in high schools adopt
an even more restrictive approach to monitor students’ use of the Internet and mobile
phones than do many of their Western counterparts. And they often do that as if it
is “a response to an external threat,” rather than an “occasion for relationship work”
(Livingstone & Bober, 2006).

Had Western governments played a bigger role in regulating the virtual world, would
parents leave their children unsupervised? Probably not, they might just do exactly the
same. However, the Chinese government’s attitudes towards ICT, though ambivalent,
is charged with political interpretations (G. Yang, 2009). On the one hand, they view
technology as a symbol of modernisation and a means for development. On the other
hand, the Internet provides a space which the government views as non-conductive to
the Party’s ideological framework. As such, they have waged effective campaigns, such
as the “Great Firewall of China,” to regulate cyberspace (Golub & Lingley, 2008, p. 4)
in a hope to protect young people from “pernicious information,” namely, pornography,
violence, superstition and anti-government discourses (Liu, 2011, p. 18). Interestingly,
such ambivalent attitudes are strikingly similar to those held by Western societies in
history — people on the one hand celebrated the opportunities telephone presented; but
on the other, they lamented the technology’s capacity to disrupt intimate relationships

and unsettle established social hierarchies (Buckingham, 2008, p. 11).

Yet it is hard to judge if it is the Chinese government that has dominated the virtual
space. Many adults, like those in the West, seem to have adopted the same ambiva-
lent attitudes that “veer between moral panics about the dangers of new media and an
exaggerated romanticism about their liberating potential” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 5) —
they fantasise ICT as a means for personal development and social mobility, but at the
same time, they regard them as antithetical to academic performance that matters so

much to millions that there is hardly any space for technology in “proper” learning. But
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still, many high school students in China can find ways to subvert school regulation and
parental control in order to, say, spend some time in wangba — to escape temporarily
from daily pressure and adult supervision (Liu, 2011, p. 8). Once they are connected

in cyberspace, a new way of socialising with the world emerges.

As such, by imposing restrictions on students’ access to ICT, we are actually, accord-
ing to boyd, creating a participation divide in the information society between adults
and teenagers (2008, p. 137), and between students in different schools with different
policies regarding ICT access and use by students. After all, teens need to learn about
the social world through trial and error, and through action rather than theory. The
roles educators and parents have to play should be their guides, rather than policemen.
Since students need access to both real and virtual worlds in order to mature in the
215% century, it might be better if educators learn how to help them navigate through
the virtual as well as the real (2008, p. 138).

It thus follows that students should be allowed, if not encouraged, to engage with ICT
rather than kept at bay, for sooner or later, they will have to face the real world and
socialise with others. For the time being, high schools in China normally require their
students to study in class from dawn to dusk during weekdays and students’ lives are
highly structured. Probably unlike their counterparts in America, where teenagers “are
simultaneously idealized and demonized; adults fear them but they also seek to protect
them” (boyd, 2008, p. 135), Chinese high school students are, by and large, better
controlled and/or protected — most are not allowed to leave their campus throughout
the week. They are isolated from the outside world by walls and CCTVs. However, as
in America, such restrictions are deemed necessary to prevent troubles from their own

mistakes or to protect them from the risks of society.

Since making mistakes is simply a part of teenagers’ growing up, and in many cases, it
is an important part, limiting their access to the Internet and banning mobile phone use
on campus thus further segregate them from the outside or adult world, not to mention
the aforementioned psychosocial and developmental benefits that teenagers can possibly
take advantage of in the virtual world. It is true that students can participate through
peer socialisation (boyd, 2008, p. 136), but that can be fundamentally different from
socialising with other age groups and in non-school environments, for norms change
from generation to generation and cultures vary from place to place. Given the crucial

role the College Entrance Examination (Gaokao) plays in the lives of Chinese high
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school students, it is unlikely to see much change, at least in the near future, in various
constraints schools often impose upon their students. However, adolescent engagement
with ICT will change how they interact with others in and out of their schools. It is
thus necessary to understand how, why, and how much they access and use ICT so that
schools could utilise the knowledge to create a better environment where their students

can live more happily, learn better, and develop more healthily.
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Chapter 2

Technology in Society

2.1 Tools of empowerment or sources of inequality?

In Chapter 1, the thesis argued that the generalisations about young people and ICT
have enjoyed much popularity, for they represent a reassuring story that the public
want to hear and technology enthusiasts want to tell (Turkle, 2011, p. 18). However,
it is worth noting that the heroic discourses do not tell the full story and little aca-
demic research actually support those generational claims (Buckingham, 2005, p. 12;
Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008; Helsper & Eynon, 2009, p. 3). In fact, a growing
number of studies have revealed that significant differences exist among students in
how, how much, and why they engage with ICT. Therefore, any uncritical approach to
the relation between ICT and education is an “ahistorical” way to speculate what will
happen and ignores the fate of some previous and present technologies in education,
or the disjuncture between the “state-of-the-art” and the “state-of-the-actual” (Selwyn,
2011a, p. 38) — they delivered only a fraction of what they had promised since the
1960s and the use of ICT varied dramatically from school to school, subject to subject,
and grade to grade (Selwyn, 2007, pp. 31 - 33).

Although students today, noted Rebecca Eynon, have a proportionally higher level
of access to new technologies than their elder generations had when they were young
(2010), and there are some truths in the aforementioned narratives about today’s youths
(Helsper & Eynon, 2009; Ito et al., 2010), it is questionable whether those ICT-
empowered “cyberkids” are the majority or typical of their generation (Buckingham,
2005, p. 12). While it is rather difficult to answer this question, studies after studies

have reported that not all students are equally competent in reaping the benefits from
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using ICT and in avoiding potential ICT-related risks (Jung, Qiu, & Kim, 2001; Liv-
ingstone & Bober, 2006, p. 107; Zhao, Lu, Huang, & Wang, 2010). We may call some
of the teenagers today “Digital Natives” in terms of the core operational skills they have
to exhibit (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2011), but their detailed experiences in cyberspace
vary considerably (Hargittai & Litt, 2011, p. 832), and the effectiveness in use of ICT
is shaped to a great extent by their socio-demographic profiles (DiMaggio, Hargittai,
Celeste, & Shafer, 2004; Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008; Livingstone & Helsper, 2007;
Qiu, 2009; van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2008).

While many believe that computers and the Internet are tools of empowerment and
they can help remedy social problems such as inequality and inequity in education, oth-
ers argue that ICT might have, if anything, amplified those problems (Selwyn, 1999,
p. 78). The relationship between ICT and society is thus complicated. In order to
better understand such a relationship, it is important to focus on specific technologies,
which refer to computers, the Internet, and mobile phones in the study, and a particular
type of society, which is schools in this case. In the examination of such a relationship,
it is also vital to recognise, as Helsper and Eynon (2009, p. 16) warned, even the use
of those catchy terms such as Digital Natives has negative impacts on the interaction
between students and adults, for the labels themselves reflect the views and values of a
demographic for whom ICT are largely new and transformative, not necessarily those
of the young today. In other words, the terms are “exonyms” often used by outsiders
(adults in the study) to refer to insiders rather than “endonyms” usually adopted by
insiders (students in the study) to refer to themselves (Herring, 2008, p. 78).

Despite the above caveats, ICT proffer an appropriate lens through which we can inves-
tigate not only the technological and educational, but also the social, political, cultural,
and economic mechanisms functioning in the schools. In the words of Neil Selwyn,
digital technology is “an ideal focus” of ongoing sociological examination of schools and
schooling (2011a, p. 9). Since most high schools in China adopt a restrictive approach
to their students’ access to and use of ICT, they provide an excellent intersection where
a range of social issues in relation to power, control and (in)equality can be studied. In
that regard, cyberspace thus “bring|s| philosophy down to earth” (Turkle, 2007, p. 8)
— when I focus on ICT as “evocative objects,” I meet not just sociologists and anthro-

pologists, but psychologists, philosophers, economists, and educationalists as well.
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2.2 Problems of essentialisation

Besides the differences within generations, one other problem associated with the digital
native claims is that they assume there is one set of skills out there that somehow define
today’s youths as natives in digital tribes. That is to say, if a student can use a tech-
nology without any difficulty, we can label her a native. If this were true, then adults
who have acquired the skills should also be called natives, which seems to contradict
with Prensky’s statement about digital immigrants that they are always behind and
never likely to reach the fluency so naturally developed by the natives (2001). As such,
the digital native claims are “at best misleading” and should “be abandoned in both
popular and scientific writing” (Jones, 2010, p. 366). But the problem also lies in the
fact that, as Professor Steven Higgins of Durham University (personal communication,
2011) questioned, there are different sets of skills young people today have to display.
For instance, a boy is a very competent player of computer games, but seriously strug-
gles with online content creation and rarely visits a specific social network site. Whereas
a girl could be exactly the opposite — she dislikes computer games, but loves chatting

online and writing blogs. Here arises the question: are they both digital natives?

Indeed, young people today engage with a variety of technologies and even one piece
of technology, say the Internet, can demand very different sets of skills for a user to
be considered skilled. Therefore, terms like Digital Native sound all-encompassing and
assume “universal know-how, and comfort with, and usage of all facets of digital me-
dia” (Hargittai & Litt, 2011, p. 838), which in turn renders them vague and unable
to capture reality. In that regard, Buckingham (2005) was right in pointing out that
the digital native discourse belies the difficulties and frustrations young people often
encounter in cyberspace (p. 26) and reveals “an attempt to construct an object of which
it purports to speak” (2008, p. 15) — just as any other form of marketing rhetoric, the
discourse is not a description of what today’s youths really are, but a depiction or ro-

manticisation of what they should be like.

Moreover, the discourse that depicts the young as autonomous and skilful overlooks
the fact that today’s youths “are being aggressively targeted as consumers: Their ex-
periences of new media are framed and defined by broader social and economic forces
that they do not control, or even necessarily understand” (Buckingham, 2005, p. 26).
By quoting Hawisher and Selfe (1998, p. 3), Livingstone (2009) also noted the power

and money at stake: “Vying for position ...are not only educators but also publishers,
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commercial hardware and software producers, parents, governments, and the telecom-
munications players of the corporate world” (p. 87). This point was testified in my 2010
experience as a researcher in a high school in Beijing where I was questioned whether
my research had any commercial intention. Recalling the school’s response prior to my
research and the ads targeting students throughout the City, I could conclude that the
same students I wanted in the study had been commercially approached for profits —
no wonder adults and students in big cities like Beijing and Shenzhen were on the alert

for various forms of commercial penetration to their schools.

Higgins’ point above also implies that there is no such a coherence or essence about dig-
ital natives out there; or according to the logic of Zhu Xi (1130 - 1200), a Neo-Confucian
philosopher in China’s Southern Song Dynasty (1126 - 1279), we are unable to identify
the principle or essence (L:) underlying all digital natives through the investigation of
those individuals in cyberspace (Theodore de Bary & Bloom, 1999, pp. 697 - 701).
In other words, we are unable to find the Digital Native that is a kind of reality in
various behaviours of today’s youths, and that shapes the latter and is shaped by them
(Feenberg, 2000, p. 447). That is also to say, to “reify”* or “thingify” digital natives is
impossible, nor is it becoming to treat a digital native as a reality out there that has “a
homogeneous, undifferentiated character” (Chandler, 1995). If we agree that “technol-
ogy” refers to both material devices and “the practices and knowledge related to them
and the social arrangements that form around those devices, practices and knowledge”
(Lievrouw, 2006, p. 246), then the anti-essentialist approach can treat both ICT and
various narratives about digital natives as texts, which are “interpretatively flexible
throughout all stages of development (being written) and use (being read)” (Selwyn,

2003, p. 111, my own interpretation and italics).

