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Abstract

Empirical studies suggest instant messaging (IMing) is a dominant Internet activity
among teenagers and has been portrayed as an essential element in teenagers’ social lives. How
IMing exists in younger aged children, however, receives little investigation. What a person’s
IMing usage can tell us beyond its critical role in one’s personal relations deserves further
exploration. With this in mind, I interviewed five 11-year-old elementary school students in
Taiwan on their use of IMing with peers over Yahoo! Messenger and on their interactions with
their “online friends” in online gaming chat rooms. To achieve my research goal I adopted two
approaches in this study. First, to understand the role of Yahoo! Messenger in a child’s life I
asked questions such as: “How it is related to the child’s personal relationships?”’; “ How did it
become a part of the child’s Internet activities?”’; “Where is it situated in the child’s daily life?”
Second, I also sought to obtain a larger picture of the child through examining the ways the child
used Yahoo! Messenger. In other words, I looked at the ways the child’s IMing reflected his or
her character and ideas about friendship.

To capture the nature of the child’s IMing experience and how it is related to other
aspects in the larger image of the child, I adopted the “participant as ally—essentialist portraiture
approach” research methodology, which argues that a researcher’s task is not just to understand
the investigated phenomenon but also to explore how the investigated phenomenon ties into the
other aspects of the participant’s life. The primary research data are in-depth interviews with five
11-year-old children, each of whom had three to four 40-minute interviews. I conducted hour-
long interviews with the children’s parents, and their homeroom and computer teachers to obtain
a richer understanding of these children. The research findings suggest there were immediate

effects of the computer education on the children’s Internet activities. In the computer class the
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fourth grade students were taught how to use Yahoo! Messenger. I observed the use of Yahoo!
Messenger among these students and their peers immediately after this class. IMing quickly
became an afterschool activity and their primary Internet activity. My second discovery is that
each child’s own strong and distinct identity was apparent in the ways they each used IMing.
Who the child was in the real world was never left behind when he or she IMed. Further, the
images of the child’s family, parents, and peer groups were also reflected in the essence and
nature of the child. The third research finding indicates that Yahoo! Messenger was a social tool
assisting these children in maintaining their offline friendships (and online friendships for three
of them). Nevertheless, in their perceptions of genuine personal relationships, in-person contact
was considered indispensable. These research findings were possible to achieve because the
spirit of the essentialist portraiture research methodology puts the participant in a caring
relationship with the researcher and yields a more holistic image of the participant. All five

participants in this study noticed and commented favorably on the relationship they felt with me.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

I remember the first time I logged on to the World Wide Web. It was a year after [
graduated from the university and a couple of months before I enrolled in a teacher’s college. I
went back to the university which was known for its advanced technology facilities and credited
as one of the most important technology development centers in Taiwan. A friend of mine, I-
Jing, studied there and worked at the computer lab in the library. She made me sit in front of a
computer monitor, double-clicked an icon that said “Internet Explorer” and told me “Here you
go. Have fun!” Then, she left for her work. I do not remember the first Web site I browsed, but
vividly remember, and can still feel the anxiety I experienced when I clicked a link on the
website that took me to another page. Immediately, the content on the screen changed and I
panicked. I thought I had damaged the machine! I tried to think of ways that could take me back
to the previous website and “rescue” the content before my friend found out! Finally, my friend
returned and I told her — with a pang of guilt — about the damage I had done to the computer. She
looked at me with a smile and clicked on the “last page icon,” rescued the page and I felt
relieved. I turned to her and said, “This is enough for me.”

A few months later, I enrolled in the National Taichung Teachers’ College and took
“Computer-Aided Instruction,” a fairly new and popular course in education at that time. It was
also a core class for people like me who were seeking to become certified teachers in the post-
graduate teaching program. Visiting the school’s computer lab quickly became routine and the
World Wide Web was no longer a mysterious monster to me. In an art education class, I created

a poster with the World Wide Web as the theme. Suddenly seen as a tech-savvy student, one of



my classmates commented: “people can create things that represent them.” Indeed, I was
completely “into” the Internet.

By the end of our study, I had created a web yearbook for our class. My classmates were
thrilled to see their pictures, descriptions and music that I had put together for them. One of my
classmates asked, “Will other people also see my pictures?” I think what she meant to ask was
“Will the whole world have access to my photo?” I shrugged and said “Yes.” I didn’t worry
about issues of identity theft or copyright. In fact, I thought my classmate was very out-dated! In
my head, I screamed “The Internet is our future! Get with it!”

When I began my foray into the world of computers and the Internet, [ was very pro-
technology. However, my views towards the Internet changed with my very first (and last)
anonymous interaction with an undergraduate student in a chat room on our school’s BBS
(Bulletin Board System). During my brief interaction with this student through text messaging, I
made him believe that I was an overseas Taiwanese who just returned to Taiwan and was a
student in the music department — an identity that did not belong to me and was not even close to
my real one. Our chat lasted about three minutes, with five text messages. I felt guilty for lying
to a person who took my words seriously and apparently wanted to have a nice conversation. I
stopped logging onto online chat rooms after that incident, thinking how easy it would be for a
person to lie about anything in an anonymous environment.

Gradually, that experience receded from my thoughts and it wasn’t until years later, when
I was preparing for my qualifying exam that I recalled my encounters with the Internet and the
interactions with the stranger in an online chat room. When I read studies on human interaction
with computers, especially topics on Internet activities or phenomena such as Instant Messaging,

blogging, online gaming, and Internet addiction, I found very few researchers were discussing



ethical, moral, or deeper social issues about cyber space. In Taiwan, where I would conduct this
study, most researchers focus on the issue of Internet addiction, emphasizing the numbers of
hours people spend online, behavioral problems due to violent or inappropriate content on the
Internet and/or the decline of academic performance. However, these researchers rarely address
fundamental questions, such as, ‘How do people start getting involved in the Internet activities?’
and ‘Why do people become addicted to the Internet?’

As aresearcher, I think it imprudent not to pursue this topic further, especially in relation
to a child’s or adolescent’s life. I believe we need a broader spectrum of research in terms of the
depth of inquiry into a research participant’s use of the Internet. A person who enjoys an
intensive or active online social life implies a positive correlation between the Internet and
personal social life. However, it may also represent a lack of human contact in the real world or
finding temporary relief for problems in their offline world (classic avoidance tendencies, a way
of using the Internet’s anonymous environment). In the limited area of quantitative research on
Internet addiction, there are important issues not addressed. For instance, a situation where a
person plays online games eight hours a day is quite different from a situation where a person
instant messages his or her friends online for the same amount of time. Yet, it is highly possible
that a survey research will group both of these items in the category of “Internet addiction.”

In addition to embracing a broader vision and a deeper inquiry into the issue of Internet
use, the population of research participants needs to be expanded as well. Studies of Internet use
in Taiwan are conducted mostly teenagers and adults. Elementary school students are largely
excluded. In Taiwan, information technology education begins at the third grade and children’s
formal use of the Internet begins at an early age. Their voices, however, have been neglected and

understudied in research literature. In this study, I step into Taiwanese elementary school



students’ lives in an effort to understand their perception of the Internet, their adaptation to the
Internet and the role of the Internet in their ethical, moral and social development. Even more

than this, I hope to present their stories in an authentic and sincere manner.

Statement of the Problem

The Internet was once portrayed as “the third place,” such as how coffee shops were
used, helping people get through the day (Howard, Rainie, & Jones, 2001). Now it is becoming a
“must-visit” place for people every day, either voluntarily or involuntarily. Its growing functions
and applications substantially fuse people’s virtual and real lives (Bargh & McKenna, 2004;
Haythornthwaite, 2001; Howard et al., 2001; Livingstone, 2002, 2003). Searching for
information, finding entertainment, expanding social life, conducting business, and even earning
degrees are common activities on the Internet. Gartner (2007), a leading information technology
research and advisory company, predicts “80 percent of active internet users will have a ‘second
life’ in the virtual world by the end of 2011.” As the Internet grows into “a natural, background
part of [our] everyday life” (Bargh & McKenna, 2004, p. 574), we must ask in what ways do we
change when we so naturally breathe in air filled with the invisible flavors of the Internet? Even
more specifically, how have children’s lives been transformed by the Internet? What does a
child’s everyday life look like in the age of the Internet?

The Pew Internet & American Life Project (2005) conducted a survey on 1,100 teenagers
between the ages of 12 and 17. This study shows that 83 percent of teenagers are Internet users.
Further, 81 percent of these Internet users play online games and 75 percent use instant
messaging (IM). The latest statistics show the percentage of teenagers in the United States using

the Internet increased to 93 percent in 2006. IMing is the third favorite communication method



among teenagers after the landline telephones and cell phones. However, it is still the most
preferred online communication medium (Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2007).

In Taiwan, a study involving 1,031 Taiwanese children between the ages of 7 and 14
shows that 72 percent use the Internet weekly and 30 percent indicated they could not live
without computer, email or IM systems (CTS News, 2007). The Child Welfare League
Foundation (2007) conducted a survey on the topic of online gaming in children’s lives among
1,818 Taiwanese children between the ages of 11 and 14. This study shows 88.2 percent of these
children play online games, 20 percent of them play online games more than three hours a day on
weekdays and 3.9 percent of them play more than 8 hours on weekdays. The number of children
playing online games increases on weekends with 40 percent of them playing online games on
weekends and 10 percent of them playing online games past midnight. Contact with strangers in
chat rooms embedded in the online games was also discussed. The study says that 61 percent of
the students chat with strangers in these chat rooms, 22 percent have more intensive interaction
with their online friends (such as making phone calls or IMing) but have no face-to-face
interaction and 15.6 percent meet their online friends in person.

The studies above, whether conducted in the United States or Taiwan, indicate that the
Internet occupies a major part of children’s everyday life, especially in their social and leisure
activities, with IMing and online gaming dominating children’s Internet activities. W need a
deeper understanding of IMing and online gaming in children’s lives. In this study, I will focus
on IMing in the context of Instant Messaging systems such as MSN, Yahoo! Messenger, AOL
and Skype (used among friends in real life) and online gaming chat rooms (where

communication is usually restricted to strangers).



Problems of Instant Messaging (IMing) on the Internet. The literature discusses what
is going on in IMing under the headings of anonymity and interactivity. IMing through Instant
Messaging systems and in online chat rooms are distinct with each representing anonymity or
interactivity. Whereas IMing among friends, families or acquaintances through Instant
Messaging systems represents the characteristic of “interactivity,” IMing in online chat rooms
qualifies as “anonymity.” Many researchers have looked at the different issues with anonymity
and interactivity, but they have not considered two critical issues: (a) moral challenge (moral and
ethical issues); and (b) forming and maintaining relationships (social issues). This section
presents the literature on IMing and what I feel has been neglected in current arguments and
findings.

Interactivity — Talking to friends in Instant Messaging systems. Instant Messaging
systems, such as MSN, AOL, and Yahoo! Messenger, are online spaces where friends or families
gather together to have either one-on-one or small group talks (Grinter & Palen, 2002; Grinter,
Palen, & Eldridge, 2006). Empirical research, mostly studies of the nature of IMing among
adults in the workplace, shows IMing supports “the conduct of work and reinforce[s] the social
‘glue’ that ties people together” (Grinter & Palen, 2002, p. 22). IMing in this social context has a
positive effect on people’s relationships. Researchers studying young people’s use of IMing
report a comparable finding. They contend children’s relationships with their peers are positively
affected by IMing (Bradley, 2005; Grinter & Palen, 2002; Grinter et al., 2006; Heitner, 2002;
Livingstone, 2002, 2003; S. C., Wang, 2007).

