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Introduction

It was a sunny afternoon.  As I looked out the window, I heard birds chirping, flowers blooming, and ducks quacking.  I then turned to look at my two teenaged children who had just arrived home from school.  It was dark in the family study, but through the shadows I could make out my children’s faces as the computer screens lit up their gazed and unnatural smiles.  


“So how were your days at school?” I cheerily asked.  I heard nothing but the sinister clicking of the keyboard keys.


“What did you learn today?” I asked again, hoping for some sort of grunt or perfunctory “nothing”.  I sat and watched helplessly as my sweet children, who used to be so happy, so engaged, so talkative, typed madly away at their computers, enveloped in a strange and menacing cyber-reality.


Being a mom who doesn’t take these kinds of things sitting down, I stood up.  It was time I did something.  I reached for the plug.  Yes, it was big and yes, there seemed to be an unnatural force pulling it back, but I took the action I knew needed to be taken.  I unplugged the computers.


My children looked up with a start.  They blinked.  The gazed look in their eyes began to be replaced with real emotion.  They smiled and ran to me, embracing me with hugs and kisses.


“Thanks, mom!” said my seventeen year old.  “You have saved us from the wicked snare of Instant Messaging.  You have delivered us from the fiendish world of MySpace.”  With that, my children ran, hand in hand, outside in the sun, and began playing and singing.  

I awoke with a start as my cell phone-PDA-camera-e-mailing- web-surfing- texting device vibrated.  No.  It was only a dream.  

I looked at my hand held—it was my husband text messaging me saying he would be late for dinner.  I looked up and realized my computers were still there and they were still plugged in.  My children were still there and they were still talking with their friends.  I was still there, still wondering when life and friendships and growing up had changed so much.  There was no doubt about it.  My world was full of technology and my children were using it in ways I had never experienced.

As I sat contemplating what, if anything I should do, I realized I couldn’t just pull the plug—actually, I wasn’t sure where the plug was anyway.  Not only did my children use the technology in ways I didn’t fully understand, but, in some odd way, they seemed to be meeting important developmental needs through the technology.  And, if I was being honest, my children were doing well—they were happy, they had friends, they enjoyed school, they were good at interacting with people, and they had an understanding of who God is and what he expected of them.  And, if I were being REALLY honest, I would have to admit, technology played a big part in helping them do well in each one of those areas.  

Life has certainly changed since I was a kid.  As a parent, it gets confusing—what is it we are supposed to be doing?  Scripture exhorts us to train up a child in the way he should go—but what does that look like in a culture that is obsessed with technology, efficiency, and self-satisfaction?  How is our culture and our technology impacting our kids?  Is there a “Christian” approach to dealing with teenagers and their technology?  

Two Extremes


There are probably lots of ways parents can manage technology in their households—some probably better than others.  One approach is to go cold turkey.  This approach has been adopted by a few of my friends who revel in telling me about how they have completely unplugged their homes.  Their kids are simply not allowed to go online.  According to one mom, “Beth will have to be grown up, living elsewhere, and using her own computer before she’s ever allowed to browse the internet or use Instant Messenger.”  

That is certainly one approach to handling the problems associated with technology.  But, I wonder.  I wonder if those unplugged kids are really learning how to operate in today’s wired culture.  I wonder if they will know how to handle the challenges associated with the online communication that will inevitably become part of their lives.  I wonder if they will know how to approach technology, with all its efficiencies, temptations, and relational pitfalls, from a Christian perspective.  Certainly unplugging may be appropriate for some families, especially those with younger children.  However, it may be an extreme approach that doesn’t truly help teenagers learn how to deal with something that is a real part of their everyday culture and will certainly become an important part of their adult lives.

On the other hand, I have friends who don’t have a clue.  Their kids use Instant Messenger for hours at a time, spending even more hours creating MySpace profiles and writing on their friends’ blogs.  When I talk to middle schoolers, they often tell me their parents have no idea what they do online.  When I talk with college students, they tell me they wish their parents had placed more limits on what they did in high school.  I wonder.  I wonder that, by not paying attention to what our kids are doing online, if we aren’t forcing them to learn complex and hurtful lessons without our help.  I wonder if we aren’t exposing them to potentially harmful and cruel influences. I wonder if we aren’t simply tuning out the technology because we feel uncomfortable with it and don’t really know what to do.

