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Do N-Gen children think differently? Do
their experiences with the interactive media affect their minds—their personality,
their self-esteem, concept of self, intelligence, and the way they process inlorma-
tion—-for the better? Many pundits say no. Robert Bly, author of The Sibling Society,
asserts that “we are lying to ourselves about the renaissance the computer will bring.
ft will bring nothing. What it means is that the neocortex is finally eating itself.”

Bly’s views do not coincide with our experiences. The N-Geners with whom
we had ongoing contact while researching this book gave us no indication that their
thinking was impaired. To the contrary.

Overall, these kids seem 1o be different from the TV generation in a number
of ways. And the trends emerging are good news for children and for society. They
are alert, aware, {ocused, and certainly in control. What most working parents would-
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n't give lo embody these contemporary virtues seldom seen in the daily whirlwind of
unpaid overtime, sleep deprivation, and never-ending houschold chores. The irony of
the situation is that the kids ol stressed-out parents sit in front of a PC and become
the perfect portrait of these four virtues and it suits them as much as The Thinkeys
pose suils the Rodin sculpture.

Of course, it is impossible 1o khow 1o what extent the psychological char.
acteristics of this generation are aflected by their experience in the interactive worlg
There are many other variables beyond the depth of their exposure to the new tecly.
nology. For example, a large proportion of the baby boom has devoted considerable
attention to elfective child rearing and their children’s education For many other
children there has been liule parental involvement. As with any generation there is
also wide variation within it because of the differences which
such as ethnicity, attitudes,
strata, and age.

distinguish us all,
personality, inelligence, knowledge, socioeconomic

However, by examining the behavior and views of a cross section of children
who are advanced users of the Internet, some directions begin to emerge. We mel a wide
variety of kids from many different backgrounds who together covered all these vari-
ables. We communicated with kids from community computing centers in the inner city
through to private schools in affluent neighborhoods. From these children, the contours

of how the new media may be aflecting the N-Gen mind are emerging with clarity.

Erom working with these children, several initial impressions emerge.

L. Acceptance of diversity.

N-Geners appear extraordinarily tolerant in many areas. Yes, as the now famous New
Yorker cartoon noted: “On the Internet, nobody knows you're a dog.” It may also be
that nobody knows il you're black or white, tall or short, rich or poor, able or disabled,
auractive or a geek-—and, in some cases, whether you're real or a bot (a computer pro-
gram with humanoid characteristics). Children regularly take on the personas of oth-
ers or avatars. You may be someone else or something else like a cartoon character or
an inanimate object. The fact that you're communicating with a aster is not impor-
tant——irs whar the roaster has to say. Antiappliance prejudices are abowt as prevalent
in kids' online forums as are antiblack prejudices—that is, virtually nouexistent.

2. A curious generation.

Every gencration shows curiosity. Childhood is all about exploration, discovery, and
investigation. Many TV generation kids have turned over a rock looking for bugs, run
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through a rain shower 10 see what it would feel likg; or climbed over [he. fence inl{o a
forbidden backyard 1o see if the evil grinch really lived lhe.re. But ‘lhere is something
ahout the shilt in control from the broadcast world to the interactive world that c}lcl—
;ls intensely heightened curiosity. Basically, children have a n'ew world l_o explore. This
virtual world comains much of the world’s knowledge, mllllon_s of their peers, clounl—
less virtual places 1o discover, and thrilling, enchanting, and. bizarre n.ew expenffr.\?cj
animaginable when the TV gencration was growing up. As Vll'l%lal reality and artificia
intelligence mature, this new world will continue to beckon with more allure.

3. Assertiveness and self-reliance.

Access 1o the media enables children 10 assert lhcmsclvc{s mo:e than an.y prer:'imfs
generation. I'reeZone moderator AIIisc_)n Ellis (’escnpcsn it as “"a gencu:lo: l 7:ll is
always sticking up for themselves-—taking what is theirs.” Even though the .rtc Zone
site is monitored, the children view it as their site and they are adamant that it sl.lould
not “be taken over by adults.” In one instance, a girl was opposed to cyber danng—
and she thought the FreeZone moderator was encouraging it. The girl was worried
that this would destroy the FreeZone world. To organize against the moderlalor Iand
to gain support for her point of view, she created a home page anq advertised it to
others. This was the digital equivalent of the 1960s petition (other kids were asked to
sign it), protest leallet (explaining the issue and the evidence citing the moderator as
the promoter ol cyber dating), demonstration (a show of popular supporl), flnd a
1960s “be-in" (where others discussed the issue and expressed their militancy in the
chat room itself). The moderator was lorced to come forward and explain her posi-
tion-—that she wasn't promoting cyber dating, trying to wreck the FreeZone world,
or take over the kids’ world. '

According to Growing Up Digital researcher Kate Baggott, “They begin to
develop sell-reliance at an early age: they can ind what they want and what they nfcd
quickly, easily, and honestly. Many express that they don't feel they need protection
on the Net from anyone or anything.” There is evidence from chat rooms that lhgy
prefer to discuss problems among themselves rather than with their parents, but will
find support—not advice--among their peers on the Net. There may bvc cause [or
concern here. Developmental psychologist Joan Grusec believes that “society already
has enough problems caused by reduced parental inlluence, lack of rt.zlasonal)le
respect for authority, competing values from peers, the community, and TV." For her,
the independence encouraged by the Net has a dark side.

It is not clear the extent to which independence means rejection of parental
influence. Because of a high degree of confidence and a new openness encouraged by
some parents, educators, youth workers, and even religious leaders, N-Geners I-ll'c
more likely 1o raise controversial subjects with their parents and other adults. KI.(lS
bring home condoms given to them at junior high school. My family has [requent dis-
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cussions about issues that would have been unthinkable when | was growing up. Thig
phenomenon can be better understood by looking at other aspects of the N-Gen mingd.

A Contrarian Generation

Other aspects of the N-Gen mind are clearer 1o understand and explain, To begin, thig
is a contrarian generation.

Because they have the wools 10 question, challenge, and disagree, these kids
are hecoming a generation of critical thinkers. 1 can think ol nothing more singula;-
ly important 1o the future of humanity.

They accept liue at face value, probably because there is a medium 10 chal.-
lenge things. Unlike the TV generation which had no viable means Lo interact with
media content, the N-Generation has the tools 1o chatlenge ideas, people, state-
ments—anything. These youth love 1o argue and debate. They can instantly comiment
on any information they find with the click of a mouse (blast off a message to Lhe
Webmaster on any site). And they are constantly required 10 make a case for some-
thing, They must then rely on their point of view, test it, and aler it il appropriate.

As the schools transform themselves for relevance, they are also learning 1o
think critically there as well. (More on this in Chap. 7, "N-Gen Learning ")

How different from my memories of the 1950s and carly 1960s. Il kids’ hero
Captain Kangaroo said it, it must be true—and there was certainly no way o ask Mr.
Green Jeans a question. If you didn't like Topo Gigio on Ed Sullivan, that was tough
luck. Challenge something at school and we got the strap or stood in a corner. Fven
in the height of the youth radicalization of the 1960s, options for critique were lim-
ited. You could march in the autumn antiwar demonstration. You could write a leuter
to the editor or occupy the presidents office at the university. Bul one overriding [act
persisted: the main communications media of the time were unidirectional—1the print
and broadcast media. Communications came from the top down. Communicating
through the media was something, in large part, done to you not by you.

This new media provides a platform for millions of youth 1o argue, world-
wide and in real-time, on chat lines or at different times through online forums or
bulletin boards.

“They never asked what we thought about censorship, but we're going 1o tell
them anyway.” Thats the rallying cry of Peacelire, an huternet-based anticensorship
organization founded by and for youth. To gain full membership in Peacefire you
must be under 21 years old, although really old people-—those 22 and over——can be
associate members. Peacelire was founded in August 1996 10 “represent students’
interests in the debate over freedom of speech on the laternet.” Translation: “Ihere
were very few people in mid-1996 speaking out against installing Cybersiner-type
soltware on every school terminal in America.” Setting aside for a momemt the legiti-
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mate concerns of parents and educators about childien accessing inappropria}e ini.Ohr-
mation ot the Net, Peacelire is evidence ol lh.e Iconlr?lly Clhflracl‘er-'of l:e l\(l(—;(;:[\n[.)l E;
organization operates the Cyber Rights and Digital Llhran.es Emy}:. olp(. |;1[ " for_lhc,
designs Web pages in exchange for a $10 per hour dlonalnon to the lega ‘u. -

lawsuit against New York State and the Communications Decency A%l, p@vn LS[
information about blocking software; and runs ncwgroups forAlhe discussion o

issues related to under-18s and their cyber righls\. (lncn_denla!ly. chllljren whose CS:;
puters have the Internet-blocking software Cybersitter installed cannot acces

peacelires Web site.) . .

Solid Oak software, makers of Cybersitter, found out just how contrarian
this generation can be. Bennewt Haselton, an 18-year-old Val_]derbill University ,Su;
dent and colounder of Peacelite, installed Cybersitter on his home computer d;.]
kept track of which sites it blocked. Many blocking soltware Producers .do nol. ist
the sites their systems block access to, and Haselton was surprised that suc§ [.01 lch
National Organization for Women and the Jewish Bulletin of Soulh.anl California
were among those which Cybersitter censored. Acting out of the conviction that [ree
speech “is not harmful 1o those under 18," Haselton contacted lh(.z company and
asked why the sites were blocked. The company did not respond ur.mI Haselton took
his questions to the media. Soon alterward, the student found himself threatened
with a lawsuit by Solid Oak.

“Their main concern was that they thought I had broken their codes to find
out what sites were blocked, which 1 didn't, and {Solid Oak] thought that was ille-
gal.” Haselton says. “They were also worried that I would take their site list and post
it on the Internet because | had broken the code on their whole file.”

The resulting media attention has alfected Solid Oak and it has pr()\{c11 that
companies run by mature adults can be as contrary as N-Geners. “Gel a I{[e.! Go hang
out at the mall with the other kids or something,” it e-mailed Peacefire. The compa-
ny recently posted an employee-ol-the-month spool on its Web 5|lc.[ealur|.ng a pho-
tograph of a monkey called Bennie Weasleton. “Bennie is a young intern in our PR
department,” the site reads. “Iis tireless elforts over the past few months have result-
ed in a significant increase in sales revenue.”

How much of an effect can 400 contrarian teenagers have on the sales rev-
enues of a software company? At least one of Cybersitters competilors is very inter-
ested in this answer and is walching the controversy closely. Recently, Haselton was
surprised to find the name of the president of NetNanny added 1o Peacelire’s associ-
ale membership list. o

The Cybersiuer controversy is not the issue foremost in HasellorTs. mind.
“Ceutainly it's true that if they hadn't done this, there would be a [ot fewer visitors to
our site. But as an organization that’s trying to gain credibility for action,” Haselton
says, “we can't exist [orever as the people who became famous because some big com-
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pany tricd 1o push them around ™

Haschon and Peacefires 400 teen members have a lot of work yet to do.
There are Web pages 1o design and legal hills 1o pay. Peaceflire is named among the
IS plaintifts in the suit brought against the state of New York and its implementation
ol the Communications Decency Act.

The new miedia also provides an environment where millions can check
lacis, recall previous statements, ancd investigate implications. At their fingerlips, chil-
dren have access to the historical repository of human knowledge and increasingly
the tools (agents, bots) 1o find whai they need.

This contrariness has huge implications for everyone. For example, business
will need 10 rethink how 1o conduct public relations to an interactive world of N-
Geners. Public relations experts James Barr and Theodore Barr describe the new real-
ities of cyberspace marketing in which information is shared and silted by thousands
of knowledgeable people. They note that time is collapsed, facts are quickly checked,
loss of credibility can be instantaneous, second chances are rare and harder to obtain,
grandstand plays better be perfect, and the playing of one audience against another
is [ar easier to detect.! The old approaches of broadcasting messages and publishing
press releases will be inadequate. More on this in Chap. 9, “N-Gen As Consumers.”

Self-Esteem

A 7-year-old girl is in a public hospital room because she has a rare skin disorder that
causes her to have scabs all over her body. The first time she logs on 10 Ability On-
Line on her computer, she posts a message that expresses some of her interests and
an admission that she has only one real friend because other kids are scared of her.
Within seconds a response tells her that she has Just made a lot more friends.