However, anecdotal data suggests that children are intentionally online to be with their
friends or even schedule times to be online in order to maintain membership in their peer groups

(Bradley, 2005; Livingstone, 2002; S. C. Wang, 2007; Wei, 2006). One participant in Bradley’s



study explains ‘Not being on [IM] . . . is like . . . out of the loop. I think there are a lot of people
who do it because they need to be in the loop’ (Bradley, 2005, p. 70). Several of Livingstone’s
(2002) research participants expressed a negative attitude towards their peers who did not
participate in online conversations. Although peer pressure takes different forms in terms of
social-economic status, gender or culture, in the age of the Internet, there is a universal form of
peer pressure which is to be online IMing.

Have children’s lives changed as online social interaction becomes increasingly essential
to them? Researchers find that children isolate themselves from their families and have less time
for studies (Chou & Peng, 2007; Tsai & Lin, 2001, 2003). It is true that forming friendships is a
natural and essential part of childhood or adolescence. However, when forming friendships
becomes an external pressure or force it may endanger the whole child development and obstruct
potential interactions between an individual with other aspects of his or her life. Added to this
influence is the concern that children place themselves in an artificial and impoverished
environment where human interaction is limited and less genuine.

Grinter and Palen (2002) classify children’s IMing into three categories: socializing,
event planning and schoolwork collaboration, with socializing being the major activity. Grinter
and Palen explain children’s IMing conversation as “reflections on the daily events, gossip about
others including what clothes were worn and who [was] seeing whom, and so forth” (ibid., p.
25). Subrahmanyam, Kraut, Greenfield and Gross (2000) also indicate that children often use the
Internet for “keep-in-touch communications involving small talk, gossip, and news of the day,
with a ‘here-and-now’ flavor” (p. 134). This “keeping in touch communication” exists not only
in their on-line conversations, but also is a part of their off-line conversation. However, the

whole-person human contact that a child experiences in a face-to-face communication is reduced



in the context of the Internet. A child is confined in a disembodied and faceless space when
IMing. In this space, the child can only engage with other people through short text messages
and icons. Human contact on IMing is limited.

A typical example that shows how interactivity on IMing is artificial or less authentic is
the use of paralinguistic cues that express an individual’s feelings. Dietz-Uhler and Bishop-Clark
(2001) emphasize that, as opposed to face-to-face communication, users of computer-mediated
communication (such as email and IMing) do not see or hear “facial expression, tone of voice,
posture, etc. of the other participants” (p. 270). IMing users adopt a set of pre-prepared
paralinguistic cues to express their emotion and meaning. To some extent, paralinguistic cues
make online conversation more “alive” (Liu & Ginther, 2001; Wei, 2006). Liu and Ginther
(2001) suggest that online course instructors who use paralinguistic cues are more successful in
engaging students. However, paralinguistic cues are stereotypical and de-contextualized. They
simplify and dehumanize a person’s existence. They stop a person from articulating his or her
self thoroughly. The convenience and availability of paralinguistic cues prompt a person to
substitute stereotypical and de-contextualized objects for his or her more complex meaning or
emotion. A weak relationship that is neither genuine nor mutual is fostered within this artificial
interactivity.

Anonymity — Talking to Strangers in Online Chat Rooms. Empirical research contends
that online chat rooms are virtual laboratories for “identity experiments” (Bargh, McKenna, &
Fitzsimons, 2002; Calvert, 2002; Chak & Leung, 2004; Gackenbach & von Stackelberg, 2007;
Livingstone, 2003; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; Turkle, 1995; Varnhagen, 2007). Bargh et al.
(2002) argue “the anonymity of the Internet enables people the opportunity to take on various

personas, even a different gender, and to express facets of themselves without fear of disapproval



and sanctions by those in their real-life social circle” (p. 34). Livingstone (2003) praises the
Internet for offering “a comparatively safe yet private place for children to experiment with
identity” (p. 151).

With the aid of the windows technique, a person is able to simultaneously “enact multiple
identities” with different groups of people. Doug, a participant in Turkle’s study (1995), is
simultaneously plugged into four different MUDs' windows within which he plays four different
roles, plus a chat window open for possible “real communication.” He says: ‘RL [Real Life] is
just one more window . . . and it’s not usually my best one’ (ibid., p. 13). Turkle (1995)
considers the phenomenon of people having multiple identities or “trying multiple roles” online
as the evolution of a de-centered, fluid, nonlinear, and opaque identity. Although this viewpoint
is in line with her argument that we are living in the age of postmodernism, it does not address
my concern with how the “identity experiment” on the Internet is related to children’s
development.

What is the mindset of those who want to construct a new identity? In my opinion, the
researchers quoted above make no moral judgments. They deem the behavior or mindset of
taking different personas in an anonymous environment as “identity experiments.” They often
ignore the fact that participants in online chat rooms can abuse anonymity by deceiving other
people, indulging in “voyeurism,” or worse. They also neglect the fact that taking different roles
simultaneously may fragment ‘self” and prevent a person from fully presenting his or her self. In

other words, a person may be less likely to be their honest ‘self” in this type of interaction.

' MUDs (Multi-User Dungeon) was the first online role-playing game, developed by Richard
Bartle and Roy Trubshaw in 1978 (Boudreau, 2008). It is a text-based virtual space in which its
players control their roles and communicate with other players by entering commands or
messages through keyboards.



Bakardjieva (2005) reports stories of people interacting anonymously with strangers in
on-line chat rooms, finding support and forming genuine friendships. While her study presents
positive human interactions in an anonymous context, she fails to mention possible misuses of
anonymous interaction in her analysis. It is important to note that what a person reveals through
his or her anonymous encounters may not be “healthy” in its essence. It could be something
immoral (fantasizing about adult movies), something unlawful (wanting to take drugs) or
something that needs medical or psychological attention (feeling depressed or being suicidal).
This represents a type of misuse of online communication, where an individual seeks consent for
his or her “unhealthy self” instead of taking actions which would promote a healthier state of
being.

From a Taoist perspective, which is an essential part of my cultural background, only
when a person is true to his or her self can he or she realize true freedom, which is the
harmonious state within a person. The short-term relief (or false freedom) a person obtains from
the anonymous encounter, does not always help the individual deal with his or her problems or
resolve inner conflicts. Indeed, it may harm the person psychologically. Subrahmanyam et al.
(2000) as well as Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, and Gross (2002) analyze the data from the
HomeNet project” and argue that online relationships, which they term, “weak tie” relationships,
tend to exist for shorter periods of time and are not as strong as offline relationships. These
researchers suggest a teenager may experience increased loneliness and depression, especially

when he or she spends greater amounts of time communicating with “weak ties.” The

? The HomeNet project is a longitudinal survey on 169 people in 73 families in Pittsburgh
between 1995 and 1997 (Kraut, R., Patterson, 1998; see also Kraut, R., Kiesler, 2002; CMU
HomeNet Study, 2008).
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anonymous online communication, to some extent, is detrimental to the harmonious and
balanced holistic development of the person.

To summarize the argument, behavioral and psychological processes in using IMing, in
both Instant Messaging systems and online chat rooms, reveal sophisticated ways people
incorporate this medium into their personal life and the profound influence of this medium on the
development of a person. Empirical studies talk about IMing through Instant Messaging systems
as enhancing offline relationships, but failed to discuss the artificial interactivity that
impoverishes a person and further hinders the person from reaching the state of inner oneness
(knowing his or her true nature). Researchers also speak about “identity experiment” activities in
an anonymous environment without mentioning ethical and moral issues of appropriating
personas which are sometimes dynamically different from one’s self. It seems to me that analysis
of IMing requires a more sophisticated, complex approach. The more subtle influence of IMing
on a child’s self, especially moral, ethical, and the deeper social issues requires our attention.
Therefore, a qualitative, grounded theory study should be used to explore the role of IMing in
children’s online and offline lives and researchers should endeavor to view IMing in children’s
lives from a larger perspective.

Educational philosophy inspirations. Which educational philosophies resonate with my
concerns and arguments? The previous discussion of anonymity and interactivity in the section
of “Problems of Instant Messaging (IMing) on the Internet” (above, pp. 6-12) indicates that
children’s Internet activities contribute in some sense to forming the self (and presenting the
self). In respect to forming the self, the literature is divided into two major camps. On the one
hand, there are researchers who feel that there is a unified self in a person’s development. In their

articulation, a unified self means there is a natural way of being connected with self, society, and
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the larger world (Chuang Tzu, 1968, 1998; J. P. Miller, 1999, 2001, 2005; Noddings, 2003,
2005a, 2005b; Erikson, 1963, 1968). On the other hand, there are scholars who feel that a
person’s self is an assemblage of “multiple selves” with no concrete form of what a self should
be. Writers that value anonymity and interactivity and do not comment on moral and ethical
issues on the Internet tend to be social interactionists and align themselves with the concepts of
“multiple selves” (Calvert, 2000). However, those who advocate the concept of a unified self
would have moral and social concerns and are more likely to resonate with my arguments.

One theorist with similar concerns to mine, is Erikson (1963, 1968). Erikson (1968)
suggests the optimal sense of self is coherent and unified. He argues a child is able to develop
such an identity if he or she is given opportunities to explore different roles and is assisted with
proper stimulations and guidance. He emphasizes school as an important place where a child can
be assisted in searching for his or her own optimal life role. Instead of providing a definite
method for guiding a child to a unified self. Erikson discusses three different educational theories
(methods) and identifies problems within each of them: (a) doing what one is told to do, where a
child’s autonomy is sacrificed; (b) doing what one likes to do, where a child is denied challenges
or stimulations; and (c) doing what machines can do, where the value of being human is
diminished (Erikson, 1968, pp. 126-128). In this critical discussion of the three different
educational methods, he argues that different ways of guiding a child may result in different
problems in a child’s development, although, to some extent, they seem to be beneficial to the
child.

On the Internet, where a child has unlimited freedom to enact and assume a variety of
roles, the influence of the child’s identity exploration on the formation of a unified self, though

unpredictable, greatly depends on the attributes involved in the child’s identity experiment; e.g.
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such as the child’s motivations for taking on different identities, people with whom the child
interacts, and manner in which the child negotiates the interactions. If identity development is an
indispensable part of a child’s whole development and, as Erikson argues, it is greatly affected
by the way he or she is guided and nurtured, then how and with whom the child interacts with on
the Internet (specifically the child’s identity experiments on IMing) should require examination.

Besides Erikson, considerable sympathy and support for my concerns can be found in
Bildung Theory. In Witz’s discussion (2007b) of the Bildung theory, several writers (Humboldt,
Litt, Roth, Weniger, and Wieland) favor a unified self and assume that a person develops in a
healthy way with values, finds his or her place in society, and becomes a healthy social being.
However, the self is unified in rather different ways. For instance, Litt (1963) sees a unified self
in the person who has been able to create an internal order (as cited in Witz, 2007b). He
emphasizes that in order to reach this inner order a person has to regulate his or her relation to
the world in an appropriate manner. In the context of IMing, whether it is in online chat rooms or
Instant Messaging systems, a person is more likely to simultaneously engage in multiple
conversations or even take up multiple identities. Litt’s viewpoint of regulating one’s
relationships with the larger world to create an inner order within one’s self provokes one to
consider how to analyze a person’s mind and soul within IMing, where disordered interactions
exist continuously.

