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GLOSSARY

Asynchronous interactions
“A method of communication where messages are sent and received over a time period. 

An analogy would be posting a letter, the writer creates and sends the letter. The receiver 

waits for the letter and sends a reply when it is received. Asynchronous communication 

usually appears in the computer world as email. Email is usually personal asynchronous 

communication in that email is sent from one person to another.” 

daugenis.mch.mii.lt/UNESCOeducation/glossary.htm

Computer-mediated interactions
An interaction is a conversation that can be as simple as a single word or sentence 

between two people up to extended dialogue between many people. The term ‘computer 

mediated interactions’ refers to both interactions that are mediated through the computer 

and around the computer. Interactions mediated through the computer are electronic 

messages sent via the Internet using email, guest books, chat rooms, and peer-to-peer 

programs. These interactions can be asynchronous or synchronous. Interactions around 

the computer refer to spoken interactions between students and teachers or amongst 

students, where participants are engaged in either writing or reading electronic messages 

that were sent or received via the Internet.

Emoticon
“The term "emoticon" literally means "an icon that represents emotion." Emoticons grew 

out of the need to display feeling in the two-dimensional, online, written world. When 

speaking face-to-face (F2F), a person's facial expressions help you understand the 

meaning of what he or she is saying.” Emoticons help to convey feelings or emotions 

online that are normally conveyed through facial expressions. Emoticons started out by 

combining grammatical features of the English language for example, and colon and 

bracket expresses happiness :). In more recent times emoticons have become coloured 

images.

http://www.netlingo.com/lookup. cfnUterm^emoticons
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Field
The field of discourse refers to what the language is being used to talk about, and is 

realised in terms of the ideational metafunction (Gibbons, 1999). This term is used in 

systemic functional grammar.

Key Learning Area (KLA)
In NSW schools there are six curriculum or key learning areas (KLAs). These include 

English, Maths, Personal Development/Health/Physical Education (PDHPE), Science and 

Technology, Creative Arts, and Human Society and its Environment (HSIE).

Mode
The mode of the discourse refers to the means by which meaning is conveyed, either 

through spoken or written means, and is realised in terms of the textual function. This 

term is used in systemic functional grammar.

Synchronous interactions
“Communication happening online between two or more people at the same time, but 

not necessarily in the same place. The most frequently used form of synchronous 

communication is online chat. Audio and video conferencing, instant messaging, and 

white boards are other examples”. 
www.csus.edu/uccs/training/online/glossary.htm

Tenor
The tenor of the discourse refers to the relationship constructed between speaker/listener 

or reader/writer and is realised in terms of the interpersonal metafunction (Gibbons,

1999). This term is used in systemic functional grammar.

xi



Zone of proximal development (ZPD)
"..the distance between a child's actual developmental level as determined through 

independent problem solving and [his or her] potential development [level] as determined 

through problem solving under adult guidance or a collaboration with more capable 

peers" (Vygotsky, 1978).



ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates access issues associated with the use of the Internet to provide 

human-to-human interactions in the upper primary school classroom. In examining 

issues of access, a metaphor of a door is used. I suggest that doors are in place in schools 

but the doors are currently locked. The purpose of this study is to investigate what 

happens when these doors are unlocked.

In focusing on access issues the following two questions are considered.

What factors are required to provide access to the Internet for primary school students? 

What are some of the effects of providing such access?

The study, which was conducted during the first half of 2001 and the whole of 2002 is 

informed by data collected with participants in two upper primary classrooms (grades 

five and six). Qualitative methodology is used, drawing on aspects of ethnography and 

case study methods. Data are collected through a variety of methods including 

observations, field notes, interviews, discussion with teachers, and by recording online 

interactions. A theory of learning and a theory of language are used to analyse the data.

A number of outcomes arise out of this study. It is found that there needs to be greater 

consideration in providing access to computers in the classroom, for without reliable 

technical and physical access, online interactions cannot proceed. Another finding of this 

study is that there are few online spaces that are reflective of the needs of primary school 

participants. In this study, several online spaces were developed including a class web 

site and a chat room. In providing access for students to the spaces developed for this 

study and through contact in student initiated sites, a window is opened to the students’ 

online world where issues of identity, gender, safety, and language surface.
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The significance of this study is that it contributes to an understanding of the use of the 

Internet in primary schools. Other areas to which this study contributes are the 

theoretical and methodological implications of conducting research involving the Internet 

as a communication tool.
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CHAPTER ONE 

ACCESS ISSUES

Chapter 1

Introduction

This thesis examines issues associated with providing access for students to the 

Internet for communication purposes.

My interest in ‘access issues’ arises from my role as a primary school teacher. During 

my 15 years working in classrooms, I have witnessed a large-scale rollout of 

computers into schools. The sophistication and number of computers in schools has 

been steadily increasing since I started teaching. During the past five years or so 

computers in school classrooms have begun to be connected to the Internet.

As this increase in the number of computers has been occurring, material has been 

circulated by the New South Wales Department of School Education on access issues. 

The material states that the Internet can enhance access between schools and the wider 

community (NSW Department of School Education, 1996). Further documents 

describe how to regulate access through policy formation (NSW Department of 

School Education, 1997b) and how to provide equal access (NSW Department of 

Education and Training 19971/

What has not been circulated nor discussed in any detail are the ways of providing 
access to the Internet for students so that they can communicate. Nor have the effects 

of providing such access been examined. Almost overnight, the word ‘access’, in 

relation to the Internet, appeared in Departmental publications without any discussion 

of a wide range of issues associated with this concept.

In understanding access, the metaphor of a ‘Doorway’ is a useful one. The Doorway 

can be likened to the access point to the Internet. Access through this Doorway 

allows students to communicate with each other and with new people and

1 The NSW Department of School Education changed its name to the Department of Education and 
Training in late 1997.
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Chapter 1

information. This Doorway does not always allow equal access as the door can be 

locked. 1 suggest that currently the door in many NSW primary schools is locked for 

many students, preventing the type of access that can contribute to learning. This 

thesis is about finding ways of unlocking and opening this door to provide greater 

access for students to communicate. I also examine some of the effects of doing so.

This chapter begins with a justification for the study, describing the conditions that 

led to the need for this research. The research question and the research design 

follow. I then discuss the significance of the study and provide the scope of the 

research. The chapter concludes with a plan of the thesis.

1.1 The need for the study

Four factors underlie the need for this study. Three of these relate to the change in 

access to the Internet for young people. The fourth factor arises out of the research on 

these developments. These factors are:

• the introduction of networked computers into primary school classrooms

• an increase in young people’s access to the Internet in their homes

8 the growing sophistication of Internet-based technologies allowing for a wider 

range of online interactions to occur more easily
• a lack of empirical research into the use of interactive computer-based technologies 

in primary school classrooms.

Factor one- the introduction of networked computers into classrooms 
The first factor relates to the change in access to the Internet for students. This 

change began in 1995 with the introduction of networked computers into schools.

The New South Wales State Government at the time outlined the benefits of the 

Internet. The NSW Premier stated that "...Internet links will usher in a new era in 

Australian education, giving NSW school children access to the leading edge in world 

technology and information" (McAloon, 1995, p. 2).

At this time, there were few computers networked to the Internet in NSW primary 

schools. One telephone line and generally one computer were assigned to each 

school. It was suggested in early publications produced by the NSW Department of

2
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School Education (DSE) that the Internet computer system should be located in the 

school library (NSW Department of School Education, 1996). Given the limited 

number of computers, this made sense, as it would provide physical access to the 

computer for many students.

There was some reference to telecommunications in early documents produced by the 

DSE, where it was suggested that the Internet be used as an online resource. An 

example of this is information released as a draft document in early 1996 titled 

‘Enhancing Student Learning: Computer-Based Technologies in the Primary 

Classroom’. This document states that . .the Internet represents a huge addition to 

the sources of infonnation available to students. It brings with it the need to develop 

skills in locating and selecting information relevant to their needs” (NSW Department 

of School Education, 1996a, p. 21).

In the year 2000, many NSW primary schools began to connect classroom computers 

to the Internet. The notion that the Internet was purely an online resource appeared to 

change in 2001. The NSW Department of Education and Training began trialing an 

‘e-leaming’ account to provide access for all students and teachers in primary schools 

to a number of services. This account includes

• personalised email accounts for teachers and students 

9 filtered Internet access.

• web facilities for individuals, schools and colleges 

9 teacher discussion groups

• student discussion groups

• listservs

(NSW Department of Education and Training, 2002).

At the time of writing this thesis, the e-learning account has been trialed in some 

schools, but has not been distributed to all schools due to industrial issues. While this 

account has not been formalised, many schools in NSW do have computers connected 

to the Internet in the classroom. This phenomenon indicates students potentially have 

online access to new communities.

3
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Factor two-an increase in young people’s access to the Internet in their 

homes
The second pertinent factor concerns the increase in young people’s access to the 

Internet at home. In America, during 2002, approximately 60% of young people aged 

10-13 used the Internet at home (National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration, 2002). According to data collected in 2002 in the UK, 67% of young 

people aged between 11 and 18, used the Internet at home (UK Office for National 

Statistics, 2002). These broad trends in the US and the UK indicate general Internet 

use by young people, which could include searching for school-related material or use 

for communication purposes. Statistics on the use of the Internet by Australian 

children is available in one report for the period covering April 2002 to April 2003.

In this report it is stated that 40% of 9-11 year olds and 67% of 12-14 year olds use 

the Internet at home for email or chat room interactions (Australian Film Commission, 

2003).

The reports cited here on the use of the Internet in US, UK, and Australian homes 

indicate that many young people are using the Internet to interact with each other.

The rhetoric of successive Australian Governments has been, and is, that schools 

equip young people with the skills they need for future work (see for example Kemp, 

1996). Equally important, schools should help to empower students to play an active 

role in society by equipping them with relevant skills. There is a need, therefore, for 

schools to assist students to understand and leam with and through the Internet.

Factor three- the growing sophistication of Internet-based technologies 
The third factor is the increasing sophistication of communication technology. One 

particular evolution of the Internet that is of significance to this thesis is the merging 

of different communication software programs. This merging provides “ease of 

access to different online communication options” (Herring, 2004, p. 30). There are 

four different communication programs examined in this study. These are email, 

guest book, chat room and Messenger (a peer-to-peer program). Until very recently 

many of these programs were separate and needed to be downloaded before online 

interactions could occur. Now all of these programs can be accessed on web pages.

4
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The integration of these different programs makes online access for communication 

much easier.

Factor four- a lack of empirical research
The fourth factor arises due to changes both in access to the Internet for young people 

at home and at school and in the increasingly sophisticated programs that are used to 

facilitate access. While there have been significant developments in children’s use of 

computers, little empirical research related to Internet access has been conducted in 

primary schools or in the home. Much of the research that has been conducted is 

more theoretically based (Holloway and Valentine, 2003). The empirical research 

that is being produced is generally quantitative in nature (Livingstone, 2003a). Such 

studies tend to examine trends in overall Internet usage rather than capture 

experiences of participants. There have been very few qualitative studies that 

examine the online interactions of primary school students both at school and at home 

and the effects of these interactions on educational issues. This study addresses that 

shortfall.

