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Everybody does it. Its like I've grown up on it. Its like how you felt about stuff when you
were growing up.
—Sam

am, a 14-year-old girl, was one of seven participants in this study of young people’s
uses of Instant Messaging (IM). We want to take a moment to consider Sam’s com-
ment as a way of providing a conceptual framework for this study. To Sam, IM did
not feel like technology, a term associated in many people’s minds with objects that
are complicated and difficult to understand or operate. When technology becomes
“normal” in this way, it is no longer complicated, nor is it notable to its users. It is a
fact of life, a way of being in the world, a producer of social subjects that find it
unremarkable—so unremarkable that it seems “everybody does it.”

The social subject that develops in relation to this invisible technology is one
who expects access, expects to be connected to friends at the stroke of a key, and ex-
pects to read and write in particular ways that lead to fulfilling connections with
those friends. As Bourdieu (1997) put it, “The experience of a world that is ‘taken for
granted’ presupposes agreement between the dispositions of the agents and the expec-
tations or demands immanent in the world into which they are inserted” (p. 147).

Sam’s dispositions and the expectations placed upon her were in agreement.
But it is important to note that these expectations did not emanate from her world
at home. We suspect that because of Sam’s assumption that “everybody does it,”
readers are imagining Sam to be middle class with economic resources that would
locate her on the advantaged side of the digital divide. This was not the case. Sam
happened to live in a community that had very inexpensive, municipally owned ca-
ble access, making home Internet access possible across class lines. Sam’s parents
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THIS STUDY examined the functions of Instant Messaging (IM) among seven youths who regularly used this
digital technology in their daily lives. Grounded in theories of literacy as a social and semiotic practice, this re-
search asked what functions IM served in participants’ lives and how their social identities shaped and were shaped
by this form of digital literacy. To answer these questions, we conducted interviews and videotaped IM sessions,
adapting a verbal reporting procedure to document the IM strategies used. Data analysis involved using qualitative
coding procedures informed by grounded theory (Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which led to three pat-
terns related to the functions of IM: language use, social networks, and surveillance. On the level of language use,
participants manipulated the tone, voice, word choice, and subject matter of their messages to fit their communi-
cation needs, negotiating multiple narratives in the process. On the level of social networks, they designed their prac-
tice to enhance social relationships and statuses across contexts. And on the level of surveillance, they circulated texts
across buddies, combated unwanted messages, assumed alternative identities, and overcame restrictions to their
online communication. These functions revealed that the technological and social affordances of IM, particularly
related to patterns of circulation and the hybrid nature of textuality, give rise to a performative and multivoiced
social subject. Based on our findings, we discuss new conceptual directions for envisioning the teaching and learn-
ing of literacy in digitally mediated times.

ESTE ESTUDIO examind la funciones de la tecnologfa de los mensajes instantaneos (IM) entre siete jévenes que
usaban regularmente esta tecnologfa en su vida cotidiana. Sobre la base de las teorfas de la alfabetizacién como una
préctica social y semidtica, esta investigacion se preguntd qué funciones cumplia IM en las vidas de los partici-
pantes y como su identidad social conformaba y era conformada por esta forma de alfabetizacién digital. Para re-
sponder a estas preguntas, condujimos entrevistas y grabamos en video sesiones de IM, adaptando un protocolo de
registro verbal para documentar las estrategias de IM usadas. El andlisis de los datos incluyé procedimientos de
codificacién cualitativa basados en la teorfa fundamentada (“grounded theory,” Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin,
1990) que condujo a tres patrones relacionados con las funciones de IM: uso del lenguaje, redes sociales y vigilan-
cia. En cuanto al uso del lenguaje, los participantes manipularon el tono, la voz, la eleccién de palabras y el tema
de los mensajes para satisfacer sus necesidades comunicativas, negociando narrativas maltiples en el proceso. En el
plano de las redes sociales, disefiaron su practica para promover relaciones sociales y estatus en los distintos contex-
tos. Finalmente en el nivel de la vigilancia, hicieron circular textos entre amigos, deshecharon mensajes no desead-
os, asumieron identidades alternativas y superaron restricciones a la comunicacién online? Estas funciones revelaron
que los recursos tecnoldgicos y sociales de IM, relacionados particularmente a patrones de circulacién, asi como la
naturaleza hibrida de la textualidad, dan lugar a un sujeto social performativo y con diversas voces. Basados en
nuestros hallazgos, discutimos nuevas direcciones conceptuales para concebir la ensefianza y el aprendizaje de la al-
fabetizacién en los tiempos mediados por la digitalizacién.

DIESE STUDIE untersuchte die Funktionen von Instant Messaging (IM) unter sieben Jugendlichen, die
regelmiflig diese digitale Technologie in ihrem tiglichen Leben benutzten. Fundiert in Theorien der Schreib- und
Leseausbildung als soziale und semiotische Praxis, befragte diese Forschung welche Funktionen IM dem Leben
der Teilnehmer diente und wie sich durch diese Form des digitalen Schreibens und Lesens ihre sozialen Identititen
gestalteten und sie geprigt wurden. Um diese Fragen zu beantworten, fithrten wir Interviews und
Videoaufzeichnungen der IM Treffen durch, indem wir eine miindliche Berichterstattung zum Dokumentieren der
angewandten IM Strategien festlegten. Die Datenanalyse umfafite die Anwendung qualitativer Kodierungsprozesse,
instruiert durch grundlegende Theorien (Strauss, 1987, Strauss & Corbin, 1990), welche zu drei Verhaltensmustern
bezogen auf die Funktionen von IM fiihrten: Sprachgebrauch, soziale Verkniipfungen, sowie Kontrolliibersicht.
Auf der Ebene der Sprachanwendung manipulierten die Teilnehmer Ton, Stimme, Wortwahl und Thema ihrer
Mitteilungen in Anpassung ihrer Kommunikationsbediirfnisse, in deren Verlauf sie vielschichtige Schilderungen
umsetzten. Sie gestalteten ihre Verhaltensweisen auf der Ebene sozialer Verkniipfungen zur Festigung sozialer
Beziehungen und Statusverbesserungen quer durch die Kontexte. Und im Bereich der Kontrolliibersicht verbrei-
teten sie Texte untereinander zwischen Freunden, bekimpften unerwiinschte Mitteilungen, nahmen altenative
Identititen an und iiberwanden Einschrinkungen ihrer Online-Kommunikation. Diese Funktionen ergaben,
daf§ die technologischen und sozialen Méglichkeiten von IM, besonders bezogen auf Verbreitungsmuster und der
Zwitterart in der Textualisierung, auf einen leistungssteigernden und vielstimmigen sozialen Inhalt schlieffen lassen.
Basiernd auf unsere Erkenntnisse, diskutieren wir neu konzipierte Richtlinien fiir zukiinftiges Unterrichten und
Erlernen des Schreibens und Lesens in digital-mediabezogenen Zeiten.

471

ABSTRACTS

Instant
messaging,
literacies, and
social identities

Mensajes
instantaneos,
alfabetizacion e
identidad social

Instant Messaging,
Schreib- und
Leseausbildung
und soziale
Identitaten



ABSTRACTS

Messagerie
instantanée,
littératies, et
identités sociales

CeTeBoe 06l EHME,
rpamoTHOCTb U
couuanbHas
uaeHTUUKayua

AVREFUV R Ae—TDr 7, VFF—R, HEHTAT v T4T4—X

FRFFEE, BEEFETALVRZ U b - Ave—Yr J(IMEEYICHERT 28E 7 AT
FDOTVENT ) a—OMRE R RN, HENASRENERLELTOYF 5 —nH
MICEBEEBE X, AR, BNMECEBFETIMNEDL IRBE LR LTW-0O0, F
T OEDPHEAT AT T 4T 4 =0, FOLIICZOFREDT ALY TS5 —5TE
D, TR X > TEDLIIIRAEONDZONER ST, Z5 LEBRBIICEZ 2 R0,
AEEa—%THO, IMOFEFEETARE L., EH I IM FIBICE L CEFil4 144
572, SEICEIDPBEFELKEL, T—25WIE, T —F B & LI~ HEH(Strauss,
1987; Strauss & Corbin, 199002 SV BRFSLFIEE &5, ZOKE. SHEEM. LM
Fy hU—2 B LS IMIZEE L 300N —UlE -, EEFRAOLNMCE
W, BINEET, BOEDAI a2y —v a3 o—XIBETAT-DIAvE—TD b—
R A, BHERIR, T UTHELRIEL. TOBBRTEEF 77« 72X L, 2
By RT—27 DL~ B 0T, HHIE, REBR L THAEMNBR-CHI 2 & D 5720,
BOEOEBARE L, 2L T, BEHOLAZBWT, #Hbid, fls8iT32 %
FEL, RLERAE—VIZEHRL, JOT7ATF T 4T 4 =A%, oI/ ra3Ia
=h—va r~OfREFIR L, 25 LEZ#EEEIE, M ORFREOCHRESNT 74+ —4 2 2
BERONRY — o LT3 2 MEORBEOHEICEE LI b 0N, RITHTSEFRZH Ot
ST EEEFAELHT, 29 LEBRICESE, BER., F UL > THA Sh-tic
BIITDVT 7 —0#HFLEFREZHLIT-DOHFLNMEEN T AL #RT 5,

CETTE ETUDE porte sur les fonctions de la messagerie instantanée (MI) chez sept jeunes qui utilisent réguliere-
ment cette technologie numérique dans leur vie de tous les jours. Cette recherche, qui repose sur les théories de la
littératie en tant que pratique sociale et sémiotique, interroge les fonctions de la MI dans la vie des participants et
la fagon dont leur identité sociale fagonne et est fagonnée par cette forme de littératie numérique. Pour répondre &
ces questions, nous avons conduit des entretiens et vidéoscopé des séquences de MI, en adaptant une procédure de
rapport verbal pour avoir des informations sur les stratégies de MI utilisées. L’analyse des données comportait I'u-
tilisation de procédures de codage qualitatif reposant sur les théories de référence (Strauss, 1987 ; Strauss &
Corbin, 1990), ce qui a fait apparaitre trois patrons liés aux fonctions de la MI : I'utilisation du langage, les réseaux
sociaux, et la surveillance. Au niveau de l'utilisation du langage, les participants manipulent le ton, la voix, le choix
des mots et le contenu de leurs messages pour s’adapter a leurs besoins de communication, en négociant des histoires
multiples dans ce processus. Au niveau des réseaux sociaux, ils organisent leurs pratiques de sorte  améliorer leurs
relations et leurs positions sociales selon le contexte. Et, au niveau de la surveillance, ils font circuler des textes en-
tre copains, combattent les messages indésirables, assument des identités alternatives, et viennent a bout des res-
trictions relatives 4 leur communication directe. Ces fonctions révélent que les apports technologiques et sociaux
de la M, liés particuli¢rement aux patrons de circulation et 4 la nature hybride de la textualité, donnent naissance
3 un sujet social performant et pluriel. A partir de ces résultats, nous discutons de nouvelles directions conceptuelles
pour envisager I'enseignement et I'apprentissage de la littératie en ce temps de médiation numérique.

lIaCT()ﬂ”[CC HCCACAOBAHHC ITOCBAITCHO ()6”[6””1() € 1IOMOIIIBIO MIHOBCHHDbIX C()()()”IC]IH;I (Iﬂstant
l\iessﬂg‘iﬂg - II\rI) CeMH MOAOABIX /\l()ACljl, K()TOPI)IC HCII()/\b3y](71' 3'1'}' ]llfl(i)p()Byl() TCXHOAOTI'HIO CKEAHCBHO.
I1a ocHoBe ‘TeOpHM IPAMOTHOCTH KAK COLMAALHOR M CCMHMOTHYCCKOH HPAKTHKH PaccMatPHBAANCD
BOIIPOCHI: KaKYIO (DYHKUMIO BhirtoandAerT IM B H3HM y4aCTHRKOB HCCACAOBANNA ¥ Kak HOPMHPYCTCH UX
ANYHOCTDL € IIOMOIILbIO 3'1'01‘/‘1 (;)OPA\H)] IP"IA\JOTH()CTI/I. LITO()b] OTBCTHTb HA TH BOIIpOCbI, MbI IIPOBCAI/I
HHTEPBLIO M ACAAAM BHACOCbEMKY OOLieHHMA B “aCbke”, CONPOBOKAAA €¢ YCTHBIM KOMMCHTAPHCM,
OLINCBIBAIOLIMM CTPATEIMH, KOTOPBIC HCIIOAB3YIOT yuacTHukn IM obuienus. AHAAN3 MOAYYEHHDBIX AQITHBIX
BKAJOYaA B ceDA  HCITOAB30BAHHE KAYECTBCHIBIX IIPOICAYP KOAMPOBAHHA, HMEIOIIHX CEPbE3HOC
Teopetnaeckoe obocnosanue (Strauss, 1987, Strauss u Corbin, 1990). B wrore, dyukinn IM Opian
I]OAP’AS/\QI\CHBI Ha "I‘PH I'py]l"b]: HCHOADB30OBAHME A3BIKA, COLTUAAN3ZAIIUA H OTCACKHUBAHUE IIPO”CXO/\HUICI'O. B
IHAQHE HCTIOAB30OBAHHWA #3bIKa )"{acl"IlHKI/l MﬂHI/IHyAﬂpOBaAVI I/IH']'O}IQII"CI:I, lIﬂC'IP()CHI/ICM, BbIGOPOI\l CAOB M
TEMATHKOH CBOMX coobulenuii B COOTBETCIBUHM KOMMYHHKALMOHHBIMHM (10TpeOHOCTAMH, OOIIAiCh
OANOBPCMENIIO C PA3NBIMHU AIOABMH. B I1AQ1IC COLIMAABIIBIX CBA3CH OHH ACHCTBOBAAM TaK, YTOOBI YITPOUHTH
CBOM COIMAABHBIC OTHOIICHHA M CTATYC B Pa3fibIX KOHTCKCTAX. B 1IAaHE OTCACKHBAHMA 1IPOHUCXOAALICTO,
OHH 1ICPCCHIAAAH TCKCTHI CBOMM IPHATCAAM, BOPOAYCH C HEKCAATCABHBIMM COOOIICHUAMH, IUCAAH OT
YYKOI'O AHIA M HPCOAOACBAAR OIPAHHYEHHA B OH-AQll CBA3M. Du (byummn IM uoxasaamn, 9ro
TCXHOAOTHUYECKHE W COMMAABHBIC BO3MOKUOCTH TAKOTO ODITICHMSA, OCODEIHO CBA3AHHBIC C PA3AMYHBIMH
TAIIAMM PACTIPOCTPAHEHHA TEKCTOB ¥ HX CMEIIAHHOH CMBICAOBOH CTPYKTYPOH, PasBHBAIOT AKTMBHYIO M
MHOFOIPAHHYIO COIMAABHYIO AHYHOCTB. Ha ocHOBe 1OAy4enHbIX Pe3yAbTaTOB OOCYIKAZIOTCA HOBDIE
KOHIIEIITYAAbHBIC HAITPABACHIA PA3BHTHA 00yIeHNis 1 HOPMUPOBAHMA IPAMOTHOCTH B 110X SAEKTPOHHBIX
TCXHOAOTHH.
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were custodians who placed high value on their chil-
dren’s education and managed to purchase a com-
puter to provide Sam with what they perceived to be
a school advantage. Her mother found the computer
to be mysterious and confusing—in other words,
technological. Her father was an avid Internet user,
but with concerns about Sam’s interest in IM. Our
point, for now, is that through the happenstance of
living in a community with inexpensive cable access,
through daily use, through peers who stayed con-
nected, through generational and other social identi-
ties that we will discuss in this article, and through
all the social codes and practices that come with
these social identities, Sam was positioned as a social
subject who took IM for granted—one who had
ways of reading and writing that were natural to her
as part of her daily practice with IM. These ways of
reading and writing through a technology that she
did not view as technological were different than
ours, and, we suspect, different than most of her
teachers.

The anxiety that results from this difference
has been discussed by Luke and Luke (2004):

The perception of crisis [over perceived loss of print litera-
cy] is an artifact of a particular generational anxiety over new
forms of adolescent and childhood identity and life path-
ways: fundamental ontological and teleological changes in
childhood traceable to global economies, cultures, and tech-
nologies. (p. 105)

Here, they make clear that the crisis is not to
be found in the child or adolescent as subject, but in
the teacher, researcher, and policymaker as the adult
subject whose anxieties about new adolescent identi-
ties lead to the valorization and reification of print
culture.