Since September 1991 Arlette LeFevre—*Dr. Froggy” as her patients call
the French-accented head of psychiatry at Toronto’s Hospital for Sick Children—1lias
been connecting children 1o Ability On-Line. Members telnet 1o Ability On-Linc
from across Canada and around the world. There are now over 7500 young people
with disabilities or chronic iflnesses communicating with one another and adult
mentors through over 300 online conferences held on the BBS (bulletin board ser-
vice). Adults who have “been there and done that” encourage children who, because
ol the physical and social barriers they face, often feel isolated from their peers
school that their futures are limited and that their tives are less meaningful because
ol their disabilitics.

FFourteen-year-old Sarah Evans doesn't feel that way. Tor the past lour years
she has been using Ability On-Line. As host of the service’s cerebral palsy conference,
she has come to know just what digital media meaus to kids who have disabilitics
While in the hospital four years ago, Sarah, who has cercbral palsy, was given a
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Commodore 64, which even then was considered a fossil from the early age of home
computing. 1f anything, Sarahs story proves that technology doesn't have to be cut-
ting edge in order to serve a purpose. Sarah says her first computer didn't give her
conlidence, but it gave her the opportunity to express her conlidence.

The Commodore 64 opened the door 10 both increased communication and
independence. First, it connected her 10 Ability On-Line and a virtual community of
people who understood exacily what social and physical barriers she encountered at
school and elsewhere because ol her CP. "1t helps kids get to know people " Sarah says,
“Sometimes people don't want to 1ake the time to get to know you. 1 still have that
problem, but not online. I have many friends on the BBS who I've never met in per-
son. 1 don't know what they look like and | don't need to know. It just doesnt matter."

Sarah says it is physically easier for her to communicate through keyboard-
ing and easier for others to understand than her speech because “people just don'
usually want to take the time to try to understand.”

“Its even more important for kids with disabilities to have computers to help
them get their work done,” Sarah says. “Even if there’s someone to write it down for
them, it’s still not really their work. A computer helps me make sure my work is
mine.” Sarah used the old Commodore 64 to write her [irst book at the age of 10!

In the 1930s, sociologist G. H. Mead described "the self” as a blend of how
we think different important people in our lives view us—what they think of us.2 He
called this the “generalized other.” The sell develops when children can imagine
what others are thinking about them and realize the meaning of actions taken by
others toward them. Il a child imagines that others view him or her in disregard, low
sell-esteem can result. When a disabled girl sces others acting as if she were a [reak,
or worse, calling her a [reak, her sell-esteem is lowered. Conversely, when she is
online and she imagines that others think she is interesting, her sell-esteem is
strengthened.

Psychologists refler to dillerent types ol sell-esteem in child development.
Social self-esteem refers 10 the child’s relationship with parents, siblings, and peers.
Academic self-esteem becomes a factor on entering school and the child receives feed-
back about him- or hersell in relation to other classmates. Physical self-esteem relers
to physical appearance and abilities. In cases of physical disabilities, social self-
esteem and physical self-esteem can become so low as to paralyze the child and even
inhibit the development of academic sell-esteem. By reducing the effect of the dis-
ability on rhe construction of the self, programs such as Ability On-Line can have an
enormous ellect.

There is evidence that the sell-esteem-enhancing function of the interactive
media is not limited to children with visible disabilities. “The first time | went into
KidsCom everyone was so nice,” said 11-year-old Victoria. “They're much nicer than
in class. People don' judge you based on what you look like."
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Chat moderators, teachers, parents, and community workers who speng
tme with N-Geners tnvariably told us that they think this is a confident generation
who think highly of themselves. It is not completely clear why this is the case, but
here are a few thoug)s.

One lactor has to do with the interactive nature ol the media itsell. The
influential developmental psychologist Jean Piaget explained that the construction of
the sell occurs as the child acts on its environment-—as the child takes actions 1
understand what he or she can do.} This may explain why television is such an
unproductive medium for sell-esteem development—the child does not 1ake actions
but rather is acted upon. Even educational programs cannot change this nature of
TV. Barney, the purple dinosaur, and his chorus invite children to sing along with
their program, but the characters’ actions are unallected if a child wants to change
the lyrics or speed up the tempo or simply feels that today is not a day 1o sing along,
Il may also explain why the interactive media appears to contribute o sell-esteem.
There is always somcone on the Net who will listen to the reason why you do not
leel like singing.

Children 1ake actions continuously upon their world. But this is difleren
from 1aking actions on Lego pieces (also a wonder[ul experience for child develop-
ment, not to mention being fun). There is an important distinction between acting on
the physical and acting on the social world. TV allows neither. Lego allows one. The
Net allows both. The actions taken on the Net involve reading, assessing, imagining,
composing sentences, searching for information, discovering new places, and inter-
acting with others. Even with video games, which are becoming very sophisticated
and multiuser, the child takes actions-—-leaping, stick handling, hitting (everything
from cyborgs to baseballs), steering, and shilting into warp drive. The child begins to
understand new things she can do.

Scll-esteem also scems to be enhanced in chat groups because kids can
always have another chance—they can adopt another sell. In the real world, children
can be labeled or isolated carly in life and take years to shake it off. You may remem-
ber someone in your class who was characterized as a nerd, nose-picker, fatty, or
creep—-or you may have been that person. A nasty nickname can take years 1o shake.
In cyberspace, il the child doesn't like how he has been characterized, he can adopt

a new identity. The other children lorget about the old creep and you've gol a new
sell. Allison Eltis of FreeZone has 30,000 registered users but she knows the actual
number of children is smaller because some of them have more than one identity. “If
you came into the chat 1oom as one kind of kid and made some other kids angry by
being rude,” she says, “you can change your identity and come back as 4 different or
better person.” On the Net, you get a second chance. There may be more opportuni-
ties 1o get things right. Kids Bel an opportunity to test the waters on the Net before
experimenting with clements of their persona in real lile.
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1 am young, but not a child any more,
I'm a hard worker, but enjoy free time. 1 am
older inside than out, and I have lived, but have i.ust begun. ;
1 am a friend to some, an enemy to others, but to most just anot!ler face.

1 am lost, but | cannot be, because 1'm right here. All | know is that
[ am someone who has a long way to go in life. Sometimes | act
like I know it all, like 1 have experienced so much more
than others, but 1 really haven't.

~—.

KELLY RICHARDS, 15
Alberta

Is it possible that through the Net, children, in parlic.ul.ar nd.ollescenls‘ have
anew tool and a new environment lor the construction of their I(lcnlll“lL’S?.

In response to the question on the Growing Up Digl‘l_al forun.L |l1 lilty \ivodr.ds
or less please describe Who Are You?" 14-year old Neasa (,ol'l r;pllcd, 1 an.1 a dis-
concerted soul, unsure of what lies ahead. [ am not insecure, in fact l am q.unc co'n-
fident in myself, with goals and dreams that [ strive to reach, but at lhls lurmng p‘mrill
in my lile, I can’t help but wonder what the [uture holds [or me. While lr)"n?g o lievlt
in the joys ol adolescence, | lind mysell surrounded by messages describing adult-
hood as the magical time when a person can really enjoy lile. 1 h(.)pe that \fvhen 1 do
reach this age 1 will not lose my sense ol child, it will merely be dlsplaye(.l ina lall;r,
stronger body” Fourteen-year-old Matt Kessler replied: “I'd haYc to say I'm very 5l y
unless | know a person very well. This doesn't happen though in cyberspace. On the
Net, 1 am one of the most outgoing people 1 know. Probably why 1 spend so much
time there. Il I'm with [riends, 1 am very comical and have a good sense ol humor.
But when I'm alone, or with strangers, | am very serious and keep to mysell. Other
aspects: | enjoy sports, both watching and playing ll.mm.ul have a strong sense lor
writing, and also read every day. I'm thinking all the ume.. o .

These statements are examples of the quest for identity first explained by
psychoanalyst Erik Erikson as the most important personality achicvement ofqadoles-
cence and a critical step in becoming a productive, [ullilled, and happy aduli. Young
adults identities defline who they are, what they value, their views, what they hope to
pursue in life. Erikson described how it is not till adolescence l.hal children becom‘c
absorbed by the task of forming an identity. In complex socicllles, tecnagers c.xpen—
ence a period of conlusion as they experiment with the allcrllallst belore 'scll!lng on
a set of values, goals, and directions. Adolcscc.nls during this period que.suon impor-
rant assumptions that defined them in childhood. They question, rethink, anal):e,

explore, and eventually create a foundation that provides a sense ol sameness as they

shift through diflerent roles in lile.
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I consider myself to be somewhat cynical,
and extremely principled, and yes, a little angry. I usually
resent being told to do things which 1 feel are a waste of time. My basic
philosophy toward life is: do whatever makes you happy. As Denis Leary

said, “Happiness comes in small.doses,” so you should go after
those short moments whenever you can.

DAN ATKINS, 17
Malibu, Callfornia

What are the implications of children having vast new avenues of exploration
at their fingertips? Compare the passive adolescent watching television to the active N-
Gener involved in various Net-based discussions, interacting with various services,
taking action in games, e-mailing (riends for advice, searching for sources of informa-
tion. One would think that this process of adolescent exploration would be richer for
the N-Gener. Surely, you would think that the child as active rather than passive recip-
ient would have a greater sense of empowerment to make informed choices.

There is much work to be done 1o understand the new media and the self,
For example, the presentation of the self in everyday life has been a topic ol much
interest Lo psychologists and sociologists since the publication of an imporiant book
in 1959 by Erving Goffman entitled The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. In the
book, Golfman views interaction as a “performance” shaped by environment and
audience to give others “impressions” that are desired by the actor. To establish an
identity, individuals create a “front” which allows others to understand who they are.
The [ront creates an appearance, personality traits, context, and attitudes which unite
with the individuals behavior.

In cyberspace, the elements of the front need to be constructed almost com-
pletely by the child. In text-based chat rooms (the norm today), the childs age, size,
clothing, hair length, facial features, physical demeanor, overall appearance, geo-
graphical location, social context—all the elements of the front—are unknown, The
front must be constructed online. Such cyber frons may be names or more compli-
cated avatars and eventually become whole personalities. This provides inlinitely
greater possibilities [or the child to create a sell, or selves, which works for him or her.
Ifits true, as the previously noted cartoon says, "On the Internet, no one knows you're
adog,” it is also true that on the Internet, everybody is a cat—with at least nine lives,

The research also showed that higher sell-esteem and confidence scem a
somewhat {ragile phenomenon for some children. A kids confidence can be crushed
quickly online in a flaming or if the child is ignored or criticized. Allison Ellis says
there are a few kids in particular that she worries about when she goes home at night.
They may say online, "I hate myself,” or “I'm ugly, nobody likes me, why would 1
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want to be your C-Girl?" (cyber girl). When

1 guess most
people would see me as
a caring, helping, smart
person who knows her limits.
I have learned to be patient
with people who are rude or
do not understand me or
my busy family. And |
have learned to help
peaple who I don’t
exactly like.

this happens in FreeZone, a moderator inter-
venes saying something like, "Stop being so

pard on yourself—you're great and we all love
you.” Usually a child will receive suppott from
others in FreeZone as well. In other online
environments, depending on who hqppcns o
pe involved, the reaction can range from sup-
pott Lo indilference to hostility. Feelings can
also be hurt il nobody chats with you.
somerimes there can be 50 children in the
room—and they all have their own conversa- COSSANNA PRESTON, 12
lions going on. A lonely soul may say, “Talk 10 Saskatchewan

me, talk to me.” The manitors may respond . e
with something like, “Why don’t you be assertive and ask someone a question ra

iting, f eone 1o 1alk to you.”

o wa"lllrllgsle(\)/rc::lnlxlrelnc cases, )llhere have been suicide threats. As with such
\hreats in the real world, they need to be taken seriously a.llhough.lh.ey may tlbe ahcall
for help or just attention. The FrecZone staff has 1aken suicide training to help them

intervene in such situations.

Multiple Selves

As previously mentioned, the Net permits children 10 e'xpcrimenl \'Nnh morphing
their own identities. This can be both positive and negative. Al. any lime, a l?uyeal.-l
old may have, say, live windows open. In one she is hersell sendmg an eleclror?lc T?(l
message (o her grandmother. In another, she is Kramer [rom ?cmjcld behaving li (cj
hin in the T2 chat room and having conversations with a stop sign, a I.1app)./ féce, an
a Pamela Anderson [rom Baywatch. In another, she can be TrOJANFAN |(.Jennf?/mg h.cr-
sell with her favorite lootball team on ESPN% Sportszone and aurflcl.mg d.lscussmn
about college football. [n another, she can be someone she knows .ﬂlmng with sgme—
one who has her own name. In a final window, she is the proverbial [ly on the virtu-
al wall waiching the goings on in a MUD. .