Now suppose the essence, if any, of digital natives and the observable phenomena sur-
rounding them is obvious and clear, how do the two relate to each other in the digital
age then? It appears that there is first an identifiable thing or person that is the
essence of digital natives; otherwise, it would be impossible for people to have various
descriptions and arguments about today’s youths, which, in Canadian Philosopher of

Technology Andrew Feenberg’s words, are a “human making” (2003c, p. 3). If true, the

* According to Berger and Luckmann (1967, p. 89), reification refers to the association of human
phenomena with objects of the natural world, or the viewing of man-made artefacts as if there were
something other than human products, such as the laws of nature. It implies that humans have forgotten
their own authorship of what they made. In effect, the reified world is a dehumanised world (cited in
Ling, 2012, p. 178).
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logic is then contrary to the idea of ancient Greeks that man-made artefacts come first
as ideas, which then influence their existence through human intervention. In any case,
it suggests that the essence of digital natives and the phenomena we can observe are
two independent realities. If the essence comes before the phenomena, and the latter
exist purely according to plans and for purposes defined by the former, we should be
able to control, at least to a certain degree, how students interact with their ICT so as

to avoid the aforementioned risks.

But the reality is that students and adults alike often complain that the risks associated
with adolescent use of ICT result from the “evil” technology, suggesting there are evil
purposes embedded with ICT and that the phenomena are shaped by certain essence
of technology. That being true, many designers of technology would most likely reject
the idea — they would argue that intentions of technological designs are good and tech-
nological plans are not aiming to harm people. Therefore, it is probably the “detour”
that has changed the designers’ intentions — the technological black box has betrayed
those good intentions (Latour & Venn, 2002). That is to say, the development and
use of ICT do not necessarily follow a particular path, like “an arrow seeking its target”
(Feenberg, 2003a, p. 79). Instead, the process is like a tree branching out in many
directions, and the final “right” direction might not develop within the competence of
technology designers, or the control of ICT users, or it may never be possibly inscribed
in the nature, essence, or Li of ICT (Feenberg, 1992, p. 308).

To illustrate the above point further, let’s take as examples printing technology and the
emergence of the Internet. Postman pointed out that Guttenberg’s printing technology
was initially designed to disseminate bibles, but it ended up spreading secular books
(cited in Kritt & Winegar, 2007, p. 5). In the case of the Internet, reportedly it was the
users who had determined the direction of its development — they did not take the de-
vice as a given, but reoriented engineers and system administrators towards the popular
ends of communication and entertainment; and in fact, Internet users around the world
are continuing changing our concepts of the Internet in unexpected ways (Feenberg,
2003b, pp. 3 - 4).

The two cases above suggest that technology development and implementation do not
always follow pre-determined courses. Instead, they often advance through complex in-
teractions and negotiations within specific social and economic contexts (Selwyn, 2011a,

p. 41; Williams, 1974), and the potential of technology is not limitless and their conse-
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quences are not inevitable. This is called the Social Construction of Technology (SCT),
where ICT are “conceived of culturally and socially situated artefacts and systems, then
[and| there is nothing inevitable about the way they evolve and are used” (Wajcman,
2008, p. 67). Such a theoretical stance therefore views technology as flexible both in
design and in interpretation, and maintains that different social groups attach different
meanings and interpretations to a technology in question (Bijker & Law, 1992; Pinch
& Bijker, 1984). Those relevant groups, according to the theoretical view, consist of not
only designers, but also policy makers, news producers, users, owners, operators, and

so on* — groups often with diverging or even conflicting interests (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 45).

According to the SCT, users like students should be able to change the ends by changing
the means (Latour & Venn, 2002, p. 252) in their interaction with ICT. But, in order
to help students avoid detrimental ends associated with ICT, parents and educators in
China often prevent them from using mobile phones on campus and visiting wangba

),

outside schools. As a result, students’ “subjugated knowledge” (Foucault’s idea, cited
in Feenberg, 2003b, p. 5) about ICT, gained through limited usage and practice, has
little, if at all, chance to effect any significant change towards good ends. That is to say,
students in the study are not able to act like a lay public in America who successfully

changed the status of Chinese medicine in a new country (Feenberg, 2003b, pp. 5 - 6).

2.3 Human values in technology development

2.3.1 The retreat of wangba

Once adult regulation occurs with adolescent interaction with ICT, technologies become
embedded with human values, which first shape the ways in which ICT are developed
before people put technologies in their appropriate places in human societies (Turkle,
2011, p. 19). To illustrate this point, let’s see how wangba are being used and viewed in
China. Today, wangba are gradually retreating from well connected and well developed
areas to places where they can survive (Qiu, 2009). This retreat partly results from
the fact that home access to computers is less common in less developed regions, where
wangba serve as public sites of shared access, just like those Jenna Burrell (2009, p. 187)
described in Africa. But in China, the retreat also stems from its public image as
“morally unsuitable public places” (Golub & Lingley, 2008, p. 4). In one academic

paper for instance, they are described as below:

* See Burrell (2010, p. 235) for the differences in users, owners, possessors, operators, and purchasers
of mobile phones in Africa.
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The environment at Web bars is troubling. Web bars are narrow, dark,
stuffy, and the air in them is foul. Fire-fighting installations in some Web
bars are crude and present serious safety hazards. Web bars provide their
habitués with a dissolute cultural atmosphere in which they can behave
without any inhibitions. A substantial number of the netizens at Web bars
are students, but undesirable young people from society also can be found.
Some Web bars sell various kinds of cigarettes and cigars, wines, soft drinks,
and snacks. Youngsters do as they please here, get in the bad habits of
smoking and drinking, and frequently create disturbances. All these things
have highly deleterious effects on youngsters’ physical and mental health.
(S. Yang, 2006, p. 73)

Following the deaths of twelve visitors in a fire of 2002, a series of reports attacking
wangba, such as the one quoted above, have created and constructed an Internet café for
many (and then ill-informed them), particularly those who never visited one before, as
an imagined public place that is often associated with murder, stealing, suicide, fighting,
etc.,* just as those news producers did in the USA (Herring, 2008, p. 81) and how ICT
were constructed as economic goods in the UK (Selwyn, 2007, p. 38).

The discourse against wangba in China, like those heroic narratives about digital natives,
is powerful and its deterministic tone has depicted the Internet as something out of
control and “an external force that impacts on ongoing family life, directly modifying
children’s behaviour” (Livingstone & Bober, 2006, p. 109) unless the state and adults
intervene, despite the fact that science and technology, in China as well as in America,
have been portrayed as something reassuring and as solutions to the world of problems
— “as other things go wrong, science will go right” (Turkle, 2011, p. 11). As a result,
wangba are imbued with meanings — to many, they are no longer a mystery, they are
“figured out” — as in Burrell’s words about Westerners, particularly American Whites,
in the minds of some Africans (2009, p. 195) — morally and mentally, and much is

presumed once the term is heard.

2.3.2 On an adult screen

Interestingly, what the discourse reflects in China is largely adult perspectives of the
Internet and it is embedded with “adult values and adult fears” (Herring, 2008, p. 75),

just as the skills of those digital natives have been exaggerated by some adults. The

* For more information about such reports, see Golub and Lingley (2008, p. 4)
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Chinese youths, however, do not necessarily buy the discourse, which makes its way
into the eyes and ears of the students either directly or through adults. They often
have their own interpretations born of their own experiences, just as some of their
Western counterparts do (cf. Herring, 2008, p. 76). In their view, the Internet may
not be as dangerous as those news producers and adult commentators have described.
Unsurprisingly, many choose to reject adult “moral panics” about ICT and simply “do
whatever they are not supposed to” (p. 80), and to them, those adults who regard the
Internet as spiritual opium are “overly conservative and close minded” (Golub & Lingley,
2008, p. 13). For instance, one user of the Internet wrote online in response to Zhang’s

association of Internet games with opium in the Qing Dynasty as follows:

It’s because there are too many people like you that my family came to
misunderstand me ... Now they only have to see the appearance of the word
“Warcraft” and everything is off limits. As long as China has people like you
in it, it will never develop; it seems that people like you have forgotten how
the Qing Dynasty fell. (Liu, 2006, cited in Golub & Lingley, 2008, p. 13)

This computer game player clearly stood in sharp disagreement with the opium dis-
course and criticised the outcry and paranoia as misleading, for the Qing, according to
the player, collapsed precisely because it did not embrace technology (Golub & Lingley,
2008, p. 13). Unfortunately, as Herring noted, youth perspectives lack the financial
as well as institutional backing enjoyed by the mass media, and they have to operate
within a system that is defined and dominated by adults and their discourses (2008,
p. 76), which implies how youths behave and what they highlight about themselves
either in real or virtual space are still largely influenced by a society that “relies heav-
ily on acceptance and fitting in” and by a culture that substantially shapes what is
“cool” about being a student in high school (Stern, 2008, p.107). As a result, adult
negative narratives about the Internet have far-reaching impacts on youths in China,
and young people are not always impervious to, sometimes they do endorse, adult dis-
courses about ICT; in fact, they do take part in various forms of self-disciplining or
self-policing, which thus renders problematic those narratives that overemphasise youth

agency in cyberspace (Stern, 2008, p. 99).

As students monitor their own behaviours surrounding ICT, the very same technologies
as a form of empowerment (e.g., Benkler, 2006), or “self-actualization” (Buckingham,
2008, p. 10), become also another way of exerting disciplinary power over the young

(e.g., Foucault, 1990); and what appears to be an opportunity for self-building or
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“self-reflexivity” (Giddens, 1991) sometimes turns out to be a process of what Foucault
called “self-monitoring” or “self-surveillance” — students become their own policemen and
need to make sure that their behaviours in cyberspace conform to acceptable norms and
values of their communities; and cyberspace becomes in a sense something like Jeremy
Bentham’s panopticon, a wheel-like prison where inmates are made to believe that they
are always being watched by a prison guard on top of the hub (Turkle, 2011, p. 262) —
they automatically conform to the norms imposed by the observer. In Turkle’s words,
they “look at themselves through the eyes of the prison guard” (1995, p. 248), just as
students in schools often look at themselves through the eyes of their teachers. As such,
controlling in modern societies does not always have to stem from the presence of brute
force. As students learn how to monitor themselves, “discourse substitutes and does a
more effective job” (Turkle, 1995, p. 247), for force, argued Foucault, can hardly reach

evenly to all individuals.

The panopticon metaphor applies quite well to students’ use of wangba in China, for
many students visiting wangba often do that either in line or in conflict with parental
expectations or school norms (Liu, 2011, p. 9). For example, spending too much time
in wangba™® often makes a “good” student (or feel) “bad.” Those weak-willed addicts are
generally viewed as lacking of moral education from both parents and teachers (Liu,
2011, p. 14), and the “good” students who occasionally do have some free time to visit
the place may not be able to enjoy their time there without a sense of degradation.
However, those who visit wangba just to relax are “better” than the ones who indulge
themselves in playing games for days and nights and forget about their studies and
the expectations of their parents and teachers, but somehow “worse” than those who
can suppress their desires now and do the “proper thing” (Golub & Lingley, 2008,
p. 13). The “proper thing” for “good students” in Chinese high schools is to focus on
the preparation of the Gaokao, an extremely successful mechanism designed to recruit
talents for higher education while deeply stratifying the Chinese population and leaving
great implications for life opportunities of millions of Chinese youths (Liu, 2011, p. 16).

2.3.3 The social construction of youth interaction with ICT

As reasoned in Section 2.3.2, technological development and appropriation are not de-
terministically fixed by its internal laws; they depend on a variety of factors and actors

such as socioeconomic conditions, experts, users, officials, and so on (Feenberg, 2003b,

* Or pao wangba in Chinese, literally meaning frittering away time by immersing oneself in an Internet
café (Golub & Lingley, 2008, p. 12)
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p. 4). In Feenberg’s words, it is not the technological laws alone that shape what tech-
nology is. It is “over-determined by both technical and social factors” (1992, p. 307),
for technology is not outside of our society, it is an indispensable part of it (MacKen-
zie & Wajcman, 1999). Students’ use of wangba in the above mentioned section also
suggests that those teenagers are “pressured” users of ICT, and they engage or refuse
to engage with their studies as well as new technologies in “pragmatic and strategic
ways” — their interaction with ICT must be viewed against the “consequential validity”
of the “high stakes” Gaokao, and the roles, if at all, ICT play in the students’ lives
must be peripheral (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 109). However, not all students are compli-
ant with school regulations and policies, and “technological developments have meant
that both the capacity to carry out surveillance and the potential for resistance have
grown” (Hope, 2005, p. 360), which suggests ICT also offer alternative means for strug-
gle and resistance (Selwyn, 201la, p. 112), and students’ use of ICT thus equates
to the tactics often employed through daily routines by those who are powerless and
under control, just as de Carteau put: the powerful are “cumbersome, unimaginative

and over-organised,” while the powerless are “creative, nimble and flexible” (1984, p. 29).