We are interested in the kind of social subject
constructed through IM—the social identities that
shape and are shaped by the practice of IM. To this
end, we examined the uses of IM among seven youth
(four females and three males) who regularly used
this technology in their daily lives. We wanted to
know what functions IM served in their lives: For
what purposes did they use this form of digital litera-
cy? For what reasons and under what circumstances
did they find it most compelling? These are the re-
search questions that led us to understand more
about our participants as social subjects who shape
and are shaped by particular technologies. It is our
hope that insights gleaned from this research will
help us to make school literacy more engaging for
students and more meaningful to their present and
future lives in a digitally mediated world.
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Instant messaging (IM) came of age in 2000.
Although the interactive message tool dates back to
the 1970s, when researchers began to send real-time
text messages on Unix-based networks, the technolo-
gy became instantly popular in the late 1990s, when
America Online (AOL) engineers introduced the
Buddy List (Guernsey, 2001). The list basically al-
lows users to manage multiple simultaneous ex-
changes and also track their buddies’ appearances
and disappearances. Internet users, and young peo-
ple especially, gravitated to the social and playful ex-
change tool, and IM became a communication
phenomenon. Industry insiders called IM the latest
“Killer App” (Weise, 2000), and technology trackers
projected that IM would surpass e-mail as the prima-
ry online communication tool by 2005 (Latchford,
2003). By 2003, 70% of online teens ages 12-17
used instant messaging. One fourth of all online
teens see IM as their main communication tool
(Zucco, 2003). In the United States, IM use among
youth has surpassed that of other forms of
Information and Communication Technology
(ICT), including chat rooms (Herring, 2004).
Although users typically manage three or more on-
going exchanges at once (Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis,
2001), each IM exchange is dyadic.

In light of its popularity among youth and the
fact that reading and writing are central to its prac-
tice, IM seems an important form of literacy for re-
searchers and educators to examine. IM motivates
young people to engage in decoding, encoding, in-
terpretation, and analysis, among other literacy
processes, and yet very little empirical work has fo-
cused on this form of digital literacy. The published
work that is available uses data clips from the find-
ings of larger IM studies in order to make conceptual
arguments (Lewis & Fabos, 2000; Lewis & Finders,
2002) or methodological ones (Jacobs, 2004). This
research represents an empirical study meant o fill

that gap.

Theoretical framework

This study is grounded in theories of literacy as
a social practice, especially as such literacies have
been shaped by digital technologies (Kress, 2003;
Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). Often referred to as the
“New Literacy Studies” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998),
“social literacies” (Gee, 1996; Street, 1995), or “situ-
ated literacies” (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000),
theories of literacy as a social practice have shifted at-
tention away from models based in psychology that
emphasize individual cognition to models based in
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sociology, linguistics, literary theory, and anthropol-
ogy that focus on the social, cultural, and political
contexts of literacy.

Whereas New Literacy Studies informed our
view of the dynamic, socially inscribed nature of IM
activity, it did not provide a theory of identity to
help us understand how our participants used IM to
enact particular versions of self at particular times.
Hall’s (1996) take on identity as temporary attach-
ments constructed within discursive practices has
served this purpose. According to Hall, identities are
positions we take up as though they are stable and
cohesive. In a similar vein, Moje (2004) referred to
identity positions as enactments of who we might be
at a given time, in a given context, within a given set
of social, economic, and historical relations. In this
sense, at the same time that attachments or enact-
ments of identity are generative and creative, they
also instantiate economic and social structures.

Our identities shape and are shaped by what
counts as knowledge, who gets to make it, who re-
ceives it, and so forth. As Kress, Jewitt, and
Tsatsarelis (2000) pointed out in an article on the ef-
fects of new representational modes on educational
practice, it is at the intersection of identity, knowl-
edge, and pedagogy that social subjects are formed.
The production of social subjects related to print lit-
eracies has been well established (see, for instance,
Luke, 1992, 1994). Given the central role that iden-
tity plays in teaching and learning, we are interested
in the kind of social subject constructed through IM
practices and, moreover, how social identities shape
the nature of IM practices.

This research is about a representational mode
that blurs the boundaries of what many consider to
be literacy. It is important that we define what we
mean by the term. For the purposes of this article,
we define /iteracy as the range of practices involved in
the alphabetic coding of socially and culturally rele-
vant signs and symbols (de Castell & Luke, 1986;
Kress, 2003; Warshauer, 2002). Along with Kress
(1997) and others, we view all signs, including all
uses of print, as multimodal. The last two decades
have brought important shifts in the meaning of lit-
eracy, underscoring its connection to orality (a posi-
tion with a long history, of course) and ideology
(Street, 1995). Yet those who have been most re-
sponsible for these shifts have continued to use liter-
acy to refer to reading and writing in all of their
social, cultural, political, and historical resonances
(Heath, 1983; Street). We continue in that tradition
of using the term as it relates specifically to reading
and writing, in part because literacy when used to re-
fer to all forms of knowledge (i.e., math literacy) or
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modes of communication (i.e., visual literacy) is too
vague to be useful to educators and researchers. Our
interest is quite specifically in how reading and writ-
ing (albeit in consort with other modes) are used
within a specific computer-mediated communica-
tion (IM).

The term /iteracy practices has a special mean-
ing among those who study the social nature of liter-
acy within the framework of New Literacy Studies.
These researchers are careful to distinguish between
literacy events and literacy practices (Barton &
Hamilton, 1998; Street, 1995). Literacy events are
defined as any event involving a written text.
Literacy practices, on the other hand, are what can
be inferred from observable literacy events as embed-
ded within broader social and cultural norms.
Practices, the focus of our attention in this study, are
more abstract, related to matters of codes and con-
ventions, beliefs and attitudes, and legitimation and
control. The next section reviews literature that
points to changes in the nature of literacy practices
as they relate to digital literacies.

Digital literacies and changing

practices
Although a number of studies include IM

among discussions of other digital literacies or prac-
tices (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Holloway &
Valentine, 2003; Snyder, Angus, & Sutherland-
Smith, 2002; Young, Dillon, & Moje, 2002), there
are very few studies as of yet that directly examine
the social, textual, or pedagogical implications of IM
(Jacobs, 2004; Lenhart et al., 2001; Lewis & Fabos,
2000; Lewis & Finders, 2002). Given the dearth of
research directly related to IM, the following litera-
ture review will focus on two central features of digi-
tal literacies that informed our understanding of our
participants’ IM practices—social mediation and
multimodality.

A caveat is necessary before we begin our re-
view. Much of the scholarship having to do with dig-
ital literacies has focused on the differences between
print and digital technologies, the resulting episto-
mogical shifts, and the need for educators to rethink
what it means to teach and learn in light of these
shifts (Alvermann, 2002; Kellner, 2002; Lankshear
& Knobel, 2003). Meanwhile, some scholars
(Kellner; Manovich, 2001) point to important conti-
nuities as well, arguing, for instance, that features
typically attributed to digital literacies—that they are
more interactive, lateral, and multimodal—can also
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be attributed to print literacies. Both the discontinu-
ities and the continuities informed our study of IM
users. We were interested in how our participants’
online reading and writing included practices unlike
those they ordinarily engaged in offline and off-
screen. However, we were also interested in the ways
that their online reading and writing practices may
have been shaped by their print practices, thus pro-
viding through regular IM activity more experiences
with the reading and writing processes and skills val-
ued in school.

Digital literacies are socially mediated

All writing is socially mediated, but the social
aspects of IM are writ large. Indeed, the mainte-
nance of social relationships has been found to be a
central function of online communication networks
in general, both for the purpose of sustaining close
friendships and for establishing and maintaining ca-
sual ties. However, unlike face-to-face social groups,
in which one can passively participate just by being
present, online communication networks require ac-
tive participation if one is to receive social benefits
(Wellman, 2001). In addition to fostering relation-
ships online, another well-documented function of
online networks is the maintenance of offline social
networks (Holloway & Valentine, 2003; Leander &
McKim, 2003; Valentine, Holloway, & Bingham,
2000). Early fears aside, online communication ap-
pears not to have displaced face-to-face interactions
and may well play a role in sustaining them (Baym,
2002; Wellman, 2004).

It is clear that technology and sociality are in-
tertwined in the case of online communication net-
works, but the socially mediated nature of
technology in all its forms is less obvious. Literacy
has always employed available technologies—stylus,
pen, printing press, and now digitized code.
However, once a technology becomes commonplace,
people tend not to think of it as technological
(Lankshear & Snyder, 2000). As Herring (2004)
pointed out, young people with Internet access have
come to naturalize IM and chat as an ordinary part
of their lives. Bolter and Grusin (2000) used the
term remediate to describe the process by which new
technologies incorporate elements of established
technologies. IM incorporates elements of phone ex-
changes and note passing, for instance, but its status
as a new technology is already evolving. It is not the
computer or the Internet itself that is central to liter-
acy but the way that these tools of technology shape
social relations and practices (Bigum, 2002; Bruce,
1997; Holloway & Valentine, 2003). It follows,
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then, that IM would enable particular kinds of liter-
acy practices and constrain others, therefore shaping
and being shaped by the social identities of its users.

Digital literacy is multimodal

IM, like other forms of digital literacy, is in-
escapably multimodal and becoming more so with
the increasing availability of mobile phones, short
message services, photo attachments, video-streaming
capabilities, and interactive video. Although literacy
has always been multimodal (relying at the very least
on visual and aural cues), contemporary literacy
practices rely on an increasingly complex range of
modalities. The visual mode is particularly salient,
with writing displayed alongside image (or with
writing displayed graphically as image), demanding a
set of semiotic skills that is not commonly part of
the reading repertoire in today’s schools. As Kress ar-
gued (2003), the linguistic elements of texts are be-
coming less complex (e.g., fewer embedded clauses)
while the visual elements are becoming more so,
shifting the focus from linguistic features to elements
of design. Even linguistically, IM is multimodal at its
core in that it blurs the distinction between speech
and writing (Luke, 2003). As with other forms of
chat, “talk” in IM is a written performance (Baym,
2002; Kress, 2003).

Some scholars suggested that these changes in
textual form and function come with a change in lit-
eracy practices (Leu, 2000; New London Group,
1996, 2000; Reinking, 1998; Reinking, Labbo, &
McKenna, 2000). From this perspective, readers and
writers regularly make meaning across modes, later-
ally. They sample the multimodal resources available
to them (often on the screen), creating coherence
from the panoply of surface features and the juxtapo-
sitions of texts and genres and modes (Luke, 2003).
With the focus on design, the process of critical
analysis centers on intertextual reading, not only
across texts but also across genres and modes
(Buckingham & Sefton-Green, 1995; Leu, 2000;
Myers, Hammett, & McKillop, 1998). In this move
“from page to screen” (Snyder, 1997) deep analysis
or reflection—the sort of reading we suspect many
readers of this article will find most comfortable—
can be viewed as one way of reading, rather than the
only way to be a competent reader (Kress, 2003).

Although it is the case that lateral reading has
always been part of the reading repertoire (skimming
a textbook chapter, for example), these scholars have
suggested that typical online formats require reading
(and writing as well) across modes and genres as a
central, rather than peripheral, skill. Given an
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increasing dependence on digital reading and writing
for professional, community, and household purpos-
es, the reading and writing instruction common to
most classrooms may be inadequate to prepare stu-
dents for a wide range of reading and writing pur-
poses and practices.

Lankshear and Knobel (2003) argued that new
literacies have led to new social practices related to
producing, representing, and consuming knowledge.
They describe these changing epistemologies as
“more performance- and procedure-oriented than
propositional, more collaborative than individualis-
tic, and more concerned with making an impact on
attention, imagination, curiosity, innovation, and so
on, than with fostering truth, engendering rational
belief, or demonstrating their justifiability” (p. 176).

This being the case, educators may want to
promote flexible ways of knowing through literacy
practices that work to foster such epistemologies. For
instance, Lankshear and Knobel (2002) suggested
“scenario planning” (pp. 25-27), a method of prob-
lem solving, decision making, and strategic planning
for imagined futures. The emphasis in their work is
on learning as an imaginative, divergent process that
mixes modes, genres, roles, and environments. Other
literacy scholars believe that what is needed in these
times of multitasking and information overload is to
slow down. Rather than worrying about covering
works of literature, for instance, Sumara (2002) elo-
quently articulated the benefits of deliberative, re-
flective readings of literature in ways that invite
readers to reinvent themselves as reading subjects.
Burbules and Callister (2000) and Fabos (2004) ar-
gued for careful, critical readings of Internet sites
and texts to uncover the politics of representation
and commercial sponsorship. None of the work on
digital literacies (or on new literacies, more general-
ly) advocates for what anecdotally appears to be
commonplace in many schools. That is, none of the
scholarship argues for leaving new literacies outside
the classroom door for fear that they might interfere
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with preparation for high-stakes tests, or that they
are fraught with too many controversies, or simply
that young people are doing quite well with these
practices on their own time and the job of schools is
to focus on more traditional forms of literacy.

This theoretical and empirical work on the so-
cially mediated and multimodal nature of digital lit-
eracies informed our understanding of IM practices
but also suggested avenues to us in need of research.
Because so little empirical research on IM has been
conducted, and few of the chat room studies (the
closest cousin to IM) have focused on educational or
literacy-related issues, we have much to learn about
what compels many young people to spend a good
chunk of time every day reading and writing IM
messages.

Methods

Research participants and site

There were seven primary participants in this
qualitative study (four girls and three boys), and they
were all European American and between the ages of
14 and 17 (see Table 1). Sam (female), Karrie, Andy
(male), Brian, and Abby were 14 during the time of
our interviews; Carla was 15, and Jake was 17. (All
names are pseudonyms.) Studies of computer-
mediated communication often focus on middle
class users. Our study includes two participants from
working class families. Sam’s and Abby’s parents held
blue-collar jobs. The families of the other partici-
pants were middle class, with parents working in the
professional or business sectors.

Six participants—all but Carla—were from a
midsize midwestern university town in the United
States. Because the town was also adjacent to a larger
city, the participants lived in a diverse metropolitan
area of over 100,000 people. The town is unique
from a technological standpoint because it boasts

Name Sex Social class Age School type

Abby F working 14 Public high school, 9th grade

Andy M middle 14 Parochial junior high, 8th grade

Brian M middle 14 Parochial junior high, 8th grade

Carla F middle 15 Public high school, 10th grade

Jake M middle 17 Public high school, 12th grade

Karrie F middle 14 Public junior high, 8th grade (in another state)
Sam F working 14 Parochial junior high, 8th grade
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one of the few municipally owned cable systems in
the country. In 1994, town residents approved the
creation of a new fiber-optic cable network that
would compete with cable conglomerate TCI and
make both cable and high-speed Internet services a
public utility. Residents, businesses, and public insti-
tutions in this town have thus enjoyed speedy
Internet connections for over half a decade. Because
of this low-cost cable connection, we were able to in-
clude participants at different socioeconomic levels
who had cable access.

We identified our first three participants, Sam,
Abby, and Carla, through purposive sampling. We
wanted participants who were avid and dexterous
IM users with Internet access in the home and some
degree of rapport with one of us. Avid participation
and home access seemed important, given the scarcity
of empirical research on this topic. We wanted to be
certain that we were studying young people who
would have enough experience with IM to shed light
on the practice. Bettina, coauthor of this article,
knew Sam and Abby as occasional babysitters for her
daughter. She was aware of their regular IM use and
had an established rapport with both girls. We rea-
soned that an easy rapport would be essential to this
study, given that the participants were being asked to
share with an adult researcher an activity they often
did not share with their own parents—one that
sometimes included language and topics they would
not want an adult to know about or in any way con-
trol. Our participants used IM to communicate with
their peers, not with adults. It was important, there-
fore, that the interviewer be someone with whom
the participants felt comfortable, someone whom
they might view as not quite adult, a quasi-peer of
sorts. Bettina, who had spent time chatting with
Sam and Abby (not part of the same friendship cir-
cle) about school, boys, family, and other areas of
their everyday lives, fit the bill. Carla was also an
avid IM user with home Internet access. Although
neither of us knew her before the study, her mother
was a colleague of Cynthia (first author), thus mak-
ing rapport easy to establish. The fact that Carla
lived with her mother in a small town of 1,900 iso-
lated from a metropolitan area also interested us in
that it distinguished her from the other participants.

The four remaining participants, Andy, Brian,
Jake, and Karrie, were selected through snowball
sampling by way of Sam as our initial contact. Initial
informal exchanges and frequent e-mail exchanges
about IM between Sam and Bettina led us to Sam’s
best friend Karrie and their good friend Andy. Andy
then led us to Brian. A year and a half later, when
Sam had a boyfriend, Jake, we interviewed him as
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well. We wanted another male participant and hoped
that having an older participant (Jake was 17) would
provide a wider range of user interests and goals. All
met the most important criteria of avid use of IM,
home access, and the potential of easy rapport (due
to Bettina’s connection to Sam).