Two educational philosophies that I am predisposed to accept are holistic education and
Taoism, philosophies with comparable articulations of the origin and development of a human
life. Both holistic education and Taoism envision the highest state of a life as being at one with

the self, society and Nature. They emphasize that by having authentic connections with people or
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things, a person will be able to present his or her self and interact with the world in an
appropriate manner.

Taoism is a Chinese philosophy that can be traced back to Lao Tzu who lived in the
fourth century BCE. Tao is a way of seeing the inner nature of things; an energy that leads a
person to respond to the larger world without disturbing the order of Nature. As one is able to see
through Taoism and act in Tao, or using Lao Tzu’s words, “live in accordance with Tao” (Lau
Tzu, Lin, & Chuang Tzu, 1948, p. 211), he or she reaches the highest state of consciousness,
being at one with Nature. Chuang Tzu (1968, 1998), a Taoist master elevating the essence of
“freedom” in Tao, sees the heart of the harmonious state as a state where a man becomes a free
soul. Watson (1964) interprets this as “all human actions become as spontaneous and mindless as
those of the natural world” (p. 6).

Because my cultural background is infused with these perspectives, I am more sensitive
to and employ the insights that holistic education and Taoism offer for my study.

Holistic education. Holistic education is rooted in the “spiritual concept of the human
being” (R. Miller, 2000, p. 6) where a child is regarded as a sacred creature of the unknown
power. Pestalozzi, who some consider the founding father of holistic education, argued:

Nature forms the child as an indivisible whole, as a vital organic unity with many sided

moral, mental, and physical capacities. She wishes that none of these capacities remain

undeveloped. Where nature has influence and the child is well and truly guided by her,
she develops the child’s heart, mind, and body in harmonious unity. (as cited in Heafford,

1967, pp. 47-48)

The spirit of holistic education, a whole-child development and the state of being in harmony and

unity within a self, is depicted in Pestalozzi’s description of the origin of life and his vision of

the unified self. Practice of Pestalozzi’s vision in contemporary education may be categorized
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into two themes: (a) having authentic connections with the self and the larger world (John P.
Miller); and (b) whole-child development in caring relations (Nel Noddings).

J. P. Miller suggests that education should awaken a child to “a sense of the sacred and to
the interconnectedness of life” (2000, p. 5) and ultimately to expose the child to the “larger
vision of what it means to be a human being inhabiting the earth and cosmos” (J. P. Miller &
Nozawa, 2005, p. 43). In other words, a child’s vision of life should be broadened in a way that
the child understands what it means to be a human being in the universe. In educational practice,
J. P. Miller advocates the concept of “connection” and the idea of “integrated curriculum.” He
asserts that a child should learn his or her relationships within a variety of domains: body-mind,
school subject, individual-community, earth, and self (J. P. Miller, 1999, 2001, 2005). He
emphasizes that through the interaction between the child and the larger world, the child will
enrich his or her self, understand how different domains (such as self, knowledge, community,
and the earth) are related to one another, and see his or her existence through a more integrated
and larger lens. Ultimately, the child becomes able to present his or her self and respond to life’s
challenges appropriately.

Children’s engagement in IMing (or the Internet), to some extent, puts them in
connection with the domains that J. P. Miller advocates in a way that readily cross the borders of
age, gender, race, culture, landscape, and so on. For example, a child who is IMing her online
acquaintances may expand her exposure to different domains, cultures, and landscapes through
such interactions, a phenomenon that is less likely to happen through real world interactions. A
child who is IMing his or her teachers or elderly relatives might be able to experience a more
intimate relationship with adults (in some cultures real life intimacy is inconceivable). Keeping

the concept and vision of “connection” that J.P. Miller articulates as the frame of reference for
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this study, I examine the role of this cross-border interaction in the child’s development
(unfolding her true self, knowing the connection among different domains, and finally
responding to the world in an appropriate way).

Noddings (2003, 2005a, 2005b) contends that the primary purpose of education is to
create a caring community that grants a child the space and time to grow while supporting his or
her whole-person development. It is only when a child is situated in a caring environment (or
relationship) that his or her true image is preserved and can be further nourished. She
emphasizes, “Caring is a way of being in relation, not a set of specific behaviors” (2003, p. 17).
According to Noddings, a caring teacher is in this higher state of being when that teacher
acknowledges, “What I must do is to be totally and non-selectively present to [each] student . . .
The time interval may be brief but the encounter is total” (ibid., p. 180). The caring human
contact that Noddings depicts is genuine to the core and intense (in particular, at the teacher’s
end), a whole-hearted caring. It seems to me that whole-hearted caring also applies to
interactions between students, friends, peers, etc., in face-to-face and in IMing situations.

How does a child present him or herself when IMing, where his or her thoughts, feelings
or emotions are mostly expressed through short text messages? Noddings emphasizes that a
caring relation starts with a person completely emptying him or herself to the other person. When
IMing, where one-to-one chat possibly proceeds with more than one chat window being used
concurrently, I want to study if “caring” is accomplished.

Taoism. How is the philosophy of Taoism implemented in education? The educational
practice of Taoism in Taiwan focuses on moral and life education to nurture a child’s character,
to cultivate human relations, and ultimately to assist the child in understanding the meaning of

life (Chen, 2001; Dan, 2001). Chen (2001) argues “The core of education is to open a child’s
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mind and soul to the meaning of Tao; to guide the child to get in touch with his or her inner self
and to see the world through Tao” (my translation, p. 24). Chen emphasizes that the learning of
Taoist spiritualism is essential, especially in creating harmonious relations among students and
teachers in schools. He believes when a child understands how his or her action or behavior is
related to others, the child will present his or her self in a proper way. Therefore, a harmonious
relation between the child and others becomes possible.

When viewing the combining of the philosophy of Taoism and the educational practice of
Taoism, one can see that the focus of Taoism centers on the issue of being and acting within a
relation. In this instance, the relation includes interaction between a person and his or her inner
self; between a person and his or her surroundings or context (including people, rules, and so
on); and between the person and the larger world (in the spiritual view). The highest state of Tao
is to reach the harmonious state within every relation. Therefore, in analyzing IMing, I will
examine how a harmonious relation is created, retained or disturbed and how a person’s
cultivation of his or her philosophy relates to the way he or she IMs.

A need for a qualitative study. With my concern of moral issues and with the
inspiration of these educational philosophies, I shall conduct a qualitative study to further
investigate IMing in a child’s life. This study, driven by grounded theory will pay attention to the
child’s current family condition, her parents’ (or guardians’) attitudes toward computer use, her
history (such as major experiences or events in life), her social life, her interests in school
(subjects or hobbies), as well as her school life and after-school activities. The focus of this study
is on the role of IMing in the child’s life. It involves interviewing the child and informal talks
with the child’s parents, especially concerning the issues of the child’s computer use at home and

after-school activity arrangements.

17



Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research is to conduct an interview study where one can see how a
child incorporates IMing in the context of his or her online and offline life. By interviewing
eleven and twelve year old Taiwanese children, this study seeks to gain a deeper understanding
of the following research questions: (a) What are children’s perceptions about IMing?; (b) Does
a child’s use of IMing evolve over time?; (¢) What role does IMing play in children’s online and
offline social lives?; and (d) How do family relationships and parents’ adoption of Internet relate

to children’s use of IMing?

Significance of the Study

Information technology education in Taiwan starts at the third grade with general
computer operations. Elementary school students learn how to use the Internet in the fourth
grade. This study uses qualitative research to investigate IMing activity among fifth graders
learners immediately following their IMing instructional class. Studies on IMing use (or broadly
speaking, Internet use) focus on teenagers and adults. This study will provide a fundamental
piece in understanding IMing by the younger generation. By using qualitative research methods,
this study will provide more lively and convincing stories and viewpoints of IMing by

elementary school youth
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

This study aims to understand what children do in the context of the Internet and how
children’s Internet activities relate to their inner development. Accordingly, the literature review
focuses on children’s Internet activities in the sector of computer-mediated communication
(CMC), more specifically on instant messaging systems (IM) and chat in online public chat
rooms. I divide the literature review into two parts. In part one, I begin with a brief introduction
to CMC. As CMC is constantly changing and developing, I feel there is a need to discuss the
development of CMC and its role in empirical studies (or how it shapes empirical studies). |
particularly adopt two longitudinal research projects, the two-year HomeNet project (Kraut,
Patterson, et al., 1998) and its one-year follow-up project (Kraut, Kiesler, et al., 2002), to show
how CMC changes over time, how people’s Internet activities change in respect to the evolutions
of CMC, and how it affects research findings. In part two, I focus on the discussion of CMC use.
I first give a general description of CMC use and then review what the literature says about the
use of IM systems with friends and family and chatting with strangers in online chat rooms.
Finally, I conclude the literature review with a section in which I suggest another way to look at
children’s Internet activities. Inspired by holistic education, I explore the way a child reveals
himself or herself when interacting with other people on the Internet while examining the
essence of the online communication and how it is related to the child’s development.

Before I begin the literature review, it is essential to clarify that the research articles cited
in this chapter are not all about children’s Internet activities. CMC is an interdisciplinary
research topic and researchers from various fields explore its role within their domains of

interest. For example, in the field of education — evaluating the teacher-student relationship
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within online courses (Liu & Ginther, 2001), or in computer science — focusing on the issues of
design and features of CMC (Choi & Kim, 2004; Isaacs, Walendowski, & Ranganathan, 2002),
or in the business sector — looking into the work efficiency of using CMC at workplaces (Handel
& Herbsleb, 2002; Isaacs, Walendowski, Whittaker, Schiano, & Kamm, 2002). While there are
numerous topics about CMC, the research subjects are limited to either adults or adolescents. In
other words, children, especially ages 12 or younger, are rarely included in the studies of CMC.
Although the research population of this study are children between 11 and 12 years of age, the

literature review inevitably incorporates research studies of adults and adolescents.

Part One: Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC)

A Dbrief introduction to computer-mediated communication. Researchers suggest the
major use of the Internet is for interpersonal communication, especially through e-mail, Instant
Messaging systems (IM) or online public chat rooms (Haythornthwaite, 2001; Howard, Rainie,
& Jones, 2001; Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998; McKenna & Bargh, 1998, 2000; Pew Internet &
American Life Project, 2001, 2005, 2007; Valkenburg & Peter, 2007, 2009). This type of
Internet use is called computer-mediated communication (CMC). Dietz-Uhler and Bishop-Clark
(2001) describe CMC as “any form of exchange (e.g. video, audio, text) that requires the use of a
computer” (p. 269). Generally speaking, CMC exists in two major forms. One form is
synchronous in which communication between two (or more) people happens in real time such
as IM systems (e.g. Yahoo! Messenger, MSN, AOL, and Skype) or online chat rooms (e.g.
MUDs, ICQ, and Internet Relay Chat). Very few researchers categorize IM systems as semi-
synchronous CMC (see Avrahami, Fussell, & Hudson, 2008; Madell & Muncer, 2007). The

other form is asynchronous in which people respond to each other with a time delay (e.g. e-mail,
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newsgroups, message boards, and listservs). The newly developed social networking sites (SNS)
such as Facebook®, MySpace, YouTube or Blogs can be described as a mixed mode CMC as
they provide their users with both synchronous (e.g. instant messaging) and asynchronous (e.g.
posting comments, photos or videos clips) functions.