This is very different from the child who is a student dunng the Qay, an ath-
lete after school, a daughter over dinner, and a musician at her evem‘ng Pmno lessoin.
Here she is playing dilferent roles at dillerent moments in lilme and m dllﬂcrenl llo’La—
tions. As MIT psychologist and professor Sherry Turkle points 091, .Wlndows M\./.i
hecome a powerlul metaphor for thinking of the sellasa mullip.le distributed syslcm..

Turkle explains how in traditional seitings of the physical wo.rld, 'onc steps in
and out of character. In virtual spaces one has parallel identities which, if extended,
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can become parallel selves and lives.
For one ol Turkles subjects, real life
(called RL) “is just one more window.”

Right now I am
talking to 3 of you in emo,
one in a kind of chat site, and
I am looking up something on
abortion for a friend . . . but I have a
window open in T2 and one in Petes . . .
another chat site . . . *smile*
if I had powwow working I would
be there too . .. *smile* so what
are you doing at the moment?
Besides writing to me?
*smile*

This can be positive, as
explained carlier, in that children can
cnhance and create images of them-

selves and their worlds that are more
satislying than the real life images.
They can also develop the conlidence
and knowledge to prepare for better
realities. *I'm not afraid of anybody or
anything {online]," says FreeZoner
BurkMan, 15. “In real life I'm a linle
hundred-pound shrimp. But online I
can be anybody.”

LOZ, 16, online with Kate Baggolt,
Growing Up Digital Researcher

Sometimes kids adopt a new

identity for practical reasons, but they really want to reassert their old identity. A kid
who is banned for inappropriate behaviors from a supervised chat session such as
FreeZone may adopt a new identity 1o get back in. But il CyerDUDE gets banned for
swearing, he may come back as CyserRDUDE2. He
could have changed his name 1o NETGUY, but he
wants to keep CYBERDUDE because thats his dominant
identity—as a bad boy who hacks (disrupts) chats.
What are the implications of a child being
able to construct multiple rornts and thereby create
multiple selves? Allison Ellis describes a striking situ-

I change my
“character” every time
that I am chatting, the
thing that I cannot do
with my friends.

3 . . o
ation: "l know there are some kids that have five dif-
SPICEGRLS, 11, f 1t hav
Hertllya, Israel ferent names that they usc on a regular basis. One of

them may come in as SalLor MOoN and CYBERSWEETIE,
and they'll have two different browsers open and they'll be chatting with each other,
like their imaginary friend, which is really weird. It could be a popnlarity thing—like
‘Hey, someone’s talking to me!!" But we don't know if its

an actual conversation, or just
the same person talking 1o themselves.”

Is there a dark side 10 muliiple selves which is not fully understood? 1 chil-
dren generalize this behavior to real life, will they be more reckless hecause they have
learned on the Net that it matters less what you do? On the Net the child may have
nine lives, but not in her physical world—ail thattest and you've failed the test. Insult
a friend and you may have lost a friend. This may be

rue, but there are consequences
ol abandoning a Net-based self

as well. A child can lose a friend on the Net. When he

comes back as someone else, he has lost his old relationships. As Turkle says,

9%
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sContinuity is important for relationships. Children,
relore, are lorced 1o think about the consequences

The Web is the
only place where you \
can insult someone and

not have to worry about
them pulling a
gun on you.

the ) .
[ their actions online, that is, 10 manage the sell.
0

Worse, is there a danger that children might

¢ control over the process ol sell selection and

{os : ' Al
pecome schizoid, perhaps with muliiple personalities

in reat lile? y
Turkle says that this is a [alse concern. She

JEDIS, 10, m

explains that multiple personality disordclr”lesulls [r(.)m - rene defense
a severe trauma where a child creates dillerent pcxsﬂona ities ?S n extemne et
mechanism 1o wall ofl the traumatic experience. When you have tra .
repeated, [that] you have to live with, like pcrhaps. a lather who abuses y?:oil__gm;
put then pours the Cheerios lor you in the rnmnlrlg and takes )}'oucl;) 5Lri05 ouyred
have to be able 1o put the abuse in a box and cI:onunue 10 l1éve t 1[el . ee ‘ he}?se"—
for you because you still need the [ather.” A child clrl—ealcs a piece o nnll[-((i) el
a persona or an alternate person which is split of(. “The rest ol your sell do
know that person who holds the dangerous secret.” . . ‘ .
For Turkle, multiple personality is about sell-disintegration—the opposi
whats happening when children create multiple selves on the Ne.l. lnTchybc;lea:zl,
children are having fun and are [ully conscious of what they are dlomg}.]. e):]d e et
creating walls but breaking down walls. “They dcvcl?p belier relauo.ns lpsba Ao
communication with different aspects of their self.” To her, “the Net is not about sp
ting of[, it’s about acceptance and greater harmon).'." ' . ’ -
This is leading to some important new thinking regardmg the se av‘va'y !
a view that stresses oneness, or as Turkle critiques, “a pers?nallly for all :.e(,lasol?s.\
Rather, through the Net, the N-Gen may be the [irst generation to accept and etlec-

tively manage the many selves that flourish within us.

Intelligence

The publication of Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murrayjs I?EM I)ool:.s'lﬂ;ﬂcoﬁrccli
Curve, sparked a new round of debate about the meaning ol intelligence A e ‘i:l
and the nawre of intelligence. The authors concluded that, among other things, rflL\d
dillerences in intelligence tests were due to underlying dlﬂerences. b_elwcen la(ej
rather than cnvironmental [actors. The American Psychological Association convene
an authoritalive task force to explain this issue and shed light on lh? deb:‘xlcb.lv

The report noted that individuals differ rom one a.n01her in lhmlr aA i |;y o
understand complex ideas, 1o adapt ellectively to the environment, to beam] Sro|l)n
experience, to engage in various forms 9[ reasoning, and to overcon1elz ? slaec ::wvc);
thinking. Although these individual dillerences can be substantial, they ar
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entirely  consistent because
someone’s intellectual perfor-
mance will vary on different
occasions, in dilferent environ-
ments, as judged by different cri-
teria. Concepis of intelligence are
attempts to clarily and organize
this complex set of phenomena.
“Although considerable clarity
has been achieved in some areas,

should be measured by smartness,
Everyone has the mind and skills to
accomplish anything. 1t's just a matter
of taking the time to do it and having
initiative. Having access to the Internet
does not make anyone smarter. It just
increases their learning skills if they
take the time to utilize the
information that is available.

no such conceptualization has

7
DEANNA PERRY, 15
questions and none commands Florida

universal assent."’ In lact, the

yet answered all the important

report noted that when two dozen prominent theorists were recently asked to deline
intelligence, they gave two dozen somewhat different definitions.#

At the center of the controversy is the measurement of individual differences
inintelligence testing. This is a complex issue. (Although it should be noted that the
task lorce rejected Herrnstein and Murray’s theory.)

There is a growing appreciation that there are various forms of intelligence
and that a single 1Q score may be misleading at best. The “thcory of multiple intelli-
gences” developed by Howard Gardner includes musical, bodily kinesthetic, and var-
ious forms ol personal intelligence as well as more familiar spatial, linguistic, and log-
ical mathematical abilities. e argues that psychometric tests, such as 1QQ tests,
address only linguistic and logical skills plus some aspects of spatial intelligence:;
other forms have been entirely ignored.9

For exarnple, the 13-year-old student who gets average grades in most sub-
jects but who scores 40 points a game in basketball or who performs with a national
ballet troupe shows very high kinesthetic intelligence. Other students may be gilted
musically. We can now speak of emotional and social intelligence which, incidental-
ly, may be critical auributes in the emerging economy and organizations which
emphasize tcamwork and cooperation.

The key issue for us here is not individual dilferences, but the development
ol intelligence. The best-known approach is that of Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget .10
He argues that intelligence develops in all children through the continually shifiing

balance between the assimilation of new information into existing cognitive struc-
tures and the changing accommodation of those structures themselves to incorporate
the new information.

Notwithstanding problems with the schools, drop-out rates, and many alien-
ated sectors of the youth population, the evidence is strong that children who are
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g 'y, even
i igital are more savvy, and ¢
qowing, Up dig b4

¢ than boomers were at similar stages ol [ think the Internet

has made me smarter,
pecause it has given me a

broader knowledge of
things. . . . 1 asked my mother

whether it has made any
difference in the way I
communicate and she
thinks 1 talk
more now.

smart¢

swih. They also have a signilicant advantage
grovr

; members ol their cohort whao are growing
ove

ap unp\ugged. Overall, 47 peicent of the U.S.

I)Upl

eracy. .
as well as their youthlul counterparts who

dlation demonstrates low or no levels ol lit-
The N-Geners are soaring over these peo-
pl [1er following two
are not wired. I one study. alter fol owing

;J‘roups of students for three )'cars—on:; ml a
high-income area with low access to lechnolo-

and one in a lower-income area with high
2

JOELDINE HAYTER, 15
New Zealand

BY: . '
ccess 1o technology—rtesearchers [ound that

qccess to computers alone could displace other _—
e i ini i i s writing skills.
factors, such as household income, in improving children’s writing N
l “We purposcly chose a compatison school that people have higher ex| : tk
‘ i i " says Yor

ions of because of parent income and established neighborhood,” say .

) UL .
o prolessor Ron Owston, one ol the researchers on the project

iversity education :
N as in a working-class neighborhood near the

‘he high-tec ogy-access school w
::(r’(lhr}(i]l(:fch‘:cr::y!‘y/\l first these kids were behird in their writing c}:m(;pt:cncyncol\;:;
pared to the comparison school and then by second year, they tnaiched them. By

ird y ey surpassed them largely.” N '
e )Cakal‘lc]orydingllo research conducted by psychologist Palnc.m Marks Gree:h::qlil,

ai the University of Calilornia at Los Angeles, children are reglstenngsa(;/ezaagrs 3;50
intelligence scores that are 15 points higher than lhoscl repo.rled on leslnscd l(): e
(Average 1Q, of course, is still 100 as it is a measure ol intelligence rlt)lrl ebe
Greenlicld suggests this improvement in intellectual perlormance is largely heto e
[act that current IQ testing [ormats have not developed at the samlel r::ile 15 o
<kills kids have developed to play video games and use.compulers. I ulrl ber; C(hal—
the Net is a text-based comtnunications mediurn, }uds are CTn;l-Tlm y being
lenged to compose ideas into lext, Increasing lh.Ell' Vlsu.a\/verha s : s: ' o

There has been ample evidence regarding the impact ol te cvnsloln O.I e

gence. The broadcast medium itsell, and more important, lhe.comcnl w:uch is l;(‘:l 0-[
cast {how shall 1 put this kindly) has an inlellcclgally numbing eI[eclL rl.a reivnhibils
this material, psychologist Laura E. Berk explains how, overall, [le_ ev15|0:1emll e
social learning AL early ages, children cannot judge the real.ny F W r:anOl réal___
example, it is not until age seven that they undersm.nd that TV lc‘uoln i e
that there are actors and scripts. Because of this, children tend lo‘lmllale w lh}j
see on the screen, Television viewing is linked strongly 1o aggressive 'beh:;vm;s,reams
nic and gender stereotypes, and consumerism. 1t is true that educational prog
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such as Sesame Street can work well as a teacher. Children who watch Sesame Streeq
have been found 10 score better on tests designed 10 measure the program’s lcarning
goals; and Sesame Street viewing is positively related 10 vocabulary development.
However, the rapid-paced format of the program has been criticized as discouraging
the development of imagination. A higger problem is that most television is not like
Sesame Street. TV does not support intellectual and cognitive development because i
is not designed to take into account children's developmenial needs. Other
rescarchers have argued that passive viewing of such complete sensory information
leads to reduced mental effort and shallow information processing. 12

The many hours spent walching television might otherwise be spent on
activities which require verbalization, sustained thinking, imagination, creative think-
ing, and interactivity with other children and adulis. As put by psychologists
Valkenburg and van der Voort: “There is evidence that TV may adversely affect a num-
ber of conditions that are important lor creative imagination, that is, the ability 1o dis-
associale onesell from existing information, a reflexive style ol thinking, sustained
elfort, and the peace and quier necessary to give a matter carelul thought. . . It is also
possible that TV suppresses creative imagination via its role as a time-consuming
activity. TV viewing occurs at the expense of time spent with verbal media, such as
radio and books, which could stimulate imaginations more than TV viewing does.”13

Compare TV watching to the digital media where children are active. They
must scek out. They are always reading. They must compose their thoughts. And they
must evaluaie. For example, on the Net they must evaluate what is real. "One of the
problems of the Net,” says 14-year-old Caleb Murphy of rural New York State, “is that
you never know whats real, and who's telling the truth.” Children must constantly
analyze, weigh, probe, and take stock of everything they lind. Coco Conn describes
this well. She points oul that when we grew up, we never felt that we could look at
a picture and feel that it was a fake. We grew up very innocently—adults would tell
us reality and we accepted that. A fact was a fact. “Children today have the luxuy of
understanding that everything they sce or hear is not necessarily true,” she says.
“They sec a photograph and know it could be totally fabricated. Kids 1oday are devel-
oping a higher level of sell-confidence—an ability to look critically at what their par-
ents would simply accept as a given.”