The four factors discussed here indicate that the use of the Internet for communication 

is becoming more commonplace both in schools and in society. Schools are investing 

heavily in communication technology with the expectation or hope that it will 

transform the learning of the students in some way. As yet there has been little in

depth qualitative research to investigate if and how the communication via the 

Internet is affecting the learning context. This study contributes towards such an 

understanding.

1,2 The study

In this thesis, a sociocultural view of learning is adopted. Proponents of this theory 

argue that learning is a social process that occurs through interactions mediated by 

tools (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1995). These tools include both physical tools and 

language. Given that learning is mediated by tools, the introduction of the Internet 

into the classroom is likely to have a significant effect on interactions and hence 

learning. The Internet is a physical tool that has been formed by the needs and uses of 

people and it is continuing to change. The types of interactions that are possible will

5
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also continue to change and what it means to learn will change. It is therefore 

important that educators have an understanding of these changes so that appropriate 

curricula can be planned and implemented.

The research questions for this thesis therefore are:

What factors are required to provide access to the Internet for primary school 

students?

What are some of the effects of providing such access?

The term ‘computer mediated interactions’ is used in this thesis to refer to both 

interactions that are mediated through the computer and around the computer. 

Interactions mediated through the computer are electronic messages sent via the 

Internet using email, guest books, chat rooms, and peer-to-peer programs. These 

interactions can be asynchronous or synchronous. Interactions around the computer 

refer to spoken interactions between students and teachers or amongst students, where 

participants are engaged in either writing or reading electronic messages that were 

sent or received via the Internet.

In investigating the research questions, two qualitative ethnographic case studies were 

conducted at two different sites over two years. In 2001 the first case study — which 

also served as a pilot study — was conducted with students and their teacher in one 

suburban Sydney grade five primary school class. The study took place over the first 

half of the year. Findings of this study indicated a lack of access to computers in the 

classroom and a lack of access to suitable online spaces in which students could 

interact. As a result of the findings from the pilot study a second study was 

undertaken with a different suburban Sydney grade 5/6 primary school class and their 

teacher during 2002. To remedy the problem of online access identified in the pilot 

study, I developed a class web site to provide access. This site included an interaction 

page containing an email account, guest book, and a chat room. Also included in this 

site were a number of other pages, which contained information about the students as 

well as class and group projects. I also developed a number of curriculum projects in 

conjunction with the classroom teachers, that incorporated the use of the Internet in 

learning activities at both sites.

6
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The type of online access that is made available to students in this study through the 

class web site is different to that proposed by DET and needs some clarification. The 

DET model provides online access to students, limited through the use of filters, and 

in some instances passwords. The type of online access that I provided to participants 

in this study had no such restrictions and came about as a result of the findings from 

the pilot study. This policy I adopted was intended to make access easier for students. 

The effects of providing this type of access are examined in this thesis.

1.3 Significance of the study

There are a number of reasons why this study and its findings are of significance. Its 

primary significance lies in its contribution towards a greater understanding of student 

behaviour associated with the use of networked computers, both in the school 

environment and in their homes. By focusing on home use, this study sheds light on 

the online interactions of students at times when there is often little adult intervention.

To date, there have been few interactive online spaces developed that cater 

specifically for schools. The term ‘online spaces’ refers to programs such as email, 

guest book, chat room, and Messenger and web sites. The study examines online 

spaces and the effect that the design of some of these spaces has on online 

interactions. I put forward suggestions on the design of a class web site and a chat 

room based on analysis of data. This thesis then, adds to knowledge about the design 

of interactive online spaces for educational purposes.

This thesis is also of significance in contributing towards an analysis of data using a 

theory of learning and a theory of language. Sociocultural theory and systemic 

functional grammar are combined in this study to analyse the data.

Another contribution of this study is in highlighting methodological issues associated 

with conducting research incorporating the Internet. In particular, conducting 

research using a case study approach in an online environment can be different to that 

in a face-to-face setting and experiences discussed in this thesis contribute towards a 

greater understanding in this area. Also of significance are issues relating to the 

ethnographic nature of qualitative research in an online environment. Ethical issues

7
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relating to conducting research with participants online are also different to those in a 

face-to-face situation, and are discussed.

1.4 Defining the boundaries of the study

Much has been written about the use of networked computers in primary schools.

Here I define the scope of the study regarding computer interactions, the Digital 

Divide, and the age of the students involved in the study.

In their discussion of the way that the computer is able to transform the nature and 

organization of the classroom environment, Cole and Griffin (1987) offer two types of 

ways that computers facilitate interactions. The first type they discuss is that of the 

computer as an agent. In this system, the computer replaces the teacher, and in effect 

becomes the de facto expert. Types of interactions in this regard are commonly 

known as human-computer interactions, (Bennett & Brennan, 1996; Sims, 1997;

Sims, 1999). Typically, through human-computer interactions, a user interacts with a 

CD-Rom or a database such as the Yellow Pages On-line. In this type of interaction, 

the user is given a set of choices which has already been pre-programmed earlier by 

other humans and thus is limited. The user can only travel paths that are already 

defined. This type of interaction does not feature in my research.

The second type put forward by Cole and Griffin (1987) is the computer as the 

medium. Here the computer does not replace the expert, but rather it facilitates 

communication, or interactions between people. This is a focus of this study, where 
the Internet allows for the extension of learning through interaction beyond the 

classroom. It is this second view, suggests Saljo (1998), that is of interest from a 

sociocultural perspective, as it considers how the Internet reorganises interactions 

among participants. As noted by Nevile:

New forms of communication extend not only the range of ways in 

which people can interact, they also alter significantly the range of 

objects with which people can interact, opening the way for more 

and more to be done. Not only does this mean that a wider range

8
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of people and ideas are available to them, but it means that their 

way of intermingling with these can change (1996, p. 29- 30).

In this thesis I examine how the Internet is used to facilitate interactions between 

participants. I explore how students are able to interact with a greater number of 

people online and issues of safety that arise from this. I also examine how the 

practices of students are changing in the classroom and how interacting online is 

affecting the learning and teaching context.

There has been a large amount of literature written on access and computers.

However, much of it concerns the ‘Digital Divide’, which is not a feature of this 

study. This divide has been defined as the “gap between those who can effectively 
use new information and communication tools, such as the Internet, and those who 

cannot” (Digital Divide Basics, N.D., para 2). This term is used to describe 

conditions of access, which include political, economic, institutional, cultural and 

linguistic contexts (Warschauer, 2001). The Digital Divide describes conditions of 

access at a community level, where, for example, issues of race and different 

sociocultural conditions are highlighted. Issues related to the digital divide are not 

examined in this study given that much has been done in this area and I am seeking to 

explore less-researched areas. Other reasons that the concept of the digital divide was 

of limited significance in this study include the fact that both schools in which this 

study was conducted were in areas that could be considered in the mid-range of the 

socioeconomic scale. Many of the students in the main study had access to the 

Internet at home. In the main study, many of the students came from a similar 

cultural, as well as economic background, which further reduced issues relating to the 

digital divide. Instead, in this thesis a different, more localised view of access is 

adopted, with a focus on online spaces and on the effects of providing access to 

participants.

This study is limited to examining the interactions of young people in the upper level 

of primary school, which covers grades five and six. Typically in Australia, these 

students are aged between 10 and 13 years old. This age group is generally referred to 

as ‘tweens’. It is at this age that many children start going through adolescence 

(Caiman & Caiman 2001). During this period in students’ lives, they are encouraged
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by parents and teachers to behave in new ways. As tweens spend more time with each 

other, their contact with adults decreases (Savin-Williams & Bemdt 1990). They 

begin to question their parents' authority and develop a new sense of autonomy in 

which they feel the need to be independent (Ellis & Rademacher 1987). While it 

cannot be assumed that all children in the 10 to 13 year old age group interact in the 

same way and for the same reasons, it can be argued that their interactions will have 

similarities. Educational issues concerning this age group are not as well researched 

as those concerning older students.

1.5 A plan of the thesis

This thesis contains eight chapters and is divided into two parts. Chapters one 

through to four cover issues associated with setting up the study and comprise Part 

One. Part Two comprises chapters five through to eight. It is here that the Doorway 

is provided to the students.

Chapter two describes the analytical framework that underpins this thesis. Two 

theoretical approaches inform this framework. The major theoretical approach is a 

theory of learning, which is articulated by a sociocultural approach. This second 

theoretical approach is a theory of language and is articulated by systemic functional 

grammar.

In chapter three, a review of the literature examining the provision of online access is 

undertaken. This is followed by an examination of the literature on the effects of 

providing access focusing on identity, gender, safety, language and home/school 

links. In undertaking such a review I identify gaps in the literature and in so doing 

argue for the significance of my research.

Chapter four describes the design of the study including methodology, the school 

sites, data collection, and method of analysis employed for the study. Issues of rigour, 

ethics, and transcription are discussed.

A description of the design of the projects that made up the study is provided in 

chapter five. I provide educational outcomes for each project and discuss how some
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projects were modified based on findings from prior projects. Provision of access is 

discussed.

In chapter six online interactions between students in their homes are examined. The 

effects of providing online access to students in their homes, focusing on identity, 

gender, and safety are examined.

Chapter seven examines the effects of providing access, focusing on language. A 

systemic functional grammar framework is used to analyse the data. The constructs 

of field, tenor, and mode are used. In this chapter much of the focus is on activities in 

the classroom.

The final chapter includes a discussion of the findings, with implications for use in 

primary schools. The chapter begins by examining the provision of access. The 

effects of providing access are then examined followed by discussion on 

methodological issues that arose during the study. To conclude, suggestions for 

future research are presented.

Conclusion

This chapter has introduced the focus of investigation, which is access issues 

associated with the use of the Internet in the upper primary school classroom. Here I 

am concerned with ways of providing access to the Internet for students and the 

effects of such access.

There has been little research conducted focusing on the changing learning context in 

primary schools when students interact online. There has also been little research 

conducted examining adolescents’ online informal interactions in the home. Even 

less research has been conducted examining both school and home-based online 

interactions. This thesis adds to this limited research by examining both the ways in 

which access to the Internet can be provided in schools, and the effects of such 

provision.
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In conducting this study within a school setting, I felt it was important that an 

analytical framework be developed drawing on theories of learning and language as a 

way of understanding access issues. The next chapter provides such a framework.
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CHAPTER TWO

AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING

ACCESS ISSUES

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I discussed the reasons for engaging in this study. I argued that 

the Internet is becoming more pervasive both in schools and in society in general, 

allowing different types of access between students. The nature of learning is changing 

as a result of this access. Given that there is limited research investigating access issues 

in both the school and home site, this study is timely.

In this chapter I develop my analytical framework that was applied to the data as a way of 

understanding access issues (the provision of access and the effects of such provision). 