From public to private (The development of CMC and its role in empirical studies).
The literature suggests that the development of CMC is following a trend of making them more
private and personal (Grinter & Palen, 2002; Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998). In the early 1990’s
when the Internet had just become more available for laypeople, MUDs (Multi-User Dungeon)
was the most popular communication tool (or platform) besides e-mail (Katz & Aspden, 1997,
Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998; McKenna & Bargh, 1998). MUDs, the first online role-playing
game, was developed by Richard Bartle and Roy Trubshaw in 1978 (Massively multiplayer
online role-playing game, 2007). It was and is an open, public virtual space where text messages
among its users are the primary mode of communication. MUDs is predominantly used to
support communication between strangers or, more accurately, people who do not know each
other in real space (Grinter & Palen, 2002). In the late 1990’s, IM systems became available. In
contrast to MUDs or online chat rooms, IM systems support communication between people who
know each other in the real world. Researchers find people’s online communication choices
seem to go along with the development of CMC — starting from the beginning period when
people tended to expand their social life through MUDs, to the most recent stage of using IM for
maintaining their social life (Kraut, Kiesler, et al., 2002; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009). Because of

this transition in people’s preference of online communication tools, that of coming from the

3 Facebook is a free-access social networking website found in February 2004. Facebook users
can join networks organized by city, workplace, school, and region to connect and interact with
other people. People can also add friends and send them messages, and update their personal
profiles to notify friends about themselves (Facebook, 2009).
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public-oriented to the more personally-inclined tools, researchers of CMC (or more broadly,
Internet use) have also observed and reported different images of personal relationships through
time. The original HomeNet project (Kraut, Patterson, et al.,1998) and its followed-up project,
the HomeNet Project revisited (Kraut, Kiesler, et al., 2002), are the best empirical studies to
illustrate how individuals’ online communication behaviors and personal social lives evolve or
change due to the development of CMC.

The HomeNet project, a widely cited study that investigated the effects of the Internet on
social involvement and psychological well-being, was carried out by Kraut, Patterson, et al. at
Carnegie Mellon University. These researchers recruited households in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
for this project in March 1995 and March 1996. It was a two-year long research project where
participants were either in this project for 24 months or 12 months, depending on when they
were recruited. Overall, there were 93 families, with 256 participants in this project. Children,
younger than 10, were not included in the sample. One unique characteristic shared by the
recruited families was that they were first-time Internet users and for most of the households,
participating in this project was their first experience with a home computer. From March 1995
to March 1997, Kraut, Patterson, et al. tracked the participants’ Internet usage and service,
collected periodical questionnaires and conducted one in-home interview with each household.
Included in the final data analysis were 169 people from 73 households. In the discussion of the
research findings, mostly based on the survey data, Kraut, Patterson, et al. (1998) suggested:

Greater use of the Internet was associated with small, but statistically significant declines

in social involvement as measured by communication within the family and the size of

people's local social networks, and with increases in loneliness, a psychological state

associated with social involvement. Greater use of the Internet was also associated with
increases in depression (p. 1028)
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In their more detailed statistical discussion of the findings, Kraut, Patterson, et al. disclosed there
was a statistical interaction of Internet use with age in their sample that suggested growing
isolation, “increases in Internet use were associated with larger increases in loneliness . . . and
larger declines in social support for teenagers than for adults” (ibid.).

Kraut, Patterson, et al. called their finding paradoxical because the Internet, most
assumed to be a social technology, was instead found associated with declining social life and
having negative influence on one’s well-being. They provided two plausible causal mechanisms.
The first mechanism they named was “displacing social activity,” which they suggested was
“time that people devote to using the Internet that might substitute for time that they had
previously spent engaged in social activities” (ibid., p. 1029). The second one they called,
“displacing strong ties,” where they suspected that “people were substituting poorer quality
social relationships for better relationships, that is, substituting weak ties for strong ones” (ibid.).
These two mechanisms were regarded as social displacement of Internet use, which had been a
commonly adopted description when researchers observed the phenomenon in which a person
appeared to be distant and less engaged in his or her real social life as a result from being
involved more intensely in online social interactions.

The HomeNet project clearly affirmed the more the Internet was used by participants, the
more disconnected an individual became in his or her personal social life. However, in their
after-thoughts on this project, Kraut, Patterson, et al. acknowledged that these negative research
findings of Internet use could be due to the development of technologies (or accurately CMC).
They emphasized that “Technologies are not immutable, especially not computing ones. Their
effects will be shaped by how they are constructed by engineers, how they are deployed by

service providers, and how they are used by consumers” (p. 1030). This assertion reminds all

23



researchers that the effects of technologies are dynamic. Although Kraut, Patterson, et al.
observed a negative effect of Internet use in their sample, there could be various scenarios found
in other samples, settings, and technologies. At the end of the paper, they hinted that they could
have had different research results had they had the chance to explore the technology, which in
their words “supports preexisting social groups such as America OnLine [AOL]” (p. 1030). AOL
was the first IM system; it was officially released on May 1997 (Instant messaging, 2009). The
participants in the HomeNet project never had the chance to used AOL (or other equivalent IM
systems) while they participated in this study. Even though Kraut, Patterson, et al. did not give
specific information as what online communication tools their participants used, it is logical to
suggest that what they had observed in their participants’ Internet activities were taking place
through e-mail, Newsgroups, MUDs or discussion boards which were public spaces designed to
encourage strangers to interact with each other. Coherently, the findings of the HomeNet
project showed people developed social relationships on the Internet, which to some extent was a
predictable result since the project took place during the time when online communication tools
were more for expanding social life. In reviewing the HomeNet project from the perspective of
technology development, it is fair to suggest that the HomeNet project mostly reflected the
influence of more public online communication tools in a person’s social involvement and
psychological well-being. In fact, research on Internet use during the same period (in the middle
of 1990s) like the HomeNet project mainly explored the interactions between strangers on the
Internet and the development of online friendships (see Katz & Aspden, 1997; McKenna &
Bragh, 1998; Parks & Floyd, 1996; Stoll, 1995; Turkle, 1995). Some of them praised the Internet
for creating a social community where people met new people and made friends. They claimed

the Internet was connecting people and was a positive influence on personal social life (Katz &
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Aspden, 1997; McKenna & Bragh, 1998; Parks & Floyd, 1996). There were studies like the
HomeNet project, however, finding the online relationships less genuine compared with a
person’s offline friendships, bringing a negative influence to one’s well-being (Stoll, 1995;
Turkle, 1995).

In the landscape of Internet activities, or the development of CMC after the data
collection of the original HomeNet project was finished in 1997, more and more communication
services such as IM systems, which Kraut, Patterson, et al. (1998) described being used for
preexisting social life (and less for online friendships), surfaced and were adopted by Internet
users. America Online released AOL in 1997. Yahoo! Messenger debuted in 1998. Microsoft
launched MSN messenger in 1999.

Kraut, Kiesler, et al. (2002) began the follow-up study of the HomeNet project in May
1997. They recorded the Internet use of 208 participants of 93 Pittsburgh families from the
original HomeNet project and conducted a survey in February 1998. Included in the data of this
follow-up project, were a three-year long Internet activities record from the participants who
were recruited in 1995, a two-year long record for those participating in 1996 and the three
surveys administrated in 1996, 1997, and 1998.

Kraut, Kiesler, et al. found after three years of using the Internet their sample generally
experienced positive effects of using the Internet on communication, social involvement, and
well-being; the negative effects of Internet use they documented during the first two years
dissipated (see Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998). In addition, the data supported the “rich get richer”
model that suggests that extraverts or those who are more sociable and have more existing social
support, benefit more from Internet use (Kraut, Kiesler, et al., 2002, p. 49). In these participants’

Internet use, more specifically, Kraut, Kiesler, et al., found the top three Internet activities were:
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first, communication with family and friends; second, searching for information; and third,
looking for entertainment. Using the Internet for meeting new people, however, came in fourth.
It is obvious the participants were using the Internet more often to interact with people in their
existing social relationships than in online friendships. Furthermore, in this sample the extraverts
were more likely to use the Internet to keep in touch with friends and family members. If one
applies the “rich get richer” model here, it might be fair to say that using the Internet to
communicate with friends and family was more likely to benefit a person’s well-being,
especially for extraverts. Kraut, Kiesler, et al. (2002) argue the effects of the Internet use
depends on what people do on-line, what people give up to spend time on the Internet (p. 70).
They explicitly asserted, “[using the Internet for] interpersonal communication with friends and
family would have more beneficial effects than ... downloading music, playing computer
games, or communicating with strangers [italics added]” (ibid.). Apparently, a person’s existing
social life is critical and cannot be omitted in the whole picture of the Internet’s impact on that
person.

Looking back at the original HomeNet project, more of the discussion was on the aspects
of using the Internet with the online friendships. The follow-up HomeNet project, however,
made existing social relationships the central theme in Internet use. In both projects, the
researchers never specified the Internet activities that the participants were engaged with.
“Internet use” was the term they labeled their participants’ Internet activities in these two papers.
While tracing the timeline of CMC development, it became clear the two projects had
investigated different online communication tools. Whereas the follow-up HomeNet Project was
able to record the participants’ use of IM systems, the original HomeNet project merely tracked

the use on MUDs, Newsgroups or other public online spaces. The discrepancy between these two

26



projects to a certain degree, showed the development of CMC affected the results in these
empirical studies. More important, it proved that people migrated from the public sectors to the
more personal and private spaces on the Internet.

By presenting and comparing the HomeNet project and its follow-up project, this section
shows the development of CMC never stopped and people’s preferences of CMC changed over
time. From the early or middle 1990’s to the current stage, the trend of CMC development and
Internet use have evolved in their nature from the more public to the more personal. In the future,
we might observe different images of both CMC and CMC use. For example, Facebook,
considered as the most popular social networking site (SNS) among college students (Barker,
2009; Sheldon, 2008; Quan-Haase & Collins, 2008), is creating a social community for both
strangers and friends online. As it becomes more popular and reaches more age groups, it is
probable a mixed model of online communication (both personal and public) will be the future

trend (or the norm) of Internet use.

Part Two: The Use of CMC

In reviewing the empirical studies as a whole, there is a consistent finding across research
regarding the question of which communication tool/s is or are used by people. E-mail, IM, and
chat in chat rooms are the most commonly adopted ones. Nevertheless, different generations
favor different tools. More specifically, adolescents are fond of using IM and chat while adults
are more likely to use e-mail (Boneva, Quinn, Kraut, Kiesler, & Shklovski, 2006; Grinter &
Palen, 2002; Gross, 2004; Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002; Quan-Haase, 2008; Valkenburg &
Peter, 2009). In this section, I focus on discussing the two popular Internet communication tools

among teenagers — IM systems and chatting in online chat rooms. Although these two online

27



communication tools share similar technical and social functionalities, they play different roles
in teenagers’ personal social lives. IM system is mainly for online communication with people
who know each other in the real world. Chatting in online chat rooms is primarily between
strangers. This section reviews the nature of these two tools and how teenagers incorporate them
into their lives.

Instant Messaging systems and preexisting relationships (friends and family).
Bradley (2005) interviewed several high school students about their Internet activities to
investigate the moral development of teenagers within the digital world. In the article where she
shared her findings, she began with excerpts from two of her research participants, Claire and
Diana, both juniors in high school.