[t doesn take much imagination 1o see how such an active, self-directed cog-
nitive activity would help in the construction of complex brain structures and intel-
lectual capabilities. Especially when compared 1o watching a cartoon on television.

Computers in the school can have a positive impact on learning and there-
by intellectual developinent. Computers are more effective teaching devices because
processing computer operations mirrors the aperations of the human cognitive sys-
tem as information travels from sensory memory Lo short-term memory to long-term
memory. They also enable self-paced and student-oriented learning as opposed 10
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sone-size-fits-all learning.” New technologies are increasing not only_inl?l.lc.cl .bu[ llTe
amount we can teach our children, and also how much they retain. This issue is
investigated [urther in the chapter on N-Gen learning, . '
Having said this, the lirst three years of life are the most important in lcrms
of the development of intelligence, and the digital media is currently used very little
by this age group. As the technology matures, we can expect that even very young

children may begin 1o beneli.

Spatial Orientation

Children develop a number of spatial operations at different stages of (lcvclo_pmen_l.
These deal with distance, directions, and the relationships between objects in their
world. How is this process affected when the children participate in a virtual world?

When psychologists discuss spatial orientation, they are relerring 10 opera-
tions on the immediate environment. There is no evidence that this is dillerent lor N—
Geners. While N-Geners understand the basic operation of spatial distances, as did
previous generations, they appear to lack appreciation of global (lismnccs.‘ They may
be the lirst generation with a truly global perspective. The world to them is (1o use a
termi of Nicholas Negroponte) “the size of the head of a pin." My daughter hap.plly
chats with people [rom anywhere on the planet as if they were next door, eblivious
to the question ol where they are.

Someone who has been very close 1o these kids over many years is Coco
Conn, director of the project Cityspace. Coco has been working with N-Geners to
help them create virtual cities. Cityspace confronts children with the task of cooper—
atively building environments—creating virtual streets, buildings, rooms, even [l_lrm—
ture. To do this, they must negotiate with other children from multiple locanonsi.
They must collaborate regarding the ownership and use ol material that they can't
hold or touch. In the non-cyberworld, whoever is holding the doll or baseball large-
ly controls how that object is used. But the virtual objects of the cyberworld re:quire
kids to develop more sophisticated negotiation skills and a clearer underslant%mg ol
the concept of ownership. As children begin to work in such environments, their con-
cept of space and distance change, to name a lew.

“The United States is insular, and children know very little about the cul-
tures of other countries. The Net will change this,” says Coco. "It will allow the kids
to navigate to other countries and spend time with non-American kids. It will create
a dilferent matrix in their minds of the world.” She describes how adults picture the
world as a big ball with other countries being iar away, and to get to another country
you have o get on a planc and lly there. Adulis write-off large pants of the world
because we can't imagine ourselves actually ever going there. In this generation’s
mind, the grid will be much different, with them understanding that decisions they
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miake at home will hive implications lor people living beyond their immediate neigh.-
!

borhood and conntry, “Today’s kids are far more awe of the plobal context. They
arler in umlcrslan(ling
that the world is atiny place and they are much more glohally conscious.”

know they e a small picce of the whole. They are mucl sm

A good example of this global orientation occurred when the FreeZone sig(p
staged a0 mock  election during the 1996 US. presidential campaign (most |
FreeZone’s 30,000 accounts are American children). MoosiLirs decided 1o run for
president. His candidacy was grected with some consternation from others making
comments like: “ls this a U.S, clection? There are other countries in (he world you
know.™ Chilien from other countries made statements like, "What about us iy
Malaysia?" The kids agreed that it was inappropriate o have a U.S. election campaign
only. As a compromise, they continued with MOoOsELIPS" campaign but launehed o
separate efection for the position of president of FreeZone. So, through this exercise,
thousands of American children were confronted with the global and international
character of the world

N-Gen Thinking
Is this a generation of children who are beginning to process information and reason
dillerently than the rest of us?

Psychologists have found the computer analogy to human information pro-
cessing very helpful. The best-known approach views information as being stored in
avery short-term “sensory registry,” then active working memory, and then, as deep-
er cognitive structures are developed, long-term
through these dilferent levels of hardware,
contiol processes and mental strategies. '

memory. As information (lows
it can be operated on by soltware—called
As Laura I, Burk explains, using computer-
like diagrams and lowchars, researchers can “map the exact series of steps children
- execute when faced with a sk or a problem.” Computer simulations of mental
operations can be developed and used 1o understand and predict outputs of infor-

mation processing, 16

It will be a long time, if ever, before camputers can simulate human brain
lunctioning, but the information-processing model is useful in helping us study how
the new media may allect thinking. This rescarch is in its infancy, but let me give an
example of the change.

The typical hoomer wrote an essay in school by conducting research, devel-
oping an owtline, and composing the essay lrom beginning (o end. The 100l lor con-
struction of the written word was the

pen and paper or, perhaps, the typewriter. The
input ol information and the

output was typically done in a serial fashion. Similarly,
boomer children watched the Ed Sullivan Show beginning 1o end and 1he

ntuncd into
the next program.
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The N-Gen child 1akes in and owputs inlormalilon il.1 a somcF\fhal dl[flelrier;cl
.; when working with the digital media. Information is input 1.0|n m p‘
™ d occurs in a less sequential manner. Using software, the child c.an org.?-
SUm?es[(:'l:mlion into complex structures containing links to other information. It is
e 1N v

| . 3 en i d output,
; Ilkely lh‘ll llliS is beginlling 1o Change Whal occurs bClWLLn lnpu( an I)
€ 2

a i it 'easoning.
ot P’r[?lceSii::fl_hc:l(l)gcr:;::;)r::er:(s{ c:jlsl(; [rcg; humans [tom linear thinking was first
icall ::ex lained and demonstrated by visionary Douglas Englebart. In an |mpo‘r-
e Per he explained how the computer could augment human intellect.
o lgfﬁflcplﬂopols‘which shows the greatest immediate promise is the computer, when
“‘O<ne Obcl harnessed for direct, online assistance, integrated with new concepts aer
. d every person who does thinking with symbolized concepts (whether in
::\le[fms] .0.f .English language, piciographs, formal logic, or mathematics) should be
o "7
e bliincl;lng,n:leml::(llyimplcmenlcd an “augmented knowledge research work-
shop” al Sl);nford ‘Research Institute in which people used‘somelhir;(g ca‘lle(: hl)lz:ee:llclj;
1o compose ideas in a systematic, nonscquenual.way. l'hc_ er s;a\l:,o:movalions
knowledge workers were eomputer terminals which conlalneh a. e nnovatons
\hemselves. Foregoing the urge to invent a beiter mousetrap, he LJJusIl.k e e
mouse—a radical new device to control the cursor on the screen. Unlike §
(which roared), a four-key, pianolike key set never caught Oj. S
I have vivid memories of the day in 1978 when 1 first met Englebart. .
unassuming man spent several hours showing me around the worl.<shop alndell:;)ohu::
west drive on a workstation, 1 had been using a word processor for severa t); On,ce _
this was something totally different. For example, ideas c?uld th lcolmp(;sel lccmr_c ;())[
wally, rather than [rom beginning to end—that is, you bl}lld a hls.]- e(\l/e :ritn e e
the document, then a second -level structure and so on. 1}6)([ containe w_u l\ e
to other text in the document or to other documents which C(.)uld bEbSl.OlC“(’h(i):h et
computers. This idea was really the precursor to the World \-Nldf! Web, in hich doc
uments contain hot links 1o other documents. Today, when | receive an e-n.ml : a%e
from a teenager full of hot links to the youth’s Web site and olhclr locations, W(; l
both beneficiaries of Englebart’s genius. In many ways, Englebart is the father of the
igital medi few recognize this.
e m;_cllll;l':ll)l:rllo:lcilrnbcrs agiloung soltware developer named Jcﬁ. I.{'u:i[stl:\n I»\[/:)L;
in 1967, had recently graduated with a computer science dcgr'eg. lnllld} y,, Itl: lrl i
resisted using the hypertext document creatien tools, vcomplummg to i:ng,e' l?,] l,)ul
don' think that way.” Today, Rulifson is not only an active user of the new medi:
a leading designer working [or Sun Microsystems. ' S
Another of the active users of the workshop in the 1960s was | ye "
Dean Meyer. It was Dean who convinced me to meet Engelbart. Dean, along w
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Dougs daughter, Christine, were the youngest-ever users of hypertext as a lhinking
tol. Doug referred to them at the time as “the first of a new generation

Meyer believes using the technology changed the way he thinks. Whenevey
he composes text he is forced 10 think conceptually——that is, he must create a high-
level structure for, say, an article and use, the hypertext tools to build successively
more detailed structures. “| just think in terms of structures and 1 see conceptual
structures very quickly.” e believes this has had a tremendous impact on his per-
sonal thinking style. “It has allowed me to be able to put my thoughts in an appro-
priate sequence as | write, as | speak, or negotiate.”

Meyer is convinced that hypertext tools can help develop clear thinking. An
underlying software structure for text forces the author to define the salient points.
His description is illustrative. *You must know how thoughts fit together: the Now of
them and the structure. Pointing out what is important and whats not. Being able (o
put your outpost in order. Knowing the relative importance that is given not only in
the flow but in knowing what is subsidiary to what. What is the down leve] vs. what
are the main level points. It means that if you go on a tangent, how to pop the stack
and pick up where you left off. At a level of prose, its geuing your grammar right, to
halance the weightings and make the flow clear, the words attractive and demonstra-
tive of the concept.”

On the other hand, while Meyer says he would score high on a scale of sys-
temmatic thinking, he would probably be low on the scale of intuitive thinking. He
wonders if he is so focused on what he knows that he may be less open to consider-
ing new directions. “Perhaps my creativity to consider radical deparures from my
current cognitive structures is lower.” He also wonders about the implications of such
tools on long-term memory. Because the links and structures are contained in sofi-
ware within the text, he doesn't need 1o remember them. “Perhaps | don't practice my
memory as much,” he notes,

It is important 10 note that Meyer is not talking about the current Web, but
rather the use of sophisticated hypertext tools for composing documents. While more
investigation is needed, it appears that new tools may change our thinking process.

Overall, while there is much more to be learned, it appears that the doom-
sayer’s view regarding how the Net is alfecting child psychology is wrong. Rather than
the "neocortex eating itsell,” children appear to be developing their cognition, intel-
lects, and abilities better. From our research, the children of the digital age appear 1o
be smart, accepting of diversity, curious, assertive, sell-reliant, high in selfl-csteem,
and global in orientation. Evidence suggests they process information diflerently than
their predecessors; they have new tools for self-development and making their way
through adolescence. All of these will serve them well later in life,

But what about the development of their social skills? This is the topic of the
next chapter.
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l[f growing up digital appears to be helpful
in developing thinking and intellect, what about the impact on social skillf; and
behavior? Through our research, we heard tales and theories regarding hov»f chl'lldren
were becoming glued to the screen; losing their attention span; becoming ITIel--
addicted” and becoming stressed out, vain, and even cruel through Net interaction.
Again, while there is much to be learned and important problems 10 be managed,
overall it would seem that conventional wisdom is wrong.

Glued to the Screen: Are Kids Losing Sociai Skills?