When we began the study in the spring of
1999, Sam attended eighth grade at a parochial ju-
nior high school. Karrie, her best friend, had just
moved to another state but was visiting during the
time of the interview with Sam. Sam was about to
move to the public high school for ninth grade, the
only public high school in this town of 35,000.
Andy and Brian were eighth graders at the same
parochial school. Abby was in ninth grade at the
public high school. When we interviewed Jake over a
year later, he was a twelfth grader at the public high
school. Carla was enrolled as a tenth grader at the
public high school in her small town. This study did
not involve data related to participants’ school expe-
riences, but we know from self and parent reports
that none of the participants had major difficulties at
school. Abby’s mother reported that Abby was an av-
erage student who was not especially interested in
school, but all the other participants were viewed as
good students. Sam and Karrie enjoyed writing and
had in the past collaborated on a first chapter of an
online book that was a spinoff of the TV series
Dawson’s Creek. Sam also mentioned that when she
couldn’t see Karrie on a regular basis, she would
sometimes keep a notebook of her thoughts with the
intention of sharing it with Karrie.

Data sources and procedures

We audiotaped semistructured interviews with
our participants in participant homes. Because some
of our participants were friends—Sam and Karrie;
Andy and Brian—we interviewed them in teams, as-
suming that their collaborative responses might pro-
vide for richer data. This worked very well in the case
of Sam and Karrie. In the case of Andy and Brian,
however, the tandem interview was a bit thin, so we
decided to follow up with an individual interview
with Andy that proved to be more productive in ad-
dressing our research questions. Abby, Jake, and Carla
were interviewed individually. All interviews lasted
from 60 to 90 minutes. Our interview questions were
divided into three categories (see Table 2) meant to
elicit responses related to our research foci on uses
and compelling features of IM: (1) general appeal and
procedural matters (such as time spent IMing), (2)
peer and parent issues, and (3) style (such as word
choice and tone). We used the same interview
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PROTOCOL FOR SEMISTRUCTURED INTERVIEW

General questions
1. What are your reasons for using IM?
2. How did you learn about IM?
3. Who do you communicate with on IM. Why these people?
4. How much time each day do you typically IM?

5. Have you altered the amount of time spent on other activities because of your use of IM?

6. What kind of IM chats are the most satisfying to you and why?
7. What kind of IM chats are the least satisfying and why?

8. What are the IM topics you are most likely to focus on and why?
9. How many windows do you have open at a time?

10. Does IM require daily face-to-face contact?

11. Do you have access to your profile? If so, have you made any changes?

12. Do you see any problems with IM use? (If no answer, follow up by asking about marketing devices, cookies, and so on. Ask also about sexual

harassment.)

13. What sort of computer facilities do you have at school? Any IM activity there? Why or why not?

14. What sort of computer facilities do you have at home? (Follow-up with questions about access and control.)

Peer and parent issues

15. How typical is it for students in your school to use IM?

16. How would you describe the kids who use IM?

17. How would you describe the kids who don’t use IM?

18. Do kids talk about IM chats from the night before when at school?

19. For the kids who do not IM, does this have any affect on their lives in school or out of school? If so, please explain.

20. Are IM chats different than communicating by e-mail? By phone? By note? Face to face? By letter? If so, how? Which do you prefer?

21. How central is IM to your social life and friendships?

22. Does it affect your social life if you can’t IM? How?

23. Who is it easiest and most satisfying for you to chat with on IM?
24. Is there anyone who is difficult to chat with on IM?

25. Do you ever pose as someone else in your IM chats? If so, how does this work? (Follow-up by asking if one gender does this more than another.)

26. How long do you wait before you respond to an IM message?

27. How many do you have on your buddy list?

28. Do you have more than one list meant to serve different purposes? If so, tell me about the purposes.

29. Have you ever received a message from someone you would rather not communicate with? Why would you rather not communicate with this

person? What did you do?
30. What kind of parental guidelines support or restrict your IM use?
31. Are any of your friends barred from IM use by their parents?

Style
32. Do you think about your word choice during an IM session?
33. What makes a good IM writer? What makes a bad IM writer?

34. Do you use emoticons? Which are most important to you?

35. Do you do anything with your writing style to try to engage your reader?

protocol across participants so that we could easily
look for similarities and variations in their responses.
However, as described in the methods section, during
follow-up informal exchanges and during the video-
taped sessions, we were able to ask specific questions
geared to individual participants.

We also interviewed Sam’s parents and younger
sister as secondary participants. Her case was partic-
ularly interesting to us because we wanted more in-
formation about her family context given the family’s

modest income but major commitment to Sam’s
computer access. In addition to formal interviews,
Bettina had many informal exchanges with Sam and
Abby about their IM use. Although not audiotaped,
these exchanges were recorded in reflective research
memos shared with Cynthia throughout the study.
We also followed up with one recent 30-minute in-
terview with Abby and with Sam (separately), now
both 18 years old, to ask them about any changes in
IM technology in the last few years.
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In addition to our audiotaped interviews, we
conducted interviews on videotape with Sam, Abby,
and Andy as they engaged in IM. Karrie was not
videotaped because she had moved to another state,
but she was an active IM buddy during Sam’s video-
taped session. By pointing the video camera at the
computer screen rather than our participants, we
recorded students’ voices as they explained their ac-
tions and choices while simultaneously documenting
the complex exchanges on the screen. These inten-
sive, detailed sessions lasted from 60 to 90 minutes.

This procedure, sometimes known as protocol
analysis—but also referred to as a think-aloud, a ver-
bal report, or a verbal protocol—has been used as a
means for understanding the process of cognition
(e.g., Afflerbach, 1990; Haas & Flower, 1988).
Researchers have typically given participants a cer-
tain text to read and asked them to verbalize their
thoughts as they worked their way through a docu-
ment. These verbal reports are audiotaped and used
to understand how readers construct meaning from
text. Unlike most researchers who have used the pro-
tocol analysis method, however, we were less interest-
ed in knowing what students’ internal thinking
processes were than we were in documenting their
IM strategies.

Documenting our participants’ IM strategies
by watching them engage in these strategies at the
same time that they tried to talk through them for
our benefit came with advantages and disadvantages.
The main advantage was that we were able to learn a
great deal about the strategies employed by these IM
users. Each think-aloud provided important illustra-
tions that we could call upon when we analyzed our
data. Because they involved actual IM exchanges and
on-the-spot problem solving, these think-alouds also
prompted our participants to explain aspects of IM
that did not come up in our previous interview ses-
sions. The main disadvantage was that the sessions
sometimes felt more like interviews that involved
demonstration than they did authentic IM sessions.
For both Sam and Andy, the interviewer’s questions
sometimes became part of the IM exchanges with
their buddies. Much of the data from the actual IM
sessions told us more about our participants’ strate-
gies as IM users than it did the content of their mes-
sages. Thus, we learned both from the interviews and
from talk surrounding the IM session that “meatier,”
more complex discussions were valued, but we did
not witness any that we felt matched that descrip-
tion. As we discuss in the next section, Abby did not
follow the pattern just described; she appeared to be
completely immersed in her IM exchanges and less
affected by the researcher’s presence.
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We did not videotape IM sessions with Brian,
Carla, or Jake. We strongly felt that the only way
that the videotaped think-aloud session would be
useful would be if the rapport between researcher
and participant were close and comfortable enough
to allow for frank exchanges about topics that are
not often shared with adults. Bettina had this kind
of rapport with Sam and Abby. Her rapport with
Andy was sufficiently comfortable to conduct the
videotaped session, but not nearly as close as her re-
lationship with Sam and Abby, and that difference
revealed itself in ways that we explain in the next sec-
tion on researchers’ positions. We decided it would
be best not to videotape Brian, who had become a
participant through Andy rather than Sam and was a
level more distant in terms of rapport. Cynthia at-
tempted to videotape Carla at a time when Carla
thought she would find buddies online, but, as it
turned out, no buddies were online at that time.
Because Carla used IM to chat with a smaller num-
ber of close friends, a time without online buddies
was not entirely unusual. Scheduling problems kept
us from trying again. We interviewed Jake to get an
older, male perspective from someone who had once
been an avid IM user but was now looking back on
the experience. Videotaping an IM session with him
would have detracted from the reflective, more dis-
tant stance he provided.

All interview and think-aloud sessions were
fully transcribed. We transcribed the actual IM ex-
changes on the video screen, using bold font. We
also transcribed the often simultaneous participant
comments and explanations. Both kinds of data were
essential to answer our research questions about
these young people’s uses of IM and the features of
this communication technology that made it so
compelling. In addition to the written IM exchanges
and spoken explanations, we also transcribed non-
verbal visual data and verbal data outside the think-
aloud or IM parameters. This included gestures,
postures, and actions such as laughing or eating as
well as speech that included reading aloud parts of
IM messages.

Researchers’ positions

Although we both share an interest in digital
literacy practices in a digital age and use them exten-
sively in our own professional and personal lives, nei-
ther of us is an avid IM user. We have used IM on
occasion to communicate with each other, but when
the exchange turned substantive, we gave up and
shifted to the phone. Cynthia IMs her son now and
again but prefers e-mail or the phone because she
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finds it difficult to use IM for important exchanges.
As our findings show, our participants made similar
distinctions about selecting appropriate technology
for their needs but, in general, their comfort level and
expertise with IM technology far exceeded our own.

In keeping with Luke’s (2003) depiction of
new media literacies, our participants’ IM practices
could be characterized as lateral (across windows)
rather than penetrating (depth within one ex-
change). As Kress (2003) argued, the practice of
deep, reflective reading and writing is but one
kind—albeit, one often privileged by schools, acade-
mics, and generations of adults schooled in such
reading and writing practices. We readily admit that
for both of us, the shoe fits. In our own lives, we val-
ue and enjoy deep reflective reading and writing, and
despite our interest in what compels new generations
of kids and our own substantial uses of digital litera-
cies, we still see ourselves as peripheral to the world
our participants were sharing with us. Moreover,
when the study began in 1999, we knew little about
how to practice IM or how the technology worked.
We believe that our peripheral status worked well in
terms of our relationship with our participants. As
people who did not regularly practice IM, our status
was such that participants had much to teach us.
And so they did.

The fact that Bettina was a graduate research
assistant at the time also played into the researchers’
positions related to participants. At times, she pre-
sented herself as doing the bidding of her professor
who was conducting this research (Cynthia), which
served to align her with the participants. On one oc-
casion, during Sam’s IM session with Karrie, which
included discussion of some interview questions, she
jumped in to send a message to Karrie, resulting in
the following exchange ([text] indicates descriptive
text added to clarify elements of the transcript; el-
lipses indicate extracts edited out of the transcript;

/ indicates interrupted or dropped utterances; = indi-
cates latched utterances.)

Interviewer: Hi K, [Interviewee’s initial] here, sorry these
are dumb questions but my professor wanted
to know don’t ask me why.

Karrie: lol, that’s alright.... I figured you probably
didn’t write those up. I'll answer them.... it’s
alright.

Sam: )

Karrie: ;) [wink icon]

When typing the transcript, Bettina included a
note to Cynthia saying that she had a moment of
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“social panic” and wondered if “maybe I'm trying to
be as ‘cool” as my cool neighbor girls.” In general,
however, she did not work to achieve peer status,
other than to pepper her talk with genuine exclama-
tions about savvy IM moves (e.g., “You're rockin’
honey.”). In fact, at other times during her conversa-
tions with participants, she drew attention to her age
relative to a participant’s technical know-how: “I feel
like an old person! I feel so naive.” Cynthia’s inter-
view with Carla revealed a similar move to accentu-
ate the generational divide.

The think-aloud IM sessions and actual IM ex-
changes were shaped by the presence of a researcher
in other ways as well. For instance, we think that
Andy quickly closed a window when an IM response
from a girl included swear words. Noted throughout
this transcript were times when Andy seemed unable
to talk and explain his actions at the same time that
he engaged in an IM exchange. And, as in the earlier
example of the interviewer joining an IM exchange,
sometimes the topic of an IM exchange turned to
the research itself. Sam told Karrie about the research
situation, so many of the questions and probes that
came from Bettina were in turn volleyed to Karrie
and her other IM partner, a male, during the session.
Bettina asked Sam to ask the male partner if he had
ever pretended to be a girl on IM. “No Way!” he
shot back. Sam replied “haha :) it was her question”
[meaning Bettina’s question]. And during one of the
first IM sessions, Bettina, who couldn’t keep up with
the pace of Sam’s IM activity, told her, “Hold on,
you're going too fast. You're going way too fast!” On
the other hand, the transcript of Abby’s IM exchange
showed no overt signs of researcher influence.

These researcher positions—the peer and the
naive adult—may have worked to make participants
feel more comfortable, able to connect with the peer
researcher through a common interest, or able to in-
struct a naive adult researcher who is not a member
of the digital generation.

Data analysis

Data analysis involved using qualitative coding
procedures informed by grounded theory (Strauss,
1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Our unit of analysis
was the episode, a series of turns that all relate to the
same topic (Florio-Ruane, 2001; Marshall,
Smagorinsky, & Smith, 1995). We began the process
of developing a coding system after a close reading of
the first set of interviews and video session with Sam
and Karrie. At that time, we noted that most of what
the girls reported and demonstrated about their use
of IM was related to its social function. This was true



Instant messaging

not only based on their answers to questions about
peers and parents (about which one would expect
them to make social connections) but also based on
their answers to questions about IM topics, amount
of time spent on IM, and word choice. For instance,
Sam told us that she used a “softer, sweeter tone”
with her best friend Karrie than with others.
Another function of IM that emerged early on was
related to what we viewed as surveillance. Sam and
Karrie brought up many ways that their parents
monitored their IM behavior and that they them-
selves monitored the IM behaviors of others.

We kept the categories of “social” and “surveil-
lance” in mind as we collected and began to analyze
more interview and IM session data. However, not
wanting to limit our thinking about the transcripts,
we decided to choose, at this point, a categorical
rather than conceptual way of coding the transcripts
after our first passes through all of the interview
data. We did this by providing a context-specific cat-
egory label for each episode. For example, one
episode in the transcript with Carla was labeled “sub-
jects” because all the speaker turns in that episode re-
volved around the kind of subjects one might talk
about in an IM exchange.

Our next step was to read the interview
episodes and the IM exchanges for their most promi-
nent conceptual themes related to our research ques-
tions. The themes that were most salient throughout
the transcripts again were the social and surveillance
uses of IM. In addition, we decided to code for lan-
guage play and other language features that our par-
ticipants frequently shared with us. In the next
section on findings, we include a subsection on lan-
guage that highlights its foundational relationship to
the social and surveillance functions. Through lan-
guage use, the social networks were enhanced and
the drama of surveillance unfolded.

Our final step in the process of analyzing inter-
view and IM transcripts was to refine the three broad
codes, which led us to examine the transcripts for
distinctions among “social,” “surveillance,” and “lan-
guage” functions for IM use. This selective coding
procedure (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) resulted in dis-
tinctions within each category (e.g., social status, so-
cial connection, and gender relations within the
“social” category) that are used to frame our findings
section where we discuss them in terms of their the-
matic salience.

Due to the think-aloud nature of the IM ses-
sions, the actual IM exchanges were frequently diffi-
cult to analyze separate from the think-aloud data in
which they were embedded. Thus, the IM exchange
was often coded in the same way as its surrounding

481

turns. For example, during Andy’s think-aloud, he
received an IM that included loads of smiley faces in
green, followed by a huge laughing face. When
Bettina saw this, she exclaimed, “Oh my God. What
did that person just do?” This led to the following
exchange between Andy and his friend, whom we’ll
call “M.”

Andy: What is that, M?
M: My friends
M: The Smilels

Andy: I think he spelled smileys wrong. He’s not a very
good speller.

In addition to this IM exchange, however,
there were related comments and explanations be-
tween Andy and Bettina. For instance, after Andy’s
first turn above, he told Bettina “...and I guess he
was getting bored and stuff and he just typed a
whole bunch of letters.” After M’s first turn, Bettina
noted, “Aren’t they all a bunch of people? Look,
they’re all people,” and Andy followed with “Oh,
geez. He has time on his hands.” This entire episode,
including the IM message itself and the accompany-
ing commentary, was coded as “language play.”

