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and messages can only be sent to and from people on the user’s own
predetermined “buddy list” if they happen to be online at the time.
Instant messaging is more like a written telephone conversation.
Or the script of a play. It’s real life, for better or worse.
An actual conversation:

Brian to Ariel (who is aiso talking to Casey): What's up :).
Ariel to Brian: Not much.
(Sound of a door stamming, an America Online gimmick to indicate
that someone who is online is getting off.}
Ariel to Eric: Why did Erica leave?
Eric: | dunno, she's done that, like, five times
Ariel to Eric: Freaky.
Eric to Ariel: Yeah, weird. (He steers the conversation to his plans to
get a passport.) My dad says it'll take like 10 days
Ariel to Eric: Can you pay to get it done right away?
Eric to Ariel: it's $35. That's 3 1/2 Presidential Breakfasts (at
Bickford's restaurant) with 3 1/2 sides of toast. I'm too cheap
s
According to a spokesperson for America Online, which popularized
the use of instant messaging, some 432 million instant messages
travel across AOL each day, but there are no figures on the age of the
senders. (A number of other services,
such as ICQ and Yahoo, offer instant
messaging, t0o.)

But it's a good guess, based on
interviews with teens, that a large
percentage of the users are high-school

and junior-high-school students, along
with some of their copycat siblings in
elementary school.
In the household of the Joyce

family, 12-year-old Caitlin has

89 i.m. buddies on her list, while her younger
sister Kristin, 9, has (at last count) 82.
“Te's like a little party every night,” observes Dan Klemmer,
Ariel’s father.
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From a teen’s point of view, the advantages
are numerous. Instant messaging doesn’t make
the phone ring and wake up parents. It makes

gossip instantaneous. You can talk to several
people at once—and surf the Web for a home-
work project, on a different window, at the
same time. (You can also listen to music and
eat a bowl of cereal.)
T actually get a lot of work done while I'm
online,” says Eric Hou, 18, a senior at Lexington High. “It’s
not like substantial 10-page essays, but if I have some busy work, I'll
do that, like 10 problems in math.”

Bopping from conversation to conversation, from window to
window, isn’t much of an exertion to him. “It doesn’t seem to bug
me that much,” he says. “I've grown up around computers. It’s just
been, like, this big thing in my life.”

Did someone mention a generation gap? “I am usually stunned
when someone sends me [an i.m.],” says Sue Cohen, a lawyer and
mother of two i.m.-literate daughters. “It’s not like when you go to
your mailbox and you take a letter out and look at the return address
and open it up. Someone knows you're online. That blows me away.”

s
Not surprisingly, a network of rules and etiquette has evolved around
teenage i.m. use, for example:

e It is important to be considerate of others.

Always answer promptly, for fear of being
labelled “boring” or of being “cancelled,”
whereby one user chooses not to get another’s
messages. Don't overdo visual devices

(“I've been said to abuse smiley faces,”
confesses Erica Holland.).

¢ Changing your screen names frequently is cool,
especially among younger i.m.-ers. “I just, like, get
sick of one,” says Caitlin Joyce, 12, whose recent
screen names have included shamrock23, joycer27, and
fitchlax1 {a composite of her combined interests in the
clothing store Abercrombie & Fitch and lacrosse).
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¢ No thought or observation is too trivial or mundane, for
example, “I'm hungry” or “my foot fell asleep.”

« Abbreviations, code, and shorthand are encouraged, as in lol
(“laughing out loud”), brb (“be right back”), and jk (“just kidding”)
* Speed is favoured over precision; proper spelling and punc-

tuation may be disregarded.

v
What is an adult to make of this rapid-fire,
minimalist form of socializing?

Parents seem to either love it or hate it.
They worry that it’s keeping their kids up at
night and preventing them from getting their
homework done. On the other hand, they
always know where their kids are. And it
improves their typing skills.

“Kids are under a lot of pressure now,” says
Ariel’s mother, Toby Kaplin. “It’s a nice
release.”

As for the experts, some say that beyond the novelty factor, there
are some developmental advantages to this form of socializing.

“Kids really want to have a group identity and connect with
kids as part of separating from parents without really separating,”
says John Suler, a professor at Rider University in New Jersey who
specializes in the psychology of cyberspace. “The computer is a nifty
solution to that.”

Carol Weston, a teen expert and columnist for Girls' Life
magazine, believes instant messaging is a “less intimidating” form
of communication for some teens, eliminating the need for scary
eye contact.

On the other hand, instant messaging makes it “casy to feel
excluded,” says Steve Bennett, who has written extensively about
computers and kids, including the book Plugged-in Parent {Random
House, 1998). “The sad thing is there are kids who just kind of sit
there and wait for someone to answer.”

And the “emotionless aspect of instant messaging may not,
he fears, be entirely benign. “It does not encourage thoughtful
reflection,” he says. And smiley faces aside, “it’s an emotionless
form of communication.”
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1. RESPONDING TO THE ARTICLE
How would you describe instant messaging (*i.m.-ing") to someone who
knows nothing about it?
Do you think i.m.ing is an effective and efficient way to connect with
friends? Discuss the advantages and disadvantages with a partner.
Refer to the information and opinions presented in the article.
What are some good rules or precautions to follow when you're i.m.-ing?

2. OrRAL COMMUNICATION [INFORMAL CLASS DISCUSSION
In the article, Steve Bennett claims that instant messaging can leave
some teens feeling excluded. As a class, discuss this. Do you think instant
messaging could have this effect on some teens? How might this happen?
Explain why you agree or disagree with his viewpoint.

Are there any other statements in this article that you strongly agree or
disagree with? Discuss them with your classmates.

3. LANGUAGE CONVENTIONS COLONS AND PARENTHESES
Linda Matchan, the author of this article, uses colons (:) to show clearly
who is posting each message. She uses parentheses [( )] to add any extra
information that will make things clearer for the reader. An example from
the article follows:

Review the article and locate other examples of colons and parentheses.
Then, using a language handbook, find out how to use both of these
punctuation marks effectively when writing conversations. Record this
information in your notebook. It can serve as a reference for you the next
time you are creating dialogue in a story or article.
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It's the hottest way to connect instantly with friends near and far.

stant

NEWSPAPER ARTICLE BY LINDA MATCHAN

It’s 11:15 p.m. and all is quiet at Ariel Klemmer’s house. The home-

work’s done. The folks are in bed. Even Chip, the pet chinchilla, is
down for the night.

But Ariel, 17, is in the family
room, hunkered down in front of
the computer, where things are just
starting to heat up. In their respec-
tive homes, the same is true for
Eric Hou, Nisha Hirani,

Brian Hemond, Casey Sukeforth,
and Erica Holland, to name just
a few friends Ariel will be
“i.m.-ing” tonight.
Instant messaging, an Internet
tool that lets computer users have live conversa-
tions, is to teenagers of the cyber-generation what the phone was to
baby boomers—stupefying parents who can’t understand what their
kids could be saying to each other for so long, and effectively denying
computer access to anyone else in the household.
It’s not e-mail, since conversations are held in real time. It's not a
chat room, since conversations take place between two people
(although several can be held simultaneously, in different windows),

B Hold an informal class discussion.
B Use colons and parentheses.