So what is the answer?  What do we do with these teens that seem to know so much more about technology than we do and seem to want to use it so very badly?  It is my guess that somewhere between the two extremes lies the most productive path. We are the parents.  We need to make intentional choices about what our kids do—especially something as significant as how they use technology to enhance their friendships and express themselves.  But, because every kid is different and every parent is different, there is no “right” answer as to how we should govern the use of technology.  
Opportunity Knocks



From a certain perspective, it is quite possible that, as our teens enter their adolescent years and become more independent, more difficult, and more isolated from us, technology just may be the thing that re-connects us.  We have a lot to learn from our kids and, if we are willing to listen, we may discover remarkable things about our children as they share their technology with us.


For many young people, technology is a terribly important part of their lives.  It is the way they connect with friends, participate in community, express themselves, and establish their identity.  It is their “life line”.  If that’s the case, we surely don’t want to just pull the plug.  We want to better understand how technology has become integrated into their experience.  The exciting thing is, they may be willing to share part of that experience with us—all we have to do is ask.  This book is designed to help parents figure out how to start the conversation.  

For some young people, technology is not something they have started using.  This may be the perfect opportunity for parents to come alongside their children and learn, together, how to navigate the benefits and pitfalls of online communication.   For these parents, it is hoped that this book will provide information about what those benefits and pitfalls might be.  


By figuring out how Instant Messenger and social networking sites work and how they can be used in positive ways, parents can help guide their kids to make good choices.  By understanding some of the ugly aspects of online communication, parents can talk with their kids about what kinds of limits should be established and why they are important.  By thinking through some of these issues, parents can begin a conversation that includes their children’s thoughts about technology, friendship, and growing up in this wired world. 
“Help!”


This book has been designed to educate, support, and motivate.  It arose from questions I have struggled with as I watched my teenagers spend increasing amounts of time on the computer, doing things I really didn’t understand.  Because I teach at a university full of avid IM’ers, bloggers, and online social networkers, I began talking to students about what this technology was and how they thought it had impacted them.  These discussions turned into formalized studies where a team of student researchers and I surveyed and interviewed hundreds of college, high school, and middle school students about IM and social networking sites like MySpace, Facebook, and Xanga.  We also interviewed and surveyed parents and youth pastors to get a better perspective on how communication technology was impacting kids at home and at church.  Through this research experience I have learned a couple of things.

First, it is clear that online communication is here to stay.  Young people have begun to fundamentally change the way they “do” friendships.  While certain websites or certain technologies may come and go, the idea of using technology to communicate to friends and to express an emerging identity has been absolutely adopted by a majority of American teenagers.  


Second, students LOVE their technology.  They love using it and they love talking about it.  They are utilizing tools like IM and social networking sites in important ways to meet important developmental needs.  It is often frustrating for young people when adults talk about these technologies in exclusively negative terms.   The message they consistently instruct me to give to parents is “tell them to talk to their kids”, “tell them to ask their kids why they like IM so much”, “tell them to ask their kids to show them some of the things they’ve done with their online profiles”.  Communication technology is an important part of the teenage experience that is often misunderstood.  It is important for us adults to at least contemplate some of the good things that technology does for our kids.

Third, IM and social networking sites can be very bad.  Not only are they impacting our kids in ways we probably don’t understand, but they can breed some very bad social behaviors.  I have heard too many stories about bullying, lying, meanness, sexual experimentation, and predatory behavior to think that these technologies are value-neutral.  While many of these behaviors are simply an unfortunate part of adolescence, online technology seems to let students feel freer to engage in hurtful conduct.  As wise parents, we need to be committed to come alongside our kids to help them learn how to use these technologies in wise, thoughtful, and God-honoring ways.