In contrast, some IM exchanges were isolated
from the think-aloud commentary. This was true of
some exchanges for all three participants whose IM
sessions we videotaped. However, Abby’s IMs were
entirely autonomous and needed to be coded sepa-
rately. Abby negotiated the most windows of the IM
sessions we observed—10 windows in all. Because
the exchanges jumped quickly from one to the next
and then back to an earlier one, with unrelated
think-aloud explanations in between, it was very dif-
ficult to discern the thread of each conversation. In
order to code this data, then, we produced one tran-
script of Abby’s IM conversations in the order they
occurred (chronologically jumping from one win-
dow to the next) and another transcript of her IM
conversations organized by buddy (and, spatially, by
window) as though each exchange were separated
and without interruptions from other buddies. The
contrast between the two transcripts reveals the chal-
lenge for IM users to keep track of the narrative
thread of their exchanges with each buddy as they
juggle multiple conversational threads. Even from a
research perspective, it was far easier to code the sec-
ond transcript, with Abby’s exchanges with each of
her buddies typed separately.

These procedures, which involved triangulat-
ing across interviews, video sessions, and both of our
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interpretations, led to the patterns discussed in the
next section on findings.

Research findings

In the following sections, we report our find-
ings related to the language, social, and surveillance
functions of Instant Messaging. Underlying these
functions, however, are the distinctions participants
made between the functions served by IM as com-
pared to other forms of communication, such as
e-mail, telephone, note passing, and online chat-
rooms, and so we begin with these distinctions.

In general, these young people favored IM over
all other kinds of communication. IM offered the
excitement of successfully staying on top of the in-
formation flow. IM was convenient: Most friends
were constantly online and available (no busy sig-
nals). If they weren’t online, they would often identi-
fy through “away” messages where they were and
when they would be back. Moreover, IM users could
avoid long-distance phone bills when talking to
friends who lived far away (as in the case of Sam and
Karrie). IM also assuaged social relations, making all
potentially threatening exchanges (such as face to
face or telephone) less so. E-mail certainly had its
value for telling longer stories and using, as Karrie
said, “big words.” In Jake’s case, e-mail was useful in
those situations when he needed more time to think
about what he wanted to say. In this context, e-mail
is a close relative to the passed note—one can be
thoughtful, but the process of composing and deliv-
ering it takes more time. Overall, IM also trumped
chat rooms. For our participants, chat may have
been a fun diversion when life slowed down on the
IM screen, but communicating with strangers was
not nearly as engaging as communicating with one’s
peers.

We think it’s important to introduce our find-
ings section in this way because our participants’
clear analyses of the differing functions of various
technologies speak to their strategic and thoughtful
approach to popular technology as it affected their
lives. These young people were not duped by tech-
nology. Instead, they used it with a sense of purpose
and informed participation that may be surprising to
many adults concerned about the influence of
computer-mediated communication on the lives and
literacies of the younger generation.

This sense of purpose and agency is in keeping
with what the New London Group (1996, 2000)
meant when they argued that literacy involves the
designing and redesigning of social futures. The core
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concept here is that in order to make meaning, one
must have access to available resources for designs
(semiotic systems), ways to engage in design (semi-
otic processes), and the means to transform designs
(a combination of received meanings and the agency
to redesign them). Design is a concept we find useful
in understanding our participants’ linguistic and so-
cial uses of IM. As the findings will show, the young
people in our study accessed all the resources that
IM afforded as well as those that they brought to the
practice and used these resources to improvise and
redesign their semiotic and social worlds.

Language as design

As we analyzed our findings, it became clear
that IM literacy was, in part, an extension of
schooled literacy practices and, as such, reflected a
level of literacy engagement that may be encouraging
to educators. Our participants used language strate-
gically and creatively in their IMs to initiate and sus-
tain satisfying exchanges. As mentioned earlier, “talk”
is a written performance in IM. The guiding tropes
of the medium are “chat” and “conversation,” index-
ing a sense of the spoken that must be achieved
through writing. Participants used linguistic features
to manipulate the written tone, voice, word choice,
subject matter, and structure of messages in order to
sustain interesting conversations and cut off those
that were not of interest. However, beyond these uses
of language within IMs, the young people we stud-
ied used language in complex ways in order to nego-
tiate multiple messages and interweave these
conversations into larger, overarching story lines.

Language use within messages
If the popular press suggests that all IM dis-

course is inane or incomprehensible, the participants
in our study were clear that it was these kinds of ex-
changes that they wished to avoid. Unsatisfying con-
versations, to them, were ones that “don’t go
anywhere” or “just stop.” These “boring” conversa-
tions, they said, often had to do with a user main-
taining a conversation (while juggling many others),
but they also pointed to lack of creativity. Carla, for
example, had no patience for IM conversations
“where you end up talking to someone and they an-
swer you in monosyllables. ‘Uh.” ‘Oh.” ‘Cool.”
Satistying IM chats, on the other hand, were ones
where conversation flows—where creativity is appar-
ent. “There are those people who I've talked to for
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over an hour,” Abby reported. “A lot of people can
come up with things that I never thought of.”

Consequently, our participants consciously re-
sorted to various narrative strategies to generate
more interesting and flowing conversations with
their peers. Andy appreciated the chance to converse
with Sam over IM because he found her to be espe-
cially good at asking questions. “She’s always ready
for a question that she has for you,” he said. “She
doesn't sit there and ask you a question that she’s al-
ready asked three times...all her questions are like
brand new.” Sam also commented on her language
techniques, admitting that she was purposeful in her
use of metaphors. As she noted, IM “enhances my
depth of thought, the way I think now, ’cause you
can’t explain things with your hands, you have to tell
them, like using metaphors.”

Our participants found other ways to experi-
ment with language online as well. Jake recalled one
IM discussion that was all word play:

Sam and I last night, we just started out, she said “I want....”
and then I wrote “I want....” and then we just went on for a
whole exchange, for ten minutes all we started out with was
“I want” and just anything that came to our heads.

Another exchange between Jake and a friend in-
volved communicating solely through song titles.
Our participants also used nonlinguistic visual
elements to supplement language in ways that served
their needs. These elements either added to the dra-
ma of their individual exchanges or served as place
holders so that buddies would wait to hear more
rather than thinking the message was complete. For
instance, we frequently saw our participants use el-
lipses to indicate that they were thinking rather than
finished with the message. Sam withheld informa-
tion to purposefully add tension to a conversation,
noting that this was common practice in IM. In a
similar vein, Sam and Karrie would often type “well”
followed by an ellipses to function as a verbal pause.
Another important visual cue involved spelling,
which, interestingly, mattered quite a lot to our par-
ticipants. Afraid a buddy would infer that they
weren't good spellers, Sam, Karrie, Carla, and Abby
all used the code (*) to indicate that they spelled
something wrong accidentally, demonstrating a skill
for self-monitoring that teachers try to promote in
students as they write for school purposes. (“A” in the
following exchange is one of Abby’s buddies.)

Abby: I'm here ©
A: Your computer said u were away
Abby: ohh but it lyed.
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Abby:  *lied
Abby: ©
Abby: T'm a nerd!
A liar

Our participants were especially spelling con-
scious with those individuals they were trying to im-
press. For example, Sam noted that she paid more
attention to her spelling when she considered the
person she was addressing to be “smart.” Andy tried
to use correct spelling on IM, but paid attention to
spelling primarily if he was having an IM exchange
with one of his teachers who was on his buddy list.
Punctuation was less important, although at least
one of our participants felt better when she used
proper punctuation and capital letters in appropriate
places. What was most surprising was that abbrevia-
tions, like “lol” for “laughing out loud” and “brb”
for “be right back”—which have been highlighted so
heavily in the popular media as an example of in-
comprehensible teenspeak (e.g., Gray, 2002; Von
Sternberg, 2002)—were almost nonexistent among
our older participants. As Jake commented, “I used
to [use abbreviations].... Now I've started to type out
‘you’ and ‘are’.... I don’t know. It looks better. I don’t
know, maturity. You just seem smarter.”

What seemed cool when they were younger
now seemed immature, so they limited their usage,
although Sam and Abby (younger than Carla or
Jake) both regularly used abbreviations. Emoticons,
especially smiley faces, remained quite popular
though, indicating pleasure in the material shared,
teasing, or listening patiently and enthusiastically.
With IM’s limitations as a written communication,
these tools were one more way to express emotion
and engage the reader. “I end up smiling and stuff
when I'm talking,” Carla reflected. “T’ll like scream
and laugh at it and I know they can’t hear me. So 1
put in a smiley face, and I really use it.”

Font color and size were also used to create vi-
sual effects that enhance the linguistic component of
the IM message. Andy and his friends experimented
with color, font size, and icons such as smiley faces
to express their creativity, and Abby tried a variety of
combinations of fonts and colors for the same pur-
pose. Carla pointed out that a drawback of IM com-
pared to phone conversations, for instance, is that it’s
difficult to communicate sarcasm and other “voice
tones.” However, she felt that using different colors
and font sizes could help the writer express more
emotional content.
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All caps is usually if you’re yelling. You can make it smaller if
you’re like unsure or you’re whispering, and there are smi-
ley faces you can put in and stuff but it’s still hard to tell....
Well, I mean if you're talking almost you get littler...it’s kind
of like that’s a projection of your voice. It’s the way your
voice looks, so if it’s big, you’re yelling, if it’s small, you’re
tighter....

Beyond language style, word choice according
to different audiences also mattered, and we found a
high level of thoughtfulness in this regard. For exam-
ple, the young people we interviewed were conscious
of choosing different tones and language styles de-
pending on who they were IMing. In discussing her
online relationship with Karrie, Sam observed that
she was able not only to talk about a richer variety of
topics with her best friend due to the many reference
points they shared, but also to discuss these topics in
a “softer and sweeter” tone. She noted her tendency
to give shorter, more pointed answers to peers she
had less interest in talking to. Karrie said about her
special Internet relationship with Sam, “The only
reason I really use Instant Messages is basically to
talk to her. I mean, I talk to everyone else, but the
only person I really like to talk to is her.” The girls
felt that their bond influenced the breadth, depth,
and tone, of their Internet messages. By way of con-
trast, Abby was less attentive to language with her
best friends. As she put it, those were the people she
“can talk about just whatever...dumb things, or in-
side jokes, and just mess around and not really have
exchanges.” Talking to best friends meant not having
to worry about being clever or witty. It’s different,
she told us, “if you're getting to, like, know some-
one” or when “flirting” with a guy.

Other audiences resulted in a different set of
language negotiations. Sam even copied the “voice”
of an IM correspondent who accidentally got onto
her buddy list, in order to maintain the connection.
We discuss this conversation further in the section
on surveillance, but we wish to point out here the
language play that Sam noted relative to this ex-
change: “I'll use the same exclamations where she
uses them and I'll try to talk like they do.” In adapt-
ing the tone and content of the anonymous corre-
spondent’s message, Sam had to analyze how the
gitl’s tone worked—how it accomplished its purpos-
es. Besides adapting her tone, Sam was also careful to
adjust her subject matter according to her particular
audience. In order to convey to a popular boy in an-
other school that she was “cool,” Sam paid attention
to his choice of words and topics so as to “get into
his little group of friends.” In general, Sam observed
the kind of language people were using online and
appropriated language cues for specific purposes.
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“It’s just the fact that I have access to it, and I get on
every night,” she said, “and I watch other people talk
to people.”

Sam’s reference to “talk” underscores the hybrid
nature of the medium, incorporating, as it does, ele-
ments of spoken and written discourse. This fea-
ture—the written nature of a medium that often
feels more like speech—is important because it
means that participants must find ways to have com-
municative competence (Hymes, 1972) in quick,
sometimes overlapping, dyadic interactions with dif-
ferent audiences. As the data in this section suggest,
different buddies come with different norms and ex-
pectations for style, tone, and content. The hybrid
spoken/written nature of IM discourse demands hy-
bridity in user performance. IM users have to be
good at sounding as though they are speaking in
written texts. They must use the textuality of writing
to perform the textual qualities of speech. In this
way, as the New London Group suggested, conven-
tion is always in tension with improvisation. Our
participants needed to understand the conventions
associated with writing and with speech in order to
successfully use writing to perform speech.

Ldnguage use across meSSﬂgeS

We found our participants’ approach to lan-
guage use much more thoughtful than we had imag-
ined. Yet there is more to IM than creative language
use within a given message. In watching our partici-
pants deftly manage multiple messages, and then in-
terweave these messages into the larger storylines of
their lives, we became aware that the drama, the sto-
ry, and, indeed, the enjoyment of IM comes from
the entire session itself: its flow, its arc, and various
aspects of narrative tension across messages.

The young people we interviewed routinely
negotiated at least four windows simultaneously, and
often many more. To organize the separate conversa-
tions, some users spread the five or so windows out
across their screen, four in the corners and one in the
middle. Because Abby juggled so many conversa-
tions, she liked to stack her windows and file
through message after message, methodically “deal-
ing” with each conversation as she brought it to the
surface of the stack. In general, the strategy was for
our participants to focus on a few key narratives
while managing the rest. Some of the managed con-
versations would quickly emerge as key narratives,
however, just as some of the key narratives degener-
ated or stopped abruptly as a buddy left his or her

computer.
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IM cannot support long sentences because a
buddy can quickly take the conversation in another
direction. If our participants wanted to sustain a
thought without interruption, they often typed partial
sentences, hammering out five or six returns before
their longer thought was conveyed. Commentators
often refer to these partial sentences derisively, sug-
gesting that the use of IM does damage to “proper
English,” but our participants made it clear that us-
ing partial sentences was a strategic move to keep
their buddies from moving on to other conversa-
tions. Once the thought was out, they then could
leapfrog into another exchange. Most of the time,
they were challenged to respond to their buddies
quickly to keep an exchange moving forward, re-
spond intelligently to keep it interesting and impress
their peers, spell words correctly (also to impress
their peers), and keep track of all the other exchanges
going on simultaneously.

This is no easy feat. One look at Abby’s video-
taped IM exchanges with 10 buddies illustrates how
complicated it can be to carry on multiple exchanges
at once. The exchanges were separate, yet of a piece.
Read together, they gave us a sense of Abby’s social
world, online and off. Although the next section fo-
cuses specifically on the social aspects of IM, we in-
clude here a segment of Abby’s IM session in order
to provide a glimpse of what it was like for her to use
language to manage multiple messages that together
created a web of meaning related to things central to
her world. We have labeled her 10 buddies with let-
ters of the alphabet, from A to ]J. The storylines cen-
tral to this IM session ran the gamut from friends
(Buddy A felt snubbed by one of Abby’s friends),
school (Buddy H wanted to know if there were any
rumors at school that day; Buddy I asked about
school pictures), social activities (Buddy A wrote
about going to a concert; Buddy G talked about
meeting at a restaurant and going to play baseball),
jobs (Buddy C mentioned work), and emotional
states (Buddy A discussed his bad day).

Abby’s most extensive conversation was with
Buddy A, who kept returning to the topic of the girl
who snubbed him. But in between his comments
and responses, Abby was holding up her end of
many other conversations. When we first read a
transcript of her IM session arranged chronologically
(temporally) rather than by window or conversation
(spatially), it was difficult to see any cohesive threads
because we were not accustomed to piecing stories
together as they began to cohere across conversa-
tions. So, for instance, the beginning of Abby’s IM
session (as she’s acquiring buddies to talk to)
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arranged chronologically looks like this (exactly as
written, but not separated by buddies/windows):

A: so have u talked to barb?

Abby:  yeah but she didn’t really say

Abby: much

C: hey

Abby:  hey

D: hey

Abby:  hey

C: what’s going on?

Abby:  nothing much.

Abby: just got home from tanning

A: ohh I see

Abby:  she said we could prolly do something

Abby:  but u guys should go ahead and make other plans

Abby:  b/c knowing her we probably won’t be able to do
anything

A: ok then

A: no offence but I can’c stand people like her

Abby:  yeah I know....

Abby: I emailed u back [Abby is writing to E]

E: yes!

Abby: ©

Abby: it was long

F: hey

Abby:  hey

A: about a month ago I IMed her just to say hey and
stuff but she didn’t talk so

B: talking on the phone [answering an earlier ques-
tion from Abby]

B: u?

Abby:  nothing much

Abby:  just chattin’

Abby:  yeah she does that to david too I think [written to
Buddy A]

A: im surprised hed still talk to her, I haven’t talked
to her since

Abby: Idon’t think they talk much tho

This may not be the most stunning example of
language use, but we include this chronological tran-
script of a small portion of Abby’s IM session to
show how challenging it can be to manage the con-
tinuing threads of these conversations as they occur



486 Reading Research Quarterly

in time. When arranged spatially, however, with each
buddy (and corresponding window) in its place in
the stack, as Abby had them, she was able to manage
the conversational flow with each of her buddies,
and juggle the story lines that shaped her social
world. (See Appendix for an example of the same
transcript organized spatially, with separate ex-
changes organized by buddy/window.)