Two main approaches were found to be appropriate. These are ‘sociocultural theory’ and 

‘systemic functional grammar’.

The major theoretical approach for this study is a sociocultural theory of learning, 

henceforth referred to as sociocultural theory. Interactions, from a sociocultural 

perspective, are an important part of the learning process in the classroom. The aspect of 

the computer usage that I focus on is the communicative one, where participants interact 

with each other. Sociocultural theory was adopted as it is best able to capture what is 

happening during the interactions that occur during, and as a result of, online computer 

usage. Sociocultural theory explains how people interact as a result of their histories, 

culture, and context. These aspects were found to be very important in this thesis.

Language is an important construct of sociocultural theory, but 1 found in analysing the 

data that I needed a theory that addressed language issues in greater detail than 

sociocultural theory allows. The second major theoretical approach underpinning this 

thesis is therefore systemic functional grammar (SFG). SFG is a model of language 

where language can be viewed as a system of choices. SFG describes the complexities of 

language used in a variety of different social contexts, recognizing language as a social
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construct.

2.1 Sociocultural theory: A theory of learning

Proponents of sociocultural theory argue that learning is primarily a social process 

mediated through interactions using tools (Leont'ev 1981, Vygotsky, 1978). For 

example, children learn as a result of both interacting with each other and their teachers, 

and using the computer and other cultural tools.

Out of the sociocultural theory that underpins this thesis, some of the key aspects that are 

relevant when considering access issues are:

• mediation

• the zone of proximal development

• scaffolding

• appropriation

• identity and power

• interactions

Mediation
Vygotsky’s work on the cognitive development of the mind focused on mediation. And 

according to Lantolf (2000), one of the most important concepts of sociocultural theory is 

that the way we learn is mediated. That is, humans do not act directly on the physical 

world, but rather use tools as a way of indirectly mediating actions.

According to Vygotsky, mediation occurs through the use of‘semiotic’ and ‘material’ 

tools (Renshaw, 1998). The semiotic tools include symbols, signs, and spoken 

languages. Material tools include such items as pens, spoons, and- of particular relevance 

to this study — the networked computer. These tools do not simply facilitate activity that 

might take place, they fundamental ly shape and define the types of activities that might 

be carried out (Wertsch, 1999).

Throughout my study, 1 found that the activity of students was very different to what
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would be found in a classroom without online access. The type of language practices 

amongst the children, for example, were changed and transformed as a result of online 

access. Cole (1990) uses the term ‘cultural mediation’ to refer to this process of using 

tools, where humans' environment is transformed by previous generations’ use of the 

tool.

The importance of the tool was also expressed by Leon'tev, who stated that "the tool 

mediates activity and thus connects humans not only with the world of objects but also 

with the people" (Leont'ev, 1981, p.55). This will be shown to be particularly evident in 

my study where I found that when the students interacted via the Internet they were able 

to share ideas with a large number of people both in person and remotely. I also found 

that the mediating nature of the tools available online affected the outcomes of students’ 

interactions both on and off line. These observations are further discussed later in the 

thesis.

One of the tools examined in this thesis, that is transformed through access to the 

Internet, is language and has been interpreted by Mercer within a sociocultural 

framework thus:

Language is... our essential cultural tool - we use it to share experiences and so 

collectively, jointly make sense of it... Language is therefore not just a means by 

which individuals can formulate ideas and communicate them, it is also a means 

for people to think and leam together... Although it is useful to describe language 

as having these two functions, its cultural function (communicating) and its 

psychological one (thinking) are not separate.

(Mercer, 1995, p.4)

In focusing on language use, I use SFG as an analytical construct. This is described later 

in this chapter.

The Zone of Proximal Development

A major focus of Vygotsky’s work was the development of what he called the 'zone of
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proximal development' (ZPD). This zone is defined as "the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86,). Wells (1996) modified 

this defining the ZPD as ...“the difference between a child's performance under two 

conditions: with or without assistance” (p. 1). The ZPD is not a physical attribute of the 

learner situated in place and time, rather it is a metaphor for explaining how mediational 

means are appropriated and internalised (Lantolf, 2000) through interactions.

An important concept of the ZPD is internalisation. Vygotsky believed that every 

function of a child's cultural development appears twice, firstly on an interpsychological 

plane and then on an intrapsychological plane. Put another way, a child’s cultural 

development appears first through interactions with others and then within the learner’s 

own independent actions. The process of internalisation is gradual, with the expert 

guiding the novice and taking responsibility for much of the problem solving. As the 

novice becomes more experienced there is a period where the problem solving is shared 

until the novice is finally able to act independently. At this point, the novice has 

internalised the learning process, and is now an expert. It is within this context of gradual 

internalisation that Vygotsky introduced the concept of the ZPD (Brown and Ferrara, 

1985).

Vygotsky suggested in his writing on the ZPD, that successful learning occurs for the 

novice who is paired with an expert (1981). A person with higher abilities may also 

benefit from working with a person of lower abilities, as this encourages the creation of 

different kinds of contingencies and discourse management strategies (van Lier, 1996).

van Lier argues for a broader interpretation of the roles within the ZPD. He suggests that 

the different resources that will assist learners can come from a variety of sources, which 

include:

"(a) assistance from more capable peers or adults

(b) interaction with equal peers

(c) interaction with less capable peers...
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(d) inner resources" (van Lier, 1996, p. 175)

I found the first three categories suggested by van Lier to be useful in my study as the 

students were interacting using those sources.

I will show in this thesis that the introduction of the Internet into the classroom changed 

the way that the ZPD operated. The Internet allowed for a greater number of learners to 

interact together, and the roles of the students changed. In a traditional classroom, 

typically one teacher works with a class of 30 students. Online, more interactions 

between peers and between students of different abilities (as discussed above) can take 

place. As well, the roles of the teacher and the learner are sometimes unclear online, 

making learning within the ZPD an area that needs to be reconceptualised. The nature of 

the interactions, as demonstrated later, is also different. I examine how the ZPD is 

affected by online access, by looking at the interactions that the students have with each 

other and with their teachers.

Scaffolding
The term scaffolding was introduced by Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976). It is used to 

describe the process of assisting a learner to reach her/his potential upper limits as 

defined by his or her ZPD.

Wood et al. describe scaffolding as a process whereby the teacher is "controlling those 

elements of the task that are initially beyond the learner's capacity, thus permitting him to 

concentrate and complete only those elements that are within his range of competence"

(1976, p. 190). At the beginning of the learning process, the teacher regulates the 

activities of the child in joint interaction. In this early stage the child is able to focus on a 

specific set of skills within his or her range of competence with the teacher supporting 

this process (Diaz, Neal & Amaya-Williams, 1990). As the child's mastery of a function 

increases, the level of support from the adult decreases. The student is able to take over 

some of the regulatory roles as the teacher's level of assistance decreases until the child is 

able to act independently. Any scaffolding from the teacher is now completely removed.

1 shall show that through online access, the scaffolding that was able to be provided by
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me as a teacher did not follow this process.

Scaffolding refers to more than just providing help to students. Hammond and Gibbons 

(2001) state that “.. .scaffolding is qualitatively different from ‘help’ in that it is aimed at 

supporting students to tackle future tasks in new contexts...” (p. 8). Knowing that this 

has occurred would require that there is some evidence of a learner having achieved some 

greater level of independent competence as a result of the scaffolding experience 

(Maybin, Mercer, & Stierer 1992). I will consider such evidence in my chapter on 

language practices.

There are three different levels of scaffolding in the classroom, ranging from the macro 

level- supporting the whole class, to the micro level- supporting the individual, van Lier 

(1996) describes the process of students gaining new competence. At the macro level, 

the teacher sets the lesson up in advance and the aim is to work with all students in the 

classroom and pull them into a group ZPD. The focus here is on language use, and the 

idea is to allow students to become more confident and independent language users. The 

second level of scaffolding is at the level of the activity itself, and is called the mezzo 

level. Here the teacher goes through the instructions for a specific set of skills with 

which the students should be more competent now that they have the relevant language. 

The third level involves scaffolding at the micro level. Strategies such as prompting, 

correcting, pausing, etc are used to encourage individual student participation. At this 

level, the teacher relies on on-the-spot decision-making to ensure that understanding is 

within the student’s capability. In this way, scaffolding can start from a macro level and 

move to the micro level.

In this study scaffolding at a micro-level and the ability to work within students’ ZPDs 

proved to be a challenge. This is discussed in chapter seven.

Appropriation
As learning is a social process, the concept of appropriation is important in understanding 

how online access affects what students learn and from whom they learn it.
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The term appropriation was first suggested by Leont'ev (1981a) to describe how a child's 

language use, and his or her ideas, have their origins in the child’s social and cultural 

history. Children appropriate the ideas and mannerisms of those with whom they interact 

most, through what they see, hear and read. As children work, play and solve problems 

together, "...so their spontaneous ways of thinking, talking and acting — the ideas that 

come to mind, the words they choose and the tools they make use of—embody an 

accumulated set of cultural values and beliefs that have been constructed and refined over 

previous generations" (Wells & Claxton, N.D.).

In appropriating ideas from others, young people do not simply directly copy those ideas. 

There is a tension between the role of society in perpetuating conformity — by 

apprenticing young people into a way of being — versus the place of the individual in 

playing a part in the change process. Wells (1999) explains how the individual can 

actively participate in the learning process, explaining that ".. .in appropriating the 

resources of the culture through participation in social action and interaction, the 

individual both transforms those resources and is transformed in the process" (p. 42).

This tension is explored more fully in chapter seven in my discussion on the 

appropriation of language practices of online users.

Students appropriate ideas from their teachers in a school setting. This process, however 

is not a one-way process. Newman, Griffin and Cole (1989) observed that teachers also 

take on ideas from their students to some extent. However the teacher tends to dominate, 

and consequently students have more exposure to teachers’ ideas. In an online 

environment, as shall be shown, the teachers tend to dominate less and there are new 

concepts contributed by the students associated with the mechanics of interacting online. 

An example of this is given in chapter seven regarding emoticons.

Appropriation also refers to the use of artefacts, which embody a set of social practices, 

their design reflecting a history of particular use. The computer and the Internet are 

examples of artefacts which embody a culture’s history. Rogers and Scaife, (1997) in 

discussing Leont’ev’s activity theory (1978) ascribe to him the idea that the process of 

learning is “ .. .one of ‘appropriation’, signifying the active nature of the learning that is
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needed. The kind of learning involved is one of identifying and participating in the 

activity appropriate to the artefact.” Of particular interest in this thesis are the types of 

knowledge appropriated by students as they interact online given that they are working in 

a computer mediated environment and have access to a wider range of participants than 

they would in a face-to-face setting.

Online access allows students to contact a larger number of people and ideas than they 

would in a face-to-face setting in the classroom which means they are able to appropriate 

a larger number of ideas from a greater number of people. It is important from an 

educational perspective to understand who these people are and what ideas they are 

conveying, in order to help students become critical users of the Internet. In providing 

online access during the study where students were able to interact with a greater number 

of participants, some of them strangers, issues of safety surfaced. This issue is examined 

in chapter six.