“Kids today have no friends, and they have the social skills of a tack.” “I think kids
are becoming withdrawn and isolated because of the Internet.” "Don’t you think there
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is snmclhlng about programming a computer that turns you into a geek?” (Commne
W me in recent interviews or discussions.)

I recently received a short handwritten letie

lisher in New York. i was from a woman whose [ull name I'll keep conlidential,
Dear Mr Tapscon,
Read your book The Digital Economy. . 1suspect the only promise
"it” holds is an increase in social isolation and lunacy. An increase
in hypertension and personality disorders are already being report-
ed. Spending ones life in front of a CRT Video Screen doesn’t seem
like a life to me. By the time the world goes ully computerized, |
probably won't be hiere .. but | feel sorry for my children and my
grandchildren.

Mrs. R K.

Lwish 1 had a dollar for every time I've heard that computers are isolating
our children. What’s the truth? The kids we worked with dont think the computer
isolates them but rather the opposite. "Yes, | spend less time doing other activities
than [ used to (not that theres anything to do in Delaware!), but not 100 much less.

I've made more [riends actually because I can talk 1o other Web people at school,”
says Daniel Castillo, 14.

The reason they leel this way is that the Net is
Unbeknownst 1o the critics, the computer has changed
management (o a communications too). Today, it

a communications medium.
[rom a 100l for inlormation

is primarily text-oriented.
Tomorrow, text will be enhanced by audio and video. But ¢

restricted text format, children love to communicale.
eight when children begin to take their newly
acquired reading and writing skills for a spin. "
think that the ages of 8 10 14 is a very social
group—they love 1o talk,” says Allison Ellis of
FreeZone. “Its great if they get a discussion or a
heated debate going. Once they get into name
calling, we draw in the reins. And theres no

swearing. But, aside [rom that, pretty much any-

ven in its somewhat
This begins around the age of

I do think my
favorite thing about
the Internet is making
friends. You can see the
world through other views if
the people you know can
only tell you how they feel
and not show you or
explain out foud.

thing goes.” Having participated in a Growing Up
Digital chat session on FreeZone, 1 can say that
“love 1o talk" is an apt descriptor,

In fact, the whole discussion of social
skills is quite ironic. As explained earlicr, the

MICHELLE BALDWIN, 13
Oregon
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- i i is lelevi-
in victim of time spent on the Net, computer, and playing video games is te
in

social, i +d viewi ) ith
. Children have begun to replace passive, nonsocial, isolated viewing ol TV w
1 C

stol
o the digital media.
" USCFL[”]CL sich use is increasingly a social activity. The new games [rom
Nintendo, Sony, and Sega as well as com-
puter-based games are often designed lor
multiple users. Observing my own chil-
dren, one of the lirst things that occurs
when a fiiend drops over is the Sony
Playstation gets cranked up and the kids
head out into space. The same kinds of
conversations occur while traveling

acti

Of course,
the Internet is a shallow
and unreliable electronic repository
of dirty pictures, inaccurate rumors,
bad spelling, and worse grammatr,
inhabited largely by people
with no demonstrable
social skills.

e

2

through the galaxies as happen over the
Lego set or the model train.
v Much interaction with video
Tongue-in-cheek commentary by students
at the American University’s Washington
College of Law in a recent mock trial of
the Communications Decency Aclt.

games, computers, and the Net involve
face-to-face communications as [riends
work on a project or show each other
cool Web sites, or as parents and children
share the digital experience together. Gene Giordano, [r§n1 Rochelsler, Ne‘w Yor.k},1 }:5
three children ages 15, 13, and 9. He says that the Net lncrcascs‘lnlcmcu?n wit [ is
kids, not decreases it. Says Gene: “1 spend a lot more time sho?.vmg m‘y kids slu[ on
the Net, and them showing me stull too, than we do watching l'\./. You're not just sit-
ting there waiching something, you're learning from Cﬂ?h olher.'

There is also a new generation of games emerging which are Nel.-based. No
one watches the Jeopardy-style Net show You Don't Know Jack—everyone |s.a conlcs
tant. The game is played on the Net and everybody competes, and all the winners are
IeWm(kdl.{alhcr than losing social skills, N-Geners are actually devclop.ing these skills
at an earlier age than their parents’ generation. It's not just a new toy in the homle to
share with [riends and siblings, but the N-Generation children have a new medlum
to reach out beyond their immediate world, to experience and 1o engage in play,
learning, and overall social intercourse. . . ‘ . o

Digital kids are learning precisely the social skills which will be rquulrL( for
ellective interaction in the digital economy. They are learning about peer relal.lonshql)s,
about teamwork, about being crilical, about how 1o have [un online, about [riendships
across geographies, about standing up lor what they think, and Iaboul how (? c[[c;—
tively communicate their ideas. When they challenge anolhc.r child aI?OLllllhﬂVIr]‘g ‘l ¢
C-name KKK, ask a newbie about her hobbies, {loat an inquiry regarding “kewl 5|l‘cs
about Leonardo DiCaprio, team up with kids from many countries to construct a vir-

107



GROWING UP DIGITAL

tual city, ask a C-friend o initiate the parental process of arranging a lace-to - face meey.
ing (such as 1 2-year-old Nicco Pescis Utah ski wrip with his 13-year-old C-girllriend)y
learn how to deal with a flame, chair a video conlerence, learn from a digital mentor,
or help a grandmother learn how to use the Net, they are enhancing the social devel
opment which occurs offline in day-to-day life. 1t is not the N-Gen children who are
being robbed of sociat development, it is those adulis who, through lear or ignorance,
deny themselves the experience of participating in the great revolution of our limes.

Jordan Garland, 14, is an active user of the new media. He uses Lhe Inlerney
lor school rescarch, looking up everything from whales 10 mythology. Like othey
kids, he uses word processing to create essays and graphics tools for illustrations ang
title pages. Sometimes he works alone and other times with other kids. Jordan plays
both acoustic and electric guitar, locating sheet music in guitar archives online. He
also frequents chat rooms such as a music room where people talk about “stulf like
what bands you like, and what instruments you play,” he says. “It’s a good way 10
meet people from all over the world, and get their opinions. Besides, its fun.”
According 1o his moather Karen, hes on the computer at least an hour per day,
depending on the weather. IT its nice out, he's out skiing, doing track and field, or
playing with his band.

I'met Jordan at a conference of Building Owners and Managers. He had been
recruited 1o a “children’s panel” | was chairing, discussing information technology in
front of an audience of 2000. He struck me as a bright and thoughtful boy and con-
tributed well to the panel. He also appeared a bit shy and, given his extensive use of
computers, he might be unfairly stereotyped as the kind of boy who is “glued to the
screen” and for whom the technology is not a positive force.

His mother believes the opposite to be true. *His shyness is a natural occur-
rence for adolescents. The computer provides him with a vehicle for social expres-
sion, an outlet o explore relationships, to talk (o people and get new ideas.” She says:
“Ldon't view the computer as a negative force for these kids. Its whats happening in

their world. I you reject that, you're rejecting what’s important to adolescents today.
1ts their future.”

The “Attention Span of a Gnat”?

Conventional wisdom says that because children are multitasking—jumping from
one computer-based activity to another-—their attentian span is being reduced. "Most
kids have the attention span of a gnat,” complains one obscrver.!

The research does not support this view. It is ironic that it is often the same
people who charge that today’s kids are becoming glued to the screen that also say
they have lost their attention span.

A more thoughtful view comes from demographer Eric Miller. "Kids hate 1o
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be poted. This is no joke: it is a real issue. They have shorler auention spans, are usull
1o a dict ol highly stimulating visual information. From an"ea.r.ly age they are gratifiec
instantly and so have less patience for delay of any kind."? ll‘}le. l‘hcy are Llscq l‘o a
qimulating environment. True also, kids hate 10 be bored. This is n.ot surpnsmg,
‘wen that they are more knowledgeable, likely smarter and more active than their

; . . . . ~
:;mmcr parents. Interaction with the digital media is many things but it is not bor
‘ - . P . . pey

ing—perhaps explaining why so many of the Growing Up Digital kids said TV was

horing, by comparison. But, as for instam grali[icalion and short attention spans—al

pest, loaded teyms—the evidence isn't there. 7 .

“[ dont buy that these kids have short attention spans,” says Dr. l‘du Hnn.zl,
author of the book Children Designers and founder of MaMaMedia. 1 hey think in dil-
ferent ways than adults. Somctimes they are multitasking. Other nmci they can get
into something and spend many hours on it if it makes sense to them. '

All young children are easily distracted and focus on problems for short peri-
ods of time, but attention improves with age. Teachers are often told to p}al1 cllass—
room activities and lessons according to the age-plus-flive-minutes [ormula. That is to
say a typical six-year-old firsi-grader can be cxpected to stay on one task for about
eleven minutes. '

At the root of concerns about attention span is the fear that our children will
not be able 1o focus on something and therefore not learn. This concern is consistent
with the view that students need to be able 1o absorb a specific curriculum as the pri-
mary challenge of learning. However, it is not new thinking that the content 9[ a par-
ticular lesson is one of the least important elements in education. What is more
important is learning how to learn. John Dewey said this well many years ago when
he wrote, “Perhaps the greatest fallacy is the notion that a person learns only what he
is studying at the time. Collateral learning . . . may be, and often is, more important
than the spelling lesson or lesson in geography or history.”

Moreover, it appears that by using the digital media, children become
more able (o ignore inappropriate sources ol information and concentrate on the
information which is essential for doing something, such as completing a task.
Central (o attention is adaptability—the ability 1o adapt their attention to the par-
licular requirements of the situation. Another is planfuiness-—the ability to aIlF)c.alc
attention according 1o a goal and sequence acts ahead ol time.* Rather than killing
attention, it makes more sense to view expecrience with muliiple information
sources, as it occurs on the Net, as helpflul in developing this capability. For exam-
ple, in researching a project on pollution, the child must 1ake multiple steps: .ev.al—
uate information along the way; organize findings through cutting [rom digital
documents or creating bookmarks; postpone action in [avor ol an alternative; coor-
dinate many different activities; segue out to a chat line 1o check on [riends and
then cycle back to the project; allocate time; remember a previous experience or
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site: overall control, adaptation, and planfulness—the key clements in the deve).
opment of auention 5

The preceding example involves working on a school project, but the same
can be said for the Tree-time entertainment activities of children on the Net which a))
involve simiilar actions and attentiveness. Compare this type of aclivity to the chilq
waiching television. The childs attention span may appear good as he sits in [ront of
the TV for an hour. But is this really developing the skills necessary for attention
development? Overall, the evidence is that the digital media is not a problem to be
concerned with, but instead a boon to children’s developmient.

Sometimes Kids Are Cruel

Kids face substantial problems at any school—rural, urban, or suburban, private
or public. Il there isn't a real threat of drugs, sexual abuse, and/or violence, the fear
of these things is transflerred from adults and the fear itself becomes a threat. K-12
students also have concerns that are completely separate from the concerns of
adults. "By the time children reach school age,” a typical child psychology text
notes, “they have mastered two essential concepts: that human beings are alike in
being both agents of external events and experiencers ol internal events, and that
human beings are different in their experience of events. One's own internal state
may not accurately predict those another person would experience in the same sit-
uation.” What this means is that kids at this stage notice similarity and difference,
and it also means that they can respond to their perceptions with compassion, cru-
elty, or indilference.

Regardless ol how individual kids respond, the social picture is not a pretty
one. In the United States, it is estimated that as many as 3 million childien are bul-
lied each year and every day over 100,000 kids stay home from school hecause they
are afraid of one of their pecrs.” Countless other children experience merciless teas-
ing because of their height, weight, skin color, fashion sense, or hair style. Sometimes
kids are cruel to each other and it is the responsibility of adults not to forget that it is
neither fair nov easy for kids to deal with.

Il face-to-face interaction is not always a positive experience for this genera-
tion, do children behave differently on the Net? Initiat experience would suggest that
while there are many new sources of support and encouragement, chat-line interac-
tion can sometimes be tough.

“Tons of people get bullied on the Net,” observes Reanna Alder, 15, “Its not
true that just because you dont HAVE (o reveal anything about yoursell, you won't
get picked on. If you get noticed in a positive way you will also, most likely at some
point, get picked on in a negative way. And hesides, most people want to reveal things
about themselves, and if you don', you get ignored. If you make everything up, you
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There is a kid in my school who used to beat me up.
He was really popular. All the other popular kids thought it was

funny. It might be funny for them, but it is NOT fun for me. .
This kid would do everything from throwing snowbails at me fro_m inside the
room, to throwing me up against the wall. Luckily, I don’t get !hus treatment
anymore because they think it’s boring. All that happens now !s lhe.y mouth
off to me. Don’t be mean. Be nice and earn friends by being nice.
Don‘t earn friends by beating up people. Don’t be the bully.
Be the peacemaker.