Since technology is a social object, it is subject to human interpretations. To a certain
degree, we can argue that technology is “what we make with words” (Chandler, 1995)
— what constitutes appropriate use varies from society to society. It is therefore not
surprising to see, in the Chinese case of Section 2.3.2, students adjust their relationship
with ICT according to certain accepted norms and practices. When their behaviours
in relation to ICT are socially “acceptable,” they are regarded as ‘“rational, responsible
and mature” users (Liu, 2011, p. 17). Otherwise, they are subject to moral or physical
regulations. That is also to say, “what technology is for and what it can do” are inter-
pretatively flexible (Grint & Woolgar, 1997, p. 70), just like the Great Wall in China,
its meanings are so fluid that they vary across time and perspectives. For instance, in
the early 20" century, it represented one of the greatest engineering accomplishments in
Chinese history to the nationalist Sun Yat-Sen, Father of China. Mao Zedong regarded
it as a symbol of national defence in modern China. Lu Xun, the great author of the

)

1920s and 1930s, described it as “a wonder and a curse,” representing “everything bad
about Chinese culture” (Hessler, 2010, p. 141). To the Japanese invaders during the
Second World War, photographs of Japanese soldiers beside the Wall reinforced their
claim of Chinese territory. To foreign writers such as Jorge Luis Borges and Franz
Kafka, the Wall represented Chinese xenophobia, for in their view, the Chinese treat

the Wall as the evidence of their cultural greatness. To the Chinese government today,
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the Great Wall can even be utilised to promote multi-ethnic unity, for it is “more like a

river rather than a barrier” (p. 142).

As such, a more progressive analysis of young people and ICT must highlight students’
roles in their negotiation of various rules regarding ICT access and use within their home
and school contexts (Selwyn, 2011la, p. 110), and take into consideration those social,
cultural, and political factors that shape the sub-contexts within which technologies
are adopted and used (Selwyn, 1999, p. 79), for technology is as much integrated into
social systems as any other human undertakings (Bromley, 1997, p. 53) and ICT are
part of and influenced by school contexts (Selwyn, 1999, p. 79). In other words, ICT
are not “a set of neutral, benign, and homogenous artefacts” (Selwyn, 2007, p. 36) —
they are socially constructed in the sense that different stakeholders such as designers,
users, policy makers, and so on create, negotiate, and attach differing and occasionally
conflicting forms, meanings, and uses to the technology (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003,
p. 24).

Therefore, critical analyses of the discourses and policies surrounding technology can
help provide a more insightful understanding about ICT and youths than is possible
through the study of individual or institutional process alone, for such an approach
reveals the power structures that often shape the nature of ICT even before they reach
school gates (Selwyn, 2007, p. 36). Put in another way, what defines technology must
lie in both hermeneutically interpretable meanings and technically explainable functions
(Feenberg, 1992, p. 307). Since what technology is for the groups (e.g., adults in the
study) that define its fate determines what it becomes as it is used or abandoned, it
is necessary to study the broader contexts within which relevant groups (e.g., both
adults and students in the study) reside (Feenberg, 1992, p. 309) and look beyond
classrooms and school gates for variables that have played subtle yet significant roles in
(mis)constructing what ICT are and what they do for and to students (Selwyn, 2007,

p. 32, my own italics).

2.4 Challenging technological determinism

Treating ICT as texts and studying technology in its social contexts clearly challenge
technological determinism, which imbues ICT with inherent qualities that follow “in-
evitable” courses and “impact” on students and educators alike for worse or better in

all contexts (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 41). It also asserts that “technology dominates society

31



2. Technology in Society Z.M. XIAO

and transforms its values” (Feenberg, 2003a, p. 74) or “technology determines history”
(Williams, 1994, p. 218) — technologies are the primary causes of social change and
they are the foundation of society, as they were and will be (Chandler, 1995). In short,
technological determinism views new technologies as external forces that are capable of
changing society at many levels — they affect how institutions operate and individuals
act and interact. For instance, Karl Marx noted that “the windmill gives you society
with the feudal lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist” (Chandler,
1995, n.p.). Today, technological determinists tend to assert that, for instance, video
games cause violence; the Internet improves learning (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 41, original
italics), shrinks the world, and undermines national boundaries (p. 42, my own italitcs);

or wangba ruin the lives of Chinese youths.

ICT constructed under the deterministic framework thus have psychosocial effects, ir-
respective of how and where they are used. Not surprisingly, learning is sometimes

7* and “knowl-

equated with access to information and, notions of “information society
edge economy” are utilised to justify growing presence of ICT in schools (Buckingham,
2008, p. 12). It seems that human factors and social arrangements to technological
determinists are only secondary. Technologies therefore function autonomously and are
“influencing society yet beyond the influence of society” (Buckingham, 2007, p. 74).
Technological change, as determinist notion implies, is never a part of broader social
and historical developments (Buckingham, 2008, p. 10) and it can be explained without
much reference to human society. The social dimension of it, according to technological
determinism, is thus represented only through the purposes it serves, but the purposes
are always in the minds of its beholders. To technological determinists, technology is
pretty much like science and mathematics, which are by nature independent of the social
world (Feenberg, 1992, p. 304) and emerge from a value-free process of research and
development “rather than from the interplay of complex social, economic, and political
forces” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 11).

Unfortunately, technological determinism is flawed in at least the following ways. First,
it stresses causality and looks for cause and effect relations. But in the study of youth

digital experiences, it is often difficult, if not impossible, to differentiate the two. For

* According to Manuel Castells, the information society is a new mode of development where “the
source of productivity lies in the technology of knowledge generation, information processing, and sym-
bolic communication” (1996, p. 16). It is thus a society where ICT are playing increasingly significant
roles in more and more aspects of economy and individual life and the level and quality of access to
them often determine if and how much one is marginalised or included (Warschauer, 2003c, p. 12).
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example, students from well-to-do backgrounds have better access to ICT and perform
better in certain subjects. Can one make the conclusion that better access to technology
leads to better academic results? It might be possible that students’ better academic
performances make their parents happy and encourage them to purchase ICT for the
students as rewards, which in turn empower or enlighten the students in myriad ways.
In that case, which is the cause or effect? It is certainly not a “billiard ball model of
change” (Chandler, 1995).

However, it is worth noting that this overt notion of cause-and-effect or “hard” or
“strong” determinism has now been disavowed by many who study technology and
society, and an alternative approach called “soft” or “diluted” determinism has been
utilised to analyse the “influence” or “bearing” of technology (Selwyn, 2011la, pp. 41 -
42). For instance, instead of saying ICT improve learning and teaching, soft techno-
logical determinists would contend ICT help improve learning — they acknowledge the
influence of non-technological factors in education, but typically view those contextual
elements as constraining barriers and recommend the removal or minimisation of their
effects so that the benefits of technology could be better achieved (p. 42, original italic).
However, those harbouring such views are still technological determinists, and to them,
devices and machines still look like things “out there” that have the capability to invade
life (Nye, 2006, p. ix; see also Turkle, 2011), just as Shirky (2008) reasoned:

Our control over tools is much more like steering a kayak. We are being
pushed rapidly down a route largely determined by the technological envi-
ronment. We have a small degree of control over the spread of these tools,
but that control does not extend to being able to reverse, or even radically

alter, the direction we're moving in. (p. 307)

Second, a technologically deterministic view involves sociological reductionism, which
“reduces the normative and qualitative richness” of the social world (Feenberg, 2003a,
p. 74). Also, reductionism often separates things into different parts — one part is as-
sumed to affect another in a linear fashion and interpretations are usually made “from
the parts to the whole” (Chandler, 1995). But relations in cyberspace are usually
much more complex — they can be non-directional or multi-directional (Feenberg, 1992,
p. 304) and the whole can be bigger than the sum of parts, particularly when the pro-
cess is rich in meanings and purposes. Therefore, holism is perhaps a better approach
than reductionism, for it helps one tap into complex pictures. As one shall see later,

ICT are not merely tools in the study, and they reflect sociocultural values. To study
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technology well thus calls for a holistic approach that investigates not only broader
socioeconomic contexts within which ICT situate, but also bottom-level meanings that

users and non-users alike often pour into access and use.

However, human objects often engender significant sociocultural ramifications. For in-
stance, Anthropologist Julie Archambault found that many young men and women in
Mozambique fought with their partners “because of the phone,” for a phone can be
“uplifting” and empowering, but at the same time, it often triggers intimate conflicts.
In that respect, a phone is no longer just a device for communication, but something
that can feed suspicion and spark fighting through incriminating texts and voice calls —
a phone becomes a “necessary evil,” for it allows one to know things that she may not
want to know (2011, p. 453). Reductionism is useful and necessary to build theories in
the natural sciences, but it oversimplifies social phenomena when we isolate technology
from its social context and view it as a single primary determinant. After all, ICT as
well as the information they convey are relational (Burrell, 2008) rather than intrinsi-
cally beneficial (Castells, 2000).

Third, technological determinism places technology at the centre of its analysis, as
if everything can be explained in terms of technology. This techno-centric approach
therefore runs the risk of reducing humans into Homo Faber — simple tool-makers and
tool-users (Chandler, 1995). But even in antiquity, our ancestors attached significant
meanings to the tools they chose to use. For instance, kings in China’s Shang Dynasty
(1600 - 1050 B.C.) communicated with their ancestors through sacrificial rituals and
divinations. Precious objects such as jade and cowry were buried in Neolithic tombs
and oracle bones were used to make predictions and record what actually happened
after divinations — by hearing the crack of a heated turtle shell, diviners were able to
make interpretations of the messages supposedly sent by the dead. Through divination,
kings were able to make decisions on what to sacrifice and in what quantity, or whether
there would be a disaster or should they go to war or not. Through the process, the
turtle shell was no longer an ordinary piece of bone; it was believed to be able to make
the connection between the living and the dead, to justify a war and legitimise the rule
of a king, for only a king, often the head of a lineage, was able to communicate with

those spiritual forces and above all, Heaven (Ebrey, 2010, p. 21).

Likewise, ICT in schools can also be rich in meanings. They are probably not simply a

means to achieve students’ subjective ends; instead, they can, or at least are believed
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to be able to, undermine school values and at times leave students prey to risks such as
addiction and pornography (Buckingham, 2008, p. 11). By banning access to wangba
and the use of mobile phones on campus, educators in China are implying that ICT are
autonomous in that they develop according to their own laws (Feenberg, 2003c, p. 6)
and students of even high school age cannot control them. While adults can control
them by simply removing them from students’ daily lives, they essentially accentuate or
at least acknowledge technology’s autonomous power over students. As such, banning
ICT on campus is tantamount to imposing a negative deterministic view of technology
— once engaged with ICT, students would be at risk and “proper” learning and teach-
ing disrupted. This contrasts with the positive deterministic view of technology where
ICT are regarded as a driving force in the history of education — they affect teachers
as well as students and shape schools to meet the requirements of efficiency, progress,
and modernity; they offer immense resources for enlightenment (Benkler, 2006) and
possess the potential to liberate students as well as teachers from narrowly defined ways

of learning and teaching (Buckingham, 2008, p. 11).

This positive view was and still is emphasised in certain cases (Selwyn, 2011a), and
people believe that, just as cars have extended our feet, ICT have the capacity to
extend our eyes and brains. Consequently, positive technological determinists argue that
we must embrace and adapt to technology, for instance, the industry-led educational
policy of the 1980s in Britain witnessed a large-scale “insertion” rather than “integration”
(Barto, 1996) of micro-computers into schools (Selwyn, 1999, p. 80). However, in many
Chinese high schools, ICT are normally associated with the negative deterministic view

— the Internet and mobile phones shall not enter high school classrooms.