As several of our participants reported, one sto-
ryline often takes precedence while others take on
less importance. During this IM session, for in-
stance, the constant thread from beginning to end
was Buddy A’s negative feelings toward Barb (pseu-
donym). This narrative tension began with the sec-
tion we include here but surfaced throughout the
session. Examining this IM transcript, we found out
firsthand what scholars of digital literacies mean
when they point to the skills needed to be a success-
ful online reader and writer. Abby had to be able to
scan across windows, spatially, to do the work of this
kind of writing. She had to read and write quickly
across surfaces, delving deeper only when a particu-
lar conversational thread kept surfacing, and thus de-
manding a more developed response. Thus she
quickly said “hey” to several friends, told Buddy C
she had been tanning, and dipped in and out of a
more pressing exchange with Buddy A. Making on-
the-spot decisions about where to focus one’s atten-
tion is critical to managing the flow across messages.
This is an act most of us are accustomed to perform-
ing in conversation, but one that the IM user must
master in writing.

As we videotaped our three young IM writers,
all were anxious, fearing that there would not be
anyone online who would be interesting to talk to.
In other words, they would not be able to demon-
strate what a good session, with complex, interesting
interactions, would look like. Indeed, we didn’t wit-
ness the most successful sessions, according to our
participants, in part because of the nature of the
think-aloud (as described in the methods section).
However, it was clear that interesting word choice,
audience sensitivity, and a well-managed narrative
that offered tension and excitement were what made
IM worthwhile, and that some, like Sam (whose IM
skills were revered by Andy), were better at this than
others. It was also clear, however, that while Abby
used these features to fluidly move through a range
of social stances from sympathetic friend to casual
acquaintance, she also was used by the discourses
that were available to her. That is to say that the lin-
guistic and semantic resources Abby draws upon are
those typically associated with middle class white
teens in the United States (and other Western coun-
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tries). Tanning and e-mail, friendships and rivalries
were the topics at hand, all in the talky, casual ver-
nacular often expected of teens. Thus “teenhood”
could be said to be inscribed in the text of Abby’s IM
talk. We had to look closer to understand how she
managed the narrative flow of the conversation and
attended to the demands of the rhetorical situation.
As will become clear in the next section, the social
context of IM is what drives the narrative and, at
times, raises the language bar.

Social networks as design

Besides juggling language styles and message
flow, we found that our participants were actively
engaged in designing their social worlds through
their IM use. Moreover, their social networks in turn
enhanced their language use, providing the context
for a richer and more satisfying writing session. In
this section, we focus on two aspects of their social
networks that repeatedly surfaced in the data: social
status and social connections.

Social status: Insider knowledge and

audience awareness

Most of the young people we talked to felt that
IM enhanced their social status. Sam, Karrie, and
Abbie, for example, believed that IM enabled them
to establish a kind of social currency. According to
Karrie, “I wouldn’t be as cool to some friends if I
didn’t talk on the Internet.” Indeed, not having
Internet and IM access was the recipe, in our partici-
pants’ minds, for social upheaval. Simply put, the
online social world was contingent upon the offline
social world at school. In fact, being “in the know”
and knowing the inside jokes from the IM session
the night before were seen as essential for social rela-
tions at school. Here, Abby vividly describes her so-
cial need for IM, given that, in her words
“Everybody’s always on!”:

Abby: I’ll talk to my best friends, and me and my
friends, it’s like, “Oh it’s 9 o’clock, I gotta get
on the computer!” And it’s like, if we can’t, it’s
like, what am I going to do?! ...I don’t know.
I’s just part of my night.

Interviewer: So what happens if you don’t get on, if you
miss a night. Do you feel /
Abby. Well, T'll always feel that I don’t know what’s

going on or I'm left out of something or, you
know.

Interviewer: So do you think you’re kind of addicted to it?
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Abby: [laughing] Yeah, I think so.... If I have any free

time, it’s like what I want to be doing.
[A few turns later in the interview]

Abby: If I don’t get on, like if it’s broken, like if the
Internet’s not working, I'll, ’'m like ahhhh!
So I'll call my friends, and T’ll be like “Who’s
on? What are you talking about?!” ...T’ll be
like, “Get on my name and pretend you’re me
for a litde bit!”

The fusion between Abby’s online and offline
worlds is palpable here. What is often thought of as a
simulated or virtual world is, for Abby, a place where
the stuff of real life takes place (Ito, n.d.). Perhaps
more intriguing, however, is that the spaces of virtual
and real flow in reverse as well. Her real life is
steeped in virtuality, whether or not she’s online,
complicating the online/offline binary as it is often
represented.

For IM to enhance one’s social status, users
must be attuned to their audiences and strategically
control the IM interaction. There are those buddies
who need subtle reminders that they are not a priori-
ty and therefore not worth a rapid response.
Withholding attention is also a way to avoid appear-
ing like a loser to high-status buddies—with no oth-
er windows to juggle. Sam thus chose to wait a
certain amount of time before typing her responses
and was careful not to send messages to the same
person in succession.

Sam: Yeah, and if you're talking to the people from
[her new school] that have tons of people on
their buddy lists, and they’re talking to five or
six people, you can’t be...like “hello hello hel-
lo,” like that, try to get them to talk to you,
cause you know they’re talking to all these dif-
ferent people and it gets annoying....

Interviewer: And how do they know how many people
you're talking to?

Sam: They don’t, they just assume, cause I'm not,
I don’t saying anything for a while, I don’t an-
swer their question.

In addition, if someone from Sam’s buddy list
suddenly appears online, she sometimes waits until
she is IMed first, especially if this person is someone
she intends to impress. In general, we found that our
participants would withhold responses for certain
people even if they had only a few windows on their
screen and ample time to respond. Withholding a re-
sponse in this context is not considered an insult but
a status symbol. Timing is therefore a crucial signifi-
er in the IM multimodal environment.
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Social connections

Every one of the IM users we came to know
felt that it was more fulfilling to connect on IM with
people who were already friends. This meant, in
part, learning about “their inside jokes and stuff”
and other pertinent social gossip, like who is popular
and who is going out with whom. As we pointed out
in the section on language use, it is important to re-
member that the inside jokes Sam wanted to learn
and, perhaps, take up in her own language play will
become part of the textual worlds she writes her way
into. Again, we think this relates to the need and de-
sire to participate in an ongoing story. The ongoing
story does not seem to have much to do with acade-
mic life at school, according to our participants, oth-
er than the most basic concerns about what the
homework assignment might be. Instead the story
these kids have in mind is a social one, and it is one
that consumes them to the point that some find
themselves watching less TV in order to catch the
ongoing story on IM.

Interviewer: And when you were at the height of your IM
use, did you sacrifice activities that you nor-

mally did?
Jake: Yeah, I'd stop watching a lot of TV. That’s

what I used to do a lot of in the evenings. I just
got on the computer at night instead because
there were people I could talk to. It’s kind of
like being with your friends but not really, be-
cause you can talk to all of them.

It’s interesting to note that when these young
people have less freedom in their social lives, their
use of IM seems to increase. For instance, all of them
said that IM use decreases in the summer when they
are able to see their friends face-to-face more often.
During the school year, most of these kids were ex-
pected to stay home during the school nights and,
thus, were looking for a way to connect with their
friends. This finding is corroborated by a study of
young people’s uses of ICTs based on interviews with
40 children in the United Kingdom, which found
that ICT use was seasonal, increasing in the winter
and decreasing in the summer when the children
preferred to be in offline public spaces (Valentine et
al., 2000).

Whereas Abby said she would just talk with her
girlfriends about anything, others were more con-
cerned about the depth of the discussions. For in-
stance, Jake noted that even though he sometimes
peaked an IM session at 13 or 14 windows, many
conversations would drop off as he focused more on
5 windows or so in order to have deeper exchanges
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with a few people. As was true for the others, he
found the ongoing stories to be important, and if he
took too long before responding to someone, he
would lose the story. Carla liked IM exchanges
“where you actually feel like you got something ac-
complished, like those exchanges where you made a
connection and you're interested in something.” She
mentioned that she had talked to a close male friend
over IM about their belief systems related to religion,
continuing an exchange that they had begun face to
face. She said that it was easier to have these kinds of
exchanges if they were part of an ongoing story,
something they have talked about before. For Carla
and for Sam as well, it was easiest to have these ex-
changes with people they knew well—best girlfriends
with whom they had storied histories. Carla did not
appreciate IM buddies who gossip. These buddies,
she placed on her “frown” buddy list. (She had a
“smiley” list, a “frown” list, and a “straight face” list,
for people who were just casual acquaintances.)

All of our participants except for Abby and Jake
talked about the pleasure of tandem IM sessions, dur-
ing which they would pair up with a friend and IM
their friends (sometimes another pair) together. For
instance, Andy and Brian, who at the time had crush-
es on Sam and Karrie, would IM the girls as a pair.
Andy commented that he felt more confident with
Brian there to help him know what to say to Sam.
Again, social context enhanced language use. Carla,
who had spoken so eloquently of the importance of
IMing about ideas, sometimes IMed in tandem with
her best friend, just to be silly and have fun with
words. Our participants valued context: an ongoing
storyline between individuals, a shared school envi-
ronment, or a familiar rivalry between schools.
Knowing to whom they were talking meant that they
had that much more detail to draw upon, and thus
could create more interesting dialogue.

The online social connections that our partici-
pants often valued were romantic, and they were
quick to point out the ways in which IM fostered
these relationships. Jake told us that getting hold of
someone’s screen name could start a relationship in
much the same way as acquiring someone’s phone
number may have in the past (What's your screen
name?). In fact, Jake met Sam, his girlfriend at the
time of his interview, over IM. Carla pointed out
that IM could also work well for breakups, claiming
that it was easier for her to communicate with her
ex-boyfriend online than in person because the virtu-
al nature of the experience served as a “kind of
shield, a way to hide.”

Our participants (all of whom identified as
heterosexual) talked about IM as a way to feel more
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comfortable talking to the opposite sex—easier than
on the phone or in person. They claimed that a lot
of the awkwardness of these settings was erased on-
line—no awkward silences, blushing faces, or sweaty
palms. Several mentioned that it was easier to use
IM to contact someone you don’t know well enough
to call.

Karrie:  Yeah, I don’t like the long pauses, like we don’t
really have pauses, like for people that I really don’t
know as well, then you just sit there [when talking

in person] and go, “Uhhhhhhh”=
Sam:  And you don’t know what to say.

Karrie: And [it] gets a bit awkward.

Without having to worry about unwieldy, gap-
ing silences, Sam says she not only talked to friends
more via IM, but also did so with more ease than she
could muster on the phone or in person. IMing en-
couraged a kind of openness not apparent with tele-
phone calls and face-to-face interaction. The
appearance of intimacy allowed boys to tell Sam and
Karrie more than they normally would:

Sam: You get more stuff out of them. Yeah. They’ll
tell you a lot more, ’cause they feel stupid in
front of you. They won’t just sit there and /

Interviewer: So it’s a different medium and they can test
themselves a bit more and /

Sam: So they know how we react and they don’t feel
stupid cause they don’t have to think about the
next thing to say. I can smile [using an emoti-
con] or I can say something to them.

Turkle (1995) related similar findings in her dis-
cussion of a 14-year-old boy who felt online flirting
far surpassed the real-life equivalent. On the other
hand, the illusion of anonymity that ICTs provide can
encourage some individuals to take risks they wouldn’t
ordinarily take (Gumpert & Drucker, 1998). Indeed,
the illusion of anonymity that computer-mediated
communication provides encouraged Abby to take
more risks than she would have taken in a face-to-face
exchange. As she emphasized, IM allowed her to risk
flirty comments and then hesitate a moment before
deciding whether or not to hit “send.”

Again, as was the case with Abby’s IM session
analyzed in an earlier section, one can see how the
acts of designing and redesigning exist in tension
with one another. On the one hand, Sam and Abby
use what this technology affords to redesign new so-
cial relationships—new ways of talking to boys. On
the other hand, the available designs determine the
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direction and extent of their innovation. The act of
redesigning social relationships with boys exists with-
in a certain set of available discourses about boys and
who they can be in relation to girls. It exists within a
set of available discourses about gendered identities
and relationships, the kind of discourses, for in-
stance, that position girls as communicative and rela-
tional and boys as oblivious, impenetrable, or
resistant.

Nonetheless, the generative, improvisational na-
ture of IM was strong in this section on designing
social networks. These IM users were busy navigating
between conversations, building upon conversations,
merging conversations, dropping and adding conver-
sations, delaying conversations, and creating a larger
storyline. In these ways, IM messages were circulated,
sometimes across buddies, in the IM landscape
(explored further in the next section). Participants
enacted particular identities through IM: that they
were busy, had lots of friends, were doing multiple
things, and were interesting as a result. They would
catch up, and then immediately fall behind as new
windows opened and new conversations began that
may or may not have affected the ones they were al-
ready having. They made some people wait to indi-
cate their own popularity, while spitting out answers
to others.

Of particular interest to us is the way that IM
disrupts the virtual/real binary. The identities that
these young people enacted online were not neces-
sarily more or less real than those they enacted
offline. The disembodied world of IM, its textual na-
ture (through written and visual modes), made it
conducive to slipping in and out of new identities
and storylines, but as this section reveals, IM identi-
ties and storylines very much intersect with lives
offline. Social networks enhanced the IM experience,
but various surveillance opportunities added a layer
of drama to the online and offline worlds of IM.

Surveillance in the IM landscape

Being both the agent and the object of surveil-
lance played a central role in our participants’ IM
practices. These young people revealed their intricate
understanding of how they could use the technology
for their own surveillance purposes related to power
and identity. They also understood the ways in
which they were monitored by their parents and
friends, and were often able to confound these moni-
toring attempts. In discussing this aspect of IM use,
we focus on four mechanisms related to surveillance
of or by others: IM features, circulation, posing, and
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parental regulation. As might be expected, most of
our participants enjoyed being able to monitor the
messages and locations of others but attempted not
to be the object of surveillance.

IM features

Surveillance features are built into the IM plat-
form. Particular features enable users to monitor their
buddies’ online and offline activities and identities as
well as to enable monitoring of their own. All of our
participants understood how to use their profiles,
buddy lists, user or screen names, and away messages
to best serve their surveillance purposes. For instance,
all the participants were adept at using the buddy list
indicator to monitor their friends online and control
the message flow. To combat excessive or unwanted
messages, they would sometimes turn off their buddy
list indicators so friends could no longer tell they
were simultaneously online. Blocking particular peo-
ple from the buddy list, so that these people would
not know the user was online, served as another
strong tactic. Other monitoring functions of the bud-
dy list include a pop-up window that appears when
the user clicks on a name. This pop-up provides in-
formation about the person on the buddy list such as
the length of time in minutes that she or he has been
online, a feature that several participants noted. All
but one of our participants had divided their buddy
lists into categories. Abby, for instance, divided hers
so that she had a category for boys, girls, and “don’t
talk to’s,” allowing her to monitor who was online at
a glance. Because gender relations were particularly
central to Abby, these gender-inflected categories
served her purposes.

Multiple user names were also employed by all
of the participants, several of whom gave their very
best friends access to all of their user names. As Carla
explained,

Carla: Well, I have different buddy lists.... I have
about 45 people on one list. Some of them are
doubles, like I have three screen names for one
person.

Interviewer: Why would that be?

Carla: Well, because [best friend’s name] has three
screen names and so I can tell when she’s on-
line and she can block other people but not

me.
Interviewer: Because you’re good friends you gave them all

of them.

In most cases, however, these multiple user
names served the purpose of keeping IM buddies
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from recognizing when our participants were online.
In other words, our participants would go online
with a user name that they had not given to many
people. This allowed them to remain online without
being inundated with messages and instead be con-
tacted only by good friends familiar with the user
name. Later, if there were others whom they would
like to IM, they would get online with a more widely
distributed user name. Abby, for instance, had about
10 user names and often signed on with a user name
that almost nobody knew just to see who got on be-
fore she switched to her usual user name.

The buddy list, always in view, carried the im-
portant information concerning who was active—at
home and on or near a computer and receptive (be-
ing online but blocking their availability). As this list
was constantly changing with the comings and go-
ings of buddies, it contained a wealth of other infor-
mation: when buddies got online, how long theyd
been on, and whether they were “away”—online, but
somewhere else in their house for a short period.

Away messages, frequently used to let others
know where the IM user could be found, were espe-
cially useful in the summer when kids were rarely at
home. As Jake explained,

Like during the summer, you write “I'm down the street at
such and such’s house, stop by if you want to.” Or some peo-

« » «p
ple say “call me.” So you can find people that way. “I'm
cleaning my room, stop by.”