DET, 12, m, FreeZoner

can still be picked on.” Some children, however, reveal little of themselves, instead
constructing their ideal sell. Ted McCoy, 18, of Calgary, Alberta, says on the Net kids
create “masks” which make it hard for them 1o bully each other, "because nobody
would ever reveal the points that make them vulnerable.”

While the digital media is a vehicle for these kids to change the world, it is
also a reflection of the world the way it is. Filteen-year-old Kelly Richards explains: *]
think that there’s a certain amount of freedom from violence, but not completely. You
can always delete messages with violence, or completely ignore them, but they're still
there. There is no escape from violence anywhere, even on the Net.”

The kids all note that such violence is not physical. Says Colin Cowsert-
Iinrichs, 11, of Houston, Texas, *1 think that in a way, it isn't as bad on the Net
because in real lile (not that the Net isn't real) you can receive physical and mental
harm. Chances are someone is going to stick up for you. Its just not the same psy-
chological thing as in real life!” Darla Crewe, 16, agrees: “You cant always just walk
away {rom harm in the real world . . . but on the Net . . . you can only reccive men-
tal harm. And besides that . . . you can just go somewhere else . . . or ignore them
completely. Or if you get really mad you can just hit that nice power button that is
SO effective! 1)"

In the school yard or streets, racism, sexism, discrimination based on socio-
economic status, and the cult of beauty have historically been a physical basis for
identifying those 1o be ostracized or brutalized. Does the Net eliminate this, leading
to a new era of cooperation among children? Fifteen-year-old Deanna Perry of Florida
says: “In chat sessions, people are judged not on looks or skin color, but by their per-
sonality. The Iniernet provides an alternative, a place without racism or prejudice. It
not as casy lo make prejudiced comments about soimeone online when you cannot

physically see them.”
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The Internet definitely gives kids a break
from the cruelties of reality. You can meet people on the Internet
who have never seen you—they don’t have the chance to judge you by your
looks. You can plan your first impression, and you can finally get fair treatment.
Treatment that is not based on the way you look, the way you act, or the way
you dress. People on the Internet judge you by your thoughts and apinions.
Sure, not everyone’s got to be like you, but at least you've had the chance to let
people know who you really are. The Internet shows a person’s
personality, and not the shell that we see in real life.

NEASA COLL, 14, Alberta

Most of Lauren Verity's lriends are gothics. Victoria, Australia, is not the most
friendly place for gothics, and even though 16-year-old Lauren is not one, she gets
painted with the gothic brush. Gothics, Goths, aka Vamps and Zombies, are
Shelley/Byron wannabes carried over from the punk movement. They wear mostly
black, violet, and scarlet Victorian-looking clothes (lace and velvet) and wear white
makeup. They tend to listen to The Cure, Marilyn Manson, and other ethereal kinds
ol bands. They hold both physical and online gaming events, such as Dungeons and
Dragons, but with a vampire twist. They are big into shock value.

Lauren compares life at school versus life on the Net, for someone with Goth
friends:

I always get hassled a lot at school because my friends are gothics.
... I'm not, but that doesn't scem to matter. . . . It sucks and its
really cruel. . . . We have people hiss at us, and call us devil wor-
shippers and stull. . . . 1 think they [the teasers] are the most pathet-
ic people on earth . . . what matters is “who” people are, not "what”
they are . . that’s why I like the Net coz it makes people judge you
lor you, not what you look like, or what race, or religion, or color
youare. .. . I'm starting at a new school tomorrow . . . so *fingers
crossed”, but I don't expect o escape it . .. sure [ won't get the stuff
I used to, because my friends won't be around . . . but I'm sure the
kids'll find something else . . . but thats just the way that people
are, right? .. . that’s society for ya. . ..

Unlfortunately, while the physical basis for picking on someone is absent on
the Net, some children will find other bases. Reanna Alder, 15, explains: “1Us very easy
to make nasty comments about people, even when you can't see someone, As soon as
they reveal something about themselves, you can insult them. Sure, you can't use
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jacial or gender slurs if you don't know what they are, but there are plenty of other
pames to call people.”
The Growing Up Digital kids were unanimous, however, that in cyberspace

it is harder for one child 1o isolate another.

7
You will still find

people on the Net that
will say mean things to you.
Main difference is that it isn’t

physical harm, but more

emotional. 1 can get really mad
at people but | do that
in real life too.
1-)

Deanna Perry explains that "il someone were

1o say a prejudiced comment in a chat ses-

sion, several people would probably have a
thlcm with it." Darla Crewe adds: "On the
Net people don't seem as shy to speak up for
one another .. so il you're in a chat room
and someone is making fun of you or what-
ever . . . chances are someonc is going to stick

up for you.”

Vanity?

MIKE UTTECH, 13

Lots of kids create their own hame pages. This has led some observers to conclude
that these children are vain.

There are as many kinds of kids' pages as there are kids. They create home
pages to organize around some issue, to support their favorite singer, to solicit infor-
mation on a topic, or for a school project. One category is the generic kid page-—a
place where the child can showcase his or her work, views, and meet with friends.
Children are using the Net as a new publishing medium and a new mecting place.
Their personal pages become places to say, “Here’s who I am. Heres what I'm inter-
ested in. Have a visit and sign my guest book.” This is something completely new.
Children could show their art to the rest of the world by making snowmen in their
[ront yards, or by posting their drawings in the corridor at school. A handlul would
see what they had done. Even fewer might get back to them with comments. With
the Net, they have something very different at their disposal.

There are important salety issues here. A child should never post a photo of
themselves or give out their address, phone number, or other identiliers.
Furthermore, parents need to be aware of what the child is doing. Setting aside these
issucs, which are discussed in the chapter on parenting, we estimate there are now
many thousands of children with such sites.

Allison Ellis does not view this trend as vanity, but rather as something pos-
itive: *When 1 was that age, | had extremely low sell-esteem. 1 1 had a vehicle like
this lor geting credit for things thae U did, for expressing my personality, and being
around like-minded people, it would have really helped me.” Building sell-esteem is
important for every child. Not false esteem where the child is praised gratuitously lor

any action, but real self-esteem where the child is appreciated for his or her accom-
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plishments. Says Allison, "1 think everyone deserves a chance 1o express themselveg
and be important-—it doesn't have to he at the expense ol anyone else.”

Stressed-Out or Stress-Relieved?

In one very signilicant way, members of N-Gen arc just like their parents. Kids today
have 1o he too many things to 100 many people. Everyone is stressed-oul and
stretched thin.

When it comes o stress, the children seport that the Net is a double-edged
sword. It adds another timie-consuming activity to the already hectic day of home-
work, extracurricular activities, family responsibilities, and physical [riendships. Says
16-year-old Kim Devereaux, "The Internet cats up a lot of my leisure time. When 1
have a free night with homework, I find that 1'll spend much of it on the computer.
Sometimes, it makes me [eel as though I haven't relaxed at all.”

The Net is also changing our perception of children—Irom being ignorant
to competent. Surely this shilt places additional pressures on them. Add to this what
psychologist David Elkind describes as the growing demands on contemporary chil-
dren for maturity-—"participating in competitive sports, lor early academic achieve-
ment, and [or protecting themselves against adults who might do them harm. While
children might be able to cope with any one of those demands taken singly, taken
together they often exceed children’s adaptive capacity."8

Yet overall, they report that activity on the Net is enjoyable and even stress-
reducing.

“1 disagree with anyone who thinks that the Internet stresses people out

I have a lot of friends as it is . . . and being
on the Internet is like multiplying it by two . . . and widening
the age/location/variety of friends I have. . .. I think it's half pleasure
and half pressure because when I log on . . . I always have at least 100 new
messages all to me and besides that 1 usually have at least another 50 mailing
lists ‘mon ... so it's a pressure to find time to read it all, it’s also a pleasure
because it's from friends . . . afso ... a lot of my family is on the Internet . . .
and without it I probably wouldn’t hear from them hardly at alf . . .

it’s a big pressure to find time to write back . . . and read all the mail . . .
and keep your quota down . .. and and and and . . . but everything
has its pleasures and pressures . . . up sides and
down sides . . . don‘t they??!11 1)

DARLA CREWE, 16
Nova Scolia
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more,” says Nicole Padua, 13, of Northville, Massachusetts. "It helps me to relax
when Fmstressed-out over school or anything else that has gone wrong. Semetimes
when you have a prablem you can go in an IRC and ask for help. I've seen people ask
[or others” opinions on personal problems because they can trust them not to go gos-
siping 10 another [riend.”

Fourteen-year-old Neasa Coll says that being connected to the Internet,
smakes the world smaller,” which she enjoys. "My closest relatives live in Boston. The
rest of them live in Europe, so guess how long it used to take mail 1o reach them! E-
mail has allowed me to talk’ 1o them several times a day, and its fun. 1 don't neces-
sarily think the Net gives us more leisure time (it actually uses it up), but it is defi-
nitely another ol lile’s pleasures.”

When asked il the Nel relieves or increases stress, Kelly Richards, 13,
describes both sides of the coin. "Keeping track ol Internet [riends, loes, and clubs
can get Lo be stresslul, but when you're actually dealing with them it’s fun! The [riends
you mect can be the best you've ever had, and you know them so well it's hard 1o
believe that you live miles apart. Its a fun release of encrgy sometimes il you need to
relax, or just have some [un. Going on the Internet can keep you {rom doing some-
thing like trashing someone’s house or something. So basically it’s a lot ol pleasure,
but it can be stress{ul until you learn to—what’s the word?—deal with i.”

Net Addiction

“Our children are becoming addicted 10 the Internet.” "A generation of addicts.™ If
you believe the mass media, we're facing a big problem.

Various tongue-in-chieek addiction checklists circulate on the Net. You are
addicted if, “You wake up at 3 A.M. to go to the bathroom and stop to check your ¢-
mail on the way back to bed. You turn ofl your modemn and get this awlul empty [eel-
ing, like you just pulled the plug on a loved one. You ask Santa to bring you an 1SDN
line. You start using smileys in your snail mail. You get a tattoo that reads, ‘This body
best viewed with Netscape Navigator 1.1 or higher.”

Broadly delined, addiction is persistent, compulsive, and harmful use of a
substance resulting in withdrawal symptoms when use is terminated. The term has
been extended, sometimes semi-seriously, beyond substances. Robert Palmers now-
classic tune says he’s addicted to love. People talk about being addicted 10 cheesecake
or chocolate. But somehow when we discuss children's Net addiction, the term is
extended in a very serious way.

[Us true, children who are wired will say that they love the Net. Lauren Verity
is a good example: 1 luv the Net . . . chat sites means talking things through with
your [riends . . because that’s the only reason why they're there, is to talk . . . so you

can lind people who will listen . .1 hardly ever watch TV anymore, because [ spend
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so much time on the computer . but 1 luv it all, and 1 would-

. . ’
nt give it up for anything . . the emos can get hard though . Me, | ma
. : ) . - chataholic,
Fm not good at replying 1o them . burstill | luv it plus its

really interesting to find out what your [riends are doing halfway
around the world from you . . "

LOOPS, 11, [

But 10 use the term addiction, we would have to show both compulsive use,
serious withdrawal symptoms, and knowledge on the part of the user that use of the
Net is harmiul.

‘I think the media has created a bad rap,” says Allison Ellis. “People thay
have truly gotten addicted, have addictive personalities.” Working with thousands of
N-Geners, shels convinced that the kids keep coming back because they enjoy some-
thing, which overall is beneficial 1o them.

Dr.1dit Harel has the same view. She argues it is senseless to talk about being
addicted 10 technology—you have 10 examine the function. "Holding power is not
because of the technology,” she says. “It’s because the media enables them to do things
which they care about—which are auractive and enjoyable. Kids with a Nintendo joy
pad are not addicied 10 technology, they are racing a car. They are having fun, and
playing with other kids.” Kids on the Net are not using technology. Rather they may
be “trying to solve a mathematical problem, designing or building something, or solv-
ing a puzzle—urying to figure something out.”