“I have a schedule,” Claire says. “When I get up in the morning I check [my IM and

selected blogs]; when I come home from school I check and before I go to sleep I check;

but there are times in between I can check it too.” Diana, a classmate of Claire, adds, “I

have four e-mail addresses but I don’t use them much. I use them for different things, but

if [ want to say something, I IM or blog.” (ibid., p. 57)

Claire made it clear that IM and blog were embedded in her everyday life. She started and ended
her day with them. Although Diana used e-mail, she explicitly excluded it from her
communication arsenal and favors using IM or blog to express her self. In these two teenage
girls’ examples, IM and blog are essential in their lives. Survey data from empirical studies show
that Claire and Diana’s preferences over certain Internet activities (namely, IMing or blog) are
not exceptional among teenagers.

The Pew Internet & American Life Project (2001) suggests e-mail and IMing are the top
two Internet activities among teenagers in the United States. 74 percent of the teenagers that use

the Internet adopt IM to interact with their peers and family. Teenagers are dubbed as the rising

instant-message generation in this report. IMing remains as one of the major Internet activities
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among adolescents in the Pew Internet & American Life Project (2005). Gross et al. (2002)
surveyed 130 seventh-grade students from a middle-class public school in California and found
that IMing, web surfing, and e-mail were the top three Internet uses for this particular sample. In
another survey study on 40 seventh-grade students (11 to 13 years of age) from a middle school
in a Midwestern college town in the United States (Bryant, Sanders-Jackson, & Smallwood,
2006), IMing occupied 60 percent of the time these participants were online. van den Eijnden,
Meerkerk, Vermulst, Spijkerman, and Engels (2008) surveyed 663 Dutch adolescents (ages
between 12 and 15) and found that IMing was the most popular and most frequently used online
communication form, where 89 percent of their participants used it and 55 percent of them used
it on a daily basis. Valkenburg and Peter (2007a) found 97 percent of their respondents (794
primarily White Dutch adolescent ages 10 — 16 years) used MSN messenger and 88 percent of
them indicated they often IMed with preexisting, offline friends. There are also empirical studies
that look into the role that IM plays in an adolescents’ life while exploring teenagers’ Internet
activities (Boneva et al., 2006; Fox, Rosen, & Crawford, 2009; Grinter & Palen, 2002; Hu,
Wood, Smith & Westbrook, 2004; Lin, Sun, Lee, & Wu, 2007; Lloyd, Meszaros, & Gotow,
2006; Ramirez & Broneck, 2009; Valkenburg & Peter, 2009).

There is no doubt that IM occupies a dominant place in adolescents’ Internet activities.
Its dominance is seen in anecdotes, survey data and the high interest scholars that show in
choosing IM as their research topic. The question is then why IMing became the core of Internet
activities among youth. Examining Claire and Diana in Bradley’s study (2005) as examples, why
did Claire almost always check her IM or blog whenever she had the chance? And for Diana,
what was so special about IM that she would prefer to say things in her mind through IMing? In

general, why do people IM? What do they do when IMing? Who do they talk to? The
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mechanisms of IM, which merely allow communication between people that know each other in
real world, destines IM to have influence on a person’s existing social life. When Valkenburg
and Peter (2009) decided to merely focus on IM’s effects on the adolescent social life, they
declared “if there is an online communication technology that is to influence adolescents’
existing friendships, it should be IM [italics added]” (p. 81). Although the assertion sounds bold,
it is in fact a logical assumption, even if merely taking the design and nature of IM into
consideration. What remains a mystery is why teenagers adopt IM.

In order to understand young adults’ attitudes towards various communication
technologies including IM, mobile phone text messaging, email, voice calls, and letter writing,
Madell and Muncer (2007) conducted a 50 minute interview with two focus research groups,
each of which included six girls and one boy, ages between 18 to 20 years of age. Participants of
this study indicated that IM, email, and mobile phone text messaging, communication
technologies lacking visual and auditory cues, allowed them more time to compose their
thoughts and to some extent, they felt they had more control over their interactions with people.
One participant in the Pew Internet & American Life Project (2001) reported: “Online you can
think things over, and erase them before you look stupid, rather than to their face, where you
can’t always take things back™ (p. 22). For shy people, the lack of visual and auditory cues
within CMC seems to be more comfortable for them than face-to-face communication. However,
CMC does not prompt shy people to be more interactive (Valkenburg & Peter, 2007a; van den
Eijnden et al., 2008). Hertel, Choroer, Batinic, and Naumann (2008) conducted a survey on 228
German college students to investigate their preferences for communication media including
face-to-face conversation and email. The research results suggested shy college students favored

email over face-to-face conversation. Peter, Valkenburg, and Schouten (2007) found shy
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adolescents were less likely to use webcams or microphones when IMing with peers. Although
being able to control one’s presence, conversation or even self-presentation could be the reason
that teenagers adopt IM, adoption of IM might extend deeper than these three reasons.

Psychologists affirm that adolescence is a critical period when one’s self identity and
social identity are being formed (Boneva et al., 2006; Lee & Sun, 2009; Lin & Yu, 2008). Itis a
period when peers, in many cases, are more important in one’s life than parents. IM provides an
alternative way for an adolescent to express his or her self (the self identity) as well as a way to
maintain friendships (social identity). Livingstone (2002) points out that IM means mobility to
teenagers because it gives teenagers more time and chances to interact with their peers while
they are confined at home. Bradley (2005) echoes Livingstone’s stand about IM increasing
teenagers’ mobility while also emphasizing that online communication gives teenagers a feeling
of being free from various boundaries they might confront in face-to-face communication.

It seems that IM greatly benefits teenagers in fulfilling their needs for companionship.
Whitlock, Powers, and Eckenrode (2006) reveal, “The Internet has become a virtual meeting
place where teens hang out with their peers to pass time” (p. 407). Peter et al. (2007) indicate
adolescents communicate online more frequently and more competently with online
communication being closely integrated into their social lives.

Researchers also suggest that the quantity and quality of online communication is
positively related to the quality of an individual’s existing social life (Hu et. al, 2004;
Valkenburg & Peter, 2007a, 2007b, 2007c). Hanging out with peers on the Internet seems to be
crucial for a good social life. It is not, however, necessarily out of one’s volition (true desire), but
could stem from obligatory feelings aroused by peer pressure. Grinter and Palen (2002)

emphasize, “For teenagers, peer pressure is a major catalyst in IM adoption” (p. 23). One 14 year
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old girl in their study indicated it was a matter of ‘be on or be out’ and another girl of the same
age said, ‘because all my friends were talking [on IM], and I didn’t want to miss out’ (ibid.). One
of Bradley’s interviewees explained, ‘Not being on is like not being at school for a couple of
days and missing out on lunch . . . You’ll be kind of out of the loop. I think there’s a lot of
people who do it because they need to be in the loop’ (p. 70). Even for older adolescents (college
students), adopting IM due to peer pressure remains prominent. Quan-Haase and Collins (2008)
studied college students’ IM behaviors. They conducted a survey on 293 undergraduate students
in Canada and interviewed 21 of the participants who completed the research questionnaire.
They found “With the widespread use of IM in universities, students feel compelled to be
available via IM as often as possible” (ibid., p. 538). Although peer pressure seems to be the
major reason that teenagers adopt IM, it is essential to note that in Bryant et al.’s study 40
children (11 to 13 years old) indicated they did not feel the peer pressure to use IM in order to
maintain their friendships. Indeed, participants in this study had different social networks, or
different sets of online and offline friendships. It seems that peer pressure did not prompt these
children or their peers to use IM.

Though each matters in their own way, convenience, empowerment, desire for friendship,
expression of one’s self and/or peer pressure, have brought teenagers to IM. In their interview
study with 16 teenagers, Grinter and Palen (2002) found socializing, event planning and
schoolwork collaboration were the three main ways teenagers used IM. Among these three
activities, socializing was the major use, primarily when “informal conversation—everyday
chitchat” (ibid., p. 25) occurred. Grinter and Palen go on to explain:

Since [in their sample] IM peers knew each other in real space, and often shared school

experiences, the nature of their conversation was reported to be much like what they have

in real space: reflections on the daily events, gossip about others including what clothes
were worn and who seeing whom, and so forth. (ibid.)

32



In this study, these teenagers’ IM friendships and conversations appear to mirror what they have
in their real lives. However, other studies contend IM interactions sometimes exceed what
teenagers’ might have in the real world. In the Pew Internet & American Life Project (2001), 37
percent of the teens reported they would say something over IM that they would not have said in
person. One 17-year-old girl in this study indicated, ‘It is easier to talk to someone about certain
topics online, than to talk about them face-to-face’ (ibid., p. 22). 42 percent of Bryant et al.’s
research participants chose the survey item, “write something you wouldn’t say in person” as one
of the reasons they used IM. Diana, the girl in Bradley’s study, also felt expressing her feelings
on the Internet was less intimidating than face-to-face communication. She explained:
These same people [with whom I am emotionally open with online] I would feel terrified
to come up to them in person and start this kind of conversation. I want to and I think it
would be more meaningful but it’s just really scary, whereas on the Internet it’s, like,
they can just go away. (Bradley, 2005, p. 65)
The examples above suggest that teenagers feel more comfortable expressing their feelings over
IM. In other words, the interaction over the IM system to some extent is different than the in-
person communication (though they might share similar characteristics such as socializing). In
fact, the functions of IM, especially “block,” “display name” and “paralinguistic cues,” make
interactions over IM less predictable and sometimes more interesting or complicated. “Block™ is
a feature that enables an individual to “hide” from his or her friends on IM. “Display name” is a
short text space, originally designed for IM users to show their names. It is now a trend to use
this text space to send out personal messages. Some researchers call the display “presence” as IM
users are fond of indicating their availability in this particular text box (Bovena et al., 2006).

“Paralinguistic cues” are graphic characters and animations that express an individual’s emotions

or feelings. In the section, “Statement of the Problem” in Chapter 1, I discussed the issue related
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to “paralinguistic cues” (see p. 9). I will exclude it from the following discussion and focus on
how “block” and “display name” are used presently and what their potential influence might be.

Block. Although peer pressure is identified as one of the major reasons teenagers adopt
IM (Grinter & Palen, 2002; Livingstone, 2002), it does not cease the moment teenagers subscribe
to their IM service, add their peers to the buddy list, or even when they log in to their IM
accounts. Peer pressure persists and affects teenagers’ actions and decisions over IM in instances
of whether they should be available to chat with their friends or to block messages from their
friends. Anecdotal evidence indicates that children try to be “available” for their peers to ensure
their social group membership or friendships (Grinter & Palen, 2002). However, friendships
change over time. While IM interactions with peers reported by most empirical studies benefit
(or influence) one’s offline relationships, offline interactions can also affect what happens over
IM. When one is no longer a friend with a peer or has arguments with that person offline, it is
possible to avoid messaging (as in the offline world one would stay away from the person one is
having issues with) through blocking or ‘block’.

Block allows an IM user to remove his or her friends from the buddy list. When A blocks
B, A appears as offline when B logs on to IM. Under this circumstance, A would never receive
messages from B. In this case, B would not know he or she was blocked by A because A would
appear as offline on B’s contact list. In the Pew Internet & American Life Project 2001 and 2005,
half of the teenagers admitted to blocking someone they did not want to hear from. However,
they also indicated blocking someone only happened once a month and was not a regular or
usual practice for them. College students in Quan-Haase and Collins’ study (2008) indicated that
they seldom blocked their friends. Naomi, one of the participants in this study, explained to the

researchers that block means ‘hurtful system’ when translated to English from Chinese, and this
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was why she was reluctant to block her peers. Some participants explained they would rather
obtain new IM accounts and recompose new buddy lists than block their friends. It seems that
the avoidance of hurting others might be the reason why ‘block’ was not a common practice
among these college students.