2.5 ICT as texts and instruments

While technological determinism is problematic in many ways, so is its opposing theory
of viewing technology as texts shaped by existing social relations and influenced by so-
cial norms and values. For the convenience of argument, let’s call the opposing theory
social constructionism. To people holding such a view, technology has no inherent qual-
ities, cannot determine anything, and is open to human interpretation (Selwyn, 2011a,
p. 43). This anti-essentialist approach thus sees technology as “simply a matter of what
people choose to make of it” (Buckingham, 2008, p. 12) and the product of human in-
terpretative work — “some more persuasive and influential than others” (Selwyn, 2011a,

p. 43). But ICT are not “completely open to any reading by any person at any time”
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(Selwyn, 2011a, p. 44, original italics), notwithstanding our desire to control the tools
we use and downplay the power of ICT — to many, it is just anathema to argue that

our tools have their own ends and are now in their control of us (Carr, 2010, 46).

It may be an overstatement to say that ICT are autonomous, but is it true that tech-
nology has no properties of its own? While most people today, noted Nicholas Carr,
view technology as neutral instruments “entirely subservient to the conscious wishes of
their users” (2010, p. 46) and, students and schools do make their own decisions on
whether or not to use ICT at any given time, it is not convincing to argue that we
as a generation have chosen (as opposed to what we might have chosen otherwise) to
use what Carr dubbed “intellectual technologies” (p. 44) such as computers and the
Internet. It is even more difficult to say that we have chosen the side effects or risks
of ICT as described earlier, which were often unintended or even impossible to control.
In that regard, argued Carr, the view that technology is autonomous begins to make
sense, or at least, its progress has its own logic, which does not always converge with
human intentions — “Sometimes our tools do what we tell them to. Other times, we

adapt ourselves to our tools’ requirements” (p. 47).

As reasoned above, technology may have some autonomous laws that operate indepen-
dently, just as our economy did over a century ago — its laws were initially regarded as
uncontrollable. But today, we can develop democratic institutions to change its course,
at least to a certain degree. That said, can we develop appropriate institutions in edu-
cation as well so as to exert effective control over ICT? If the answer is yes, many would
probably agree, then ICT are controllable. But any kind of human control involves a
choice of one value over another. Through the process of human control, ICT will cease
to be neutral instruments, for they frame a way of life in society and a way of learning
in school (Feenberg, 2000, p. 446).

But how does that control frame a way of life or learning? To answer this question, the
following case might help unravel the logic. For instance, people often argue that “guns
don’t kill people, people kill people” (Feenberg, 2003c, p. 10), but a society with people
armed with guns is essentially different from a disarmed one. Therefore, choosing which
society to live in involves, at a moral level, a choice of value that is embedded in the

preferred framework of life.

Back to the case of ICT in schools, some instrumentalists may argue: “The Internet is
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just a tool. You should not let the tool control you. Rather, you must control the tool”
(Liu, 2011, p. 4). But when one decides on how to control the tool, in the same vein,
she is imposing a cultural or moral meaning upon the tool. Therefore, encouraging or
banning adolescent interaction with ICT frames a way of life and learning, which varies
from school to school and region to region. In that respect, I concur with Feenberg that
technology is an environment within which a preferred way of learning is elaborated,
a way of learning with specific modes of pedagogy, assessment, norms, virtues, so on
and so forth (1992, p. 309). As such, he was not wrong in arguing that “technology is
a social phenomenon through and through, no more and no less significant than any

other social phenomenon” (2003a, p. 74).

That said, what is then the right, if any, relation between society and technology? For
the time being, a “dialectical approach” (Williams, 1974) or a “theoretical middle way”
(Hutchby, 2001) seems to be the way out, for it views technology as both socially
shaping and socially shaped in both “enabling and constraining ways” (Selwyn, 2011a,
p. 44). In other words, the consequences of technology are partly influenced by its
users, but it also possesses inherent constraints and affordances™ that were built into it
by designers, and those qualities in turn define how a device can be used, which is at the
same time shaped or interpreted, often to a large degree, by the interests of those who
produce and promote the technology (Buckingham, 2008, p. 12). Is this dialectical
approach appropriate in the study of young people and new media in China? How
can we “introduce elements of the social into explanations of the technical” (Rappert,
2003, p. 568) and avoid granting either the social or the technological an all-important
standing? How can one delve into the “micro-practices of everyday life” without losing
sight of the bigger picture — “the encompassing cultural and societal structures” (Berker,
2006)?

2.6 The value of a critical approach

It is worth noting that taking a critical approach to the above mentioned theoretical
frameworks regarding technology in society is not to deny the enlightening and empow-
ering aspects of technology and the differences today’s youths have to display, neither
does it support technological pessimism or promote anti-technology perspectives (see

also Selwyn, 2011a, p. 51). Instead, it calls us to think twice about what technology

* They refer to “functional and relational aspects which frame, while not determining, the possibilities
for agentic action in relation to an object” (Hutchby, 2001, p. 444).
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“disrupts or diminishes” and to drop those unbending views such as the optimism that
ICT can solve most social problems (Turkle, 2011, p. 283). Furthermore, taking a
critical approach does not mean there is only one “correct” way to examine the relation
between ICT and schooling (p. 49), nor does it mean one theory is right or others wrong
— it is more about whether a social theory regarding technology in society is appropriate
to study, at different levels, both technological and social aspects of the phenomenon
in different Chinese high schools, and if it offers a timely corrective to the long-held
view that ICT such as wangba are closed black boxes with consequences beyond control

unless they are crudely removed from youth daily lives (p. 52).

In education, questioning what ICT can achieve does not mean we should let go of
their hope — it is undeniable that the Internet has profoundly improved efficiency in the
spreading of information and sharing of valuable resources, and it has enabled new ways
of collaboration across time and space as we please, and above all, students do find it
increasingly important and research does show that “some uses, under some conditions,
are associated with improved test scores measuring standard educational outcomes”
(Livingstone, 2009, p. 89), not to mention the fact that there are ongoing reconfigu-
rations of pre-existing activities in schools and more and more youths are finding new
opportunities of learning associated with ICT. The fundamental issue, as Livingstone
pointed out, lies in the successful embedding of ICT and the opportunities they have
to offer “within the formal structures of the school and the curriculum, for the benefit
of all children” (2009, p. 90).

A critical approach is vital because conventional theories regarding technology in school-
ing have their limitations, for instance, the technologically deterministic view as reflected
in the heroic narratives about digital natives overlook the cultural factors that might
have created barriers — often in the form of regulations and restrictions — that even
technologically sophisticated users can hardly rise above (Hope, 2005), not to mention
the consequences those barriers have for students’ educational use of ICT. For exam-
ple, the supposedly tech-savvy students are likely to be disengaged or disaffected from
engaging with technology in schools (Garrison & Bromley, 2004), or they approach
ICT in highly conservative ways for learning (Voogt, Almekinders, van den Akker, &
Moonen, 2005; Wood, Mueller, Willoughby, Specht, & Deyoung, 2005), which might
be responsible for the doldrums ICT have often displayed in education for the past few
decades, despite technology’s outward appearance of being a high-profile element in

contemporary education (Selwyn, 2007, p. 34) and its association with modernity and
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progress.

Echoing the same point, Livingstone argued that daily practices and normative judge-
ments in education are actually shaping (and limiting) what ICT can achieve, for what’s
familiar is reproduced via ICT much more easily than is something new and novel. Un-
surprisingly, the view that ICT herald new ways of learning and teaching has witnessed,
as yet, little evidence mainly because of the influential yet conservative ways in which
schools still operate. For instance, ICT are often utilised to deliver pre-determined cur-
riculum rather than foster student-centred and creative forms of education (2009, pp. 88
- 89). Moreover, the celebratory narratives assume that, noted Livingstone, parents at-
titudinally share the same educational and technological vision for their children, and

they possess the material resources to realise it (2009, p. 64).

Finally, most claims about digital natives are based on data collected from the West.
Research into interactions between young people and new technologies elsewhere are
therefore increasingly important, particularly when ICT are permeating in developing
countries such as China (Castells, Fernandez-Ardevol, Qiu, & Sey, 2007), Jamaica
(Horst & Miller, 2006; Miller, 2006), Ghana (Burrell, 2008), Mozambique (Ar-
chambault, 2011), and India (Warschauer, 2003c) at breathtaking rates. While the
generalisations about digital natives in developed countries overlook the effects of so-
ciodemographic factors on access and use, it would be worthwhile to investigate the rela-
tionships between those factors and ICT appropriation and use in developing countries
such as China, where great social transformations are taking place with deep under-
currents of inequity that are plaguing many sectors of Chinese society today (Cartier,
Castells, & Qiu, 2005; Hessler, 2010; Murphy, 2008; Whyte, 2010b).
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Chapter 3

Mind the Gap

3.1 Contemplating the conceptualisation

The term “Digital Divide” was initially coined to describe the gap in access to com-
puters and the Internet along factors such as race, gender, age, income, and education.
The term drew attention from a wider public (Gorski, 2005; Mossberger, Tolbert, &
Stansbury, 2003; Servon, 2002; van Dijk, 2006) after America’s National Telecommu-
nications and Information Administration (NTIA) released its report Falling Through
the Net, where it was utilised to denote “the divide between those with access to new
technologies and those without” (NTIA, 1999, p. xiii). However, using the metaphor to
describe disparities in the information society is not problem-free and how it is defined

and then interpreted has social ramifications.

3.1.1 A continuum rather than a dichotomy

First of all, the term presents a binary logic which divides society into two simple groups
of people — the haves and have-nots. This logic, though “expedient for describing so-
ciotechnological differences” (Gunkel, 2003, p. 507), implies an absolute inequality.
But in reality there are areas of gray and digital inequality itself is dynamic and multi-
faceted (Grant, 2007; Livingstone & Helsper, 2007; Selwyn & Facer, 2007; van Dijk
& Hacker, 2003). In other words, between technology haves and have-nots also exist
other groups, for instance, a group I would like to call have-togethers — those who for

various reasons share access to ICT.

In many parts of the world, sharing access to technology is probably a norm today. For

example, Burrell found it so common in Uganda that digital technologies were made
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widely available to multiple users either free or at a small fee. Those devices included
telephones in telecenters, the Internet in Internet cafés, and computers in schools (2010,
p. 230). In remote and resource-constrained areas, even mobile phones can be com-
monly shared among family or community members. That is to say, there are rich and
diverse ways in which people gain access to and use ICT, as people did with bicycles,
televisions, and radios in the past (perhaps still so today). All in all, people are imag-
inative and innovative in welcoming the new from their margin. The binary logic thus

subverts the very agency of the technologically marginalised.

Though implicitly, the logic also accentuates the characteristics of the digital-haves and
pathologises the have-nots. In other words, the binary logic views ICT as an end rather
than a specific means to achieve a specific end. As a result, those who are on the wrong
side of the dichotomy are often registered as disadvantaged (Burrell, 2010, p. 232).
For instance, among the categorically disadvantaged are those who for various reasons
refuse to use ICT. But they are often blindly associated with socio-economic, cultural,
or cognitive deficits (Selwyn, 2003, pp. 101 - 102). The term thus implies having is
essentially good, more is better, having and having more is inherently desirable for all
(for a similar view, see Selwyn, 1999, p. 82). While being true to a certain degree, the
logic overlooks the fact that people take different attitudes towards ICT, and underes-

timates the capacities individuals have to rational choice and free will.

It is also true that ICT are not randomly adopted, and there are groups of people who
are disenfranchised because of economic conditions. But, in this study for example,
there are many young people banned from using ICT mainly because their parents
and teachers view the technologies in question as being detrimental to the teenagers’
healthy development, not because they/their families are unable to afford them. So
treating non- or less-use as a social problem to be solved, rather than a social selec-
tion process, is based on a poor understanding of the phenomenon, for choosing not to
participate is a way of life for many students in the study — they are “conscientious ob-
jectors” who choose not to take part in the information society in order to dispel adults’
moral and safety concerns (boyd, 2008, p. 121). That is to say, they are practising a
level of agency — they want to assert some control over their own lives, just as those
users of ICT do (Selwyn, 2003, p. 111). As such, not having ICT can be more of a
“digital decision” than of a “digital division” (Selwyn, 2011a, p. 115).