Identity and power
Until recently the concept of identity has generally been associated with individual 

development, with many theories informed by the work of Erikson (1964, 1968). 

However, some authors, for example, Cote and Levine (1988), question this focus on the 

individual and identity. From a sociocultural perspective, identity can be “ ...seen as 

concerned with persuading others (and oneself) who one is and what one values to meet 

different purposes. It is always addressed to someone, who is situated culturally and 

historically and who has particular meaning for individuals” (Penuel and Wertsch, 1995, 

p. 90). Identity is an “ .. .emergent product rather than the pre-existing source of 

linguistic and other semiotic practices and therefore is fundamentally a social and cultural 

phenomenon” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 588). It is through interactions with others that 

our language practices, which form part of our identity, are developed.

In looking at issues of identity, Burcholtz and Hall examine issues of similarity and 

difference, which they call ‘adequation’ and ‘distinction’. With respect to the first aspect, 

adequation, they argue that in order for groups to be positioned alike, “ ...they need not 

— and in any case cannot — be identical, but must merely be understood as sufficiently
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similar for current interactional purposes” (p. 599). This similarity is particularly 

important in adolescence, where peer group pressure often inhibits any individual from 

straying too far from the group norm. It is similarities that define the group.

Distinction, on the other hand, focuses on differentiation or differences within the group. 

Adolescents too, while not moving too far from the group norm, look for ways to mark 

their identities as being different from others within the group. As shall be shown in my 

study in chapter six, through online access the students sought to establish their identity 

such that they appeared different from each other.

In a school setting similarity and difference are often realised through adopting particular 

clothing or hairstyles. This use of particular visual identifiers — relevant in face-to-face 

interactions — sets students apart from each other. During online interactions, these 

methods of identity differentiation — as well as other factors associated with face-to-face 

interactions — are not present, and so individuals need to find new ways to establish 

identity. Indeed, the role of identity assumes greater significance as a result of this 

increased access to the Internet by students

Another feature of identity construction is power, which is the influence one person 

exerts over another (Kipnis, 1976). Power, as a part of identity, is an aspect of 

interactions. It is through our engagement with others that power is exercised. In gaining 

and using power, individuals and groups protect and promote their interests, gain 

consensus, gain access to greater resources and manage conflict (Malen, 1994). Power is 

thus a mechanism through which social interactions are governed. Kelley & Thibaut 

(1978) argue that through interpersonal relations, individuals have different levels of 

access to resources, and these affect their power. An example of different resources 

online is where a student may have a faster Internet connection and can thus exert power 

during conversations in chat rooms by being the first to initiate or respond to ideas.

Ways that power can be exercised in a face-to-face setting can include the use of physical 

force and the use of public consensus. Online, the use of physical means no longer 

applies but the use of public consensus can, although as will be demonstrated in this 

study, students did not always rely on the group to convey their power online.
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In chapter six I examine different ways students establish their identities online, as well 

as the challenges associated with this. I look at how identity and power are established 

and maintained, including techniques students employ online to establish both their group 

identity and identity as an individual within the group. I also discuss how my own 

identity changed through my interactions online with students.

Interactions
Interactions are socially reciprocal actions involving two or more people (Wang, 2004). 

They are complex social phenomena which are composed of verbal and non-verbal 

characteristics which can be described as “ ...tools in action shaped by participants' 

culturally based definitions of the situation” (Kumpulainen and Mutanen, 2000, p. 149). 

In a face-to-face setting interactions can be channelled through spoken words while non

verbal interactions can be channelled through “ ...touch, proximity, eye-contact, facial 

expression, gesture, posture, appearance, environmental factors and chronemics (use of 

time)” (Robinson, 2000, p.6). Other cues used in face-to-face interactions include the 

nature of the space in which the interaction takes place, and the perceived status or roles 

of participants, based on gender, age, and physical appearance (Dowling 1999).

Proponents of sociocultural theory see as central the role of interactions in learning 

(Wertsch, 1995). If the underlying assumption that learning is primarily a social process 

is accepted, it is through interactions that learning occurs (van Lier, 2001). Interactions 

are "...a necessary and fundamental mechanism for knowledge acquisition for the 
development of both cognitive and physical skills” (Barker, 1994, p.l).

m

Interactions via the computer are different to face-to-face interactions as is demonstrated 

in later chapters. The cues available in face-to-face interactions are more apparent than 

in computer-mediated interactions where visual access is limited. Consequently these 

online cues lack much of the complexity of face-to-face interactions. While the Internet 

allows only a limited range of communication clues, there is the possibility of a greater 

number of people with whom students can interact. Thus they can be exposed to a 

broader content. This creates a different way of conceptualising the notion of
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interactions.

In my study, there were many online interactions between the students, with limited or no 

adult involvement. Some of the curriculum projects that were developed for the study 

also involved peer interactions. The ways peers learn from each other is therefore a 

subject worth considering. During interactions, Vygotsky generally positioned the 

teacher (adult) as the person assisting the student (child), for which he has been criticised 

(Wegerif & Scrimshaw, 1997). He did focus to a limited extent on the role of peer 

interactions where a more knowledgeable peer could assist a less knowledgeable one.

The educational benefits of peer interactions, where the peers are friends, are debated by 

various authors. Hartup (1996), and Azmitia and Montgomery (1993) have found that 

there are benefits when friends interact. These benefits include greater equality in roles 

and larger increases in knowledge than with acquaintances. Interactions between friends 

provide the opportunity for a greater degree of shared understandings than interactions 

between acquaintances or strangers. This shared understanding means that students will 

be more likely to learn more easily. Another important point is that friends are more 

likely to trust each other and so be more open to sharing ideas and opinions.

However, the benefits of interactions between friends are not endorsed by all researchers. 

Berndt, Perry and Miller (1988), for example, failed to find differences in face-to-face 

outcomes between friends and strangers in their research. Forman and Cazden (1998) 

suggest that peer relationships are important but that adult-child interactions are still most 

important in relation to pedagogy in the classroom. While this may be the case, the 

introduction of the Internet into the classroom allows for the possibility of peer 

interactions to become an important part of the learning process. How learning might 

occur between peers through online interactions is unclear. In this thesis some examples 

of peer learning both around and through the computer are studied.

2.2 Systemic functional grammar: A theory of language

Having addressed the sociocultural aspect of my framework, that will enable useful 

interpretation of online interactions by primary school children, I now turn to systemic
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functional grammar (SFG). SFG provides a means for understanding students’ language 

practices, as they are influenced by interactions around and via the computer.

In order to understand the features of SFG used in this thesis, it is important that the term 

‘language’ be explained. There are many understandings of this term. The definition that 

I favour comes from the Australian NSW English K-6 syllabus — given that this is my 

field of work. Here language is defined as “knowledge, skills, understanding, and 

strategies that students demonstrate when learning to talk, listen, read, and write” (NSW 

Board of Studies, 1991, p.5). In future when using the term ‘language’ in this thesis I am 

including both language and literacy concepts under the umbrella term of ‘language’.

In the K-6 syllabus, literacy is defined as
the ability to read and use written information and to write appropriately in a 

range of contexts. It is used to develop knowledge and understanding, to achieve 

personal growth and to function effectively in our society. Literacy involves the 

integration of speaking, listening and critical thinking with reading and writing. 

(NSW Board of Studies, 1991, p.5)

This reference to literacy is taken from a Commonwealth document published by the 

Federal Department of Education, Employment and Training (DEET, 1991). The 

definition of language provided in this thesis is thus underscored by national and state 

policy.

In focusing on SFG as a construct for understanding the effects on language of online 

access, the term ‘systemic’ is relevant because language can be viewed as a system of 

choices that account for the meanings people make in using that language (Halliday 

1985). According to Halliday, language is functional as it unfolds in the context of use: 

“Language has evolved to satisfy human needs; and the way it is organised is functional 

with respect to those needs —it is not arbitrary” (p. xiii). A functional view of language, 

where it is recognised that language is a social construct, describes its complexities when 

used in a variety of different social contexts. This view offers a way of making meaning 

in various social contexts, rather than a single set of prescribed forms.
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The way students learn in relation to language in the classroom can be considered from 

three angles: learning language, learning through language, and learning about language 

(Halliday, 1978). It is the last of these that is of interest in this study. As students learn 

about language they make choices about what sort of language to use in a particular 

situation, based on the social context to which the language is relevant.

The language choices made by students depend on two factors — the ‘context of 

situation’ and its associated register, and the ‘context of culture’ and its associated genre. 

It is context of situation that is mostly relevant to my study although I do examine issues 

of genre briefly.

Associated with context of situation and register are three variables: field, tenor and

mode. These are defined by Eggins as follows:

field: what the language is being used to talk about;

tenor: the relationships between the interactants

mode: the role language is playing in the interactions (Eggins, 1994)

The type of language being used changes depending on the field, the tenor, and the mode 

that are being used in a particular situation, and a change in one variable can impact on 

the other two.

Also influencing the type of language used are the resources available. Christie (2002) 

refers to three types of resources:

• the ideational (which refers to the ‘content’ represented in language),

• the interpersonal (which refers to the nature of the relationship between participants)

• the textual (which refers to the way language hangs together to create texts).

Language, as discussed, is a collection of choices. The choices that are available are 

dependant on the culture in which the language evolved. In a given situation, the field, 

tenor, and mode influence the choices made. Given a certain field, we choose from 

within the ideational (content or subject matter) system. (For example, much of the
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students’ interactions in the study tended to focus on the function of the computer while 

interacting online in the classroom). Given a certain tenor, we choose from within the 

interpersonal (influenced by relationship) function of language. (For example, the type of 

names students gave themselves during the main study in establishing interpersonal 

relationships online included numbers and abbreviations). Given a certain mode, we 

choose from the textual resources of language. (The textual and iconic nature of the 

Internet affected the choices of students).

In analysing the data in chapter seven I use the constructs of field, tenor, and mode to 

analyse the language used. There has been some work carried out by researchers looking 

at communication mediated by the computer in which field, tenor and mode are used as 

constructs. Taboada (2004) and Doherty (1999) for example, look at the interactions of 

adults using bulletin boards. Taboada looks at the academic discussion of text analysis 

using field, specialist-to-specialist communication using tenor, and the aspects of written 

communication using mode. Doherty found in her study that she was confronted about 

the posting on the bulletin board as she assumed there were shared assumptions about 

suitable wordings for:

* the field (e.g. no swearing, talking about school teacher and students in an 

objective professional manner);

the tenor (e.g. some degree of decorum, mutual respect and serious application, 

given that I was present as a teacher and they were acting as students); and 

the mode (i.e. written - or is it?).” (no page number) 1

1 look at bulletin boards (which are called guest books in this study) and talk around the 

computer, as well as email, Messenger and web sites using field, tenor and mode.