From a technical perspective, block seems to be an individual act. When reviewing their
participants’ adoption of block, Grinter and Palen (2002) make an intriguing argument about this
particular IM function: “Using the access control facility [block], a group of teenagers can all
make themselves appear off-line to an excluded “friend,” keeping plans and discussions secret,
but without the person directly knowing about their exclusion” (p. 28). A similar observation that
teenagers used block to shun a person who was no longer in the “in-group” was reported by
Grinter, Palen, and Eldridge (2006). In other words, block could become a group activity.
Researchers and teenagers (or broadly speaking, IM users) assume that block is fairly discreet
and the one being blocked would never find out that he or she has been blocked. Nevertheless,
IM is a daily routine for many teenagers and they even know their peers’ online schedules. How
discreet block can be needs further investigation. So does the influence of such behavior on
one’s offline friendships. Although Bradley (2005) suggests the emotional risks on IM or online
communication (e.g. not being able to receive responses from the peers on IM, unable to get
one’s phone number or being rejected) “do not feel quite as perilous” (p. 64) when compared to
face-to-face communication, it is probably safe to assume that a group block could have a more
profound consequence on a person, especially since the two lives, on-line and off-line, are so
interwoven with each other.

Display name. “Display name” literally means a text space to display one’s name.

However, IM users creatively adapt this space to “display” their personal messages rather than
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their names. Grinter and Palen’s (2002) research participants indicated changing their “display
name” to explain their IM absences is a common practice. One even changed his display name to
“I’m currently removing all dirt, grime and other dead biological matter from my body. I can be
found in the nearest decontamination center” (ibid., p. 28), meaning he was in the shower.
Whereas this message sounds quite interesting and unique, there are also messages plainly telling
of one’s presence or availability shown on IM. One participant in the study of Bovena et al.
(2006) wrote ‘At the Mall shopping with mom. Back in 2 hours’ (p. 213). As this practice of
explaining one’s availability on IM is vastly shared by IM users, Bovena et al. call the feature of
“display name” on IM as the space that shows one’s “presence” information. Grinter and Palen
(2002) regard children changing their display names on IM as a way of ensuring their
availabilities to their peers. Bovena et al. (2006) report this as an act where one wants to sustain
his or her group membership and the feeling of group participation. In Quan-Haase’s review
(2008) of research on the use and the role of IM in college students’ campus life, she suggests
the constant updating of their IM status by college students is to “maintain a sense of
connectivity with peers even when they are not online or engaged in IM” (p. 107) which concurs
with what Bovena et al. (2006) suggest.

Although the use of the display name is mostly to provide one’s presence or contact
information as the researchers above indicate, Baron (2005) conveys it has a variety of functions.
Her online survey on undergraduate students’ IM usage suggests the messages posted in the
display names are not merely the away messages indicating a person’s status (e.g. being away,
sleeping, or having meals). Some college students indicated they specifically read their friends’
away messages to catch up on the activities of their friends. In other words, the display name is

also a place for IM users to show what they are facing or going through in life. I, too have
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witnessed friends posting messages in this manner. Some examples might be, “Final countdown.
Five days to the finals” or “Summer vacation is coming! It’s exciting.” This use of a person’s
“display name” broadcasts his or her feelings to everyone on the buddy list while bypassing one-
to-one or group chats. Using the display name feature in IM could have different meanings from
using it to show one’s availability, however, there is no research yet on using IM this way.

Online chat rooms—talking to strangers. The previous section on IM has clearly
shown that IM systems assist teenagers in maintaining preexisting social life (and the dynamic
between IM technology feature and its users). When looking into people’s social lives (especially
in the era of the Internet), the interpersonal relationship is no longer restrained by face-to-face
communication. Online friendships are growing and developing continuously on the Internet
through various platforms such as newsgroups, listservs, and online chat rooms. Greenfield and
Subrahmanyam (2003) found teenagers were not only developing friendships with strangers
within online chat rooms but also creating new codes and new modes of communication to make
their conversations with anonymous others more coherent. Bradley (2005) indicates some of her
participants do spend energy and time “collect[ing] online friends” (p. 64). Chou and Peng
(2007) emphasize making “net-friends” is a part of Taiwanese teenagers’ Internet use.
Researchers who focus on the interaction between online gaming players contend that socializing
within online gaming is essential as game players more or less confront difficult levels and need
help from other players (Ng & Wiemer-Hastings, 2005; Whang & Chang, 2004).

Compared with maintaining offline personal relationships through the Internet, forming
online friendships still is not a priority in people’s Internet activity. The Pew Internet &
American Life Project (2001) shows that 32 percent of online teenagers make new friends

through online chat rooms, whereas 74 percent of them use IM to keep in touch with friends and
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family. In Bessiére, Kiesler, Kraut, and Boneva’s study (2008), merely 20 percent of their
sample (1,222 people; 85 percent over 19 years old) use the Internet to meet new people.
Subrahmanyam, Reich, Waechter, and Espinoza (2008) suggest college students mostly use
social network sites (e.g. MySpace or Facebook) to strengthen offline friendships rather than to
meet or form connections with strangers. The majority of participants in Grinter and Palen’s
study (2002) did not use public chat rooms and felt chatting with strangers was a ‘waste of time’
because of the extremely poor conversation quality that exists between strangers (p. 24).
However, 3 out of the total 16 participants reported talking with strangers in online chat rooms
for the purpose of either avoiding boredom or sharing music interests. While Grinter and Palen’s
participants disliked chatting with strangers online due to the quality of conversation, Jackson,
von Eye, et al. (2004) found their participants (117 adults; 67 percent are low-income African-
American adults; average age of 38.6 years old) avoided online chat rooms, fearing that online
chat rooms were dangerous places where predators lurked.

Although interacting with strangers is marginalized in the whole picture of people’s
Internet activities, the influence these interactions have on people’s social life or well-being
remains an essential component to understanding the influence of CMC on people’s lives.
Empirical studies have reported conflicting findings on the quality of online friendships. While
some researchers depict online friendships as weak ties in contrast to the face-to-face
relationships considered as strong ties (Chan & Cheng, 2004; J. N., Cummings, Butler, & Kraut,
2002; Hu, 2009; Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998; Mesch & Talmud, 2006), some insist online
friendships could be as solid as offline relationships as well as beneficial, especially for shy,
lonely, socially anxious, and people found on the edge of a social group (Heitner, 2002;

McKenna & Bargh, 1998, 2002; McKenna, Green, & Gleason, 2002; Mehra, Merkel, & Bishop,
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2004; Whitlock et al., 2006; Ybarra, Alexander, & Mitchell, 2005). The debate over the pros and
cons of online relationships to some extent originates from the prominent characteristic of online
communication between strangers — anonymity.

There is a general consensus among researchers that CMC distinguishes itself from face-
to-face communication by three characteristics: (1) anonymity that makes a person unidentified,
(2) reduced visual and audio cues that turns online communication into pure text based
communication and potentially exploits anonymity; and (3) a lack of a whole social environment
where by each text message or expression is out of context and is defined by the receivers (Chak
& Leung, 2004; Christopherson, 2007; Dietz-Uhler & Bishop-Clark, 2001; Turkle, 1995;
Valkenburg, Schouten, & Peter, 2005). For communications between strangers on the Internet,
“anonymity” best describes its nature. In their comparison between communication and
interaction on the Internet and in real life, McKenna and Bargh (2000) emphasize “People can
and [thus are] engaging in very different behaviors on the Internet than they do in the real world”
(p. 60) because the Internet is an anonymous environment. Among the numerous things people
can experience on the Internet and two of the major issues identified by empirical studies are,
“greater self-disclosure” and “identity experimenting” (Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Bargh,
McKenna, & Fitzsimons, 2002; Heitner, 2000; McKenna & Bargh, 1998, 2000; McKenna et al.,
2002). In the next two sections I discuss “greater self-disclosure” and “identity experimenting.”

Greater self-disclosure. McKenna and Bargh (2000) indicate “On the Internet, where one
can be anonymous, where one does not deal in face-to-face interactions, where one is simply
responding to other anonymous people, the roles and characters one maintains for family,
friends, and associates can be cast aside” (p. 62). In other words, what a person can “talk about”

or “act like” on the Internet might be much more revealing than (or to some extent different
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from) what he or she discloses in face-to-face communication. Empirical studies show that self-
disclosure occurs more often online than offline for most people (Bakardjieva, 2005; Bradley,
2005; Heitner, 2000; McKenna & Bargh, 1998, 2000; Witlock et al., 2006, Yang, 2000). For
instance, in their analysis of 3,219 posts from six self-injury (e.g. cutting) discussion boards with
the average self-described age of members ranging from 16.4 to 23.9 years, Whitlock et al.
(2006) found teenagers or young adults more open to talking about their problems on the
Internet. Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, and Tynes (2004) analyzed a 30-min conversation from a
teenager online chat room and found that online chat rooms provide safe places for teenagers to
discuss “embarrassing topics” such as sexuality (e.g. premarital sex or abortion) and family
problems (e.g. parent-children relationships or domestic violence). In Bradley’s study (2005),
one 17-year-old girl indicated that she felt intimidated discussing her sexual orientation in face-
to-face communication, however, she found support in chat rooms, where she could talk to
others and learn about her sexual identity. McKenna and Bargh (2000) argue:
People have a need to present their true or inner self to the outside world and to have
others know them as they know themselves. . . . The Internet makes it much easier for an
individual to express these important aspects of identity without the risk of upsetting the
balance of their offline relationships. (p. 63)
Before continuing to discuss the feelings of safety a person finds in the Internet environment, it
is necessary to clarify the meaning of “inner self” in this quote. The “Inner self” refers to
personal values and character. It represents, especially in this quote, an individual’s self-concept
with emphasis on the roles or personas that the individual thinks he or she possesses, in contrast
to what the individual shows to the outside world. Empirical studies, which mostly focus on the
benefit of greater self-disclosure emanating from online chat rooms, often explore the

nonmainstream chat spaces centering on topics such as self-injury and homosexuality, it is then

reasonable to assert that the inner self refers to personal problems that one is reluctant to reveal
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to friends and family. Seeing inner self in this way, however, leaves out the spiritual component
of human nature that has been advocated by holistic education (see Froebel, 1890; J. P., Miller,
2005; Pestalozzi, 1912). Holistic educators argue inner self is the sacred power that creates
human lives and the divine element that resides within human nature. This view emphasizes the
spiritual aspect of human life, the interconnection between human beings and Nature. This is
distinctively different from the dimension of inner self, the values or character, on which
McKenna and Bargh (2000) focus.

In the discussion of the Internet, especially communication between strangers,
researchers are inclined to use the term “self” or “inner self” to categorize what an individual is
expressing about him or herself to other anonymous people (in my opinion, to emphasize the
perception that the Internet enables a person to reveal what he or she hides inside). It is essential
to remind readers the meanings of inner self vary in research as some might focus on personal
attributes and some see it from a spiritual angle.

Going back to the topic of greater self-disclosure on the Internet, McKenna et al. (2002)
dub this phenomenon “strangers on a train,” similar to people sharing fairly intimate information
with their anonymous seatmates. However, this term focuses only on the content of what is
disclosed. Content itself could only represent one element and one dimension that affects or
defines a person’s online interaction with other people.