The bottom line is that this topic is important.  Unfortunately, the solution to the questions and challenges associated with teenage use of online communication technology is more complex than simply unplugging the computer.  The exciting piece is that God hasn’t dumped this mess at our feet to let us sort through on our own.  He has promised to provide us with strength, wisdom, and courage as we raise our children.  I firmly believe that God can actually work through these technologies to touch teenagers in a way that we might not understand or foresee.  Don’t forget, God is bigger than the internet and stronger than a MySpace profile or an IM avatar.  He can use the world’s technology to uniquely touch the heart of children who have been raised in a culture decidedly different than the one in which we were raised.  As parents, we need to take the challenge to be involved in the lives of our children seriously—even if it means moving beyond the dream world, pulling up to the computer, and signing on.
Chapter 1: 

The Technology:
“So Who, Exactly, is the Messenger and What Makes Him So Instant?”

Before we can decide how to best help our teenagers manage the communication technology in their lives, it makes sense to get a clear picture of what the technology is and how kids are using it.  Let’s take the case of Sarah.  Sarah is a bright, motivated, sociable 8th grader who loves talking about music, fingernail colors, boys, puppies, and craft projects.  Although she has a few friends in her neighborhood, most of her closest friends are either from church or from school and live a few miles away.  Because she can’t drive and her mom works a lot, Sarah often spends time by herself—that is, until she got her Instant Messenger account.  Now she is able to hang out with her friends whenever she wants.  One of the best things is it’s easy.  She doesn’t have to pack everything up and walk to her friends’ house.  She doesn’t have to call on the phone and stumble around the house with a receiver at her ear.  All she has to do is turn on her computer, situate it so she can see the television, find the music files she wants to listen to, position her homework next to the screen, and sign on.  She is all set to spend the evening with her friends—without getting behind on her homework, missing her favorite t.v. show, or bugging her mom and dad.

Sarah is not alone.  According to a study done by the Pew Internet and American Life project released in 2005, 2 out of every 3 American teenagers use Instant Messenger.  Now, that’s a lot of IM’ers!  There is little doubt--Instant Messenger is a technology that is fundamentally changing how today’s young people develop friendships, build community, and express themselves. Unfortunately, as popular, well accepted, and integrated as IM is, most adults don’t know much about the technology and how teenagers use it.  According to the same Pew study, while 75% of online teens use IM, only 42% of those adults who spend time online use Instant Messenger.  Most adults who do use IM tend to utilize workplace applications that resemble real-time versions of company e-mail and rarely IM friends for social purposes.  Bottom-line--most adults don’t have a good handle on what IM is and how it is being used.  The problem is that when we don’t understand the technology, it becomes easy to make inaccurate assumptions about how are kids are using it and even easier to inflate the negative potential of the unknown while minimizing the positive.  The first step in helping kids better understand how to wisely use technology is to better understand the “what” and the “how” of IM.  
The “What” of IM

Instant Messenger is a technology that has been around since the late 1970’s when engineers and other highly sophisticated computer users began talking in real-time using their UNIX/LINUX systems.  For many of us, the late seventies were more about bell-bottoms, Donny Osmond, and Pong than giant, room-sized computers.  However, these computer pioneers were able to communicate with each other as one letter popped up at a time.  While communication was real-time, it was limited to those users who were part of specialized computer networks.  Eventually, the technology became more user friendly, providing the foundation for real-time interaction applications like chat rooms and MUD’s (“multi-user domains” where users gather to play games).  It wasn’t until 1996 that the true precursor to today’s IM system was introduced.  ICQ was the first online communication system to offer a “presence information feature” whereby users were able to see who else in the network was online and available.   In 2002, AOL Time Warner patented “instant messaging” and the rest is virtual history.
 


According to America Online (AOL), Instant Messenger is “a free online service that lets you communicate with family, friends and co-workers in real time. Using a buddy list feature, you can see when your buddies are online and available to instant message”.
  Some of the most popular instant messaging services currently include MSN Messenger, AOL Instant Messenger, Yahoo! Messenger, Skype, Google Talk, .NET Messenger Service, Jabber, QQ, iChat and ICQ.
  As long as two users are in the same system, they can download IM for free and begin sending real-time, personal messages to one another.  Users also have the choice of entering an IM chat room with their friends where everyone in the room can see what each chatter is saying. 
E-Mail’s Speedy Cousin