Using field as a construct, I examine issues of content afforded by the computer. Visual 

resources, the language of email, different expectations of language use, and scaffolding 

are areas investigated using tenor as a construct. In focusing on mode, language is 

classified as either spoken or written. The Internet allows a new way of using language 

which is neither written nor spoken. The use of the computer to construct messages alters 

language practices. The web as an interface, architectural considerations and the use of a 

word processor are areas discussed in this thesis.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this study is to investigate access issues associated with use of networked 

computers as communication tools. The two theories that make up my theoretical 

framework were shown to be most useful for interpreting and understanding the data 

generated by my study.

The first is sociocultural theory. In this, mediation is a primary consideration. The 

introduction of the networked computer changes the way that the mediation process 

occurs in the learning environment. Traditionally the ZPD has been addressed in the 

classroom in a teacher and student face-to-face situation, where the roles and expertise of 

both are clear. How teachers can work with students to help them reach greater potential 

while in an online environment needs to be understood so that successful learning can 

take place.

In working with a student’s ZPD, the teacher scaffolds the learning process — supporting 

the student initially, and gradually reducing support as competence increases. Peers too, 

can provide scaffolding to each other. The process of scaffolding changes in an online 

environment.

The introduction of the Internet has allowed students to have access to a greater number 

of other people while in the classroom. This means that students have the potential to 

appropriate a greater number and variety of ideas, which can alter the nature of learning 

in the classroom.

When interacting, people naturally position themselves in relation to their identity, which 

is in part realised through the interplay of power. The way that identity and power 

operate through online interactions is also very different to the way they operate in face- 

to-face situations. Sociocultural theory provides a means for investigating interactions 

from this perspective.

Learning, from a sociocultural perspective, occurs through interactions with others while

27



Chapter 2

using tools. The networked computer, as a tool, changes the nature of what an interaction 

is and how learning occurs

The second theory discussed, systemic functional grammar, is of benefit in understanding 

language issues associated with online communication. In particular, looking at the 

context of situation, SFG allows for an understanding of the types of language choices 

afforded to users, the setting in which they interact, and ultimately the language that is 

produced. In understanding access issues associated with language practices using SFG, 

field, tenor and mode are used as constructs in this study.

In the next chapter I examine the relevant literature on computer-based interactions.
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH ON ACCESS ISSUES: 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Central concerns of this thesis are the provision of access to the Internet in primary 

school classrooms and the effects of such access. In the previous chapter, an analytical 

framework was developed as a way understanding learning associated with access issues. 

This framework combined elements of sociocultural theory and systemic functional 

grammar.

In this chapter I examine the literature on access issues. In so doing I begin with a review 

of material on the provision of online access. I then look at literature on the effects of 

providing such access with respect to identity, gender, safety and literacy. I focus mainly 

on children’s use of the Internet, both at home and at school. As a result of this 

examination of the existing literature, the value of my own research project can be 

understood, addressing, as it does, several significant gaps in existing information.

3.1 The provision of access

The first question of this thesis asks what factors are required to provide access to the 

Internet for primary school students. In focusing on the provision of access, I am 

interested in conditions that need to be met in the classroom as well as online access. In 

this chapter I focus on the literature on online access. This literature is important because 

the type of medium participants use to communicate, shapes the quality of the 

interactions that occur (Hewett, 2000). Provision of access assumes importance from a 

sociocultural perspective, as mediation plays an important role in learning and it is 

through the provision of online access that electronic interactions are mediated.

To date, there is very little literature on the provision of online access for primary school 

students. Few studies examine either the types of environments in which young people
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interact, or the possibilities and limitations of learning in such environments. In this 

chapter I look at the design of web pages, architectural issues, and collaborative learning 

spaces to illustrate the range of research studies and gaps in this area. I also remind the 

reader that the Digital Divide is not an access focus of this thesis and I will not be 

examining research in that area. The scope of the thesis was delineated in chapter one.

There is a large and varied amount of literature on the provision of access in general 

terms. Some authors focus on hypertext links from a more technical perspective 

(Fielding & Taylor 2000; Palmer 2002). Other areas discussed include issues of access 

for disabled people (Nielson, 2003; Smith, 2004) or the design of web pages focusing on 

positioning of information on web sites, and navigation issues (Bernard, 2003; Brush, 

2001). Brush discusses issues of architecture, meaning the ways in which participants 

might navigate to various web pages located within the Internet. He discusses how the 

design of a web site facilitates the ease with which users can find information within and 

beyond that page. I address a different aspect of architecture to that of Brush in my 

study, focusing on the design of a chat room.

Architecture is a useful metaphor to describe online synchronous environments. The 

architecture of classrooms can affect the way students interact and learn. For example, 

many classrooms have wet areas where students can carry out art related activities. 

Materials can be prepared ahead of time, making access to materials easier. Appropriate 

movement is possible in the wet area where students can move more freely between 

different tables and to the taps.

Similarly the architecture of online spaces can affect the way students interact and learn. 

If the space in which the students interact is too small, for example if 30 students interact 

in one chat room, then their interactions will be limited. In using the metaphor of the 

Doorway, chat rooms and other online spaces or programs (guest books, emails and 

Messenger) can be thought of as rooms, which are connected together by Doorways. The 

better the design according to the needs and numbers of users, the more users can interact
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with ease. In understanding online spaces as spaces, or rooms, the issue of boundaries 

becomes important.

Anders (1994) comments that “...the Internet creates environments for new kinds of 

...interactions unconstrained by spatial or locational boundaries” (p.l). However, Hine 

(2000) suggests a different notion of boundaries. He states that that the Internet turns out 

to have “...multiple temporal and spatial orderings” (p. 114) (time and space are affected 

in different ways). The constraints are not done away with; rather they take on a different 

nature in an online environment. In my study, managing the constraints of working 

within online spaces was important for providing successful learning opportunities. I will 

demonstrate in chapters five and seven that in fact there are spatial and locational 

constraints.

A project which had important information about the design of computer spaces and, 

therefore was of value to my study, is known as the ‘Computer Supported Intentional 

Learning Environments (CSILE) project’ (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1993). CSILE is an 

asynchronous networked hypermedia system that allows students to create their own 

nodes (using text, audio, graphics, or video), that they then enter into a database 

(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1992). Other students are then able to access the nodes and 

make comments. Once comments have been posted the software is designed to alert 

users that a message has been posted.

The three main objectives of this project are to "(a) make advanced knowledge processes 

accessible to all participants, including children, (b) foster the creation and continual 

improvement of public artefacts or community knowledge and (c) provide a community 

space for carrying out this knowledge building work collaboratives" (Scardamalia, 2004, 

p.l). CSILE was designed to function as an environment for collaborative learning. It is 

this community space that lies at its heart (Scardamalia, 2002).

While the CSILE project is used as an online platform in some of the case studies 

described in this chapter, it also had an influence on the way online spaces were
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constructed for this thesis. The third objective of the CSILE project (provide a 

community space for carrying out this knowledge building work) was particularly 

important in the design of online spaces in this research. The class web site, which is 

described in chapter five, draws in part from this notion of community space in that 

participants are able to interact within the site about different aspects of the site.

Scardamalia and Bereiter (2001) suggest that CSILE can be used both across the 

curriculum and integrated into the social life of the classroom. This conceptualisation 

influenced the design of the class web site used in my research study, so that it could be 

adapted to any Key Learning Area (KLA) (see glossary), but also allowed students to 

interact informally. However, despite the valuable concepts provided by CSILE, its 

limitation is that it is not open to participants outside of the classroom. I was interested in 

considering the effects of open access for students and so went beyond the design 

suggested by CSILE.

There has been little published research to date on the effect of the structure and design of 

online learning spaces on the interactions of primary school students. As computer- 

mediated interactions become a greater feature in classroom learning, a more in-depth 

understanding of the structure of the spaces in which students interact becomes 

important, as these spaces affect the type of learning that occurs. My study, in using a 

qualitative approach, undertakes such an in-depth understanding.

3.2 Identity

In the following sections I describe the research on the effects of online access, starting 

here with the ways in which interacting online can result in flexibility in the identity the 

user presents.

The way that identity can be established and maintained online in new ways is a focus of 

this thesis. Most of the related research tends to be from large-scale studies employing 

both qualitative and quantitative techniques. Very few of these studies focus on 

interactions and identity from a purely qualitative perspective focusing on the practices of
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participants. Much of this research looks across a very broad age range of participants.

In one of the following studies reported here that did focus on a small number of 

participants (McCreary, Ehrich, Lisanti, 2001), the features of the software limited the 

types of interactions available, so again it is not directly comparable to my own project.

Much of the early research conducted into identity issues and the Internet focused on 

MUDs. MUD stands for Multi-User Dungeon (or Dimension). MUDs are organised 

around the metaphor of virtual space where you can talk to anyone in the same virtual 

room (Bruckman 1994). MUDs first started around the late seventies. The MUD 

evolved from text adventure-style computer games, such as Crowther and Woods’ 

ADVENT game (Bruckman 1992) and the popular game ‘Dungeons and Dragons’. A 

MUD environment was one of the first online spaces where the general public could 

interact online with the capacity to play with their identities. Much of this research was 

conducted with adults and as a result is not very relevant to my study.

There have been a number of studies recently published that focus on children’s online 

identity deception. In one study children were surveyed about their behaviour in chat 

rooms (Cyberspace Research Unit, 2002). This study included 38 primary and secondary 

schools throughout England with students aged between 9 and 16. The students 

completed questionnaires which asked about their Internet use at home. Results of this 

study indicated a reasonably high degree of identity deception among these students, with 

just under a quarter saying that they were never truthful about their age, sex and location 

with people they had only met online. Two fifths stated that they were only sometimes 

truthful and one third stated they were often truthful. This study suggests that identity 

deception is common, if not the norm, when young people chat with strangers, typically 

in public chat rooms. No figure was provided on identity deception with participants 

they already knew. The authors commented in this study that young people are often 

advised to take on a nickname when they enter chat rooms. In effect they are being asked 

to engage in identity deception.
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Use of multiple online personas was another way young people were able to deceive 

other participants online. This finding is part of the Pew Internet and American Life 

Project (Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 2001). In this study a quarter of participants reported 

that they pretend to be someone else while using email, instant messaging or chat rooms. 

Older youths and boys in particular, are more likely to do this in order to play tricks on 

their friends. This study also found that just over half of the participants indicated that 

they have more than one email address or screen name. This is done so that they can 

compartmentalise different parts of their lives. Some participants had four different 

online identities. A quarter of the participants said that they had a secret online address 

or name that they used when they did not want their friends to know they were online.

Young people also employ reduced cues online as a way of changing their identity. In 

one study conducted in the UK, the authors visited 30 families as well as 10 primary and 

secondary schools (Livingston and Bovill, 2001). Interviews with parents and children at 

home, as well as interviews with head teachers/ICT heads and students in groups at 

school, combined with observation at both sites, informed the study. Email, chat, and 

instant messaging were examined. The results of the study indicated that students often 

had a number of different email addresses in which they used different names. The 

emails allowed the students to socially interact with each other and were sometimes used 

for flirting, where the lack of face-to-face cues minimised possible embarrassing 

situations. The use of chat was similar to email and was used mostly between friends. 