Bakardjieva’s (2005) analysis of how her participants interact with other anonymous
people in online chat rooms or newsgroups, indicates that online communication is
multidimensional. She argues there is a “public-private-intimate continuum” (ibid., p. 185) in
people’s online communication. The degree of openness, privacy, or intimacy is influenced by

three components: (a) the forum, or space of gathering; (b) the content of the communication; (c)
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the action taken after the communication. The data in this particular research provides an array of
positive online interactions from pure information exchanges (public) to more interpersonal
socializations (intimate). It also shows how a person takes appropriate actions to “translate”
(ibid., p. 176) his or her online interactions to meet the needs or solve the problems in his or her
real life. For example, Sandy, whose main reason for going to online chat rooms is to meet
people and have fun talking to them, reveals her troubled marriage and finally regains her self-
confidence with encouragement from her online friends. Ellen, a housewife diagnosed with a
rare disease, finds an online support group that not only enhances her knowledge of the disease
empowering her to deal with her doctor, but also provides sympathy for her difficulties in real
life (ibid., pp. 181-183). These two examples not only illustrate people’s need for a safer
environment to express their true identities but also reinforce the perception of the real-life
consequences of online relationships some researchers discuss.

In reviewing the influences of interaction within marginalized newsgroups (e.g.
homosexual, sex bondages, and sex spanking), McKenna and Bargh (1998) conducted a survey
with 152 Internet newsgroup users (ages between 18 and 68, with an average age being 37
years). They found the more support that an individual received from his or her newsgroup
friends, the more likely the individual would accept his or her sexual orientation and reveal it in
real life. Leung’s study (2006) on college students’ ICQ use suggests the more honest and
revealing a person is within ICQ conversations, the better online interaction he or she would
have and the less likely the person would feel lonely in the real world. These studies show there
is a positive and direct effect of the greater online self-disclosure on a person’s offline life. These
researchers’ endeavors to examine online communication with strangers from the angle of self-

disclosure, are generally uncommon within the empirical studies. Taking Whitlock et al.’s study
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(2006) as an example, these researchers found teenagers who were involved in self-injury were
more revealing about their problems and also received more social support within online
discussion groups. Whitlock et al. expressed concern that online support might lead to the
normalization of self-injury in the teenagers, however, did not investigate how the online support
would carry into these troubled teenagers’ lives.

In general, researchers tend to focus on finding the causality between online friendships
and one’s well-being (see Gross et al., 2002; Kraut, Patterson, et al., 1998; Kraut, Kiesler, et al.,
2002). Although a few of the scholars do explore how online friendships are transferred into the
real world (Katz & Aspden, 1997; McKenna & Bargh, 2000; Parks & Floyd, 1996), they are
inclined to make comparisons between the qualities of online friendships and offline friendships.
Since greater self-disclosure is a critical element that attracts people to adopt the Internet to
fulfill their needs, how it plays in the real-life consequences of online relationships should be
further examined.

Identity experimenting. Role playing or identity experimenting, is not uncommon on the
Internet as again the Internet is an anonymous social context (Bradley, 2005; Gross et al., 2004;
Turkle, 1995; Young, 1998). Suler (1999) argues that role playing on the Internet fulfills an
individual’s need for “an altered state of consciousness” ( 12) in which he or she experiences
the reality from different perspectives. Bradley’s participants confess lying about their identities
online, especially their ages (often they pretend to be older), and feel that “[this] is part of the fun
[online]” (2005, p. 64). In Gross et al.’s study (2002), half of their 175 respondents (7" and 10"
graders) reported to pretend to be someone else. An interesting finding in this study is that half of
those who pretend to be someone else often do so in the company of a friend. They also

indicated how much they enjoy playing pranks on their friends.
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Whether role playing is for fun or for one’s experimentation, “[t]he Internet provides the
opportunity for individuals to engage in greater identity and role construction than is possible in
the non-Internet world” (McKenna & Bargh, 2000, p. 62). Sherry Turkle’s personal experience
and observations while studying MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons), are documented in her book—
Life on the screen. Turkle shows how easy it is for an individual to sample multiple identities on
the Internet, especially with the aid of the windows technique. She comments:

The development of windows for computer interfaces was a technical innovation

motivated by the desire to get people working more efficiently by cycling through

different applications. But in the daily practice of many computer users, windows have

[sic] become a powerful metaphor for thinking about the self as a multiple, distributed

system. The self is no longer simply playing different roles in different settings at

different times, something that a person experiences when, for example, she wakes up as

a lover, makes breakfast as a mother, and drives to work as a lawyer. The life practice of

windows is that of a decentered self that exists in many worlds and plays many roles at

the same time. (Turkle, 1995, p. 14)

Turkle’s insight as she explains and comments on how using ‘Windows’ changes the definition
of self, space, and time on the internet and how it assists in multiple role-plays in online chat
rooms is useful. In her book, we see how the windows technique is used (or more accurately,
misused) on MUDs. There is Doug who is engaged in a variety of roles at the same time in
MUDs (see Chapter 1, p. 10). There is also an incident in which a conversation between two
MUD players turned into a virtual rape at the end (a role played off-track). Although Turkle
indicates and expresses her concern about the negatives occurring on MUDs, she mainly regards
MUDs as “laboratories for experimenting with one’s identity” (ibid., p. 12). She adopts this
virtual phenomenon to strengthen her major purpose in her book that we are living in the age of

postmodernism in which “the one can be many and the many can be one” (ibid., p. 17). In other

words, she believes that role playing on the Internet is simply a reflection of reality.
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Most researchers share Turkle’s stand toward “identity experimenting” on the Internet
but few researchers raise concerns over its potentially negative consequences. Chou, Condron,
and Belland (2005) warn that people might have difficulty in “logging off” from their online
personas. Chou and Peng (2007) caution teenagers of the danger of online predators. However,
many researchers simply ignore all negative consequences. For example, Bradley (2005) talks
about teenagers’ moral development on the Internet. However, from a constructivist’s
perspective, she sees the behaviors of playing different roles as ways for teenagers to understand,
learn, and experience morality. She does not seem to recognize the negative impact. Her writing
not only justifies the teenagers’ intentions, but also romanticizes their pursuit of different roles or
identities on the Internet.

Dreyfus (2001) asserts that the identity experimenting on the Internet portrayed by
empirical studies as “people . . . develop[ing] new and exciting selves” (p, 82), will lead to the
state described long ago by Kierkegaard: “As a result of knowing and being everything possible,
one is in contradiction with oneself” (as cited in Dreyfus, 2001, p. 82). Dreyfus’ argument
against identity experimenting suggests that he sees a human life as a unity, just as holistic
educators say when they declare that a child is a whole person needing to be cultivated
harmoniously in body, mind and soul. In his viewpoint, “identity experimenting” creates conflict
within one’s self and brings no “firmness, balance, [or] steadiness” (Kierkegaard, as cited in
Dreyfus, 2001, p. 82), which are the needed strands if one wishes to reach a harmonious and
solid inner self.

Discussions of identity construction are, unfortunately, at the superficial level, even with
Dreyfus’ insight. [ have found most researchers are in the dark when discussing this topic. They

don’t see a human life as a unity with various aspects (physical, psychological, spiritual, etc.) as
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the strands, interwoven into the whole fabric. Instead, they see a human life as a fragmented
entity that is composed of values, character, or intelligence. Identity experimenting in this sense,
is merely a way for an individual to express these disconnected aspects inside him or herself,
which causes no conflict within the already-fragmented self. In this line of thought, how the
practice of identity experimenting would affect the spiritual side of the individual seldom

receives attention or interest from researchers.

Another Way to Look at Internet Activities

Greenfield and Yan (2006) imply that the Internet is a new field of inquiry in
developmental psychology because it is a new social environment where universal adolescent
issues, such as identity, sexuality, and the sense of self-worth are played out (pp. 391-392). In the
previous sections in which I review empirical studies on Internet activities (mostly IM systems
and chatting in online chat rooms), the substantial importance of online communication in
adolescents’ social lives is evident and the influences of online communication on adolescents
are abundant. Researchers suggest IM systems increase young people’s mobility (Grinter &
Palen, 2002; Livingstone, 2002). Teenagers are found socializing with their peers, arranging
events, and sometimes helping each other with homework over IM without leaving their homes
(or while confined at home). There are also researchers reporting that teenagers are finding new
friends in online chat rooms. For some teenagers, often categorized as marginalized Internet
users, online chat rooms have homey atmospheres and provide them with support they do not
always have in the real world.

IMing with friends and chatting with strangers or online friends is not only a part of

teenagers’ Internet activities but also a part of their everyday lives. The roles these activities play
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in adolescents’ lives mean more than increasing mobility, maintaining or expanding friendships.
Researchers warn online communication may lead to the isolation between adolescents and their
families and the loss of study time (Chou & Peng, 2007; Tsai & Lin, 2001, 2003). Specifically,
IM systems are seen as a distraction while studying (Fox et al., 2009) and disruptive at
workplace (M. L., Cummings, 2004). Online chat rooms are found to be places where
harassment is more likely to happen, especially to shy or depressed people (Ybarra, 2004). News
reports on sexual predators, scams, and dating frauds connected to online chat rooms are
common (Chou & Peng, 2007; MSNBC, n.d).

Whether it is positive or negative, researchers are exploring the role of Internet activities
in teenagers’ lives. Researching angles in the literature, however, see the Internet as an external
entity to teenagers. Research tends to focus on finding patterns in teenagers’ Internet use and
evidence correlating between teenagers’ Internet activities and their social lives and/or
psychological development. There are subtle nuances that researchers should explore, such as the
transcripts Subrahmanyam et al. (2004) obtained from a teen chat room. In these transcripts, one
user, named FoxyR, sent a message, “any body wanna chat with a hot chick press 1234” (p. 662)
to everyone in the chat room. Immediately, another user, named DEREKHO1, typed “1234”
which indicated interest in chatting with FoxyR. Subrahmanyam et al. (2004) concluded new
codes of communication were developing within teen chat rooms. In the case between FoxyR
and DEREKHOI, “1234” is apparently the code that Subrahmanyam et al. referred to. While I
share Subrahmanyam’s and her colleagues’ observation, I feel the message “any body wanna
chat with a hot chick,” worth investigating. Why did FoxyR describe him or herself as a hot

chick? What did chatting with DEREKHO1 mean to him or her?
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In this study I advocate a different way to look at Internet activities. It is essential to look
into how a child presents him or herself within the virtual social context. It is also necessary to
understand the essence of online interaction that the child experiences and how it is related to his
or her growth. Communications between two (or more people) on the Internet (either IMing or
chatting), according to Doug, the participant in Turkle’s study (2005), could be in a quick “open-
and-close windows format.” Does this form of communication strengthen the connection
between people, or does it make people feel more isolated because of the transient (and
sometimes fake) relationships? Bowers (2000) argues the “deep sense of sacred unity and
interdependency . . . is totally absent from culture of cyberspace” (p. 43). Nie (2001) emphasizes
“Whatever wonderful things the wired and wireless will bring, a [real] hug is not one of them”
(p. 434). In other words, the interactions on the Internet are devoid of the genuine whole person
encounters that can truly touch and connect people. When Mander (1991) argues against
technology, he begins by relating his own childhood stories where he enjoyed close interpersonal
relationships with his family, community, and nature. Mander’s sympathy toward the ways
people interact and communicate with people and nature is very close to my own mindset. It is
the relation between human and human as well as human and nature that holistic education
emphasizes that inspired the direction of my study. Would the generation that grows up with
computers, the Internet, IM systems, chat rooms, blogs and so on, understand or appreciate a life
in which technology is not a dominant force and where the atmosphere around people is more
humane with whole-natural-environmental tastes?