Those are the Instant Messenger basics.  But that’s not where the story ends.  Some of the additional features of IM mean more fun and greater impact on teenage culture and relationships.  Let me draw a parallel with a technology tool that many adults have begun using and integrating into daily life.  E-mail has been around for a number of years and, slowly, but surely, has become an accepted, even expected part of the workplace landscape.  Promising efficiency and easy communication, online communication technology has, in many ways, transformed the way we do business.  While providing a fast and easy way to communicate, e-mail has made us virtually accessible all hours of the day, often blurring the traditional boundaries between work and family.  It has also created a tyranny of the immediate.  There seems to be a nagging quality about unanswered e-mails—each calling in insidious ways to drop the things that were planned and deemed important—the things happening in the here and now—to respond to the electronic page of text sent by someone who is sitting in another context, waiting for a reply.  E-mail technology has not only accelerated the rate at which we communicate with people, but it has dramatically increased the perceived speed at which we are expected to respond.  This speed and demand for immediacy tend to create a feeling that if e-mails sit unchecked for too long, we may miss something important.

 In many ways, e-mail is Instant Messenger’s slower cousin. Just like e-mail, IM is a conversation in a text box.  It has become an expected and integrated part of the adolescent culture.  It has changed users’ sense of timeliness by making them feel they may miss something important if they leave the technology unattended.  That, however, is where the similarities end.


Unlike e-mail, Instant Messenger operates in real-time.  This ability to send and receive messages instantaneously has a number of interesting consequences.  First of all, it makes interactions more about conversations and less about sending messages.  Shared meaning and two-way understanding is still problematic, but is much more important in an IM context than in an-email situation.  Second, real-time communication creates a false sense of reality as it mimics aspects of face to face conversations.  As will be discussed further in chapter four, the conversational environment created by the technology makes it much easier to blur the distinction between real and virtual.  


Third, IM creates an uncanny quality of shared social presence.  Even though the two users may be in very different places, they are truly “spending time” together.  This type of technology allows friends to come together, providing “incontrovertibly social spaces in which people meet face-to-face, but under new definitions of both ‘meet’ and ‘face’”.
  The “buddy” feature enhances this quality of IM by letting everyone in a group of friends know when each person is signed-on.  Even when two friends aren’t talking to each other, they are still connected, much like if they were just hanging out at someone’s house.  By definition, much of “hanging-out with friends” simply involves the act of being together—not necessarily talking together—just sharing time and space with each other.  As a result, teens can be signed on, hanging out with their friends while they accomplish other tasks—the same way that a group of friends might study together or watch T.V. together.  As pointed out by Michelle, a 7th grader who loves to IM with her friends, “my mom freaks out because she thinks I’m IM’ing the whole time I’m on the computer.  A lot of the time, I’m just doing homework or listening to music with my friends.”  Clearly, the real-time aspect of IM has fundamentally changed what it means to “spend time together” and “hang out with friends”. 

The “How” of IM
The Sign-on


Because Instant Messenger has become such a clearly teenage “hang-out” tool, there are a number of uniquely teenage IM conventions that have developed.  The first has to do with the sign-on.  While each teenage IM’er must have a sign-on name, many have more than one. The reasoning behind multiple names is quite strategic.  When a teen goes online, he or she may or may not want to talk with everyone on their buddy list.  Maybe they are mad at a group of friends, maybe a friend is getting on their nerves, maybe they are tired and don’t have the energy to manage lots of conversations, maybe they don’t want mom and dad to see particular buddies, or maybe they kind of “like” one of the buddies on the list but aren’t quite ready to “make the move”.  


While some IM programs have become increasingly adept at allowing users to pick and choose which buddies will see them “online and available” and which ones will see them as “offline”, many teens find that by using different screen names they can more easily manage the various parts of their lives.  For instance, someone might have a screen name they give only to their friends from camp.  Or maybe they have a special screen name given to just close friends.  Some screen names may have certain friends “blocked” from their list while other names are given to everyone they can think of.   Finally, some screen names are kept primarily for deceptive purposes, allowing a user to pretend to be someone they’re not.  Whatever the case, by choosing which screen name to sign on with, the user is choosing which group of friends will see them as “online and available”. 