It is worth noting that those who choose not to participate, or do not let their children
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to use ICT, include also computer phobias, who always fear that computers and the
Internet pose real threats to either themselves or their children. Their negative percep-
tions of ICT thus keep technology at bay (Selwyn, 2003, pp. 103 - 104), just as some
parents, grandparents, and teachers do in the study. Nevertheless, it is not clear if the
fear of or aversion to technology is temporary. To technological enthusiasts, the fear
may result from the lack of experience — it is just a matter of anxiety, as ICT become
more prevalent, it will disappear. However, what we do know about technophobia is
that it is related to individual characteristics (Selwyn, 2003, p. 104). Put in another
way, (not) choosing to use ICT can be a result of personal preference or taste (see
Gosling, 2008, for an insightful account of the relationship between personality and the

ways people use ICT).

Others who refuse to use ICT are for ideological reasons — they are the “information
want nots” (Selwyn, 2003, p. 104, original italics). Those people, including some of the
students in the study, have the capability to participate in the information society if they
so choose; but to protect traditional or “proper” ways of learning, they say no to ICT.
In other words, ICT are objects to which users often attach meanings and values (Horst
& Miller, 2006). Therefore, to simply categorise people into either haves or have-nots
according to their external attributes of possession masks a great deal of information

about why and how people use technology (Snyder, Angus, & Sutherland-Smith, 2002).

Therefore, it is important to appreciate the variety in patterns of access and use, for
individuals, pointed out Amartya Sen (1992), have different needs and possess different
capabilities, either genetically inherited or socially endowed, in satisfying their needs.
Equality can mean absolutely equal share of essential resources such as food and water;
it can also mean shares matched to individual needs or worth/value, however defined;
or a resource made available for individuals to take advantage of according to their own
values and preferences. Regarding digital inequality, non-access can be the result of
limited financial resources, but it can also involve the consequences of free will, or regu-
lation /restriction/coercion from one group (e.g., adults) upon another (e.g., students),
or some combination of the possibilities (Burrell, 2010, p. 232). Therefore, it is vital

to examine the social process under which digital inequalities occur.
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3.1.2 More than technology

Second, the digital component of the term underscores “affordability rather than ability
to use technology” (Mossberger et al., 2003, p. 4). It sounds as if there were a straight-
forward treatment out there, which, once applied to the disadvantaged, has a magic
healing power (Selwyn, 2003, p. 107). It thus implies that access to technology alone
can solve gaps in education. While it is undeniable that access is a primary condition
for students to benefit from ICT, and it is indeed a problem for many in developing
countries like China, the gap in access alone does not make the phenomenon a root
problem. As ICT become increasingly affordable, the ways in which people use them

are attracting more attention.

For instance, Mark Warschauer recently reported that access to ICT had improved sub-
stantially in America and certain groups such as African-American and Hispanic youths
in America today actually spend more time with new media than do Whites, yet there
are differences in how and how much they benefit from using technology (2011, p. 29).
Another recent study by Vigdor and Ladd (2010) reported that academic benefits asso-
ciated with technology were strongly mediated by students’ SES and race in America —
similar findings were reported at the end of last century (Attewell & Battle, 1999). That
is to say, the spread of computers and the Internet did not narrow existing social and
educational inequalities. Instead, it appears that they have generated another “Sesame
Street Effect” where technology of promise actually increased the educational gap be-
tween the affluent and the poor, and “even among those with access to the technology”
(Attewell & Battle, 1999, p. 1). Therefore, the problems associated with the so-called
Digital Divide are not merely technological — they are rooted in social, educational,

and economic factors that are responsible for almost all types of inequality in society.

Other studies have also reported that the had-nots are spending more time on ICT. Ac-
cording to Lenhart and colleagues (2010), Black and Hispanic youths in America made
more cell phone calls per month and were more likely to gain access to the Internet via
their phones. Rideout and associates (2010) found that Black and Hispanic teens spent
more time online than White Americans did, although their overall level of access to
ICT was lower than that of White youths. The team further concluded that print media
were the only media that White Americans spent more time on per day than Blacks
and Hispanics did. In Wenglinsky’s study, the socially disadvantaged generally gained
less from technology use than did the socially as well as technically privileged (2005).
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Researchers outside America have also documented such a trend, for instance, Jochen
Peter and Patti Valkenburg reported children from lower social backgrounds were more

likely to use ICT for entertainment than were those with more educated parents (2006).

This new trend in youth engagement with ICT thus reveals that youths of lower SES
are more likely to “exploit” or indulge themselves in what they have once they are
connected to technology, or more vulnerable to the risks associated with ICT such as
addiction. That is to say, accessing the Internet is relatively easier; the intellectual
demands of using it are much higher (Livingstone, 2009, p. 73). Therefore, greater
exposure to technology sometimes has negative consequences, and more is not neces-
sarily better. And students’ engagement with ICT often has a negative bearing on
their academic performances, particularly for the socially disadvantaged groups such as
African-Americans and the ones with low SES, just as Vigdor and Ladd (2010) noted:

“unproductive computer use is crowding out schoolwork of all kinds” (p. 28).

The findings in America also resonate with what Livingstone said in the UK — if pri-
ority is given to access rather than use, if the conditions for high quality use such as
teacher training, curriculum design, and collaborative practices are missing in schools,
if students do not know how to effectively search and critically evaluate online content,
and if ICT exist to substitute for quality teaching, then academic benefits associated
with ICT use, if at all, would be very limited (2009, p. 80).

If we compare the research findings from both America and the UK, we can easily find
what Livingstone called a curvilinear relationship: those who use ICT from time to time
perform better than those who rarely use technology and those who use it a lot (2009,
p. 79). To explain the positive correlation between low SES and high academic per-
formance mediated through ICT, Livingstone (2009, p. 81) reasoned, low-SES students
have benefited from Internet use probably because their friends cannot afford extensive
access, thus they have more time to read and concentrate rather than chat and play in

cyberspace as many of their better-off counterparts do.

The conclusions made in the above-mentioned studies are thus grounded on the dif-
ferences in use. In other words, the physical divide as reported in Mossberger and
colleagues (2003) almost ten years ago in America is narrowing, but other forms of di-
vide are gathering momentum. Therefore, ICT are not always as empowering as they

appear to be if viewed in isolation from social factors, and their effects on academic
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performances are mixed (Livingstone, 2009, p. 77; Warschauer, 2011, p.28). Since
what matters most is often relative rather than absolute inequality, lower-SES students
may remain relatively disadvantaged even they gain more access to ICT. To put it in
another way, mere access to ICT may end up exacerbating rather than reducing pre-
existing social and educational gaps, even though ICT often promise to ameliorate those

gaps (Livingstone, 2009, p. 81).

As such, the term sounds as if the problem is merely a technological issue (Gunkel,
2003) — as long as access is provided, all other problems will be solved. But the re-
ality is that technology appropriation is often related to both technological and social
changes, and users of technology are not always passive recipients of what is available.
Instead, they act upon, namely, evaluate, adopt, adapt, and integrate technology into
their daily lives — a process Daniel Miller called “localization” (2012, p. 150) — so that
a chosen artefact becomes “specific to the cultural concerns” (p. 150) of a region, serves
individual purposes, and helps its users achieve their potentials. This is the process of
technology appropriation, which often alters what technology is and how it is used (Sey,
2011, p. 378). As Orlikowski argued, users of technology are “purposive, knowledgeable,
adaptive and inventive agents who engage with technology in a multiplicity of ways to

accomplish various and dynamic ends” (1992, p. 423).

The Digital Divide metaphor thus echoes the tone of technological determinism, which
claims that the direction of technological change is pre-determined by an internal “tech-
nical logic” and this change has sure impacts upon individual lives and economic con-
ditions of societies, implying that social or educational change automatically follows
technological change (Williams & Edge, 1996, p. 868). In other words, technologi-
cal determinists often suppose, rather than demonstrate, that once equipped with ICT,
users will start enjoying the benefits they have to offer, despite the fact that some ethno-
graphical studies (Horst & Miller, 2006; Slater & Kwami, 2005) have proved otherwise
and that the link between ICT and development “rests more on wishful thinking than
empirical findings” (Archambault, 2011, p. 446). Regarding this point, Castells also
reminded us that technology alone is not enough, people’s ability to use and adapt
ICT (human and social factors) are equally, if not more, important “in generating and
accessing wealth, power, and knowledge in our time” (2000, p. 98), and their skills and
experiences with ICT are often shaped by the conditions in households and commu-
nities, such as the types of computers and Internet access they enjoy, as well as the

educational backgrounds of others surrounding them.
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3.1.3 How do different divides relate to one another?

Finally, the Digital Divide metaphor tells us nothing about the relationship between
different types of divide. For instance, about ten years ago, the access and skills divides
in America reinforced each other in Mossberger and colleagues’ study — people without
access had fewer opportunities to practise skills necessary for entry to cyberspace, and
those who lacked the skills did not bother going online — it was a vicious circle that
time (2003, p. 121).

Neither does the metaphor provide any information about how the types of divide in
cyberspace relate to existing types of inequality in education and society. We know that
the access divide has substantially narrowed, the had-nots are now more vulnerable to
the risks of technology than are the haves such as American Whites. Therefore, digital
inequality in schooling “is more often entwined with than opposed to the well-established
internal processes of stratification within schools,” just as Warschauer and associates

noted:

We found no evidence to suggest that technology is serving to overcome
or minimize educational inequalities within or across the schools we exam-
ined. Rather, the evidence suggests the opposite: that the introduction of
information and communication technologies in the schools serves to am-
plify existing forms of inequality. Differences in human support systems for
technology use, homework assignment patterns, and emphases on prepara-
tion for testing all mitigated the extent to which technology could be used
effectively for academic preparation in low-SES schools. (2004, p. 584)

In order to draw our attention to social factors that have contributed to the differences
in the digital age, Turkle too noted that students have different minds and mindsets,
and they appropriate ICT or make ICT their own in different ways, so do they in us-
ing and interpreting ICT — their personality, history, and culture together shape how
they see and use technology (1995, p. 31). Unsurprisingly, lack of sufficient skills in
use, despite more provision of technology, can at times reinforce rather than remediate
social inequalities (Mossberger et al., 2003, p. 6) — those with skills and privileges in
the digital age are more likely to utilise ICT for even greater achievements than are the

ones who are less skilful and socially privileged (Warschauer, 2011, p. 29).

The term thus provides a poor roadmap for resolving social problems such as gaps in

education, and material access to technology is not a sufficient condition for social in-
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clusion (Warschauer, 2003c, pp. 7 - 8), just as piano alone is not enough for producing
music (Kay, 1991). When we see ICT as musical instruments or the extension of our
mental activities, we may find it easier to realise how insufficient it is to achieve some-
thing via access to technology alone, for the phenomenon under concern is a dynamic
and fluid process — while the divide in access is narrowing, others (e.g., generational

divide) may be emerging and widening (e.g., usage, skills).

3.1.4 A School vs. Society divide

Corresponding to the generational divide discussed in Section 1.2, the Digital Divide
sometimes manifests itself in a broader society vs. school divide — the differences between
students’ experiences outside schools and their daily routines of school life (Bucking-
ham, 2005, p. 13), or a “digital disconnect” between students’ social lives and their
school experiences in Neil Selwyn’s words (2007, p. 39). However, the term Digital
Divide is unable to capture such a phenomenon. One the one hand, it is often argued
that school structures are unsuitable for technological penetration — teachers are too old
to fully engage with their tech-savvy students, curricula are too rigid and entrenched
to effectively integrate ICT into meaningful learning and teaching, school leaders or
administrators do not have enough funding or vision “to go with the technological flow”
(Dale, Robertson, & Shortis, 2004). Therefore, schools are virtually “dead-sites” (2007,
p. 39) for any meaningful use of ICT.

On the other hand, students’ outside worlds in China, as in many other countries, have
undergone enormous social and cultural transformations over the past 30 years or so.
And ICT become increasingly important in the ways they relate to information (ulti-
mately knowledge), communicate with one another, and probably exert certain control
over personalised, flexible, and creative modes of learning. For instance, they have more
freedom and autonomy in deciding where, what, and how to learn than ever before (see

a discussion regarding mobile technology and learning in Selwyn, 2007, p. 40).