The use of chat was most common for students around the ages of 12-14.

The reduced visual cues that the Internet provides due to its text-based features is also a 

benefit to shy young people and those wanting information. This was found in one study, 

which used both qualitative and quantitative methodologies, employing interviews and 

observations to examine the use of the Internet for 9 to 19 year olds in schools and at 

home (Livingstone & Bober, 2003). In the study boys commented that the Internet 

allowed them less embarrassment in awkward situations. An example was given of one 

boy breaking up with his girlfriend. Participants also reported that personal advice was 

easier to request over the Internet, such as family, relationship, sexual, or health matters,

34



Chapter 3

due to reduced cues. In a study by Turkle (1995), in the United States, it was found that 

participants (generally adults), deliberately changed their online identity, altering their 

gender, age, or interests.

There have been very few in-depth studies conducted examining online identity 

construction within the primary school setting. However, one study conducted with 

primary school students in their homes found that there is a high degree of identity-play 

(changing identity) online (McCreary, Ehrich, Lisanti, 2001). This study looked at the 

interactions of grade 5 and 6 students in a rural setting, using chat. The grade five 

students selected for the project were in a special networked classroom. They were also 

each provided with a networked computer to use in their homes. The data for this project 

were generated from computer-generated chat usage statistics, transcripts of chat 

sessions, teacher observations, and student interviews, and were analysed qualitatively. 

The authors commented on the way students used aliases and wrote comments online in 

ways they may not have done in a face-to-face setting. The authors also commented on 

changes to the teachers’ identities. Here they described the loss of the teachers’ 

traditional ways of maintaining authority, such as through voice and eye contact.

The software in the report by McCreary et al. was designed so that students could only 

interact with each other and not the wider community. This feature is not present in the 

software used in my study, and consequently, different types of data were generated. 

While McCreary’s research project is important as it provided insights into student 

identity and changes to teachers’ authority, it did not examine the infonnal interactions of 

students where the rules of the classroom do not apply.

The way that young people interact online and change their identities both while at school 

and in their homes has implications for the type of teaching and learning that occurs in 

schools. Students need to be equipped with skills and strategies when interacting with 

other participants who change their identity online, which, as shown in chapter six, is a 

prominent feature of such interactions.
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3.3 Gender

While my study does not examine issues of gender associated with online access in any 

depth, there are very clear patterns of participation with respect to gender in the study 

(see chapter six). Although there is a large body of research on ICT and gender in 

schools, (for example, in science and maths, studies by Jarrett, 1998; Li, 2002; Yelland, 

2003 and with literacy, Clarke & Heaney, 2003; Watts & Lloyd, 2004) gender issues did 

not arise in the online interactions while students were in school in my study. Therefore 

such research is not discussed here. There was a very clear pattern of participation based 

on gender while students interacted online at home and therefore it is literature related to 

home use that is examined.

There have been a number of studies conducted on rates of use of the computer in the 

home according to gender. These studies indicate that there are differences in the access 

boys and girls have to computers. One difference is in the amount of time spent on the 

computer. Livingston and Bovill (1999) examine the media choices of young people 

aged between 6 and 17 years, focusing on the use of radio, television and the computer. 

This UK study uses both qualitative and quantitative methods. In-depth interviews were 

conducted with parents and young people and 1300 young people were surveyed. It was 

found that girls used the computer on fewer days than boys, and on the days they did use 

them they spent less time doing so.

Differences in the ways boys and girls play games on the computer are discussed in an 

Australian study (Downes, 2000). The findings indicate that boys tend to experiment and 

fiddle, while girls are more likely to take a logical approach, such as reading manuals and 

seeking help. This study is useful as it does indicate gender differences in learning with 

the computer even though it does not focus specifically on the use of the Internet.

There are a number of studies indicating that the amount of time spent on use of the 

Internet is similar for boys and girls. In a Canadian study, parents reported that Internet 

use by boys and girls is almost equal, with 84% of boys and 86% of girls using the 

Internet at home (Media Awareness Network, 2001). This is backed up by McKenzie
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(1999), in Australia, who used a large scale parent survey, and found that girls use the 

Internet as much as boys. However, according to McKenzie where there are both boys 

and girls in a family, and only one child accesses the Internet, it is generally the male.

This would seem to imply that boys are given preferential access by parents or take 

control of the computer.

However, not all research into the use of the Internet reports equal access by boys and 

girls. McCreary, Ehrich, and Lisanti (2001) found that there were gender differences in 

the use of the Internet, and that girls used the Internet more than boys. In their study, it 

was observed that there was an initial heavy use of the chat room by boys, which mirrors 

research into the use of laptop computers conducted by Roberston, Calder, Fung, Jones & 

O'Shea (1997). The McCreary et al. study found that the use of the chat room by boys 

dropped off whilst with the girls it increased markedly. According to the authors, this is 

because the chat is used for communication, which is favoured by girls. This study is 

particularly interesting in that it examines patterns of use, rather than just total use of the 

Internet.

The results of the studies reported here are mixed. Some of them indicate equal usage of 

computers and the Internet by boys and girls while other studies report different levels of 

usage. One of the reasons suggested for this difference is the amount of access boys and 

girls have to networked computers. Boys tend to be given preferential treatment at home 

compared to girls and thus spend more time online. As the Internet becomes more of a 

feature in the classroom it is important to be aware of those students who have access and 

those who do not. Without equal access at home, some students may miss out on 

important educational opportunities, or not be able to participate fully in social activities 

generated by online experiences — bearing in mind that social interactions form an 

important part of the learning that takes place in the classroom.

3.4 Safety

Much has been written about children and Internet safety. There are many web sites 

advising teachers, parents and students on safety-related issues. Two Australian
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examples are the 'Child Safety Network' which is an initiative of Scouts Australia, and 

'Cybersmart Kids Online', which is produced by the Australian Broadcasting Authority 

(ABA). As well, much has been published in the popular press on the perils of online 

interactions for students. There was a much publicised case of a 12-year old British 

school girl who ran away with a U.S. Marine she met over the Internet, which was 

reported in the television, radio, newspapers and online (see for example Wainwright & 

al Yafai 2003). These types of reports focus on the shocking, presenting singular events 

as typical online interactions, and are therefore misleading. Nonetheless, there is little 

rigorous research on safety issues associated with the Internet.

In this section, the literature on user contact with people and user contact with content is 

examined. In looking at contact with people, contact with strangers and bullying are two 

areas of focus. In contact with content, the sorts of content students encounter online, 

and that produced by students themselves — on class and school web sites — is 

examined.

Contact with people

There have been few studies conducted which focus on young people’s contact with 

strangers online. There have been some broad qualitative studies conducted with tweens 

and some studies focusing on older teenagers. These studies had mixed findings.

A number of large-scale studies indicate that students are often harassed, or they 

themselves engage in dangerous behaviour while interacting online. A large scale study 

conducted in 2003, (which followed on from and included a UK study by O'Connell, 

Sange, & Barrow, 2002) examined online use by stage two students (eight to 11 years 

old), (O’Connell, Price, & Barrow, 2004). It looked at their use of the World Wide Web, 

chat rooms, email, instant messenging, peer to peer applications and mobile phones 

through data gathered by questionnaire from 1661 students. Almost one-fifth of the 

students reported being harassed online while in chat rooms. Students also reported that 

they engaged in dangerous behaviour online. Some of the students contacted participants 

online in a chat room then went on to meet this person in a face-to-face meeting. At this

38



Chapter 3

meeting a friend, rather than a parent, usually accompanied the student. A number of 

students reported giving out their telephone numbers and addresses online while using 

email.

While the O’Connell et al. study does identify trends in online use, the content of the 

interactions of the students using chat rooms and email are not specifically discussed.

This makes it problematic to interpret the data. Recommendations of this report are that 

schools teach Internet safety. From my professional experience, this is not occurring in 

many NSW public schools. Another recommendation of this study is to provide parents 

and care givers with balanced information on the advantages and disadvantages of 

communication technologies.

In contrast to these findings, another study conducted on online behaviour found that 

there is minimal harassment by strangers while young people interact online (Finkelhor, 

Mitchell & Wolak, 2000). This US based study combines both qualitative and 

quantitative methods in examining the Internet use of young people aged between 10 and 

17. In this study, it was found that approximately 6% of 10 to 17 year olds reported 

being harassed or threatened while online.

One study found that young people think the Internet is a safe place to interact (Walker & 

Bakopoulos, 2004). In this study, 200 young people were interviewed and case studies 

were conducted in homes, schools, libraries, cybercafes and other places where the 

Internet is accessed. Many respondents claimed that the Internet allowed them to retreat 

from unsafe encounters, unlike meeting people in clubs and bars. This study appeared to 

be conducted with an older audience than tweens who would not generally go to bars and 

pubs. It does indicate that participants do have more control over interactions and thus 

their safety while online.

The issue of bullying is beginning to come to researchers’ attention. The term ‘bullying’ 

is defined as “...persistent unwelcome behaviour and can include anything from teasing, 

deliberately ostracising someone, to assaults and abuse” (Bullying online, N.D.).
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There has been a great deal of research conducted looking at bullying in face-to-face 

settings. For example, it was found in one study that 15% of secondary school students 

bullied each other in a face-to-face setting (Rigby and Slee, 1991). This statistic is 

supported by a study conducted in the United States where 17% of students in grades six 

through to ten were surveyed (Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, Simons-Morton, & Scheidt, 

2001). It was in these grades that bullying occurred most frequently. The age group of 

tweens, (the age group studied in this thesis) falls predominantly within this year level.

There has been little research on cyberbullying to date. ‘Cyberbullying’ refers 

specifically to the use of information and communication technologies “such as e-mail, 

cell phones and pager text messages, instant messaging, the publishing of defamatory 

personal sites and online personal polling that are used to support conscious, wilful, 

deliberate, repeated and hostile behaviour by one or more people, that is intended to harm 

others” (Kapoor, 2003, p.l).

There are many sites online dedicated to the issues of bullying in general, and cyber 

bullying in particular, with suggestions as to how to minimise and manage bullying (see 

Cyberbullying.ca, or bullying.org for example). In contrast, there has been very little 

research conducted on this phenomenon.

In one study it is reported that approximately 25% of online users in the UK have 

experienced bullying online (NCH, 2003) although this figure takes in mobile phone 

users as well. This percentage of young people being bullied online was also reported in 

a survey focusing on cyberbullying, with 177 grade seven students in Canada (Li, 2004). 

In contrast to this was a survey of 1500 American children in grades four to eight where 

it was reported that 42% of them were bullied while interacting online (I-Safe America 

Inc, 2004). The higher number of students reporting online bullying in this study may be 

due to the age range of the students or the definition of bullying that was used to guide 

the study.