Curiously, if you ask children online if they are addicted, they will invariably
say yes. On the other hand, they don't seem oo concerned about it because they don't
believe thau its harmful to them,

When it comes to the term Net addiction,
Sherry Turkle, MIT psychologist and professor of
the sociology of science, says, "l hate it.” To her,
i "the whole addiction thing is making us sound stu-

———

My sister and [
both find chatting on
the Internet very addictive.
I'm trying to balance
my time on it.

pider than we need 1o sound about (he complexi-
ties of this phenomenon. It is blinding us.” She says
o the term addiction has a very specific and impor-

tant meaning and by using it in this context, we
close oursclves down to a lot of interesting dialogue
about the Net and its implications.

Turkle says that if your child is addicted o a substance, you have one job
and one job only—get him or her unaddicted. Unlike the Net, there is nothing posi-
tive that can be said abowt dependency. Turkle gives the example of heroin, something
to which one is addicted. Unlike the digital media, na one can be said 10 use heroin
to learn and work through problems and 10 explore different aspects of their self. “The
drug takes away your ability to work through issues. It does not empower you o con-
front, learn, and deal with yOur issues in a constructive way.”

JOELDINE HAYTER, 15
New Zealand
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While parents need 1o be concerned about any compulsive behavior of their
children, there is clearly some antitechnology bias built n.uo. lhcﬂhyperholc ?b(:;ll::rl
a'ddicuon. You don't hear people 1alking about “book ?ddlcllot]ll, fo)r‘cxampdc; Adu]l;
we use the positive term "voracious reader.” Or a child who "loves to Irea " l r
are concerned about addiction to video games, compullers, the Nel—lrcli paruc; a)r,
chat lines—anything their children do that parents don completely understand, ¢
v The issue is one of halance. 1f a child becomes involved for a prolonged peri-
od of time in something which is causing disequilil)rium.in his li.fe, wcvshould bel C?l]-
cerned. If she is giving up her sports team, homework is sullering, Afrlcndshare )c:n%
neglected—tben there may be cause for concern. However, faxperlenc.e s ows ll| laa
compulsive use of the new media is fairly rare and lh.al ylwn it 9cFurs it |shusuadryu
temporary problem. It is also hard 1o argue that lljls is a.m acllvuy'—suc. ask blf
abuse or smoking—which is harmful. Further, N-Gen children show all remarka
ability to self-correct. Which brings us the striking story of Caleb Murphy.

Net Addiction: Caleb Murphy’s Net Abstinence Diary

The topic of Net addiction is raised frequently by kidsi in cIAml rooms. Qne of lleln,
14-year-old Caleb Murphy, who goes online after helping his parents milk %hc cows
on their dairy farm in central New York state, announced that he was plar'mlng 10 go
offline completely [or a while because he was worried that he too was addicted to the
Internet and spending too much time in chat rooms. Caleb wanted to see whether he
could break the habit. Researcher Kate Baggott, fast on her feet, sent a note 10 Caleh
asking if he would be interested in keeping a diary of this thoughuts 0.\16r 14 f’lays o
share with readers ol this book. "Could it be a diary ol one week of absune'ncc? “Calel)
asked. "1 don't know if I could do two weeks without talking to my Net friends.” After
several more ¢-mail exchanges, Caleb agreed to go without the Net [or two whole

weeks. Below are excerpts [rom his diary.

December 2, 1996. . .
Hi, 'm Caleb Murphy and I'm a Netaholic. That used o be a joke on the chat line

frequented. As people’s grades in school began to slip, and the r'elalion.ship.s with real-
life friends disinegrated, people started 1o realize it wasn't a joke. The.ll is probably
why I decided to go on a two-week Net abstinence, to see il | could raise my grades
and do things with my [riends, whom 1 feel I've ignored lfilely. .

I spent an hour on the Net eatlier tpday, sending e-mail to my best Net
friends and updating my home page with a message announcing m).’ decision. thn
a lew of my riends heard about my upcoming abstinence, they decided 19 lry'n wo.
[t became a challenge to us, and | know I at least was looking forward to it, kind ol.
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Fm looking forward 1o the chance 10 get out more, and 10 do some things | didyyy
used 1o have time for, but am [rightencd by the thought ol being aw

ay lrom my
"home away from home” for two weeks., It scares me. 1 had

a knotin my stomach g
I disconnected for the last time for a tong while. 1t was rather awkward when Llefy

had been hoping to meet some of my friends on our chat line, but only once was there
and so 1 e-mailed the rest. T almost feel like I'll never sec some of them again,

bui I'm
sure T will. Who knows, though.

Two weeks may not seem like a long time to people who have never bee
the Net, or were lucky enough not to get addicted. But for someone like me,
weeks secms like an eternity. | spend sometimes more than two hours a day

non
tlwo
surling,
many more on weekends and nonschool days. If I decide my life is a lot beter with-
out it I may hardly ever go on even after my abstinence is over.

December 3, 1996.

Today being my first full day of abstinence, I didnt have too much problem staying
away [rom the Net. Itll be a couple more days before 1 really start 10 feel isolated. |
do miss talking to my Net friends, but 1 can deal with that. Il probably call one or
two of them soon. 1 did my homework early today, got it out of the way. After work,
I spent the evening reading, listening to music, and relaxing, 1t felt rather good 10 stay
away from 12, the chat line I frequent. There had been 100 much fighting and argu-
ing there for me 10 stand lately. Thats another reason | lelt. Net people were

starling
o get on my nerves.

Maybe theres something about the Net that makes people on it irritated.
Actually, 'm sure there is. It can get very frustrating when its slow, or when you run
into someone you don't like, like somecone with the handle CYBERNAZL, or KKK, or
someone posting offensive pictures, etc. It sometimes makes me want to punch the

thing, and put a hole right in the monitor, I've heard stories on the Net ol people

who
have done things like that.

Maybe it’s also the frustration of Ineeting a great person, someonce you would
love to know in real life and talk 10 without a computer or a phone hetween you, and
never heing able 1o really meet them because they live on the other side of the world.

The Net brings us all together, but it also reminds you of how [ar apart we arc.

December 4, 1996.

The need for the Net that | was expecting hasn't comie yet. 165 possible it won'l, but 1
haven't been away from it for very long. T2 is sucli an easy place 1o miss
to a chat line, one called Talker, on Memorial Day of 1996. 1 came in

with absolutely no idea of what was going on. 1 started to make

I first wem
as a newbic,
fricnds, communi-
cating with them through e-mail and meeting on the chat line. I also started 10 learn

a litle about the Net, and how 10 use it, | frequented Tatker until late August, when
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wed on only to find it not there. None ol the addresses l had for it :[Olrlcﬁﬁl
« soon after that it had been shut down, [or reasons I'm FIOl sure ol /

func Ljust finished my home page, and was rather proud ol it, allhough it was.-

e . Afer the shutdown of Talker, there was a massive e-mail

down, expressing our anger. Finally they created a new

all the Talker veterans because ol its dilferences 10 lhf

nd 1 heard about it

1lo

me
i nmch 1o he proud ol
ampaign to those who shut it
campx

talker. which was scorned by
[alker, W oy al | e
Right alter the original’s shutdown, T2 was made,

iginal. e
e a Net friend. A relatively small group from the original Talke

through
quenling

r started [re-

T2, and it hecame a replacement for Talker.

| T orced to meet
But many of my Talker {riends never came 10 T2, and | was lorce e
almost entirely new friends. Since the amount ol people in

cople and make ' .
e two people there at a time, so il was easy 1o meel

was small, there were often only

everyone.

ecember 5, 1996. ‘ o .
g Jout the Net has certainly been different, and I'm not sure il it’s good or

r what’s happening in the chat line, il anyone else announced lllxe[lr
of their sister’s child, etc. etc. A lot was happening when [lelt.
Net [riend, one of the ones who's doing the two-

Lile witl
] constantly wonde
pregnancy or the birth
Tomorrow night I'm gonna call a
week abstinence too.

{ habits 1 h
ve already broken a couple o | A
| ’ . because commas and periods were 100

ad when writing on the Web. |

always used . . - on the Web .. like this . . i
i ' > Lhis.
picky . . . and this was easier. . . I've stopped now to write | ) e atread
There are so many things 1 canl wait to do when 1 get back on. I've already

| i » "withdrawal” is
written a list of things to do, so | won't [orget over time. 1 guess the "wit

slarting to set in. . . -
| saw an article my parents were reading today in a newspaper about
;

iti i at’s right and what
addiction. I'm gonna wry to find it, and maybe critique it, see what's right

they are wrong about. ‘
I've been listening to music a lot, and calling a lo e
ly getting back to normal life, like it was for me eight rr?onll?s ag‘o,hbc ore;ne ;na"y jus;
Looking hack over this entry, | guess the withdrawal has co | , e
d from going anywhere near the Net lor three and a ‘mk
p it up for another week and a hall. 'm sure Tcan. | thin

t of people. 1 guess I'm [inal-

not strong, yet, I've abstaine
days now. 1f only | could kee
~Ithink lcan . ..

fcan .. .1 think can .

December 6, 1996. .d.
Taday | woke up 10 snow everywhere outsi ! | :
. Schuot was closed today. T spent the day waiching a movie, playing
» slightly boring day. 1t would have

¢, and my prediction from the night

belore came true. .
computer games, and calling people. Allinall, a
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been betrer il I'd had 1he Net. One ol the best things about it is it gives you somclhing
1o do when you have nothing to do.

Hound that newspaper article about Net addiction. I read it twice, and then
read the list of things that may show you'rc addicted to the ternet. | decided 1 way
not fully addicted, because 1 didn't fit all the descriptions that were provide
mstance,
I don't.

d. I:Or
I don't involuntarily make lyping motions with my hands. Al leas; | hope

The article gives a statistic that less than 5 percent of Americans who go
online are actually addicted. Considering thar almost everyone 1 know online claimg
to be, either the siatistic is wrong or my [riends don't know how deep a true addic-
tion is. Some of the stories in here (and stories I've heard) are [rightening . . . it’s harq
to believe people get that into it. I can understand having trouble tearing yourself
away from it, and a liule further than that, like 1aking all meals 10 the computer, buy
comparing it to cigarettes and alcohol . . . wow . . |

Reading what [ wrote last night, I now know [ can . . _if | go on like 1his, |
can make ten more days. I'm guing out tomorrow night, and around noon. I'm gonna
try to keep mysell busy. If | get through this weckend, 1 can get through all of it. Just
as long as 1 don't start air lyping.

December 9, 1996,

[ had an almost irresistible urge 10 log on today. [ abstained. When | got home [rom
jazz band this afiernoon, 1 walked into the computer room, sat down, and moved
the mouse 10 Netscape. Luckily I stopped mysell before I clicked. | played comput-
er games 10 avoid the urge. | must either have a strong will or my addiction isn'|
very deep.

Ljust realized how much I have that | got through the Net.

I'm listening to
midi files I downloaded a cou

ple of weeks ago, a lot of my guitar music | down-
loaded off the Net, a lot of the things [ have in my room | printed or copied olf the
Net. L used the online phone hooks all the time lor phone numbers, and now 1 need
someones number and | have to use Directory Assistance (ugh . . . how primitive
- )0 getit 11 I'd never gotten the Net there would be a lot | would have o do
without.

I'was thinking today about the differences between my online friends and
my other [riends. 1 live in the boonies, way out in Central New York, and a lot of my
Iriends are farmers or have some connection to a farm. But | have never met a farmer
on the Net, cxcept one person, who happened to also be an offline friend of mine. My

online [riends also always seem mote lonely and willing 10 talk than offline.