Yet Chinese secondary schools, like some of their Western counterparts, have remained
pretty much the same and ICT in schools often fail to make the bond with students’ real
concerns and interests — little has changed in how teaching and learning are conducted,
in the ways students are assessed, and in the power relations between teachers and
students (Buckingham, 2005, p. 26). And more often than not, students’ use of ICT
is subject to rigid regulations, like what Arafeh and Levin (2003) described about the

47



3. Mind the Gap Z.M. XIAO

situation in America: “For the most part, students’ educational use of the Internet
occurs outside of the school day, outside of the school building, outside the direction
of their teachers” (p. iii), and “new” technologies simply repeat the mediocrity of “old”
ones in education (Selwyn, 2007, p. 41). However, the “disconnect” between society
and school is becoming more salient than before when the commercialisation of ICT is
affecting many aspects of adolescent life today. And indeed, as Buckingham pointed out,
students are now growing in a consumer culture where the young are often treated as
“active and autonomous”, although much school learning remains “passive and teacher-
directed” (2005, p. 14).

3.1.5 Closing the divide through the market?

To a society, ICT can be “public goods” which provide “spillover benefits” or “positive
externalities” — positive effects that ripple beyond those who are directly involved in
the transactions of the goods (Mossberger et al., 2003, p. 5). Like public libraries,
ICT are often associated with economic growth, democratic spirits, and transparent
governance. In education, they are usually viewed as vital to a knowledge economy (see
Selwyn, 2007). However, if left alone to market forces, such goods may under-provide
those externalities. Therefore, it is crucial that policy makers see other aspects of the

Digital Divide as the gap in access to devices narrows (Mossberger et al., 2003, p. 5).

Those who believe in market forces to bridge the divide tend to support the diffusion
theory of innovation (Rogers, 2003), which states that new technology starts from in-
novators to early adopters in a society. The wealthy and educated are more likely to
adopt it earlier than the rest of the society. But as time advances, it becomes more
advanced and its cost lower, an “early majority” thus appear. Following that come the
“late majority”, and by that point, those who still have not adopted the technology
are called “laggards.” But eventually, the technology will saturate the society. This
model is the famous “s-curve” of diffusion theory, which asserts that new technology
will sooner or later trickle down to the whole population and that the earlier one adopts
the technology, the more relative advantages one can derive from its use. Therefore, the
have-nots are simply laggards -— their adoption of technology is just a matter of time
(Norris, 2001; van Dijk, 2005).

Clearly, the diffusion theory values the speed at which users adopt a new technology
rather than how they make the technology their own (Sey, 2011, pp. 378 - 379). It also
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assumes that the early adopters will stay where they are and the market is a neutral
mechanism that responds to what individuals need (2005, p. 12). Unfortunately, such
assumptions are not always correct and the gap between the technology rich and poor
does have significant consequences. For instance, the poor’s disenfranchisement in the
information society not only limits opportunities for themselves, but also reduces the size
of the market for a new technology (Selwyn, 2003, p. 105). Moreover, young people
who are privileged in terms of access to ICT are more likely to participate in wider
technology-based activities and get more out of their engagements with technology than
are those who are technologically disadvantaged (Buckingham, 2005, p. 12; Davies &
Eynon, 2013). As a result, the diffusion of technology often mirrors or even exacerbates

existing social inequalities over time (Witte & Mannon, 2010, p. 3).

3.1.6 Elements crucial for a progressive understanding

Taken together, the definition of the digital divide must take into consideration ele-
ments beyond physical access and the sociological context within which ICT penetrate.
As Warschauer (2003a) noted, “the opposite of the divide is multiply” (p. 47, original
italic), implying the benefits of access and social inclusion can only be maximised when
physical access comes with human and social support, for gaining access to the infor-
mation society is a social practice (Warschauer, 2004; Warschauer et al., 2004). As
such, to reap the benefits of using ICT is not just a matter of education but also of
power, for ICT alone generate no automatic benefits. Other academics have echoed the
point when they analyse the features of the digital divide and examine human efforts
to address it (Avgerou, 2003; Madon, Reinhard, Roode, & Walsham, 2009; Selwyn
& Facer, 2007; Thompson, 2008; Warschauer, 2003b). The overarching theme
emerging from those analyses is that ICT on its own is not sufficient to address social
and educational problems such as poverty and inequality, for the technological gap is

but one link in a causal chain that has reproduced social and educational disadvantages.

While the social context where ICT access and use situate is important, it does not
mean that individuals are less vital in the investigation of young people and new media.
That is to say, we need also to understand the meanings students attach to their gad-
gets — in Selwyn’s words, why ICT are relevant to their lives and learning experiences
from their own points of view (2003, p. 109); or as Turkle (2011) put, what do the
objects “evoke in their users” (p. 20). ICT are relevant to students probably because

they are fun and enjoyable, because they are sources of information and knowledge,
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or because through technology they can better communicate and socialise with their
parents, friends, and/or persons of significance. Since the values and meanings people
pour into their ICT are shaped by the ways they organise their lives, it is also necessary
to study how students appropriate and incorporate technology into their daily lives —
how do they negotiate the right place of ICT in their daily routines of life and study
(Selwyn, 2003, p. 110).

But to achieve an even more progressive understanding, one perhaps needs to shift the
paradigm of the traditional digital divide concept. By employing a multicultural ap-
proach in education, Gorski (2005) argued that this shift requires one to replace the
equality orientation with an equity orientation by considering the larger and more con-
textualised picture of education and society (p. 6). In other words, one needs to examine
the digital inequalities under the broader inequities in education and society. For in-
stance, the gender digital divide is a symptom of sexism. To better understand it, one
must place it under that broader context of sexism. Therefore, we cannot fully address
the gender digital divide by simply throwing ICT to an inequitable system where girls
and women are systematically discriminated against. Likewise, adding more computers
and faster Internet access to schools cannot easily “transform teachers’ attitudes and

expectations of different students or the pedagogical gaps” (Gorski, 2005, p. 37).

The digital divide, like the gaps in teachers’ pedagogy and expectations of students, is
deeply rooted in its social, cultural, political, and historical contexts. Therefore, any
effective way to address it must aim for solutions at these higher levels. Otherwise, ICT,
widely regarded as great social and educational equalisers (Benkler, 2006; G. Yang,
2009; Zheng, 2008), “will at best uphold current inequalities and at worst deepen them”
(Gorski, 2005, p. 37). Gorski’s perspectives are helpful, but they are too pessimistic
to see the enabling and empowering features of ICT. Unlike technological determinism,
they see technology as a social product “patterned by the conditions of its creation and
use” (Williams & Edge, 1996, p. 866). Like technological determinism, this “social de-
terminism” simply views technology as the subject of a single rationality or logic, such as
the political imperative of the ruling class. Therefore, a more accommodating approach
should avoid these two extremes, for the digital divide refers to not just a technological
problem, but a constellation of social, economic, political, and cultural issues. In other
words, any attempt to give a rigid and univocal definition would risk oversimplifying
the flexible, plural, and multifaceted nature of the phenomenon. Since the technical is

entwined with the social, next I am going to provide a contextual knowledge about how
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patterns of inequality in China formed over the course of contemporary Chinese history.

3.2 Social inequality of contemporary China

3.2.1 The two social transformations

To better examine the social structures within which digital inequalities situate in China
today, it is necessary to understand the major social transformations after the founda-
tion of the People’s Republic, the transformations that shaped, to a large extent, what
China is like today. According to Martin Whyte (2010b, p. 2), China has undergone two
primary social revolutions since 1949. The first was socialist in nature and was launched
by Mao and his colleagues during the 1950s. The second started in 1978 and embraced
capitalist market into the socialist state. However, both demanded the Chinese people
to renounce or abandon former ways of living and welcome a new yet radically different

social order.

Regarding the consequences of the two major transformations, conventional discourse
goes like this: the first aimed to eradicate the gigantic social gaps of the “feudal” society,
and it was made possible largely “through class struggle and the creation of socialist
institutions in the mid-1950s” (Whyte, 2010b, p. 2), regardless of the impacts those
changes would have on the country’s economic growth; the second was featured with
its emphasis on economic development over everything else, and it was achieved mainly
through the promotion of foreign direct investment, introduction of market competition,
and encouragement of export, regardless of the effects those measures would have on

social inequality.

As for the first social revolution, people normally associate it with total equality, for vari-
ous campaigns, particularly those launched during the decade of the Cultural Revolution
(1966 - 1976), eliminated differentials in material rewards such as dressing styles and
housing quality, and hundreds of thousands of educated urban youths were mobilised to
the countryside to take up farming after 1968 so that social inequalities between urban
and rural China could be reversed (Whyte, 2010b, p. 3). However, the period also wit-
nessed many intellectuals and experts attacked, intimidated, or even driven to suicide,
while those viewed loyal to political patrons made decisions on the lives of their fellow
citizens. The pursuit of equality in the period thus undermined economic development.

In the words of Whyte, by the 1970s, China was “too equal and thus fundamentally
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inequitable” in the sense that skills, efforts, and contribution to society were no longer
acknowledged (2010b, p. 3).

Because of the disastrous consequences of Maoist egalitarianism, China’s leaders in the
post-Mao era had good reasons to focus on economic development and down-value social
equality. As a result, the second revolution saw the country’s economy grow strongly
and rapidly for over thirty years. But at the same time, social gaps manifested not only
quantitatively in statistics, but also qualitatively in aspects such as access to education
and medical care. By the first decade of the 215 century, China has become once
again very unequal (Whyte, 2010b, p. 4), which is reflected in the divide in question —

differences in adolescent access to and use of ICT.

3.2.2 The persistence of Hukou

Section 3.2.1 described conventional views regarding the two transformations in China,
but those views are misleading in several ways. While being true to a certain extent,
they are based on the following two assumptions. First, they assume that socialism
equates to egalitarianism and state planning or intervention always results in equality.
Second, they give people the impression that peasants in Maoist China enjoyed similar
status to that of urban residents. But in fact, China’s rural-urban divide resulted to a

significant degree from the institutions created in Mao’s China.

For instance, the Household Registration System (Hukou) before 1949 existed merely
to record where people lived (Whyte, 2010b, p. 7), but in Mao’s China, it was utilised
at various points to control the movement of Chinese people, particularly after the col-
lapse of the Great Leap Forward (1958 - 1960), which first recruited as many as 20
million rural migrants to satisfy the estimated labour shortage in urban factories, then
deported roughly the same number to the countryside after the campaign failed in the
1960s. However, the gates of Chinese cities kept shut to rural labourers until the reform
era and the socialism created in Mao’s era was every bit biased against peasants and
agriculture and towards urbanites and industrial development. For long, China’s coun-
tryside was “a source of low-cost agricultural products to feed the urban population”
(Whyte, 2010b, p. 9) and urbanites were guaranteed jobs, subsidised housing, educa-

tion, and other benefits.

With those institutional discriminations, peasants were unfortunately left to rely upon
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their own labour and whatever their local communities had to provide (see also Ming,
2009, p. 27), and they had to turn over a large proportion of their agricultural produce to
the state at artificially low and bureaucratically set procurement prices each and every
year. However, the prices for goods manufactured in cities, such as chemical fertiliser,
were relatively high. In the end, the price scissors, together with low state investment in
agriculture and the limitation of labour movement, resulted in widespread poverty the
Chinese peasants had to endure throughout the socialist period (Whyte, 2010b, p. 10).
Even worse, Chinese rural residents, starting from the 1950s, were not simply bound to

soil and the lower end of economic development; they were also regarded as a lower caste.