40



Chapter 3

There is little research conducted that examines safety aspects of 10 to 13 year old 

children’s online interactions from an ethnographic viewpoint. The research gives 

general numbers or focuses on older students who live different lives to tweens. What 

are needed are ethnographic studies which look at young people’s online interactions in 

order to understand where they go to interact, who they interact with, what they interact 

about, and the implications of these interactions from an educational perspective. 

Therefore, in my study I examine these issues.

Contact with content
Safety issues associated with the content that students encounter while interacting online 

has been reported in some studies. One common way that students encounter 

inappropriate content is through receiving spam. The definition of spam is that it is 

commercial unsolicited email sent to recipients whom the sender does not know 

(Fallows, 2003). The amount of spam online is impacting on students’ use of email 

according to a report published by Pew (Fallows, 2003) which finds that the volume of 

spam is overtaking legitimate email messages. This study, conducted by phone with 

Americans over 18, asks them about their children. Just over 80% of parents state that 

they are concerned about the content of spam. There was no indication that parents had 

examined the spam their children were sent, but rather that they were most likely 

responding to media information on spam. A study which does look at students’ use of 

email and spam finds that almost half of children receive spam email (O’Connell, Price, 

& Barrow, 2004). This figure was up from 25% in 2003 indicating a negative trend.

As indicated earlier, the issue of students having access to pornography online has 

attracted attention in the popular press and in many online journals. Pornography can be 

accessed online via spam by young people, accidentally while using a search engine, or 

deliberately. In one Australian study, 16-17 years olds were surveyed (Flood & 

Hamilton, 2003). The authors stated that younger people could not be surveyed for 

ethical reasons. 84% of boys and 60% of girls in this study state that they have 

accidentally come across pornography while using the Internet. The authors also 

suggested that exposure to pornographic material by young people might be emotionally
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disturbing, and that young people who are exposed to sexual acts online might be more 

likely to be influenced by these practices as adults.

The results of this study are very different to those reported in a UK one conducted with 

eight and nine year old children (O’Connell, Price, & Barrow, 2004). In this study, 73% 

of the children surveyed indicated that they never encounter pictures of naked people 

while searching the Internet. Another study, conducted in 2001 by the Kaiser Family 

Foundation/NPR, surveyed children aged 10 to 17 with computers at home. Of the young 

people aged between 10 to 13, 15% reported coming across pornographic pictures while 

online. This lower exposure of younger people was also found in the study conducted by 

Finkelhor et al. (2000) in the US. In their study most of the exposure to pornographic 

material occurred with youth 15 years of age or older. The much lower exposure to 

pornography by younger children may be because their parents generally supervise them 

more closely while on the Internet at home.

While this research suggests that tweens are less likely to come into contact with 

pornography than teenagers in their mid-to-late teens, it is suggested that the effect of 

viewing pornography can have a greater impact on them. One study (Thornburgh & Lin 

N.D) found that that young people aged between nine and 12 are more likely than older 

youth to be upset by viewing pornographic images.

W hile the amount of pornography students may be exposed to online seems to vary 

depending on their age, it appears that most young people will come into contact with 

somi pornography on the Internet, either by mistake or deliberately. This contact has 

imp ications for encouragement of the use of the Internet in schools, and for situations 

whe'e the use of the Internet at home becomes a part of school-based interactions. In 

enauraging students to interact online, schools need to be aware that the level of 

supervision at home may vary, meaning some students may come into contact with 

porrography.
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In the research presented above, which focused on the safety of students, much of it 

focused on large populations and used surveys. There appears to be a dearth of 

ethnographic studies examining the safety aspects of children’s online interactions and 

focusing on school use with implications for home use. This thesis is able to examine the 

specific nature of students’ online interactions thus providing a more in-depth analysis, 

and one based on empirical evidence.

Many of the studies reported here examine users ranging from around eight years old to 

late teens. The types of activities and experiences that an eight year old is likely to have 

online will be much different to those of an 18-year-old, so it is difficult to draw 

conclusions from such diverse data. The focus of this thesis is on early adolescence, 

(tweens) which allows for a clearer picture of Internet use for communication for this age 

group.

3.5 Language

Language is an important aspect of sociocultural theory as it is a tool for mediating 

interactions. A focus of this thesis, therefore, is on the effect that online access has on the 

language practices of students. In this section I focus on language practices at school and 

in children’s homes. The literature in this area is varied, with a number of studies carried 

out in schools, but with very little conducted on the online literacy practices of young 

people while interacting online in their homes.

Language practices at school

In this sub-section I examine research on the literacy practices of students as they interact 

online through the computer and around the computer. There have been a number of 

studies focusing on the reading and writing of students online, and on the content of their 

interactions. Many of these tend to be large-scale studies focusing on students across a 

wide age range, although there are some small-scale studies in this field. Many of these 

studies also focus on interactions between children and adults.
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One early study conducted is the Spoken Language and New Technology (SLANT) 

project, which focused on types of interactions around the computer whilst software 

programs were being used. The interactions were both between children and between 

children and the computer. This software included adventure games and simulations, 

word processing and writing packages, and maths and art programs (Mercer, 1994). This 

research project is relevant for my study as it used a sociocultural approach to examine 

the quality of talk in computer-assisted collaborative enquiry (group projects that involve 

computer use) (Dawes, 1993).

Three types of interactions through talk around the computer are proposed by Wegerif 

and Mercer (1997). These include ‘disputational talk’, ‘cumulative talk’ and ‘exploratory 

talk’, which are described next:
• Disputational talk is characterised by disagreement and individualised decision 

making. There are few attempts to pool resources, or to offer constructive criticism of 

suggestions. Disputational talk also has some characteristic discourse features- short 

exchanges consisting of assertions and challenges or counter-assertions.

• Cumulative talk has speakers build positively but uncritically on what the other has 

said. Partners use talk to construct a common knowledge by accumulation. Cumulative 

discourse is characterised by repetitions, confirmations and elaborations

• Exploratory talk occurs if partners engage critically but constructively with each 

other's ideas. Statements and suggestions are offered for joint discussion.

This study by Wegerif and Mercer is important because it was one of the first where the 

authors investigated talk around the computer. In my thesis, I also examine the concept 

of different types of talk around the computer. However, I draw on systemic functional 

grammar (SFG) to examine interactions using the constructs of field, tenor, and mode, to 

encapsulate different types of talk. A reason for choosing to employ SFG to analyse 

interactions for my thesis was that it allowed for a greater range of effects of the use of 

the computer to be examined, and is a model of language in context.

A number of studies have been conducted that focus on the effects of the Internet on language
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practices. Lankshear, Bigum, Durrant, Green, Honan, Morgan, Murray, Snyder, and Wild (1997) 

examine literacy, technology and learning in 11 Australian schools. One of the main findings of 

this study is that information and communication technologies have transformed language and 

accordingly, new approaches to language and pedagogical models need to be developed. As the 

focus of the study was 11 sites, only a snapshot of practices in schools was provided. I am adding 

to these findings by providing a more in-depth view of the interactions of participants.

A number of researchers have found that as a result of students writing to older 

participants using the Internet, their language skills improved as discussed below. One 

study found that because of writing ‘response journals’ and sharing these online with 

adults, students’ reading developed. Sullivan (1998) conducted research with 17 grade 

five and five special needs students and 20 university students, enrolled in a Reading 

Methods course. Groups were formed comprising two primary school students and two 

university students, and each group discussed a book the primary school students had 

been reading. This discussion was carried out via email and was based on the reading 

journals that the primary school students completed. The use of email gave the students 

the opportunity to interact with another person about their work. The results of the study 

indicate that students had greater incentive to read more carefully, as they knew that they 

would be interacting about their reading through their emails.

The language skills of students were also shown to have improved through participation 

in an email exchange program with a workplace (Thompson, 2000). In this study, a 

grade five class shared emails with a business. The research focused on “.. .computer 

skills such as entering, saving, and accessing addresses; sending and retrieving e-mail; 

printing messages and attachments; and conducting Internet-based research” (p. 3). As 

the students’ proficiency grew in computer literacy, the length of their messages 

increased.

Much of the research examining language during online interactions in schools focuses 

on the content of the interactions. In a study by McKeon (1999), the email interactions of 

nine and 10 year old students with pre-service teachers were analysed. There were 150
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correspondences recorded over the period of seven weeks. Similar to the research 

conducted by Sullivan (1998), the students read a novel and kept a journal — which they 

discussed with their adult partner, an undergraduate university student. The emails were 

coded into the categories ‘socialisation’ and ‘book talk’. Approximately half of the 

interactions of the students with the adults were categorised as social.

In this paper McKeon refers to other writers who suggest that “...engagement in social 

communication plays an important role in children's literacy development” (Camboume, 

1995, p. 8). He also cites Halliday (1973), whose model of systemic functional grammar 

is used in my thesis to analyse the data in chapter seven. Halliday's studies of the 

functions of language support the significance of these interactions. McKeon reported 

that using email gave the children a chance to ‘make public’ their individuality.

The findings of McKeon were also validated in a project by Van der Meij and Boersma 

(2002). A large scale study of 16 schools in the Netherlands involved 301 students with a 

mean age of 11 years. The research used quantitative methodology. Part of the study 

looked at the topic of the students’ email messages, and categorised it as either ‘social 

talk’ or ‘domain talk’. Social talk included chatter about music and sport. Domain talk 

related to the curriculum topic at hand. The results of this study were that social talk and 

domain talk each took up about 50% of the students’ communication. Social talk 

dominated the first few Email sessions, but after this, domain talk took up more of the 

content.

In contrast to the studies by McKeon, and by Van der Meij and Boersma, Britsch (2000, 

20001), found that students rarely focus on the curriculum topic. The students instead, 

tended to focus on topics of their own choosing. This choice in topic was due to students 

having far greater control of the conversation online in this study. Britsch looked at five 

to six grade three students and the adult helpers. The study was conducted over two 

years, from September to April in each year. The study used qualitative analysis, and 

chose email as the medium for online interactions. The results of this study led the
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researcher to develop a new understanding of the curriculum, from being something 

dictated by teachers to being a more negotiated one.

As the literature reviewed here indicates, there is a wide range of research in this field.

Some research has been conducted looking at literacy issues in individual classrooms 

although much of the research is with adults. In this thesis I examine language issues 

associated with student-to-student and student-to-teacher interactions. I take up some of 

the issues raised by the literature and examine the content of the students’ interactions, 

looking at technical, social, curriculum, and navigational content. Much of the research 

looking at language in schools has tended to focus on interactions using email. My 

research looks at language issues through both asynchronous and synchronous media.

Many of the studies look only at interactions around or through the computer, whereas in 

my study I look at both of these together, to help present a more in-depth picture of 

practices.

Language practices in the home

There have been a limited number of studies examining language issues associated with students’ 

online interactions in the home.

One study examined the use of literacy and language change in chat rooms, through a small-scale 

investigation of the interactions of six teenage girls (Merchant, 2001). In this study it was found 

that the writing used by the girls was characterised by the absence of capitalisation, limited 

punctuation, and the use of abbreviations of words. They reported that they appropriated this 

language use through interacting online, talking with friends and by reading magazines.