Another thing is my online friends all seem 10 have great stories to tell, of
amazing things that have happened 10 them and great (or terrible) things that

are hap-
pening to them. I often wonder how much of it istrue. At first | didn't

always tell the
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ie, try to sound
1e. 1 ligured none of them would ever meet me, s0 why not lie, try

onlit . serious
jruth © ing. After a bad experience with a lie 1 told, | never told another s

¢ interest . . just a little exagger-
i the Net. Everything 1 say there is true, except for maybe ju g8
one on ‘

ation now v 1 i : )'. 2 i them
and then, But I've caugl 1 some online pCOPIL 1 ing to me, ‘))’ asklng :

n. ep! ‘ idn't. An ve

“(:]I th queSlions on lhings lhey said lhey knew about, and r‘eal:y (ll}(lnl ll\ d) .

v old lhillgs 1 know arent true, just because they are so unlikely. That’s the I rob

been U y y.

jem with the Net. 1t5 hard to tell when someone’s lying,
€

nber 11, 1996. ‘ . I
DeclTld an internet friend tonight. She told me about things I'm missing in th
| calle :

w I'm more anx-
1, new people that have come, and old people that have lelt. ?0 ¢ ore s
iy Tisi ' aliz
o than ever to get back. I miss it so much. This is hard. 1 don' thin r:f o
- i i rwar
o iwo weeks would seem to me. And with a lot of new things to look fo
long
i t wail till this is over. ‘
line, | can’t wait til . . ed on
o To open this writing program, 1 clicked on the wrong icon, 1 c

i i e ...
Netscape, my browser, simply because it had become a habit for n
sit down at the computer--->click on Netscape--->log on.

| was so used to it alter doing it for eight months, I click on it just about

time 1 sit down. 115 very habit-forming. _ . -
w I've discovered lately a lot of friends of mine who go online lh:l-l dlldl;]
know about. Some of them have AOL so | never see them, some go on at their nelllgn

. ! nat the I
bnr's house, and most just go around looking at things on the Web, never getting
0 .

. d | |

mele This week I've certainly done a lot more than 1 would have Wuhomitf ‘Nel“
I've gone places, called people, done things I've never done before and 1 did it a

ithout the Net! I'm so proud! . - -
e But | am really starting to miss my Ne friends, and these midi ﬁleskarc get
m

ting boring, | need some new ones. And some new games. I need to \:5}: on k);
o ‘ " "LLitsse at wou

ine. All these "I needs”. . . its scary.

age. | need 10 go to the chat line. ‘ _

ll“()il;]?[‘l) kgnew 1 could never get back online? Die? Or something close. A long depres

i o knows?
sion, anger, gencral mood swings, wh

December 12, 1996. .
I discovered positive and negative aspects of the Net today. 1 had a project due

o d() enia wel( 1 elld too ”lucll li”le on alld not encu h fime dU”lg
1. Wh l m 21“0 (4 ] (o} [ SP :
i at Wl hange aflel thSC lwo Week& But to C()lll[)lelc n )’
llollleWOlk, Somelhlng lh 1 l C I
I)l(l(( (4 ic WlliCll 1 knew l COUId gel Onllne> ]Vl)' p
l l ne ded a Couple 0[ pl(.lmes. ‘ arents
lll(l Lo gO on and flnd whal I ne ,ded n lde f()r me lo gel lhe plOJCCl done_ Wh[‘n l
d [ (o] T
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got it | sull took anothe
pot 1t 1oull : .u ther hour to get it done, and 1 could have gone [ i

en me going online 1o get the map poe BRI hag
Pve really mis

ally missed the Ne ay. B
y 1e Net today. Even though it would have kept me |
. ¢ lrop
n

A} lll(il],_. < (l ond roje Y we SI¢ 4 rse 5 1 )
n [§ i
VO ' h il )’ ' JLL[ I ()llILI h- v l]il(l 1l easier d“d U[ oLl | mis
S

December 13, 1996.

”llb Il]']kL'S it ot | ) Ne ¢ a
d 1t tou 'h, i i
l)'l(‘l-l Rememl Ll‘ I l 15t hl..ll(] [ll ma et ll’lL'”Ll ”]ﬂl 1 Lll“cd (h"ll lllt' Ol(l Ta Ikl S
UKD : ‘mber mentior L(l Y > wias g JH T4 k .
1l .ll out a W(CI( i -
mne 0 lL\O. Wt“ 1t ¢ h L
e ) o ' S rou Ill l ac
‘l )’ l)l(l [l |Ln(15 ”“L,hl COMe l)ilL'I(. ()h an, | am so excit d | IS re .
I " A ‘ ' cd. ] 1S 1S
nake 1t |;)ll|g|] [Ul IIHLL‘ dﬂ)’S, L'SI)('('hl“)/ d \VC(kCnLl I can n]dkc it
| I'Ld“) [Lelil]}' lh’ ') ne i v I . v )
3 ¢ D ((]UI]] seling o g C
I WiSI . g er me. Whel | th e } i jid
ll ) nothing to O
1 Cou d £0 on, ld“( to ll)’ I lCndS, | am zllSL Onen l €ss5u Cd b)’ h i l '
) ressur eal'lng 0[ a

hl)l“e it i d d - 1 av
yage [U 1L compar ora I C I(l olt 1€S, OI' a new ll‘l mne l)ll[ 1ot l

1 8 i 1 I) l)’, Nt . Or y chat li e
Lo watt three more (]:I)S " y

This
ally Bonna

I was wonderi
as cering today what the [
: : uture of the Net will be li
ple speculate that there wi ot could e
: re will be a crash of e
s the Net sometime
e e cac ime, that could seriously s
awhile. I think its [ ) hace
. s very likely that that ¢
o at could | d
er could screw up the s ’ g, e
\ ! . : good hack-
. | . system lor a while, or seriously disrupt something li)kc i ;
, ays, cte. There are certai i ‘ o
{ ainly people witl
1 the know-t !
KA ‘ 1ow and the guts.
ey and hope that someday the Internet will be as commfl v,
q eplace snai il, : ( he -
il vl ple . snail mail, and computers will be a more useful thing tl N
- Its the typical sci-fi uture, but [ believe it pan theynow

December 14, 1996.

Is lI)PUﬁl since l)l]l wve ol £ g
L )’ hn ¢ lhlt( dtl)’b ]C t (I[ )’l)ll coumnt (hIS OI]L) 1 ql ou Ll start gomn
d arr l(
ove \Vh 1t N e (ICLIL'L(] to Ll( [ '
Ve l( 1 l(d what l'v yirom here, WI at I've dLL dCLl NO1 l
(l() Il() n | ere. | gucess llll]l}”lll | “ ﬁ}‘ll ¢ Ot Wh‘l[ I'm not gUnllnl d(l ¢ ’
m nol sonna I ! ome l) are aOmewo l M nomew k
5 et th II][Cll]Ll
com clor n | )
)’ 1 ( 1119 )’ |
I.l(ll'b went up CSC WO wee 1(9 ﬂl]d | I )
Y f k( |
I them ll') A“LI I l 0
dn Q I'\(fl mewo l
f. B B ”lL‘I)(HLl once I!jL( ACCeSS th y d :
m Lt come llU 1 I l ) “ 2 Cess Nel ..lg-]ln. cause | ” l ave access
mnma spet ¢ my (a1 ) g II It onna cult (I()\Vl
l . I0 ot ?’UI H | ]d Jl Y |( ng perio lS C [lll]]( online 1 j4
I3 I T chatti ]L | (lﬂl Y £2¢ st (l(l gsu l | It's Joint
mn \Vl PSP l(l I ({1} 2, up In},. m I)d't ﬂlld
| ) B
l

less, olien boring and it makes my eyes hurt i
+ NOL Lo mention it annoys my parents

I'm not ¢ ,
gonna put the Net in [r i
) ront of doineg thines wi .
been quite ) doing things with ir
¢ good aboult it in the 1 . my lriends. | have
the Net W"l: ' 1w itin the past, but T found out that how much time [ s
K . . e
1f| mnoying a couple of friends, so thats gonna cnd penton
1sc are really s . . ‘ '

what | was GO y most of the changes I'm planning to make. Even

as GONNA do got in thete. Oh well . Even a ot of

0 f ”t“(ls who (lls() went on abstinence las l(
' i
C Lon [ ])’ St ¢ l L
] ut (l it tha e ol n l : C( o
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Jhile. 1 suppose she’s still offline, although shes checking her mail, which 1| heard
awlti

pen ! called an online friend. The friend 1 called a
W

od almost one week. She also told me about my onc othe
o WO days. Thats addiction. Although 1 only would have lasted three

e days without the incentive | had.
| guess the Net really is quite addictive. | could stay away from the TV easy,
r than | can the Net. Eventually we'll start hearing about people
divorced or lost their job because they

Iso tried for two weeks, and last-
¢ friend who tried. She last-
or four, maybe

jeast a lot casie
AOL or Netscape because they were
o long online (sounds ridiculous, but

or b
Suing
spenl Lo

its not unheard oD.

Dcccmbcr 16, 1996.
Wow, two wecks alrea
seems 1t sped by. When
weeks of my life. But when 1 was doing things with my friends
positive and negative.
Net, and the lack of, these couple weeks. 1
fe now, almost as mnuch as school, and
1, and 1 don’ care. I's worth it.

t dragged on and it also

dy? Its about time. 1t seems like it’s jus
t was the slowest two

| wanted to go ontine, and | missed it, i
and getting out more

went quick. So 1 guess it was both

I really learned a lot about the
jearncd that the Net has become part of my li
| can't go without it. T'm addicted, no doubt about i

I learned how much 1 depend on the Ne: forc
gives me something to da when I'm bored, and even when I'm

cape from the life of a high school student.
1d never, ever, spend two weeks offline again. 1t was

it

ommunication, education, and

just funin general. Tt
not, it provides a good es
1 learned that | shou
worth it this once, but if 1 ever did it again, | might die.
1learned how hard it can be 1o have to write a certain number of words, every
day. Luckily it was on a broad topic. 1 learned a lot about diary writing (a relatively
new experience for me) and a lot of discipline as far as writing every day aud not heing,

able 1o log on. It taught me better self control, somethin
1 learned that | should put homework in front of the |

re not worth the time 1spend surfing,

1sight into what it might be like to be addicted 1o a sub-

wre addicted to is a lot harder than 1 or most peo-

g 1 can sometimes usc.
nteret (or try at least).

Bad homework grades a

 also gained a little ir
stance. Trying to stay oll what yo
ple imagine. 1t takes a lot of sell control

*gone*

and effort.

Six months after he completed his Net abstinence, we followed up with

10 adhere 10 his Internet resolutions.

din a lot of extracurricular activitics like musicals and
n spending more time with my friends. In terms
nt think that has anything to do with the

Caleh 1o see if he was able

“| have been involve
sports,” Caleb reported. “1 have bee
of grades, well, they're down, but | do
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Internet s a grade 9 slump that I think everyone at my school goes through, Grade
9 is a ot harder than what 1 had 1o do previously.”

In himdsight, Caleb has become suspicious about the tern Internet mldiq,'(,,,_
He now thinks his eartier usage was just an enthusiastic phase and that Interne,
addiction was just the most readily available tevm to describe it “Lam definitely noy
addicted 1o the Internet anymore and | really don't know il | ever was,” Calels says.
“Its something 1 control both in how long I use it for and what | use it 10 do.”

I Caleb was a Net-aholic, the world needs more of them. ere is a hoy wiyg
thoughtlully acknowledges that he has a possible disequilibrium in his lite. He is con.
cerned about how the Net may be negatively allecting his schoolwork and relation.
ship with real lile Iriends. te takes steps to investigate this through a two-week peri-
od of veflection. To help muster the courage 1o cut himself off, he spends the Tirst [ew
days thinking about the negatives—I[or example, he remembers being bugged abow,
people with C-names like Cypernazi and KKK. He reflects on the issues which have
come up on the Net-—topics like censorship, addiction, the viability of the Net infra-
structure, privacy. He thinks about friendship. He tries to understand how he feels
about being away from his Net [riends and lacking access to the Web, He ponders
whal is real in cyberspace. In doing so he reveals that he is articulate for his age. He
reveals that he actually has a full life—he is a conscientious student in the school jazz
band, with strang real-world friendships, and he is Tullilling his responsibilities to his
family around the larnu.

He conducts a thoughtful review of the benelits he receives [rom the Netand
concludes these are considerable. He finds that his need lor the Net is actually a need
for Net products like midi liles, new guitar music, a sense of community when he is
away [rom his offline fviends, and communication. He adjusts his life 10 find bal-
ance---real-world fricnds and homework will come first. In forming these improved
work habits, he has examined not just his Net usage but his tendency to procrastinate
as well. He will 1ake steps 10 better ensure his privacy on the Net by refllecting belore
providing personal information, Through a comparison with a newspaper definition
and his own understanding of Net addiction, he challenges his initial assumption that
he is indeed an addict, and in doing so he draws conclusions about the dangers of
substance abuse and the importance of sell-discipline.

The most siriking observation is that while Caleb appears to be an extraordi-
nary l4-year-old, he is actually quite typical of the children with whom we have
worked. In his story we see the contours of an N-Gen child=—smart, luent, social, ana-
lytical, sell-reliant, curious, contrarian, creative, articulate, media-savvy, bored with

television—a child that interacts with his world, and creates and achieves balance.
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