Parent Tip:  Next time you are on the IM log-in page, notice how many screen names your child has.  If there is more than one, a terrific opportunity might exist to begin a conversation with your child about how he or she uses the different screen names.  You may find that your teen has developed a sophisticated strategy of managing the many disparate parts of their lives.
Buddy lists


Remember back in high school when you could tell who the popular kids were.  Sure, the way they dressed was part of it.  But they always had more friends hanging out by their locker, they had more dates, and on special occasions, they always got more flowers or cards than anyone else. Now, let’s face it—not all those kids who hung out with the popular students were that great of friends with them (or at least that’s what I kept telling myself).  But just by virtue of there being lots of friends in the vicinity, they were labeled “popular”.  

The same is often true for “buddy lists”.  Most programs will allow a maximum of 200 buddies.  A buddy is someone who has shared their sign-on name with the IM’er, is listed on the side of the IM screen, and whose current online status is displayed.  It is amazing how many kids have filled up their entire buddy lists.  Teens often take the perspective that the more buddies they have, the better.  This of course means that they may not have a clue who some of the people are that appear on their buddy list—either they never knew or they knew and forgot. It also means that sign-on names are easily shared.  A typical first time face to face teenage conversation may go something like this (no kidding—I’ve actually heard it):
“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“My name is John.”

“I’m Kevin.”

“Good to meet ‘ya.  What’s your sign-on name?”

“Google861—how ‘bout yours?”

“goodlookinguy312”

“Cool.  Well, see ‘ya.”


Now as completely weird as that conversation might seem, many kids who have a hard time meeting new people find that sharing a sign-in name will let them move the conversation to IM.  Then they can do most of the awkward “first meeting” work in an online environment where they feel comfortable and have more control over what they communicate to the new person.  They can also feel good about adding a new “buddy” to their list.


While large buddy lists may include long-lost names of friends and acquaintances, they may also include the names of friends of friends.  In other words, they may include the names of people the teenager has never met.  It is no surprise that this is where trouble can develop.  One of the things that makes IM’ing so accepted by teenagers is that it is an online tool that can truly enhance face to face relationships.  In that way, it is unlike other online tools such as chat rooms and gaming chats where the users get to know each other in an anonymous and often deceptive environment.  When a teenager IM’s people he or she knows and will see again, a certain degree of responsibility is created.  There are clear and imminent consequences for what is said in an online conversation. That is not the case when a user begins IM’ing someone they don’t know.  This problem will be addressed more specifically in chapter three, however, a buddy list can serve as an alert to parents who are concerned about some of the more troubling aspects of online communication technology. 


Parent Tip:  Challenge your child to identify every person on their buddy list.  This is especially fun if they have a large list.  If they don’t know who someone is or can’t remember, ask them to remove the name.


All in all, a buddy list can say quite a bit about a teen.  In many ways, it says who they are hanging out with. A number of teenage IM’ers, when interviewed about how they would like to see their parents involved in their IM life, suggested that parents find out who is on their child’s buddy list.  While these teens did not feel good about having their parents know what they talked about, it was much more palatable to tell their parents who they were talking to.  Some parents have found that by regularly checking the buddy list with their child, they gain a better understanding of who their child is spending time with.  Just like a parent will naturally ask about the friends a teenager is going to go out with, having a chat about a buddy list can be one way to keep communication open about teenage friendships and social networks.  It may also be a good way to help young people make intentional choices about IM safety and accountability.  
The Language


While who teens talk to is important, how they talk can be just as intriguing.  If you have an IM’er at home, you can probably resonate with my experience.  A few years ago it became obvious my son was not terribly forthcoming about his computer time—at least he wasn’t giving me as much information as I thought should be shared between a loving mother and her son.  I knew I needed a new strategy to get that information.  It was time to get sneaky (yeah, tell me you haven’t done the same thing).  One evening as my son was intently typing away in multiple IM conversations, I nonchalantly glanced over his shoulder as I walked by.  I almost saw something before he quickly pulled his chair around, blocking my view.  Not being a sly mother to quit easily, I walked by again.  This time I was in “stealth” mode, making no audible sound as I slowly passed by.  I read something but I must admit, I was perplexed.  I could see the conversation, yet I had no idea what it meant.  Now, I know a little French and can identify Pig Latin, but this IMSpeak was a new one to me.