This prejudice largely stems from the Hukou system, a mechanism introduced in the
1950s by the state in order to limit voluntary rural-to-urban migration initiated by in-
dividuals. Under the system, even today, a child inherits her mother’s household status
and is registered as either agricultural (rural) or non-agricultural (urban) once she is
born. Since the status was tied to a range of benefits or restrictions, individuals could
only move downward or horizontally, not upward (from rural to urban) unless permis-
sion was granted (e.g., admission to higher education in cities, or service in the army).
Urban status was however not always permanent, and often people were required to
move from bigger cities to smaller ones, or to the countryside, not necessarily to their
places of origin though. Because of such a mechanism and other man-made institutions
such as the rationing system in Mao’s China, it was extremely difficult for a peasant to
move to a city and survive there. For long, the Hukou in China, noted Dorothy Solinger,
Professor of Chinese Studies at UC-Irvine, is the “most fundamental political institution

that defines the relationship of Chinese citizens to the state and its resources” (1999,
p. 3).

Nevertheless, the Hukou has been relaxed. But still it is a key determinant of one’s
entitlement to public services and local citizenship (Ming, 2009, P. 28), and it proves
to be an effective way to keep Chinese cities relatively lean, for the countryside in many
provinces are largely reserved for the old, young, unemployed, and “rusticated” urban-
ites.* The Hukou is also responsible for the vast urban-rural gap “which limits the
opportunities, mobility, and welfare of rural dwellers” (Ming, 2009, P. 28) and shapes
the level and nature of students’ engagement with ICT. Today, although it is much eas-

ier than before for a rural resident to relocate and work in a city, for most jobs there are

* For accounts of rural youths “abandoning” (leaving for long) their home villages, see Hessler (2010)
and Whyte (2010b, p. 11).
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no longer assigned and essentials of life bureaucratically controlled through rationing
according to local Hukou, it does not mean that one’s rural Hukou automatically mi-
grates with her, implying that she is excluded from state provision of public services in
her host city (Cheng, 2010, p. 24), for instance, the education of her child must be left

in her home province.

3.2.3 Marginalisation in cyberspace

It is undeniable that China’s reform policy has made the lives of millions of ordinary
Chinese people better and easier than before, and the state has indeed abandoned many
institutions and policies designed in the socialist era, for instance, the de-collectivisation
of agriculture and return to family farming under the Household Responsibility System.
It is indeed very common to see rural residents migrate and settle in large cities such
as the Special Economic Zone of Shenzhen in the study. It is also true that making a
living in cities like Shenzhen today for migrants is no longer impossible — for many, it
is just difficult. They can get ahead as long as they are hard-working, talented, and
well-educated (Whyte, 2010a, para. Conclusion: Beyond the myth of the social vol-
cano), and as long as they are willing to take up those low-paying, low-skilled, and often
temporary and unstable jobs urbanites usually disdain, namely, the three-D jobs, which
are “dirty, difficult, and dangerous” (Whyte, 2010b, p. 14). It is difficult partly because
the socialist Hukou system is still functioning today and only marginal changes have
taken place ever since. As such, China’s economic development is sometimes viewed
as an “incomplete urbanization” (K. W. Chan & Buckingham, 2008, p. 583), where

migrants working in cities do not enjoy full citizenship in those cities.

Yet, rural residents keep leaving their home villages in order to earn a decent living*
or to escape rural poverty', although signs begin to show in recent years that some
villagers prefer to stay in their home towns as the state is trying to narrow the rural-
urban divide and shift priorities towards rural development (Whyte, 2010b, p. 20). As
a result, migrant workers, or the so-called “floating population,” often constitute a sig-
nificant proportion of a host city’s de facto population (Ming, 2009, p. 17), particularly

in those newly arising cities such as Shenzhen.

As such, Whyte was not wrong in making his conclusion that: “China entered the new

* Pull factors such as higher income and more opportunities in cities.
T Push factors or unfavourable conditions such as surplus labour in rural China, see Cheng (2010,
p. 3).
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millennium still sharply divided into two separate castes, rural and urban, with sharply
different rights and opportunities in life” (2010b, p. 13). In education for instance, while
the Hukou system still functions, market reform at the same time affects the financing
of public schools (Whyte, 2010b, p. 14). Since local governments during much of the
reform era have to raise revenues to provide basic public services, and not all local
governments are equally able to generate enough funds, significant urban-rural and re-
gional gaps in public expenditure for education exist (Cheng, 2010, pp. 24 — 25), hence
the saying (Ming, 2009, p. 35): “The more you collect the more you spend, the less
you collect the less you spend, rely on yourself to balance accounts” (duoshou duozhi,
shaoshou shaozhi, ziqiu pingheng) — the central government has devolved its financial
responsibility to local governments while benefiting the most from internal migration
(see also Cheng, 2010, p. 24).

China’s economic prosperity in the past 30 years or so has not yet translated into “equal
opportunity for all Chinese citizens” (Whyte, 2010b, p. 15), and the categorical Hukou-
based discrimination by people and institutions against rural migrants in Chinese cities
has persisted throughout the reform period (Hessler, 2010, see also). For instance,
migrants in cities are often regarded as “uncultured, backward, and, in general, less
civilized than urbanites” (Whyte, 2010b, p. 16), and also blamed from time to time
for increasing crime rates in cities. Due to such barriers migrants have to confront in
their host cities, Whyte argued that rural-to-urban migrants in Chinese cities cannot be
classified as a separate caste in reform era China, and there are still two primary castes
— rural or urban residents, for the barriers villagers face in order to migrate are much
less significant than the ones facing migrants who want to be urban residents or to be
treated as urbanites -— the former is mainly a financial and logistic issue, whereas the
latter is legal and rooted in urban cultures (2010b, p. 16). As such, it is appropriate
to treat the students in one school of the study (Hengshan) as rural teenagers, even
though the majority of the students’ parents are migrant workers in big cities far away

from the school.

3.2.4 Rurality and ethnicity in Tibet

Having analysed how rurality contributes to inequality in China, it is now time to ex-
amine the roles ethnicity plays in the digital divide. Also starting in the 1950s, the

Chinese state identified 56 ethnic groups® or nationalities (minzu) according to their

* Except for the mainstream Han, 55 other ethnic groups constitute about 9% of Chinese population,
see Cheng (2010, p. 18).
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unique cultural and linguistic marks that had been persistent over time (Cheng, 2010,
p. 16), and designed a series of policies aiming to help those minority regions to achieve
economic and cultural development. Those social arrangements are called preferential or
ethnic policies, which confer a long list of benefits that only officially recognised minor-
ity groups are entitled to (Cheng, 2010, pp. 51 - 52; Sautman, 1999), and the policies
often manifest in education, housing, and family planning (Hu & Salazar, 2010, p. 292).

In Tibet, the policies nevertheless created an urban-rural cleavage, for urban ways of
living there were subsidised by the state and salaries in state sectors were deliberately
set high, often on a par with those in China’s most prosperous cities (Hu & Salazar,
2010, p. 295), while living standards in rural Tibet remained “among the lowest and
slowest-growing in the country” (p. 296). This income inequality, together with the
low population density as well as Tibet’s adverse weather and geographic conditions,

have made urban-rural divide in Tibet “the steepest among all regions in China” (p. 296).

Since the state relaxed its Hukou system and invested substantially in the country’s
western borderlands such as Tibet, the past two decades or so witnessed the flooding
in of rural Han migrants to the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR). Today, those Han
Chinese mainly work in the third sector, construction, or run their own small businesses
due to the lack of manufacturing in the region. However, like rural migrants in other
cities of China, those migrants retain their rural Hukou, and in Tibetan cities, they are
also subject to systematic institutional discriminations against them in terms of social
status, education for their children, and health care (Hu & Salazar, 2010, p. 298).
For instance, a recent study by Hu and Salazar reported that urban Tibetans do not
necessarily view rural Han migrants in Tibet as “unfair competitors” (2010, p. 288), just
as one Tibetan official described in the same study some Han migrant workers’ job in
Tibet:

There were no pedicabs in Lhasa before Han migrants started them. Having
a man pedalling, sweating and panting like crazy in front of a cart ...only
animals would do that. Only those Han men would do that. Tibetan young
men refused to do it . .. We Tibetans don’t shine shoes on the street. Holding
other people’s stinky feet with your hands and putting them right in front
of your face? How gross is that?! I would never do that even if you gave me
ten thousand Yuan. (2010, p. 299)

To rural Han migrants, those dirty jobs are simply a low-skilled way of making a living.
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But to Tibetan elites, according to Hu and Salazar (2010, p. 300), those jobs have
a cultural connotation -— traditionally in Tibet, “dirty” jobs were done only by “dirty”
people such as butchers and carpenters -— those of the lowest caste in Tibet’s traditional
society. In the end, the authors concluded that even in Tibet, “ethnicity cannot trump
Hukou” (2010, p. 304), and they pointed out that rural Tibetans are likely to face
double discrimination because of their ethnic identity and rural hukou (p. 305). While
anthropologist Melvyn Goldstein’s recent study (2010) conducted in the TAR did show
signs of priority shifting from urban to rural Tibet (as it is happening in other provinces
of China), we know yet very little* about how both rurality and ethnicity affect Tibetan
students’ interaction with ICT in Tibet. Based on data collected from a school in the
TAR, this study thus promises to fill the gap.

3.2.5 The stratifying Gaokao: in real life stories

The vast majority (except a few in Shenzhen) of the students studied in the project are
striving for one purpose, which is to pass the Gaokao. An overall score one achieves in
the Gaokao, which is held each year throughout the country, has significant consequences
for life chances, and for many, it has life-transforming effects. Since the competition
for university places is fierce, one mark can sometimes make a huge difference. For
instance, Fuli had a score five marks higher than the requirement for key universities,
but about 20 marks lower than expected. In the end, he was accepted by a university
outside Shenzhen for a subject which was not his first choice. Had he performed as
usual in the Gaokao, the student commented, he could have been accepted by his first
choice in Economics and International Commerce. However, Fuli himself does not view
the Gaokao as critically important as it was. Although he is not happy with the score
he achieved, he sees no considerable difference between the university that accepted him
and many others, neither does he see any association between the official category of
a university and the capability of a student attending that university. “It is not like

before,” said the student, “the association is no longer that significant.”

However, a score can have very different consequences for students of diverse sociological
profiles. For students in Nanshan, it is easier for them to get into Shenzhen University,
and a large number of candidates in the school do end up there, although the University

is viewed by many in the school as an option only or the only option. This does not

* One recent study (Cheng, 2010) revealed that migrant students were disadvantaged in education,
but those with migrant and minority profiles were even more marginalised. However, the study was
conducted in Tibet’s neighbouring province of Yunnan.
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mean that students accepted by the University are not “smart;” it simply reflects how
the University is perceived by the students in the School. To those students without a
Hukou in the city, the entrance requirement is much higher, so is it for those who study

in many other provinces of China and consider the University for a degree.

Students in the same school also view the Gaokao in different ways, which consequently
affect the strategies and attitudes they take in high school. While acknowledging the
important role a score has to play in defining the options a student has in the Gaokao,
Yanhai does not view academic success as crucial for her. She justifies her indifference to
the Gaokao by pointing to the fact that many entrepreneurs in Shenzhen are extremely
wealthy and they do not have impressive academic profiles. The only purpose for so
many people studying so hard, the girl argued, is to earn as much money as possible,
and what they learn today has nothing to do with that end, for students like her in high
schools like hers are not studying to extend knowledge, rather, they are all reciting and
memorising for the Gaokao. Nevertheless, the student regards the Gaokao as a vital
stage in life, for the pressure she undergoes can help her better adapt to a harsh and
competitive life once she steps into society. She further reveals that her relatives see no
value of her effort made for academic success, for sooner or later, she is going to marry
someone. But she also realises that it is not easy to marry well if she does not have the

quality necessary and that she cannot rely upon a certificate of marriage forever.

In stark contrast with Yanhai, Pin views Gaokao as a critical first step towards a de-
cent career. As a high school student, he sometimes reads newspapers about career
choices. He is aware that the pressure faced by university graduates in China today is
overwhelming, and he has selected biochemistry, actuarial science, and architecture as
his dream careers. But in order to launch a job in any of the subjects he lists, he must
first of all have a relevant degree, and to obtain such a degree, he needs to pass the
Gaokao with a decent score. That is why he is hiring private tutors, as many high school
students in Shenzhen do, to improve his performances in Mathematics, Chemistry, and
Physics. The teachers his family hires for him are from different schools and they are all
well-known in their specific subjects. According to the student, the tutorial his family
pays for is one-to-one, and it is available in Shenzhen at almost all levels of education.
In comparison with Yanhai, Pin is rather pessimistic about society. He views the gap
in wealth as striking and reality cruel in Shenzhen. If he does not act now, he fears
that his future would be uncertain. However, Yanhai does not view the Gaokao as the

only way towards success — wealth in her understanding. Her viewpoint does not just
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mirror her family’s values, but translates into her attitudes towards the Gaokao as well.