He added that those who did not have access
to IM would not know where to find their friends as
easily as those with IM access. Users clicked on these
away icons and called up away messages. These mes-
sages were often succinct (e.g., “I am watching TV”).
But the young people we talked to took great plea-
sure in reading them, not just to find out where that
person was (hyperconnectivity being one of the rea-
sons the technology is so attractive) but to find out
how witty and clever their friends were in construct-
ing them. During one session, for example, Abby en-
joyed her friend’s away message, “I'm being a good
boy and helping my mom with the dishes, so leave a
message.” Although Abby admitted she had boring
away messages, she appreciated her friend’s efforts to
write longer, and quite clever, ones.

In a similar manner these young people used
their profiles to list their cell phone numbers and to
announce graduation parties, again to remain hyper-
connected and, in a sense, monitored at all times. An
interesting example of self-monitoring is evident in
Carla’s wish to keep her profile sparse. She realized
that a singular profile, unless it was very sparse,
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would not attract all the different friends she had.
When asked to talk about her concerns about writ-
ing a longer profile, she said, “It would worry me be-
cause | know different people in different ways. I feel
like this person would think it was stupid, and this
person would....” Carla had a sophisticated under-
standing of her multiple audiences in the IM land-
scape and carefully considered how best to address
them all.

The categories that the participants listed in
their IM profiles (e.g., student, female, midwest,
likes horses) could be accessed by anyone and result
in receiving IMs from people they did not know.
Although this sometimes resulted in unpleasant in-
stances of what Carla referred to as “cyber sex” mes-
sages, she did not want to block her profile because
she enjoyed getting occasional messages from people
she didn’t know. In general, our participants did not
seem overly concerned about the media hype they
had heard about the dangers of the Internet. We had
the sense that they did not see themselves as “inno-
cent” and in need of protection, but were, instead,
savvy about the cyber sex phenomenon and able to
control what happens in this online geographic
space. As Valentine et al. (2000) argued, based on
their study of ICT use, young people did not assume
“an artificial distinction between the corruption of
on-line space and the sanctuary of the home” (p.
159) given that anything that might be available to
them online was also available offline (e.g., sexually
explicit images in magazines and on television). The
buddy list, away messages, and profiles all added to
the variety and drama of an IM session, while offer-
ing a means for these IM writers to define their on-
line presence and mark their identities.

Circulation

Surveillance on IM is often achieved through
the paths that messages travel as they are circulated.
Leander and McKim (2003) suggested that examin-
ing how digital texts travel can lead to insights about
the kinds of practices and relationships a particular
technology affords. Our participants’ IM connec-
tions and messages were often passed from one per-
son to another in order to create a bond that
depended on the surveillance of others.

One of the simplest methods of circulating
participants’ movements and messages online was
through the commonly asked question, “Who else
are you talking t0?” resulting in IM buddies having
indirect exchanges with a wider range of people
through other buddies (e.g., “Tell her...”). This sim-

ple question allowed the questioner to have some de-
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gree of knowledge about and control over the move-
ments and conversations of buddies outside of the
immediate dyad.

Far from being isolated units, conversations
easily became part of other conversations within a
given IM session. Participants routinely cut and past-
ed elements of one conversation and shared them
with another buddy—often without disclosing their
actions with the first buddy, who may have done the
same with someone else. Some saw this kind of sur-
veillance as representing a wish for community, a
way of finding out who else is involved in their over-
lapping social worlds at the moment. However, oth-
ers saw it as an entry into the landscape of gossip and
deceit, with users lying to one another about their
concurrent IM buddies. As Carla put it, “There are
so many people going behind peoples” backs and ly-
ing to this person and this person knows something
else, and you have to trust both of them not to talk
to each other.”

The sort of clandestine circulation that Carla
would not want to be involved with was an intrigu-
ing part of the game for others. For instance, Andy
knew that sometimes girls would pretend that their
girlfriends who had a crush on him weren’t with
them when they asked him questions. Several of the
girls also tried surreptitiously to discover who was
currently talking to whom and what they happened
to be talking about by IMing inquiries to friends and
asking them to report back. Abby, for instance,
would report to her girlfriends to tell them about her
conversations with boys, sometimes cutting and
pasting the most important parts for her girlfriends’
pleasure. The way these texts circulated online, serv-
ing as a mechanism for surveillance, also reinforced
our participants’ IM landscape as a heteronormative
space.

By circulating messages in this fashion, our
participants cut and pasted, rearranged, and recon-
figured elements of their lives to be offered up for
scrutiny in the IM landscape. This kind of surveil-
lance was expected—afforded through the technolo-
gy and participants’ relationships to the technology
and to each other. IM produces identities that are ac-
customed to being both the agent and object of
scrutiny and surveillance.

Posing

Posing involves the user in an attempt to take
on the identity of someone else (another gender or
another specific person in some of our examples).
For instance, although related to chat room commu-
nication rather than IM, Karrie went so far as to
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track her boyfriend into a chat room, assume the
male-sounding identity of snowboarder911, and try
to find out what kind of exchanges he was having.
Because the physical body is not present in Internet
communication, these young people had more space
for play, parody, and performance. They manipulat-
ed voice, tone, and subject matter to hide or trans-
form their own identities and to monitor the
interactions of others. Although our female partici-
pants were not using their IM experience to break
down gendered frames of reference, they used these
chats to claim some control over their position in the
male/female binary. With their bodies out of view,
they were able to alternately observe, monitor, and
engage the words and minds of boys.

There were many examples throughout our
data that revealed the pleasure most of these young
people took in occasional posing. Sam’s pleasure was
evident in the following example:

Sam: This girl, she thinks ’'m somebody else. She
thinks I’'m one of her friends, and she’s like
“Hey!” and I'm like “Hi!” and I start playing
along with her. She thinks that I'm one of her
school friends. She doesn’t know it’s me. She
wrote to me twice now.

Interviewer: So she’s this person that you're lying to,
almost.

Sam: Yeah, you just play along. It’s fun sometimes.
It’s comical. Because she’ll say something like,
“Oh [a boy] did this, and we’re going to the
ski house,” or whatever, and I'm like “Oh
God!,” and like I'll just respond to her. T'll use
the same exclamations where she uses them,

and I'll try to talk like they do.

As mentioned in the section on language use,
Sam strategically analyzed this girl’s voice and tone
in order to accomplish this parodic performance.
What's most important to our theme in this section,
however, is the way that posing can expand beyond
individual exchanges as a complicated narrative
emerges. When Sam saw the name Junelily24 appear
as an “active” member of her buddy list, for example,
she immediately IMed her best friend Karrie, saying
“Junelily24 is online.” When Abby asked her friends
to “get on my name” when her computer broke
down, she was hoping for playful and vicarious in-
clusion in the world from which she had been tem-
porarily excluded. In this way posing and circulation
are related mechanisms for surveillance in that the
thrill of posing is often connected to the circulation
of details about its effects.

The girls seemed generally to engage in more
posing than did the boys, perhaps because they had
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more to gain by doing so. For example, Sam posed
on occasion as someone who was “blond-haired,
blue-eyed” because she believed having these particu-
lar media markers of beauty would extend exchanges
with boys she didn't know. Given a social sphere that
excludes the body, she inserted one that would work
for her. However, the fact that she resorted to tradi-
tional markers of white feminine beauty in the rare
social sphere where it need not be central shows that
normative gender and race positions are not so easily
erased, even in a space that is sometimes hailed as a
new form of social existence (Jones, 1997) and mul-
tiple identities (Turkle, 1995).

Carla was one participant who was opposed to
posing (“I have a big respect for the truth”).
Nontheless, she was aware of the function IM could
serve in this regard. As she told us, “You can portray
yourself any way you want to online. You can make
yourself sound all smart and sophisticated, like what-
ever you want. And when you're face to face, people
can see you, and you really can’t hide very much.”

In order to pose effectively, one must be able to
perform an identity in writing that will sound “all
smart and sophisticated” or some other set of attrib-
utes, and one must be able to shift into this mode
with little forethought.

Parental regulation

The IM practices of some of our participants
were not heavily regulated by parents. Jake, at 17,
had no restrictions whatsoever. Carla thought her
dad might have worried a bit at first but no longer,
because she rarely communicated with anyone she
didn’t know. Brian’s parents restricted him from us-
ing chat rooms, and both Brian and Andy explained
that their IM software restricted them from entering
buddy chat rooms (group IM sessions). Brian occa-
sionally worried about his parents looking over his
shoulder as he IMed, mostly because he thought
they might tease him if he was writing about a ro-
mantic interest or something else he wanted to keep
private. Neither of them was supposed to stay on-
line for more than half an hour or so and were ex-
pected to share the computer with siblings or
parents. As the oldest child in the house, Brian had
easier access than Andy, who had to contend with
his older sister’s extensive use of IM. Abby did not
have restrictions placed on her IM activity. When
she talked about her mother watching her IM, she
did so in the context of her mother admiring her
ability to juggle so many windows, referring to a
time her mother asked her if she ever sent a message
to the wrong person.
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Of all of our participants, Sam’s and Karrie’s
IM activities were most closely monitored by their
parents. Because they were aware that their moves
were also being watched and regulated by their par-
ents, both girls became savvy in their ability to over-
come restrictions on their online communication
practices. Sam, whose father disallowed IM but al-
lowed e-mails, had learned that she could block her
buddy list every time her father was at home and
never receive IM messages in his presence. She and
Karrie also relied on a number code system. When
Sam’s father walked into the room, she typed a cer-
tain number (or the abbreviation POS for “Parents
over Shoulder”) and began to write about her home-
work so that he would not think she was wasting her
time. This deception was part of the thrill of IM. As
Sam put it, “It’s kind of fun, ’cause your parents
don’t know what you mean, so if you wanted to tell
them something you could make up anything you
wanted to.” Sam also continued to IM her friends
when her father was at work, but covered her tracks
by flooding the tracking device with educational sites
and adding his name to her buddy list so she could
track any time he was online during his workday. As
Andy put it, Sam was sometimes “naughty” for click-
ing off her dad’s privacy preference, which kept her
from being able to IM, and then clicking it back on
when he came home. However, her dad could access
IM at work, which meant that she had to worry
about him seeing her name on his buddy list and
thus being found out.

Sam was computer literate to the point that
she knew more about the AOL computer controls
than her father. When these controls needed to be
changed, he typed in the master account password
but she instructed him where to go. As we were
videotaping Sam during an IM session, Karrie wrote
for some advice. She had successfully located her
mother’s password but had not been able to figure
out how to change her user profile in order to in-
clude a more expansive list of interests than her
mother wanted her to include. Sam directed Karrie
to a number of menus, and after 30 minutes of frus-
trated persistence (and calm encouragement from
Sam), Karrie figured it out. GTG (got to go), Karrie
typed, and signed off to her best friend LULMTAS
(love you lots more than a sister).

With Sam’s help, Karrie was able to crack the
block her parents had placed on her user profile so
that she could include more information about her
appearance and make herself sound more interesting
and appealing to boys. On the other hand, when
Sam and Karrie chose to enter chat rooms that were
not age-specific, they made their user profiles more
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sketchy and lied about their age so as to pursue
“adult” exchanges with older people. This way, the
girls felt they could control the rhetorical contexts of
their interactions through careful consideration of is-
sues related to status, age, and gender. These moves
were very strategic, as was clear in Sam’s comments:
“See if you tell someone you're 18, you sort of have
to prepare ahead of time, "cause they’re going to ask
what college you go to, what classes you take....”

Despite this element of control, media atten-
tion to the dangers of Internet communication had
convinced the girls that their parents had reasonable
fears about the Internet and were right to block their
access to chat rooms. “We've heard stories about kids
where kids can get killed,” Karrie said. Indeed, Sam’s
and Karrie’s posing related to gender and age shows
that the social and power relations that exist outside
the Internet inhere within as well. At times con-
cerned about and at other times seduced by the at-
tention of strangers, Sam and Karrie self-regulated
their level of disclosure in the online environment.
In this section on surveillance in the IM landscape,
we see again that agency exists in tension with inflex-
ible social structures, particularly those related to
gender.

Discussion and implications

Our findings about the functions of IM in the
lives of our participants tell us something about the
social subject constructed through IM and the
changing nature of literacy practices. These changes
in practices and identities have implications for the
schooling of literacy. In this section, we begin with a
discussion of the social identities that form around
IM and then move to a discussion of implications
for literacy education.

IM practices and social identities

In order to understand social identities as they
relate to IM, we must return to the distinction we
made between literacy events and literacy practices at
the start of this article. If we limit our thinking to
literacy events, we focus on the IM exchanges and
the skills that young people exhibit as they engage in
these exchanges. With this focus in mind, we would
note that our participants often aspired to have
meaningful exchanges online. They were neither ab-
sorbed nor reliant on IM lingo; in fact, they often
cared about using conventional spelling and punctu-
ation. They were also acutely aware of the various
audiences they were addressing, adapting their sub-
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ject matter and writing style accordingly. Moreover,
our participants viewed their entire IM sessions—in-
cluding simultaneous exchanges that often lasted for
hours—not as individual, separate exchanges but as a
larger, entwined narrative. Beyond a singular win-
dow of exchange with one buddy, IM users were en-
gaged in a larger dialogue reliant upon their
knowledge of and participation within an offline
network of friends, and upon the various tools and
options connected with the IM platform.

Still viewing their IM exchanges as literacy
events, we would comment on the sophistication our
participants exhibited as they critically analyzed the
language of IM in terms of the rhetorical context
within which it was framed, and in terms of what
the texts could do for them. They demonstrated a
degree of control (and pleasure) that emerged from
their ability to make choices when using IM that
gave them power in peer relationships. These conclu-
sions, based on close analysis, are important in an-
swering our research questions related to the
functions and purposes of IM. However, a focus on
IM exchanges as literacy events does not give us
much leverage when it comes to thinking about how
to transform our understandings of school literacy
and how to make it more meaningful to students’
present and future lives.

To accomplish this goal, we need to focus on
literacy practices rather than literacy events, turning
our attention to what we can infer from the events
that might have broader social and cultural mean-
ings. Focusing on practices draws our attention to
the kinds of social identities that form around IM
use and the potential consequences of these identity
formations on students’ lives in and out of school.

The literacy practices most evident in our find-
ings are the performative and multivoiced nature of
the IM experience. In order to be a proficient IM
user, one must perform a version of one’s self, shift-
ing voices moment to moment for many audiences
at once. Writers in digital environments frequently
address and are addressed by multiple audiences si-
multaneously. To do this, users have to draw on the
intertextual chains (New London Group, 1996,
2000) that exist through the textual history of each
exchange and the larger textual network. Given
Abby’s lived understanding of these intertextual
chains, she is able to shift her performances almost
instantaneously; performing “sympathetic conspira-
tor” in response to Buddy A’s feelings about the girl
who ignored him, “casual acquaintance” with several
other buddies, and “flirtatious friend” with Buddy G
who wants her to put him in her info box. “Only if I
can be in yours,” she replied. Although face-to-face
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interaction is also performative (see, for instance,
Bauman & Briggs, 1990; Conquergood, 1989;
Goffman, 1959), the need to fluidly shift perfor-
mances from audience to audience is unique to the
dyadic yet nearly simultaneous nature of IM.

The enactment of these multiple identities calls
into question what it means to have an authentic or
personal voice as a writer. Envisioning voice as au-
thentic or personal privileges stability across texts
rather than the dynamic, fluid concept of voice ex-
hibited by IM writers as they enact identities that de-
pend upon a running analysis of complicated online
and offline contexts. Identities are enacted as tempo-
rary attachments, as Hall would have it, in order to
be recognized as a particular kind of person (Gee,
2000/2001) within particular histories of relation-
ships and discursive formations. Sam uses a “softer,
sweeter tone” with her friend Karrie one moment,
before smoothly shifting to the voice of Junelily24 to
pose as one of her crowd. In each case, the voice can
be said to be authentic to the situation and audience
at hand, but authenticity is not stable across these
tWO texts.

We are not suggesting that there is no continu-
ity of identity from one exchange to the next. Across
Abby’s conversations with her 10 buddies, for in-
stance, her identity as a popular, socially adept teen
who uses IM to focus primarily on her social life re-
mains stable. She does not, by any means, seem like
a different person with each exchange. And why
would she want to? Her identity as a popular, social
teen was a powerful one that was reiterated (Butler,
1990) with each exchange. In other words, Abby
claims her identity as a popular, in-the-know teen
across these conversations, thus performing a stable
identity she values, one that serves her well. At the
same time, however, each iteration of this identity
rearticulates and fine-tunes it to the immediate needs
of the particular conversational context (as already
described).