If you have read any teenage IM conversations, you know there exists a very distinctive online language.  While some of the necessity for a specialized language probably arose from thwarted attempts by mothers like me, trying to read over their teenagers’ shoulders, much of it has arisen out of a need for teens to type faster while including enough information to communicate effectively. 

To clarify meaning.  It is no surprise that one of the things IM’ers complain about most is misunderstandings that arise from people misinterpreting what they type.  One of the biggest problem areas has to do with sarcasm.  Think about it—sarcasm is actually saying the exact opposite of what you mean.  The way someone knows when you are being sarcastic is by the way you change your voice or your facial expressions.  Try this little experiment.  Say “Yeah, I hate that stuff” two times—once like you really hate it and the second like you are joking.  (You might want to try this experiment when no one else is around since they may get the wrong impression by watching an older person talking to themselves.)  By using your voice and face, you were certainly able to communicate two very different messages.  Unfortunately, both meanings are typed the same way.  The solution?  Add some extra information.  How about “yeah, i hate that stuff ( jk”  Now its clear.  

By adding a little information, IM’ers can make sure their friends better understand their intent.  Acronyms like jk (just kidding), tbh (to be honest), and imho (in my humble opinion), add the necessary context for a comment.  Emoticons like ( (smiley face), B-) (cool dude), :”> (blushing face), ;-) (winkey face), or >-(  (mad face) add emotional cues necessary to better interpret what a fellow IM’er means.   Clearly teenage IM’ers have adapted language and keyboard strokes to more effectively communicate in a text-based medium.

To type faster.  Another limitation of the IM medium relates to the time-intensive nature of typing everything out.  While most teenagers have clearly become speedy typers, the process of typing out a complex, emotional message may take way too much time.   IMSpeak helps teens better communicate complex ideas in a short amount of time.  It also streamlines the process.  For instance, capital letters and correct punctuation, while a big deal to English teachers and worried parents, is not a big deal to IM’ers.  Forget them.  In fact, you can forget many of the extra vowels that just tend to slow things down.  For instance “hw r u I m fn”.  OK, so that phrase would take me a good ten minutes to decipher, but to speedy IM’ers it flies by—no problem.  IMSpeak also includes acronyms that can communicate complex thoughts with just a few strokes.  Try these:
ATM—no, not a cash machine: “at the moment”

CUL8R—in true license plate fashion: “see you later”

TTFN—any good Winnie the Pooh parent should know that one

K—yeah this one is a big time saver: “O.K.”

LOL—this one is pretty old-school—every parent should know it: “laugh out loud”

SD4YM—the creator of this one definitely has rap stardom in their future: “save the drama for ‘yo mama”
LSHIPAL—this one is my all time favorite: “laughed so hard I peed a little” 


To communicate culture.  IMSpeak clearly helps to combat some of the limitations of a text-based, keyboard-based medium.   Teens have taken a stark, dull form of communicating and turned it into something that is fun and efficient at the same time.  But IMSpeak does more than just meet the demands of the medium.  It also signifies the interaction as foundationally adolescent.  Just like you can always pick out the “youth room” in a church or the “youth magazines” in a bookstore, IMSpeak is a way that young people establish their identity and communicate elements about their culture.  

Specialized language and jargon are not limited to the youth culture.  Think about it--doctors use it, teachers use it, even Christians use it.  We all use jargon that communicates something about who we are, what we value, and how we think.  Jargon helps us condense ideas that everyone in the group already understands.  It makes communicating more efficient.  The problem arises when someone from outside the group tries to understand what the jargon means.  You feel it when you go to a doctor’s office and feel “not-so-bright” because you don’t really understand what he or she is saying.  You see it when someone who has not been raised in a church comes to a worship service and gets a dazed look on their face when someone tells them about “sin”, “salvation”, and “grace”.  Jargon has a way of bonding groups together while separating those who are in the group from those who are not. 

 Jargon also can give us a glimpse into the values of a culture.  In the case of IMSpeak, it would seem that those who use it value efficiency, fun, and a bit of “bucking the system”.  There is always room for creativity and expansion with little regard for well-established rules of grammar.  Friends often develop elaborate codes and acronyms that allow them to share things that only their group of friends will understand.  One example is the common practice of developing a “code” to alert buddies that a parent has entered the room.  Teens say they often have more fun coming up with the code than actually using it to deceive their parents.  (And maybe I would believe that some day if I can ever figure out what my kids’ “parent alert” codes are!)  Whatever the case, IMSpeak is a uniquely teenage language.  If we keep our eyes and minds open, we may be able to better understand some of the things our kids value and enjoy. 