The difference between the two students may result from their difference in sex, but
other female students like Yajun are not like Yanhai. As a top student in her year,
Yajun does not view the Gaokao as useless as Yanhai does, although she has changed
her previous view that the Gaokao is the only indicator of one’s academic performance.
To Yajun, some knowledge she learned from high school is very useful, for instance, her
geographical knowledge of the Country proved helpful once she attended her univer-
sity in Chengdu. She also viewed the highly structured way of learning in high school
as a means to self-improvement, let alone the skills transferable in her future career.
Although she said she should have focused more on personal development and human
wisdom in high school, she regarded the Gaokao as a ticket to higher education in China.
Upon further reflection, Yajun did not view higher education that important either, for
her understanding was that it all depends on oneself as a college student. Therefore,
nothing exerts more influence on oneself than does oneself, reasoned the student, what

matters most is the way one chooses one’s future.

However, Yajun noted that the Gaokao is a huge face project to her parents, for her
performance in the exam is an indicator of how successful her parents are in raising and
educating their daughter. In order to reduce the burden of their high expectation placed
upon Yajun, the couple appeared to reassure their daughter that her performance in the
Gaokao does not matter that much, and they occasionally comforted her by emphasising
that Shenzhen University is not a bad option; even if that were not possible, she could
still attend a local vocational institute where all candidates can join, joked the girl,
as long as they can write their names correctly, and graduates from that institute can
easily find jobs. In appearance, the parents seemed to care little about their daughter’s
performance in the Gaokao, but to Yajun, they were actually very concerned. They
wanted her to perform well and attend a key university, and Yajun did satisfy them
in the end. But the student doubts the Gaokao is still that important to her parents

except for its face value.

The Gaokao is certainly more than face value for students in many other provinces
like Hunan where rural population is bigger and educational resources scarcer than in
Shenzhen. Yajun has a classmate from Shanxi province of the Country’s west. Like
many students in Hunan, Shanxi students often rent private accommodation close to

their high school campus in their final year. They do not have weekends as those in
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Shenzhen do; instead, they have one weekend off every month. Students get up at
around 6 AM, and study until very late in the night. Yajun feels she was much luckier
than her friend was, for she had two days off every week, and she did not have to compel
herself to the extent that her health had to be put at risk. Her school did not have
stringent rules to regulate students’ hair styles either. And yet, she can attend the
same university with a much lower score than that required of her Shanxi classmate.
To Yajun, humanity was lost in her classmate’s race to the Gaokao. She thus questions

if it is worthwhile to sacrifice that much for a place in a university like hers.

It is worth noting that Yajun performed well in the Gaokao and eventually secured
a place in a key university, her viewpoint might have been different had she not been
accepted by that university. For those who failed in the Gaokao, the onslaught of feeling
worthless can cause a series of consequences. For instance, Xiumeng does not know what
to do next. On the one hand, her parents want her to repeat her final year, but she
does not want to, even though she refuses to accept the reality. She is not satisfied with
her performance in the Gaokao for she failed in her best subject. As a result, she ended
up without any option she could accept. In comparison with Xiumeng, Boyi is much
luckier, although Shenzhen University is not her first choice. As a fine art candidate,
Boyi revealed that she did not perform well in the assessment of her drawing. She only
needed a few more marks to get into her university of preference, Guangzhou Academy
of Fine Arts. However, her father is a lecturer at Shenzhen University and because of
that, she can freely choose her subject. Therefore, she is happy to accept the offer. She

believes she can learn much more under her father’s close guidance and supervision.
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Chapter 4

On Mixed Methods Research

—IREYR, REIHIE

One blank piece of paper cannot communicate

— a survey response from Hunan

4.1 For a better definition

Different authors emphasised different elements in their definition of Mixed Methods
Research (MMR thereafter) as a separate methodological orientation. An earlier defi-
nition in Greene, Caracelli, and Graham (1989, p. 256) required the mixing of methods
consisting of at least one quantitative and one qualitative method, but it overlooked the
importance of philosophical and theoretical components in research methodology. To
incorporate the missing elements, Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) offered a
new definition more recently which “combines elements of qualitative and quantitative
research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection,
analysis, inference techniques) for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding
...7 (p. 123). This definition goes beyond what the earlier one lacked by introducing
quantitative and qualitative viewpoints and the rationale for MMR, but it does not give
due consideration to the heated paradigm debate about the mixture, neither does the
one provided in Creswell and Plano Clark (2007):

Mixed methods research is a research design with philosophical assumptions
as well as methods of inquiry. As a methodology, it involves philosophical
assumptions that guide the direction of the collection and analysis and the

mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches in many phases of the
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research process. As a method, it focuses on collecting, analysing, and
mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in a single or series of studies.
Its central premise is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches,
in combination, provides a better understanding of research problems than

either approach alone. (p. 5)

Despite some strides made in the above definition, e.g., the philosophical underpinning
of MMR, it does not place considerable stress on the trend that conducting MMR is
becoming “the third methodological movement” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010, p. ix,
original italics), or a standalone approach which is different from either quantitative
or qualitative research and often has its own terminology. For instance, it talks about
“trustworthiness,” “authenticity” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and “legitimation” instead of
“validity” (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006); “inference transferability” instead of “infer-
ence” or “transferability” alone (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009, p. 311); and sometimes
“qualiquantology” (Stenner & Rogers, 2004) instead of “mixed methods,” for the word
“methods” cannot appropriately represent what’s actually going on in the mixture — it’s
more than the mixing of methods. The vocabulary is likely to grow as MMR, become

more rigorous and systematic in various disciplines.

More importantly, the definition does not address how the two approaches together can
provide a better understanding. It assumes that two are certainly better than one and
any such mixing would magically bring about desired results. Furthermore, as Stephen
Gorard rightly contended, the definition confirms the validity of the so-called quanti-
tative and qualitative approaches, which to him should be blown away altogether, for
common knowledge about Q-Word approaches such as sampling,* the number of cases,’
and the relationship between researcher and researched? does not always accurately
describe what happens in practice (2010, pp. 245 - 246). By quoting Paul and Marfo
(2001), Gorard advocated: “Research should be judged by the quality and soundness
of its conception, implementation and description, not by the genre within which it is
conducted” (p. 543).

Even if we could ignore the above shortcomings, there remains a fundamental question:

Does MMR really provide a better understanding? As Greene asked: “Shouldn’t we be

* But true and complete random sampling is rare!

T The misconception that small number is associated with qualitative studies and large number with
quantitative designs.

¥ Believing that qualitative research is subjective and quantitative research is objective without real-
ising personal judgements lie at the heart of all research.
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modest in promoting MMR and careful about claiming some promised potential, won-
derful things about mixing methods that we don’t really know ourselves at this point”
(cited in Leech, 2010, p. 260)?7 At the moment, we are indeed not sure as to whether it
is the “content” of research that has been enhanced or it is the “methods” that have been
enhanced through the use of mixed methods (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 283).

Nonetheless, Creswell and Plano Clark have more recently addressed some of the afore-
mentioned flaws by listing the following defining characteristics of MMR. Firstly, driven
by research questions, MMR involve the persuasive and rigorous collection and analysis
of both quantitative and qualitative data. Secondly, the mixture can occur concur-
rently, sequentially, or one can be embedded within the other. Thirdly, there is an
issue of priority in terms of weight a study places on either strand, which is defined
as a component that encompasses some basic process of conducting either qualitative
or quantitative research — raising a specific research question, gathering data so as to
address the question, analysing the data collected and then interpreting it. Finally,
MMR are influenced by philosophical worldviews in design and placed under theoreti-
cal frameworks (2011, p. 63).

Still, the definition is not water-tight. Although the authors were explicit in stating that
the sum of mixing quantitative and qualitative strands would be greater than either ap-
proach alone because of its complementary effect (2011, p. 59), they did not consider the
possibility that the combined effect of having the two seemingly opposing approaches
interacting with each other might be greater than the sum (B. Hall & Howard, 2008,

my own italic).

While being a difficult job, clearly defining MMR is vital, for it helps researchers ob-
tain rigour in their studies and renders their research findings more trustworthy than
otherwise. However, giving a definition is by no means suggesting that followers of any
definition should treat it as a cookbook recipe, let alone the fact that there is currently
no “canonisation” of a mixed methods design (Kelle, 2006, cited in Creswell & Plano
Clark, 2011, p. 280). Rather, the definition should function as a guiding framework
against which researchers can better weigh alternative design options and justify their

decisions under specific circumstances (p. 60).

But what is a research design? According to Punch (2009), it refers to an overall

plan for a study and it consists of four key components, namely, “the strategy, the
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conceptual framework, the question of who or what will be studied, and the tools to be
used for collecting and analysing empirical materials” (pp. 211 - 212). Since the four
ingredients surround most empirical research, research designs thus connect empirical
data to research questions and specify what tools and procedures to utilise in order to
address specific research questions. In this study, I treat MMR as one design option to

investigate youth interaction with new media.

4.1.1 The binary logic and Q-Words

In Section 3.1.1, I argued that the Digital Divide metaphor suffers from a binary logic,
the definition of MMR, is not immune to the problem either. According to Johnson and
Gray (2010), much of Western ways of knowing is based on philosophical dichotomies,
which tend to view the world in pairs, for instance, materialism versus idealism, with
the former referring to the doctrine that matter underlies everything and the latter
viewing ideas and the mental as the foundation of all things. This logic also manifests
in research as deductive (reasoning from the general to the particular) versus inductive
(reasoning from the particular to the general); empiricism (knowledge must come from
experience) versus rationalism (knowledge is obtainable from reasoning); absolutism
(there are unchanging laws governing the world) versus relativism (true knowledge varies
across person, time, and place). The schism is visible too between “Continental” and
“Anglo-American” philosophers.* Also in natural and literary sciences, Snow (1964)
noted that the distinction is so big that they often hold distorted images of each other —
non-scientists generally regard scientists as shallowly optimistic; whereas scientists view
literary intellectuals as lacking foresight. “There seems then to be no place where the
cultures meet” (p. 17), but to Snow, the clashing point can be exactly when the two
cultures can join each other in achieving common goals. To Johnson and Gray, this is
the tenet of MMR (2010, p. 86), for the world needs both wisdom and science.

The list of bipolar pairs can go on and on. In research methods, the binary logic is prob-
ably the beginning of the so-called paradigm war, a war even starts at the conceptual
level of research. For instance, Gert Biesta argued that the very concepts of quantitative
and qualitative research are problematic, for “research in itself is neither qualitative nor
quantitative;” it is “data” that can be treated as qualitative or quantitative (2010, p. 98,
original italics). But often in intellectual debates about research, the two stand for much

more than data. The concepts thus refer to packages of elements in research, such as

* The former stresses wisdom, whereas the latter scientific knowledge, see Johnson and Gray (2010,
p. 86).
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philosophical assumptions, designs, methodologies, and methods. As a result, when one
embraces or rejects one element of either package, she is labelled as either a quantita-
tive or qualitative researcher in a wholesale manner. Therefore, to use “quantitative”
or “qualitative” that way is inappropriate, for, as Biesta contended, what is at stake
is not data alone. So adopting those labels without a second thought is in practice
essentialising approaches to research while disregarding their constructed nature and
discounting their unique social and historical contexts (Greene & Hall, 2010, p. 125);
and using those notions in discussion can “create quasi-problems and oppositions” and,
lumping together those heterogeneous elements leads to fractions and polarisations and
offers little hope for interaction and exchange. For example, researchers who favour
texts and those who prefer numbers might assume that they have little to share, even
if they have very similar ambitions, are driven