One reason that Abby is able to manage these
performances of self is that she is situated at once
within the techno-social space of the Internet and
the social-embodied space offline. In their article on
the past and future of Internet research, Leander and
McKim (2003) destabilized the offline/online binary
that underlies much of this research and argued for
methodologies that trace techno-social-embodied
networks across contexts and bounded notions of
time and space. Writers in the IM environment are
constituted in voices, their own and others, that
merge and overlap within and across contexts as the
writing self is addressed by and answerable to others.
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Thus, it is always in process (Holland, Lachicotte,
Skinner, & Cain, 2001).

The technological and social affordances of IM
make visible a performative and multivoiced social
subject. These affordances include patterns of circu-
lation and textuality as described in our findings.
Because IM technology affords easy circulation of
texts, our participants’ conversations were regularly
shared across buddies, either cut and pasted or re-
ported, and reconfigured along the way. Being an
agentic participant in these patterns of circulation re-
quired quick, in-process thinking. It required that
users swiftly assess the nature of the circulating text,
the purpose or agenda that led to its circulation, the
audiences involved, the allegiances it may foster or
damage, and so forth. Participants performed
selves—enacted identities—in relation to these cir-
culating texts.

These patterns of circulation functioned to re-
inforce social connections, creating bonds between
particular users, sometimes at the expense of others,
adding the intrigue of surveillance to the IM experi-
ence, but also monitoring and reinforcing normative
gender relations as discussed in our findings. Text
messages circulated across class lines, with Abby and
Sam, two working class participants, communicating
regularly with middle class buddies. This may relate
to the fact that digital technologies seem to foster
affinity group connections related to common inter-
ests and shared norms over common class and race
affiliations (Gee, 2002; Wellman, 2001). However,
we believe that our participants’ IM activity across
class lines had more to do with other factors influ-
encing friendship circles, such as attendance at
parochial school and the geography of mixed-income
neighborhoods, in addition to the very low cost of
public utility cable access. We did not learn about
any IM communication across lines of race or eth-
nicity in this predominately white town, reinforcing
our finding that IM communication occurred pri-
marily within friendship circles, loosely construed.
The performative, multivoiced identities enacted
through IM are constituted within existing discur-
sive formations.

The hybrid nature of textuality in IM also con-
tributes to performative and multivoiced enactments
of identity. In their book on textual studies in post-
modern times, Loizeaux and Fraistat (2002) had this
to say about electronic textuality: “With its multime-
dia and networked capabilities, electronic textuality
foregrounds the role played by the visual and aural
elements of textuality, as well as the social and mater-
ial ontologies of texts” (p. 5).
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As discussed in our findings, the visual and au-
ral elements of IM were prominent. Visually, this
role was most often evident in the purposeful use of
emoticons, color, and font types. The aural elements
were most evident in the way that the textuality of
writing was used to perform the textual qualities of
speech. This blending of spoken and written textual-
ity resulted in hybrid language forms to represent the
casual, insider exchanges of informal speech through
written textual features.

To achieve a speech-like quality, IM writers use
syntax, vocabulary, and usage more common in
speech as well as abbreviations to make for quick
speech-like exchanges and to communicate paralin-
guistic features of face-to-face communication con-
texts. Using examples from Abby’s extended IM
exchange included in an earlier section, Abby’s
speech-like syntax included “I don't think they talk
much tho” and her vocabulary included words with
dropped endings, “just chattin’.” Abby’s abbrevia-
tions made for speedy responses, “Im” for “I am” and
“u” for “you,” as did her lack of punctuation. In oth-
er participants IM exchanges, abbreviations such as
LOL (laugh out loud) or POS (parents over shoul-
der) were used to communicate what interlocutors
would have seen had they been communicating face
to face. The textual shape that IM takes, then, is an
innovative blending of speech and writing.

The textual shape of IM is significant as it re-
lates to the kinds of social identities afforded
through its use. Again, performativity and multivo-
cality are central to this discussion. The identities
our participants enacted in IM had to sound—and
look, semiotically—like speech, but be accomplished
through writing. Sam had to write her way into the
textual worlds of the new group to which she wanted
to belong, hearing the cadences of their inside jokes
and trying to “sound” right in writing. She explicitly
refers to her efforts to “talk like they do” when she
poses as the friend of someone who accidentally got
onto her buddy list. In this way, IM writers produce
the sound of speech. However, according to Carla,
this virtual speech takes on a life of its own with
adept IM writers using the disembodied textuality of
writing to “sound smart and sophisticated” in ways
that go beyond face-to-face communication. The vir-
tual, it seems, may idealize the real, becoming the
way that real speech ought to sound, thus further in-
terrupting any facile distinctions between the virtual
and the real, between speech and writing. Enacting
identities, then, involved performing multivocal tex-
tual repertoires with speed and flexibility, all within
the boundaries of normative structures of gender and
power. In spite of these boundaries, our participants
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were involved in the generative act of using texts in
new ways, reconfiguring messages, cutting and past-
ing, parodying, and creating textual forms to fit their
social needs.

IM practices and the schooling of
literacy

The social identities and subject positions that
we have found to be central to IM are important to
how we think about young people and their literacy
learning in schools. As we have already argued, ways
of knowing and ways of being are interrelated.
Epistemologies and pedagogies intersect to produce
available subject positions for students to take up. A
discussion of all the ways that students may resist
these subject positions are outside the scope of this
article, but there is much evidence to suggest that
students are produced as social subjects as they are
initiated into particular academic, interpretive, and
social ways of knowing and being.

IM draws on practices that shape users’ rela-
tionships to knowledge and identities. IM practices
demand that users adopt habits of mind that are
flexible, adapting across genres and modes, perform-
ing enactments of self (or identity) that relate to
changing discursive and social spaces. As stated earli-
er, however, the knowledge and identities that users
bring to IM shape the technology and how it is used
as well. Recall, for instance, that Carla’s self-reported
identity as someone who valued honesty in all her re-
lationships kept her from capitalizing on the circula-
tion or surveillance features of IM. Her IM
repertoire did not include posing as someone she was
not or circulating the texts of others without their
knowledge. It is also important to note that all of the
flexibility that IM affords is very much constrained
by some quite inflexible norms related to gender and
race. Indeed, in some cases, even agentic acts served
to reproduce social structures, such as when Sam
hacked into her profile only to include descriptors
she thought would mark her as a desirable female.
One might also view new conceptions of what it
means to be an adolescent in changing times as
somewhat inflexible in that normative notions of
adolescent identity now include the desire for, if not
facility with, digital and media technologies.

Kress et al. (2000) argued that the social politic
outside of school—the global, fast-capital economy,
the communicative webs, the multiple modes of rep-
resentation—are all about multiplicity, performativi-
ty, flexibility, and adaptability, while the social politic

in school remains centered on notions of stability,
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authenticity, and unity. It is obvious that typical
ways of being in school leave out the compelling
lives many young people live outside of school. Kress
et al. argued further that for schools to meet the new
demands of great economic and social change, edu-
cators need to begin to see learners as “remakers,
constantly of the materials with which they engage”
(p. 28).

Our participants were “remakers” of the textual
and technological resources available to them
through IM. It might be argued, however, that given
their dexterity with this digitally mediated form of
reading and writing, schools need not focus on such
forms of literacy, but instead focus more on forms of
literacy that students are less capable of mastering on
their own but need to learn in order to be successful
in school, at work, or as involved citizens. The logic
of this argument lies in a perceived need to equip
students with the skills and strategies they require to
succeed in the current system and to teach them the
deliberative reading and writing practices that are ba-
sic to certain kinds of analysis and critique. However,
accomplishing these goals will not help prepare stu-
dents for the kinds of epistemological shifts evident
in our participants’ practices and described in the
work of scholars of new media and digital literacies.

Preparing for changing epistemologies, identi-
ties, and practices should not mean either appropri-
ating young people’s popular technologies for school
use or disregarding the deep and deliberative reading
and writing processes associated with analytic and
critical understandings and interpretations. Although
bringing IM or other forms of Internet communica-
tion into the classroom may be possible for particu-
lar projects and purposes, doing so should not be
viewed as the lesson to learn from this research. In
fact, such appropriation would change the objectives
and motives of the activity, the roles of the young
people engaging in the activity, and the group norms
associated with the activity. One of the reasons that
the youth we studied used IM literacy so productive-
ly is that they were very clear about these aspects of
the activity. Their heightened knowledge of the ob-
jectives and motives, roles, and rules led to what is
clearly a strategic and analytic use of literacy.

Some evidence suggests that using computer-
mediated communication for discussions of class-
room writing and reading can be useful (Beach &
Lundell, 1998) and many studies (too numerous to
cite) point to the promise of computer technology as
an instructional medium and learning tool.
However, we are particularly interested in the con-
ceptual direction our study provides. The question
we believe should be asked is not how to actually use
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IM in the classroom but how to apply to school set-
tings the literacy practices we observed young people
take up with a great deal of engagement. As we have
tried to show throughout this article, the change in
literacy practices is more significant than the change
in literacy tools. The tools afford particular practices,
but the practices themselves are producing new epis-
temologies. Because schools inevitably legitimize
some epistemologies, it is important to introduce
those epistemologies connected to literacies as they
occur in a range of settings such as homes, libraries,
work places, churches, and community centers, all
more frequently making use of digital tools.

One way to begin this is to bring these prac-
tices to awareness by asking students to think about
what it is about their out-of-school digital literacies
(not just IM, but chat, fanfiction, gaming, and so
on) that engages them and how these literacies differ
from school literacies. Through metadiscussions of
literacy practices in and out of school, students can
be guided to analyze the features of the semiotic sys-
tems with which they interact across contexts—their
intersections and disjunctures—as well as the semi-
otic processes they use to carry out these interac-
tions. For example, discussions about conceptions of
audience in IM might focus on the need to deftly
shift topic, writing style, and voice from audience to
audience. This may lead to a discussion of the issues
of circulation and hybrid textuality that we discussed
earlier as students talk about how they share mes-
sages, sometimes surreptitiously, and make up for
the paralinguistic features of face-to-face conversa-
tions (e.g., LOL). This discussion can lead to a dis-
cussion about the nature of audience as it is usually
conceived in school writing (often ambiguous or the
teacher as audience) with points made about the in-
tersections and disjunctures students can identify re-
lated to these different conceptions of audience.
Further discussions could point to the affordances of
each kind of writing, including the aptitudes fostered
by each. Finally, it would be possible to apply some
of the aptitudes fostered in computer-mediated com-
munication to shape a different sort of writing at
school, perhaps writing for a clearly defined and ful-
ly imagined audience, singular but highly contextu-
alized as is each buddy in IM exchanges with close
friends. If we are interested in producing students
who design their social futures (New London Group,
1996, 2000), then we have to bring features and
processes of semiotic systems to awareness. Students
need to articulate what they know, much as our par-
ticipants articulated for us the features and processes
related to IM.
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Although these conceptual shifts map onto
writing (and the writer’s voice) more readily than
reading, we referred earlier to conceptual shifts relat-
ed to reading that have bearing on this discussion.
Scholars of new media literacies (Kress, 2003; Luke,
2003) point to the need for flexible reading practices
that include reading laterally across surfaces, genres,
and modes. We saw this kind of flexibility in Abby,
who scanned across windows in order to perform the
discourses she took up in relation to the multiple au-
diences that sought her attention. Reading across
spaces is essential to the IM experience if one intends
to keep ahead of the narrative flow. Indeed, users of-
ten arrange their windows to foreground space over
time or chronology. From a reader’s perspective, the
enactment of self that emerges within each IM bud-
dy’s window takes precedence over the most recent
phrase or sentence that appears, chronologically, on
the screen. Students with flexible reading repertoires
are more likely to be adept screen readers of multi-
modal, quick-access texts.

As Kress (2003) pointed out, the kind of read-
ing and writing afforded by multimodal digital tech-
nologies need not replace or negate more analytic or
reflective forms of literacy, the sort that requires the
deliberative time to achieve depth of understanding
in reading or the development of complex ideas in
writing. Although our participants reported to us
that they enjoyed complex conversations about
weighty topics (such as the discussion of religion that
Carla told us about), we did not witness these ex-
changes during our videotaped sessions. As explained
in the section on research methods, this may have
been due to the think-aloud focus of our videotaped
sessions, which may have kept participants focused
on our interests related to IM rather than on their
usual topics and interests. We also are somewhat un-
comfortable identifying our participants’ conversa-
tions as lacking complexity because in some ways
they were more complex than other forms of writ-
ing, dependent as these conversations were on a
highly developed awareness of the audience and con-
text for each exchange. However, it is safe to say that
the IM exchanges we witnessed were not of the sort
that would be considered complex in writing con-
texts such as school, work, or community organiza-
tions. Thus, it may be useful to apply some of the
aptitudes fostered online to readings of more com-
plex materials.

Teaching students to read fairly complex online
materials that require lateral reading across genres
and modes would work for this purpose. For in-
stance, political blogs (online journals) are often suf-
ficiently complex to lend themselves to analytic and
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critical reading, yet they often employ hybrid gen-
res—such as making arguments through personal
narrative writing or juxtaposing argument and narra-
tion. They also include links to other sites, streamed
video, charts, and other visuals and incorporate ex-
cerpts from books or poems. In this way, blogs have
a pastiche effect in that they include recirculated
texts from other sites. Creating personal or class
blogs related to topics of study would be equally use-
ful as students could experiment with hybrid genres
and textual forms as well as incorporate multimodal
design in the service of complex topics that require
careful examination and depth of analysis. Finally,
through collaborative activity-based projects that
cannot be accomplished without the use of multiple
texts—print, media, and digital—students can use
the full range of their reading and writing reper-
toires. Dramatic interpretations and other artistic
modes of expression and response can contribute to
the performative, multivoiced nature of the enter-
prise, thus developing flexible semiotic processes
across social networks.

Our suggestions here are not meant to presume
technological access and facility. Although we know
that more students now have access to the Internet
than did at the start of this study (see, for instance,
U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002) there are still
many students, particularly those from low-income
families, who do not. These students frequently ac-
cess the Internet through libraries and community
centers, but the time and space for gaining access at
these sites are limited. For this reason, we think it is
important that educators focus on shifting dimen-
sions of practice rather than on new technological
tools (Lewis, Alvermann, & Leander, 2004). Most of
our suggestions (other than the blog example, which
depends on school rather than home access) relate to
broader-based shifts—the kind that one experiences
through many forms of popular culture that depend
on interactivity, pastiche, intertextuality, and other
qualities associated with the Internet (comics, videos,
reality TV). (A critical appraisal of these forms of
popular culture is beyond the scope of this article,
but see Andrejevic, 2003, for an analysis of reality
TV, which argues that the interactive elements of re-
ality TV result in the commercial surveillance of
viewers.) Focusing pedagogical reform on shifting di-
mensions of practice that apply to new forms of me-
dia and communication beyond those that depend
on Internet access is one way to make sure that indi-
viduals without access can be full participants in the
instruction.

Many scholars focus on the politics, economics,
or social theories of digital technology (McChesney,
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2000; Swiss, 2000), but only a few have conducted
close analyses of particular forms of digital literacy
and culture. This research contributes to that small
body of work with the hope that learning more about
the functions of IM and the epistemologies and social
identities it fosters will move the field forward as we
begin to reconceptualize the teaching and learning of
literacy in digitally mediated times. A body of empiri-
cal research conducted in diverse geographical sites
with participants who come from a range of ethnic
and socioeconomic backgrounds and represent a
wider range of IM interests and orientations toward
social and sexual relationships is needed to move the
study of literacy forward. Although we have pointed
to implications related to social structures such as
gender and social class, a more diverse set of partici-
pants and geographical sites may result in a study that
has stronger implications for the material conse-
quences of particular digital practices.

Finally, we want to refocus our lens to take in
the forest as well as the trees. We have provided a de-
tailed account of our participants’ uses of IM and
have described the changing epistemologies and at-
tendant practices associated with IM use (multivo-
cality, performativity, resourcefulness, hybrid
textuality, and new forms of circulation and surveil-
lance). As a community of literacy educators and re-
searchers, if we let our “generational anxiety over
new forms of adolescent and childhood identity and
life pathways” (Luke & Luke, 2004, p. 105) get the
best of us, if we mourn the loss of print literacy as we
think we once knew it, then we may find ourselves
schooling young people in literacy practices that dis-
regard the vitality of their literate lives and the needs
they will have for their literate and social futures at
home, at work, and in their communities.