Healy (1998) contends that computer technology “stir[s] up old questions of how best to
raise and educate our young” (p. 42). In a way, the Internet resembles the environment that

holistic education hopes to create—a person enjoys tremendous freedom to express his or her
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self and interact with what is around him or her. However, holistic education emphasizes a
caring relationship within a whole-natural-environment context. The freedom (or safety) in a
holistic education environment comes from the genuine care and love within the interpersonal
connections. In a whole-natural-environment, freedom represents the idea of “People know me
and care for me. [ am competent and I can achieve what I decide to accomplish.” In the context
of the Internet freedom means “No one knows me and I am engaging in the fantasies of my
mind” (anonymity). The dynamics and meaningfulness of human interaction and human action
on the Internet and in face-to-face communications greatly diverge. However, the literature
rarely looks into Internet activities from the perspective of authentic human contact. In Chapter
1, I talked about the spirit of holistic education (and Taoism) and how I was inspired by them to
express my concern over children’s development as a whole person in the context of the Internet,
stressing the importance of analyzing children’s Internet activities from this viewpoint. It is the
goal of this study to understand children’s Internet activities (more specifically, IMing) with the
spotlight on what a child is going through at heart, how a child appreciates the relationships on

the Internet, and what the influence of such interactions on him or her might be.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

In the section of “Educational Philosophy Inspirations” (see Chapter 1, pp. 12-19), I
explicitly mentioned four philosophies — Eric Erikson, Bildung theory, holistic education, and
Taoism — I used to frame this study. It is important to note that I was sensitive to these
educational philosophies while conducting this study (in data collection and data analysis).
However, this research is not a theory driven study, where a researcher tends to use research data
to verify theories. This is a grounded theory oriented dissertation that seeks to find new concepts
or theories from the data. To some extent, it will let the research data (the participants) lead the
study. Because of the orientation of this study, I adopted a particular grounded theory
methodology, the “participant as ally —essentialist portraiture approach” (Witz, 2006, 2007a,
2007b; Witz, Goodwin, Hart, & Thomas, 2001).

In this chapter, I first articulate my understanding of this research methodology, the
rationale for choosing it for this study, and how I will incorporate it in the research. Then, I

present a discussion of the overall research design and procedures.

Essentialist Portraiture Approach

The purpose of this study is to obtain an in-depth understanding of a child’s experience in
using IM and his or her perception of IMing, as well as the role IMing plays in a child’s life. I
aim to capture the essence and nature of the child’s subjective experience, feelings, attitude, and
development when IMing is (or was) a part of his or her life. The essentialist portraiture
approach is suitable for the needs, goals, and nature of this study. Witz (2006) explains:

[The essentialist portraiture] methodology . . . is especially sensitive to deeper aspects in

the individual, such as sources of inspiration and higher aspirations, and to subtler levels
in experience and consciousness. [It] doesn’t stop at the phenomenology of subjective
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experience but endeavors to understand this experience, with empathy and sympathy as
part of the larger unity of the person of whom this experience forms a part, and to
communicate this understanding in carefully constructed portraits. (p. 246)

2

The distinctive nature of the essentialist portraiture approach is clearly the insistence on “seeing’
the participant as a “unity,” as a “whole.” A researcher is not just to understand the investigated
phenomenon (in this study, a child’s IMing practice, experience or history) but also to explore
how the investigated phenomenon ties up with other aspects of the participant’s life (e.g. why a
child’s is keen on IMing? How is this tendency related to the child’s family structuring or social
life?). Every portrait (the report of the research findings) is interwoven with the researcher’s
sympathetic understanding of the investigated phenomenon in the participant that is beyond the
public stereotypic categories.

To reach the goal of presenting a participant (or participants) in the manner of the
essentialist portraiture approach, a researcher has to go through two phases: (a) interviews in the
spirit of participant as ally and co-contemplator; and (b) constructing the portrait (Witz, 2007b,
pp- 89-90).

Participant as ally and co-contemplator. Aesthetically speaking, interviewing is the
choreography of how the interviewer and the participant “walk” together on the path of exploring
(on a larger scale) the participant’s life. Witz (2007b) maintains that the investigator is constantly
in touch with the participant’s feelings and thoughts, where the researcher is “half turned
toward” the participant and at the same time he or she is seamlessly leading the direction of the
walk “half a step ahead” of the participant (p. 91). To have a walk with a coherent pace and
direction, a mutual trust between the researcher and the participant is indispensable. The
participant needs to recognize (or even identify with) the researcher’s motivation for doing the
research (or initiating the walk) (Witz, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Witz et al., 2001). Witz (2006)

points out:
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If the participant is to become an ally in the research, the investigator needs to feel that
the research topic is important in a large scheme of things and to share with the
participant from the very beginning the thrust of the research and the larger societal,
disciplinary, or human concerns that motivate it. If the participant recognizes that the
investigator is serving a larger cause to which the participant is at least somewhat
sympathetic, the participant will feel that he or she can bring in freely whatever feelings,
values, and past experience are important to the topic at hand (within limits of course),
and cooperation will tend to develop between them in a natural way. (p. 248)

What Witz describes is the way (and essence) of transforming a participant into a researcher’s
ally. I believe the communication between the researcher and the participant, whether explicitly
or implicitly as Witz says in the quote above, to some extent, is between two adults. In this study,
where the participants are children, I still want my participants to become my allies and co-
contemplators. However, it is certain that [ need to develop my own approach to achieve this
goal.

My experience in an earlier pilot study taught me that it is important to create a safe
atmosphere in which the child sees me as a friend who wants to become familiar with him or her
(or wants to be there to listen to him or her) rather than another adult who is there to judge what
he or she is doing on the Internet. I let my participants know that I was there to learn from them -
that I needed them to “teach” me (e.g. where to find online games; popular words or terms in
IMing; functions of IMing; popular TV stars or singers). I also learned that it is critical to create
a caring relationship between the participant and the researcher. I often shared my personal
experiences (almost every aspect of my life) when doing interviews with my participants. Of
course, as a researcher, [ am still responsible for guiding the interview and posing questions to
the participant. However, within the safe atmosphere and the caring relationship that I built
between the participant and myself, the participant had “tremendous freedom to develop the
topic in question” (Witz, 2006, p. 249); and I responded to the participant “more deeply and with

less distortion” (Witz et al., 2001, p. 223). Months after completing the pilot study, my study
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participants and I were still in contact with each other, either through phone calls or IMing. Our
conversations sometimes were about their studies, problems with friends or my studies (in their
words, “What are you doing in the United States?). It is reasonable to say that my approach (of
creating a safe environment and building a caring relationship) bridges the gap between those
young children and myself, assisting me to enter the inner worlds of the children and to
transform the participants into my allies.

Constructing the portrait. The portrait is a literary presentation of the vivid image of
the participant that a researcher sees, hears, and feels during the course of interviews, the process
of transcribing the interviews, and the journey of composing the portrait. The narrative of this
vivid image does not come from the researcher’s imagination. Rather, it is gradually built from
the spiritually intimate connection between the participant and the researcher, especially when
the researcher is transcribing the interview. The researcher pays attention to things brought up by
the participant and the times where the participant is more lively (alive) or more tuned in to the
conversation (Witz, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Witz et al., 2001). Witz (2006) emphasizes that:

the alive passages and subjective aspects that one has identified (augmented by

distinctive expressions, resonances, etc.) become one’s initial isolated islands of

subjective understanding, the initial indications of what the forces and sources in the
subjective experience, consciousness, and world of the participant might be like. Next,
one tries to get an idea and a feeling of how all this might fit into some kind of larger

picture of the participant’s experience. (p. 252)

The natural way to “paint” the participant is through the “alive passages.” The researcher
“unpacks” the unity within those passages to give a full picture of how these passages exist in the
participant’s internal world. “Unpacking” does not mean putting those identified passages into
existing categories. Rather, it means that the researcher has intimate contact with the participant

and allows the participant to awaken in him or her the essence of the meaning, so that he or she

is able to “bring out the exact quality, shape of the feeling, consciousness [of the participant]”
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(Witz, 2007b, p. 94) that speaks in the passages. This process of “unpacking” is by “sympathetic
introspection” which is advocated by Cooley (as cited in Witz, 2006, 2007a, 2007b) and adopted
by this methodology. Witz (2006) suggests researchers use time diagrams to see the
interconnection among passages and identify themes or strands signified by passages. I always
plot passages with more revealing meanings on a timeline. During the interview, the timeline is a
reference for things that I need to explore. Gradually, the timeline becomes a map with important
units and elements that need to be presented in the portrait.

A portrait is usually written chronologically and in the fashion of “excerpts and
commentaries.” It contains sections that the researcher organizes and connects with his or her
commentaries. A well-structured portrait is more aligned with the spirit and techniques of
impressionism, where readers do not need much help from the artist to understand the painting.
Portraiture methodology would not be like surrealism art, where the interpretation of the painting
relies heavily upon the artist’s individual perspective. A good portrait gives a crisp and tranquil
image of the participant and requires very little clarification from the researcher. All readers of a

portrait will have a similar reaction to it.

Research Design

A unique educational culture in Taiwan. In 1997, the Ministry of Education in Taiwan
launched plans for curricular reform called Grade 1-9 Curriculum. After several developmental
stages including establishing a special panel, researching, formulating and revising the guiding
principles of curriculum design, the Ministry of Education released the 2001 Educational Reform
Act and implemented the Grade 1-9 Curriculum Integration in the elementary and junior high
schools. A quite noticeable change in this new curriculum, especially in the elementary

education level, was that moral education was no longer a subject. It was integrated into what
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they call, life curriculum (2-3 learning periods a week), which includes social studies, arts and
humanities, and science and technology. However, information technology education, though
also a part of ‘life curriculum’, is in a category by itself, a stand-alone subject in the new
curriculum designated to have one learning/training period (40 minutes) per week at grades 3 to
7. Qualitative studies completed in Taiwan suggest that in-service teachers believe moral
education to be indispensable in a child’s character cultivation and so believe the reduction of
learning hours for moral education impedes a child’s moral development (Chiang-Hsieh, 2003;
Huang, 2006; Ke, 2005). In S. J. Yang’s study (2002), where she surveyed 73 directors of
student affairs at the elementary schools in Kaohsiung City, determined that 49.3 percent of the
directors indicated that moral education is at risk of being deleted when it is not given designated
learning periods in the curriculum schedule. With a stronger emphasis on implementation of
information technology education, the reduction of moral education is not the only issue that
concerns teachers. In the same year the curriculum reform was instituted, the Ministry of
Education (2001) released the blueprint of information technology education in elementary and
secondary education with its associated slogan — Ban Ban You Dian Nao [Every classroom is to
be equipped with an Internet ready computer]. The Internet activities are no longer to be a child’s
after-school activity - the Internet is now to be an integral part of the classroom.

Facing the strong (and almost uncontrollable) force of the Internet, teachers (especially
home-room teachers) expressed their concerns over the Internet’s negative influence on their
classrooms and their students (Chou & Peng, 2007). However, the contact book (or daily log)
that assists teachers in communicating with students’ parents or guardians daily, provides
teachers a medium they can use if necessary against the powerful Internet. Anecdotal data show

home-room teachers are inclined to have students write down scripture or scripture-eq