Keeping that in mind, it is important that we adults seek to have both patience and a certain degree of respect for IMSpeak.  I’ll be honest.  It drives me crazy that my kids are typing using such bad grammar and spelling.  I have nightmares that they will forget everything they learned in English class all these years!  All those spelling tests we studied for—ugh!  But, IMSpeak is the way they communicate on IM.  It makes good use of the medium and it communicates important things about their culture.


Parent Tip:  Ask your child to teach you some of the abbreviations they use on IM.  Try typing an Instant Message to them and have them show you how to type it faster using IMSpeak or have them type a message to you using IMSpeak to see if you can figure it out. Be aware—some teens may not want their parents knowing and using teenage language. This topic may require a bit of sensitivity to determine how open your child is to sharing their world. 
The Self-expression

When I ask middle schoolers what they like best about IM, they consistently say “it’s fun!”.  Honestly, I don’t see sitting at a computer, typing my heart out as being particularly “fun”—it seems a lot more like work than a good time. I, however, have not mastered the “art” of IM.  


As can be seen with the appeal of social networking sites like MySpace, young people love to be creative and express unique aspects of their personalities in a fun and dynamic way.  Helpful IM providers have gotten quite good at offering teenagers opportunities to express themselves.  For instance, in many IM programs, a user is able to use a photo or create an avatar that will pop up next to their name on their friends’ buddy lists.  Photos are often changed according to the user’s mood or recent interests.  Avatars are stylized cartoon figures that can be customized to look like the user.  Some avatars even have faces that will change according to the emoticons being used.  IM’ers can also customize their IMvironments, or “interactive backgrounds” that pop up with the IM screen.  The top 5 YaHoo! Messenger IMvironments for the week I last looked include Harry Potter, New York Maybelline, Soccer, and NASCAR themes. Clearly, creative backgrounds can help an IM user create an experience that communicates a little something about who they are.  

Another way teenagers personalize their IM experience is to create fun “away messages”.  An away message is something that pops up when the person is signed-on, but not able to talk—much like a voice mail greeting. Teens get very creative with these messages, sending songs, poems, jokes, blog links, or annoying noises to people who want to talk.  

Teens can also have fun within their actual conversations.  Most IM programs have a host of emoticons users can use to “spice up” their conversations.  Some emoticons include the usual smiley and winkey faces, while others use fully animated faces to act out a laugh, a wink, or a grimace.  Nudges or freezes can add emphasis to a particularly important comment while type styles, fonts, colors, and sound can add flare to otherwise dry exchanges of text.  To really go crazy, teens can share music files, pictures, and web-links over IM and listen to the same song as they laugh at the same pictures and browse the same websites.  By the time this paragraph reaches your hands, there are probably thousands more fun things for IM’ers to do that I can’t even imagine at this point.  The bottom-line?  IM can be fun—really.


Parent tip:  Ask your IM’er to show you some of the “fun” things about IM.  Take a look at the photo or picture that pops up when they sign on—ask them why they chose it.
The Multi-tasking

IMSpeak is certainly an important distinctive of teenage Instant Messaging.  The other notable characteristic has to do with how young people actually use IM.  If you have teenage IM’ers at home, you’ve seen it.  In fact, you may have sat back, your jaw hanging open, watching your child accomplish multitasking feats of which you have never dreamed.  IM’ing is designed to be a conversation between two users.  But, when you have 200 buddies, how on earth could you limit yourself to talking to only one person at a time!  No problem for accomplished IM’ers.  Most of the teens I surveyed and interviewed said they usually have 3-5 conversations going at the same time.  Well, that’s on a slow night.  When things get really poppin’, they can manage as many as ten or fifteen at once.  (Although, they did admit that fifteen was pushing it.)  