CYNTHIA LEWIS is professor of literacy education at the University of
Minnesota. She is interested in how literacy practices are shaped by
social identities and the politics of classrooms and communities. Her
research applies this interest to studies of teachers’ and adolescents'
responses to literature as well as young people's digital literacy
practices. Chapters on digital literacy are forthcoming in the Handbook
on Teaching Literacy Through the Communicative, Visual and
Performing Arts (Erloaum) and in the Encyclopedia of Children,
Adolescents, and the Media (Sage). She is coeditor (with Patricia
Enciso and Elizabeth Moje) of /dentity, Agency, and Power: Reframing
Sociocultural Research on Literacy (Erlbaum, forthcoming) and author
of Literacy Practices as Social Acts: Power, Status, and Cultural Norms
in the Classroom (Erlbaum, 2001), for which she has received the
Edward B. Fry Book Award and the Thomas N. Urban Research Award.
She currently serves on the executive board of the National
Conference on Research in Language and Literacy. She can be
contacted at the College of Education, University of Minnesota, 336
Peik Hall, 159 Pillsbury Drive, SE, Minneapolis, MN 55455-0208,
USA, or by e-mail at lewis@umn.edu.

40/4

BETTINA FABOS is an assistant professor of interactive media studies
and journalism at Miami University of Ohio. She is the author of Wrong
Turn on the Information Superhighway: Education and the
Commercialization of the Internet (Teachers College Press, 2004) and
has written extensively about Internet commercialization and the role
of the Internet in education. Fabos is also the coauthor of a leading
college textbook, Media and Culture (Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2005), and
she is currently working to expand the way media literacy is taught,
both at the university level and in public schools. She can be contacted
at Bachelor Hall 279, Miami University of Ohio, Oxford, OH 45056,
USA, or by e-mail at fabosbg@muohio.edu.

REFERENCES

AFFLERBACH, P. (1990). The influence of prior knowledge and text
genre on readers’ prediction strategies. Journal of Reading Behavior, 22,
141-148.

ALVERMANN, D.E. (2002). Adolescents and literacies in a digital
world. New York: Peter Lang.

ANDREJEVIC, M. (2003). Reality TV: The work of being watched.
Boulder, CO: Rowman & Littlefield.

BARTON, D., & HAMILTON, M. (1998). Local literacies: Reading
and writing in one community. New York: Routledge.

BARTON, D., HAMILTON, M., & IVANIC, R. (Eds.). (2000).
Situated literacies: Reading and writing in context. New York: Routledge.

BAUMAN, R., & BRIGGS, C. (1990). Poetics and performance as
critical perspectives on language and social life. Annual Review of
Anthropology, 19, 59-88.

BAYM, N. (2002). Interpersonal life online. In L.A. Lievrouw & S.
Livingstone (Eds.), Handbook of new media: Social shaping and conse-
quences of ICTs (pp. 62—76). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

BEACH, R., & LUNDELL, D. (1998). Early adolescents’ use of
computer-mediated communication in writing and reading. In D.
Reinking, M.C. McKenna, L.D. Labbo, & R.D. Kieffer (Eds.), Handbook
of literacy and technology: Transformations in a post-typographic world (pp.
93-112). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

BIGUM, C. (2002). Design sensibilities, schools, and the new com-
puting and communication technologies. In I. Snyder (Ed.), Silicon lit-
eracies: Communication, innovation, and education in the electronic age
(pp- 130-140). New York: Routledge.

BOLTER, J., & GRUSIN, R. (2000). Remediation: Understanding
new media. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

BOURDIEU, P. (1997). Pascalian meditations (R. Nice, Trans.).
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

BRUCE, B. (1997). Literacy technologies: What stance should we
take? Journal of Literacy Research, 29, 289-309.

BUCKINGHAM, D., & SEFTON-GREEN, J. (1995). Cultural
studies goes to school: Reading and teaching popular media. Briston, PA:
Taylor & Francis.

BURBULES, N.C., & CALLISTER, T.A. (2000). Watch it: The risks
and promises of information technologies for education. Boulder, CO:
‘Westview Press.

BUTLER, J. (1990) Performative acts and gender constitution: An es-
say in phenomenology and feminist theory. In S. Case (Ed.), Performing
[feminisms: Feminist critical theory and theater (pp. 270-282). Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press.

CHANDLER-OLCOTT, K., & MAHAR, D. (2003). “Tech-
savviness” meets multiliteracies: Exploring adolescent girls’ technology-
mediated literacy practices. Reading Research Quarterly, 38, 356-385.

CONQUERGOOD, D. (1989). Poetics, play, process, and power:
The performative turn in anthropology. Text and Performance Quarterly,
1, 82-95.

DE CASTELL, S., & LUKE, A. (1986). Models of literacy in North
American schools: Social and historical conditions and consequences. In
S. de Castell, A. Luke, & K. Egan (Eds.), Literacy, society, and schooling
(pp. 87-109). New York: Cambridge University Press.

FABOS, B. (2004). Wrong turn on the information superhighway:
Education and the commercialization of the Internet. New York: Teachers
College Press.

FLORIO-RUANE, S. (with DE TAR, J.). (2001). Teacher education
and cultural imagination: Autobiography, exchange, and narrative. Mahwah,
NJ: Erlbaum.

GEE, ].P. (1996). Sociolinguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses
(2nd ed.). New York: Falmer.



Instant messaging

GEE, J.P. (2000/2001). Identity as an analytic lens for research in
education. Review of Research in Education, 25, 99-125.

GEE, J.P. (2002). Millennials and Bobos, Blue’s Clues and Sesame
Street. A story for our times. In D.E. Alvermann (Ed.), Adolescents and
literacies in a digital world (pp. 51-67). New York: Peter Lang.

GOFFMAN, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. New
York: Doubleday.

GRAY, K.L. (2002, March 4). Kids say the darndest things in instant
messages. Columbus Disparch, p. 01C.

GUERNSEY, L. (2001, June 28). Message to marketers: RU4 Real?
The New York Times, p. G1.

GUMPERT, G., & DRUCKER, S.]J. (1998). The demise of privacy
in a private world: From front porches to chat rooms. Communication
Theory, 8, 408-425.

HAAS, C., & FLOWER, L. (1988). Rhetorical reading strategies and
the construction of meaning. College Composition and Communication,
39, 167-183.

HALL, S. (1996). Introduction: Who needs “identity”? In S. Hall &
P. Du Gay (Eds.), Questions of cultural identity (pp. 1-17). London: Sage.

HEATH, S.B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life and work in
communities and classrooms. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.

HERRING, C. (2004). Slouching toward the ordinary: Current trends
in computer-mediated communication. New Media and Society, 6, 26-36.

HOLLAND, D., LACHICOTTE JR., W., SKINNER, D., &
CAIN, C. (2001). Identity and agency in cultural worlds. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

HOLLOWAY, S.L., & VALENTINE, G. (2003). Cyberkids:
Children in the information age. New York: Routledge.

HYMES, D. (1972). Introduction. In C.B. Cazden, V. John, & D.
Hymes (Eds.), Functions of language in the classroom (pp. xi—Lvii). New
York: Teachers College Press.

ITO, M. (n.d.). Technologies of the childhood imagination: Media mix-
es, hypersociality, and recombinant cultural form. Retrieved March 31,
2004, from http://www.ssrc.org/programs/publications editors

JACOBS, G. (2004). Complicating contexts: Issues of methodology
in researching the language and literacies of instant messaging. Reading
Research Quarterly, 39, 394-407.

JONES, S. (1997). Virtual culture: Identity and communication in cy-
berspace. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

KELLNER, D. (2002). New media and new literacies: Reconstructing
education for the new millennium. In L.A. Lievrouw & S. Livingstone
(Eds.), Handbook of new media: Social shaping and consequences of ICTs
(pp. 90-104). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

KRESS, G. (1997). Before writing: Rethinking the paths to literacy. New
York: Routledge.

KRESS, G. (2003). Literacy in the new media age. New York: Routledge.

KRESS, G., JEWITT, C., & TSATSARELIS, C. (2000). Knowledge,
identity, pedagogy, pedagogic discourse and the representational envi-
ronments of education in late modernity. Linguistics and Education, 11,
7-30.

LANKSHEAR, C., & KNOBEL, M. (2002). Do we have your at-
tention? New literacies, digital technologies, and the education of adoles-
cents. In D. Alvermann (Ed.), Adolescents and literacies in a digital world
(pp- 19-39). New York: Peter Lang.

LANKSHEAR, C., & KNOBEL M. (2003). New literacies: Changing
knowledge and classroom learning. Philadelphia: Open University Press.

LANKSHEAR, C., & SNYDER, I. (with GREEN, B.). (2000).
Teachers and technoliteracy: Managing literacy, technology and learning in
schools. St. Leonards, NSW, Australia: Allen & Unwin.

LATCHFORD, M. (2003, May 20). Instant productivity gain:
Instant messaging will revolutionize business comms. Computer Weekly,

. 37.
P LEANDER, K.M., & MCKIM, K. (2003). Tracing the everyday “sit-
ings” of adolescents on the Internet: A strategic adaptation of ethnography
across online and offline spaces. Education, Communication, &
Information, 3, 211-240.

LENHART, A., RAINIE, L., & LEWIS, O. (2001, July). 7eenage
life online: The rise of the instant-message generation and the Internet’s impact
on_friendships and family relationships. Washington, DC: Pew Internet &
American Life Project. Retrieved September 9, 2001, from htep://www.
pewinternet.org

LEU, D.]J. (2000). Literacy and technology: Deictic consequences
for literacy education in an information age. In M. Kamil, P.B.
Mosenthal, P.D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook of reading research
(Vol. 3, pp. 743-770). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

499

LEWIS, C., ALVERMANN, D.E., & LEANDER, K. (2004,
February). Youth cultures, digital literacies, and intersecting methodologies.
Paper presented at the National Council of Teachers of English Assembly
for Research, Berkeley, CA.

LEWIS, C., & FABOS, B. (2000). But will it work in the heartland?
A response to new multiliteracies. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy,
43, 462-469.

LEWIS, C., & FINDERS, M. (2002). Implied adolescents and im-
plied teachers: A generation gap for new times. In D.E. Alvermann (Ed.),
New literacies and digital technologies: A focus on adolescent learners (pp.
101-113). New York: Peter Lang.

LOIZEAUX, E., & FRAISTAT, N. (2002). Reimagining textuality:
Textual studies in the late age of print. Madison: University of Wisconsin
Press.

LUKE, A. (1992). The body literate: Discourse and inscription in ear-
ly literacy training. Linguistics and Education, 4, 107-129.

LUKE, A. (1994). On reading and the sexual division of literacy.
Journal of Curriculum Studies, 26, 361-381.

LUKE, A., & LUKE, C. (2004). Adolescence lost/childhood re-
gained: On early intervention and the emergence of the techno-subject.
Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 1, 91-120.

LUKE, C. (2003). Pedagogy, connectivity, multimodalilty, and inter-
disciplinarity. Reading Research Quarterly, 38, 397-403.

MANOVICH, L. (2001). The language of new media. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

MARSHALL, ].D., SMAGORINSKY, P., & SMITH, M.W. (1995).
The language of interpretation: Patterns of discourse in discussions of litera-
ture. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

MCCHESNEY, R. (2000). So much for the magic of technology
and the free market: The World Wide Web and the corporate media sys-
tem. In A. Herman & T. Swiss (Eds.), The World Wide Web and contem-
porary cultural theory (pp. 5-36). New York: Routledge.

MOJE, E.B. (2004). Powerful spaces: Tracing the out-of-school lit-
eracy spaces of Latino/a youth. In K. Leander & M. Sheehy (Eds.), Space
matters: Assertions of space in literacy practice and research (pp. 15-38). New
York: Peter Lang.

MYERS, J.,, HAMMETT, R., & MCKILLOP, A.M. (1998).
Opportunities for critical literacy and pedagogy in student-authored hy-
permedia. In D. Reinking, M.C. McKenna, L.D. Labbo, & R.D. Kieffer
(Eds.), Handbook of literacy and technology: Transformations in a post-typo-
graphic world (pp. 63-78). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

NEW LONDON GROUP. (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies:
Designing social futures. Harvard Educational Review, 66, 60-92.

NEW LONDON GROUP. (2000). A pedagogy of multiliteracies:
Designing social futures. In B. Cope & M. Kalantzis (Eds.),
Multiliteracies: Literacy learning and the design of social futures (pp. 9-37).
New York: Routledge.

REINKING, D. (1998). Introduction: Synthesizing technological
transformations of literacy in a post-typographic world. In D. Reinking,
M.C. McKenna, L.D. Labbo, & R.D. Kieffer (Eds.), Handbook of litera-
¢y and technology: Transformations in a post-typographic world (pp. xi—xxx).
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

REINKING, D., LABBO, L., & MCKENNA, M.C. (2000). From
assimilation to accommodation: A developmental framework for integrat-
ing digital technologies into literacy research and instruction. Journal of
Research in Reading, 23, 110-122.

SNYDER, L. (1997). Page to screen: Taking literacy into the electronic
era. New York: Routledge.

SNYDER, I., ANGUS, L., & SUTHERLAND-SMITH, W. (2002).
Building equitable literate futures: Home and school computer-mediated
literacy practices and disadvantage. Cambridge Journal of Education, 32,
367-383.

STRAUSS, A.L. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

STRAUSS, A.L., & CORBIN, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research.
Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

STREET, B.V. (1995). Social literacies: Critical approaches to literacy in
development, ethnography and education. London: Longman.

SUMARA, D.]. (2002). Why reading literature in school still matters:
Imagination, interpretation, insight. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

SWISS, T. (2000). Unspun: Key concepts for understanding the World
Wide Web. New York: New York University Press.

TURKLE, S. (1995). Life on the screen: Identity in the age of the
Internet. New York: Simon & Schuster.

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE. (2002). A nation online.



500 Reading Research Quarterly

Washington, DC: Author.

VALENTINE, G., HOLLOWAY, S.L, & BINGHAM, N. (2000).
Transforming cyberspace: Children’s interventions in the new public
sphere. In S. Holloway & G. Valentine (Eds.), Children’s geographies:
Playing, living, learning (pp. 156-173). London: Routledge.

VON STERNBERG, B. (2002, January 20). Where fingers do the
talking. Star Tribune, p. 1A.

WARSHAUER, M. (2002). Languages.com: The Internet and lin-
guistic pluralism. In I. Snyder (Ed.). Silicon literacies (pp. 62-74). New
York: Routledge.

WEISE, E. (2000, August 28). Instant messaging could change:
Incompatibility draws ire, hackers. USA Today, p. 3D.

WELLMAN, B. (2001). Physical place and cyberplace: The rise of
personalized networking. International Journal of Urban and Regional

OCTOBER/NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2005

40/4

Research, 25, 227-252.

WELLMAN, B. (2004). The three stages of Internet studies: Ten, five
and zero years ago. New Medjia and Sociery, 6, 123-129.

YOUNG, J.P., DILLON, D.R., & MOJE, E.B. (2002). Shape-
shifting portfolios: Millennial youth, literacies, and the game of life. In
D.E. Alvermann (Ed.), Adolescents and literacies in a digital world (pp.
114-131). New York: Peter Lang.

ZUCCO, T. (2003, June 8). RU 2 OLD 4 THIS? Get used to it, it’s
how kids talk now. Sz. Petersburg Times, p. 1A.

Received November 13, 2003
Final revision received December 6, 2004

Accepted December 6, 2004



APPENDIX

ABBY’S IM SEGMENT ORGANIZED SPATIALLY

Exchange with Buddy A

A: so have u talked to barb?

Abby: yeah but she didn’t really say

Abby: much

A: ohh I see

Abby:  she said we could prolly do something

Abby:  but u guys should go ahead and make other plans

Abby: b/c knowing her we probably won’t be able to do anything
A: ok then

A: no offence but I can't stand people like her

Abby: yeah I know....

A: about a month ago I IMed her just to say hey and stuff but she didn’t talk so
Abby: yeah she does that to david too I think

A: im surprised hed still talk to her, I haven’t talked to her since
Abby: I don’t think they talk much tho

Exchange with Buddy C
C: hey

Abby:  hey

C: what’s going on?

Abby: nothing much.
Abby:  just got home from tanning

Exchange with Buddy D
D: hey

Abby: hey

Exchange with Buddy E
Abby: I emailed u back
E: yes!

Abby: ©

Abby: it was long
Exchange with Buddy F
F: hey

Abby:  hey

Exchange with Buddy B
B: talking on the phone [answering an earlier question from Abby]
B: u?

Abby: nothing much
Abby:  just chattin
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