Keep in mind, these are real conversations.  They are also different conversations—each one probably talking about very different topics, each with its own mood and flow.  Sometimes a conversation whips by as fast as a teen can type (and believe me—that’s fast!) while other times conversations will start and stop, intertwined between homework, supper, soccer, and t.v. shows.  Each time a friend signs on, a message bleeps.  Each time a friend writes something, a new screen pops up.  Each time a friend signs off, a door closes (I won’t even tell you about how freaked out I used to get when I kept hearing doors slam late at night.  My kids finally told me it was coming from the computer and not some scarey stalker. After that, I had a little “talk” with my Instant Messenger man.)  Well, with all the bleeps, dings, screens, door slams, and frenetic typing, it is truly an amazing sight to watch an experienced IM’er in the throws of a good IM night.  Keep in mind, all of this happens at the same time they will tell you they are working on their homework!

Teenage IM’ers are multitaskers.  The way they use the technology has helped them develop a whole set of skills that most adults don’t understand, don’t value, and don’t have.  Now, I always thought I was the quintessential multi-tasker.  After all, I’m a mother—isn’t that what mothers do? How many times have I gotten dinner ready, watched the evening news, fed the dog, helped the kids with their homework, and listened to my husband’s hard day at work—all at the same time?  Well, my multitasking skills are nothing compared to what my kids have.  


Take for example my multi-tasking meltdown.  I had been IM’ing for about six months.  I’ll admit, it was pretty hard at first since no one would be my buddy.  OK, I still don’t have any buddies, but I have learned to IM my kids.  One day as I was typing to my daughter (who by the way was in the next room), my husband signed on and started a conversation.  All of a sudden, I was confronted with two separate conversations.  Just when I finished one thought with my daughter, my husband would pop up with a comment. I went back and forth for about two minutes until I put down the computer and ran out of the room screaming.  I thought my brain was about to explode. True to form, my daughter IM’ed me to find out what the problem was.  This, of course was at the same time she was playing Wheel of Fortune with a friend in South Carolina, was sharing jokes with a friend from school, was counseling a friend who lived down the road, and was finishing up her math.

Kids can do a lot of things at the same time.  That being said, however, it doesn’t mean they are doing each thing well.  Unfortunately, there exist very few studies examining the cognitive impact IM is having on our children.  While the relational impact of multitasking will be further addressed in upcoming chapters, it should be noted that doing too many things at once may result in lower quality outcomes for each task.  In other words, multitasking may result in less concentration on homework, less focus on establishing shared meaning with a friend, and less thought about what should be said and what shouldn’t be said in a complex social environment.

Parent Tip:  Challenge your IM’ers.  Have them start up a couple of IM conversations at the same time they solve a set of math problems.  Then have your IM’er sign off and do another similar set of problems.  Talk about the differences.   Was the math without IM easier? faster? more fun? more boring? no difference?  

Have your IM’er explain to you some of the limits they have set on multi-tasking.  For instance, how many conversations are too many?  At what point do they decide to end certain conversations so they can concentrate on other things?  What kind of homework is OK to IM with and what kind is not so good?


Clearly, Instant Messenger is a uniquely teenage technology that has allowed young people to create their own space.  Much like the sand lot of the 50’s, the burger joint of the 60’s, and the mall of the 80’s, Instant Messenger is a technology tool that provides a way for teens in a postmodern era to “hang out” with their friends.  It’s not how we did it, but it is the way our kids have learned to meet important social and developmental needs in a wired world.  

� Wikipedia contributors, (2006).  “Instant Messaging”, Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia.  Retreived May 17, 2006 from � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Instant_messaging&oldid=53085207" \o "http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Instant_messaging&oldid=53085207" �http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Instant_messaging&oldid=53085207�.


� AOL Instant Messenger, � HYPERLINK "http://aim.com/help_faq/starting_out/getstarted.adp?aolp=/" ��http://aim.com/help_faq/starting_out/getstarted.adp?aolp=/�  Accessed March, 2006.


� Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia.  


� As cited in the Pew Internet and American Life Project, � HYPERLINK "http://www.pewinternet.org" ��http://www.pewinternet.org�,  Accessed March, 2006.


� Gunn, Angela.  (2005).  Ping! The Yahoo! Messenger Guide to All Things IM.  Sterling Publishing: New York.





1