Merchant categorises the online language use into four types. The first type is the use of non

alphabet images—usually emoticons. The second type uses only the first letter of each word, eg, 

BRB (be right back). The third type involves participants combining letters and numbers 

together, eg, GR8 (great), and the fourth type involves participants’ use of phonetic spelling eg , 

thru.
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Merchant also goes some way in identifying the linguistic features of the students’ online 

interactions outside of the classroom, although at 14 to 16 years old, the age of the students in this 

study is slightly greater than that of the students reported on for this thesis. It is likely that the 

activities of a 16 year old will be different to those of a 12 old, as will their language.

The types of language changes described by Merchant have been observed in adults’ online 

writing for some time (Baron, 1984; Davis & Brewer, 1997; Ferrara, Bruner & Whittmore 1992; 

Yates, 1996). The use of online language by primary school students, different from language 

used in face-to-face settings, is also observed in this thesis, where it is argued that it is important 

that teachers understand this way of using language in order to effectively teach students. For 

example, if students use the symbol ‘@’ or the acronym ‘LOL’ in formal writing activities, then 

the teacher can suggest more appropriate language and make clear the use of different registers 

for the student. Without teachers having this knowledge they might assume the student has made 

a mistake or is perhaps being lazy.

As reported, many of the studies presented here are based on school interactions. In 

contrast, the study by McCreary, Ehrich, and Lisanti (2001), reported earlier in this 

chapter, found that social interactions at home constitute many of the interactions online.

In this study, chat room interactions were analysed using three categories, ‘disruptive’

(blank lines or random characters), ‘social’ or ‘school’ related. Of the lines of text 

analysed, 471 lines were classified as disruptive, 1 642 lines were social in nature, and 

797 lines were related to school work. The study does not give examples of the three 

types of interactions, which limits it to some extent. Common sense alone would argue 

that it would be expected that as students interact with each other online at home, there 

would be a high degree of social interaction. However, this study shows that curriculum- 

based discussion can occur in students’ homes.

As discussed, there are few studies looking at the literacy practices of young people in 

their homes. This may be because of the difficulty in gaining access to this material. I 

did not find any studies that looked at the literacy practices of students both in their 

homes and at school. In my study I examine both, and argue that as a result of Internet
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usage, the boundaries between these two places are dissolving, and thus to fully 

understand literacy practices, research must take in both sites.

3.6 School/home links

There have been a limited number of papers published that focus on the role that the 

Internet can play in facilitating communication for parents, teachers, and students 

between school and home. Given the newness of the Internet in primary schools, and that 

few classes appear to be interacting online, this is hardly surprising.

Some authors have focused on the web as a static source of information for parents. 

Huseth (2001) for example, discussed a web page she set up as a year eight teacher to 

provide information to the parents of the students in her classes. The information 

included grade results and homework tasks. However, she provided no interactive ways 

of allowing parents to contact her on the web site. My research positions the classroom 

web page as an interactive medium where feedback from parents and other interested 

people provides a basis for ongoing work by the students in creating new pages within 

the web site. The research on static class web sites is therefore of limited relevance for 

my research.

Other studies have been conducted focusing more on the interactive nature that the 

Internet can provide for home/school links. The British Educational Communications 

and Technology Agency (BECTA) has examined school/home links and ICT, producing 

several studies relevant to this thesis. In one study, the literature on home-school links 

and the use of ICT is reviewed. Email is one focus, and it is suggested that this medium 

provides another communication tool for parents and teachers (BECTA, 2001). There are 

a number of references to examples of home-school interactions but no empirically-based 

research examining email interactions.

In one study it was found that linking home and school via email is enabling a range of 

new interactions between users (Somekh, Mavers & Lewin, 2003). In this study 100
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primary, secondary and special schools ^ were surveyed of which seven were selected for 

an in-depth empirical study. The focus of this study includes communication between 

school and home, remote access to records and information from home, and the use of 

ICT— such as the use of laptops at home — to extend the home-school link. The scope 

of this study is much broader than the focus of this thesis.

Lunts (2003) examines issues associated with the use of both email and other media, such 

as voice messaging systems and web sites. Here she looks at how other users, rather than 

just students, can make use of the Internet for school/home communication. Lunts 

suggests that email is more useful as it can reach a large audience and parents can 

respond in a timely manner that suits them. However a number of problems exist, such 

as finding correct addresses, or some parents having poor English skills or no access to a 

computer. Benefits of a classroom web site are described in this paper including the use 

of chat rooms and guest books. One such benefit is that two-way family-school 

connections can occur. While these interactions may be possible, the study by Lunts does 

not examine empirically based evidence to support these claims.

While the studies reported here do focus on the use of ICT to support school/home links, 

they are very broad in their approach and do not look at the actual interactions of parents, 

teachers and students. There is a clear need to investigate more closely the types of 

online interactions that are occurring between home and school and the implications these 

interactions have on the learning outcomes of the students. Therefore I chose to address 

this in my study (see chapter six).

Conclusion

The literature examined in this chapter has covered a wide range of issues associated with 

online interactions. Here I examined research related to the provision of access. In 

addition to this review, research on identity, gender, safety and literacy issues that arise 

through online interactions has been reviewed. Here I have presented an overview of the

Special schools in this study refer to schools that cater for physically and intellectually impaired students
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range of research conducted in this field, and highlighted some of the existing gaps. My 

own study is intended to fill some of these.

Much of literature reviewed in this chapter has tended to be quantitative, using multiple 

sites — home and school — for data collection. One exception is the research on literacy 

practices, where students were observed purely in their school setting. There is very little 

research that examines primary school age students’ online social interactions both in 

schools and in their homes. The research that does examine school/home interactions 

does not examine the actual interactions of participants. Much of the research also tends 

to look at a wide age range, which is problematic as the interactive behaviours and 

educational needs of a nine year old are much different to a 17 year old.

Few of the research studies focus on synchronous or current-time online interactions 

while in school, reflecting in part the newness of this medium in schools. It does also 

suggest in part that teachers are not adopting Internet use in class for synchronous 

interactions the way they are adopting asynchronous interactions. This may be because 

of a perceived lack of control they have over the interactions, or because teachers do not 

see the educational relevance of this medium.

The next chapter examines issues of methodology, research sites, data collection, and 

analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR

STUDY DESIGN: METHODOLOGY, SITES AND DATA

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I undertook a review that considered the literature on students’ 

online interactions, focusing on the provision of access, identity, gender, safety, and 

literacy.

In this chapter, I describe a research design that allows for an in-depth understanding of 

access issues. In section one I discuss the methodology used for the study and its 

rationale—this is qualitative and draws on aspects of ethnography and case studies. In 

adopting this approach I consider issues of rigour and ethical considerations that needed 

to be taken into account.

In section two I describe the two schools used as research sites, describing how I 

negotiated access to these two sites. An overview of each school and the participants is 

provided followed by discussion on my different roles in the research process.

In section three the different types of data and how they were collected, the limitations 

encountered in collecting such data, issues of transcription and analysis of the data are 

discussed.

4.1 Methodology

This thesis draws on qualitative methodology. Qualitative research occurs in a natural 

setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and in so doing helps shed light on the day-to-day lived 

experiences of the participants. There is no attempt to generalise outcomes to other 

situations. Each group being studied is considered to be unique. Qualitative research has 

a descriptive component and the data collected are mostly in the forms of words and 

pictures. The data are analysed inductively (Babbie, 1986), meaning there is no attempt 

to prove or disprove a hypothesis, as is normally the case in quantitative research.
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Qualitative researchers are also interested in human perspectives and how those studied 

structure their social world. In so doing, the researcher enters the researched world. The 

qualitative researcher attempts to understand and document people’s points of view and 

their interactions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Thus "...knowledge is generated in terms of 

the relationship of researcher and participant constructs" (McIntyre, 1998, p, 14).

The role that the researcher plays in the data gathering process and the possible impact 

they have on the research also needs to be considered. The presence of the researcher in 

the research setting influences the data being collected in qualitative research. Because 

the researcher participates in the research process at some level, this alters the 

composition of the classroom, which impacts on the community being studied (Howard,

1995). Researchers are often made to feel that their presence in the data collection stage 

is an unwanted side effect and that there is somehow a process that is possible where their 

presence is neutral. As pointed out by Smagorinsky, (N.D.), data on human development 

are inherently social in nature and therefore discussion on the neutrality of data collection 

is inappropriate in such investigations. The researcher becomes one of many social 

actors. In this study I enter the students’ world — both in the classroom and online — 

and interact with them both as researcher and teacher.

As qualitative research is conducted in naturally occurring settings, the researcher needs 

to gain trust of the participants. Because of this, qualitative research often takes a 

considerable time to set up and conduct. The research process can affect the researched. 

Therefore, the researcher needs to ensure that there is minimal disruption to the school 

and class routine. This means, in the case of a school class, working in with the class 

teacher to ensure that the researcher’s visits to the school are prearranged, and that the 

rules operating in the class are maintained. In my case however, there was some tension 

as I wanted to fit in with the school rules, but also encourage students to explore through 

their online interactions and to push boundaries. This was an exciting ‘unknown’ part of 

the study that I was interested in developing. This issue is discussed further in the ethics 

sub-section and in chapter six.
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As stated in the introduction to this chapter, this study draws on a variety of different 

research constructs that are qualitative in nature. These are described in the following 

sub-sections.

Ethnographic research

Blomberg, Giacomi, Mosher and Swenton-Wall (1993) describe the four main features of 

ethnographic research. These are: it occurs in natural settings, it is holistic, descriptive 

and highlights participants’ perspectives. That is, research is conducted in the everyday 

environment where people carry out their activities, as opposed to laboratory or 

experimental settings. It takes in many facets of the group’s activities, provides details of 

these activities, while taking into account the thoughts and feelings of the participants. 

These features mean that ethnographic research fits well with the qualitative approach 

that I have outlined.

Ethnographic research is underlined by the belief that particular activities can be 

understood only by describing the context which gives the details their meaning. 

Ethnographies are descriptive, as they describe how people actually behave, not how they 

ought to behave. Using an ethnographic approach allows for description of members on 

how they organize their behaviour and make sense of the world around them (Malin, 

1992). In focusing on the effects of online access I am interested in the interactions of 

the students in particular, and those of the teachers to a lesser extent. I believe that an 
ethnographic approach provides insights on these interactions that answer the research 

questions.

Ethnographies can be used to describe a large number of different cultures in a number of 

different settings. LeCompte and Preissle (1993) have referred specifically to educational 

ethnography where researchers "...examine the processes of teaching and learning, the 

intended and unintended consequences of observed interaction patterns, and the 

relationships among such educational actors as parents, teachers, and learners and the
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sociocultural contexts within which nurturing, teaching and learning occur" (p.28). My 

research examines interactions between students, teachers and other participants, using a 

sociocultural framework, and so adopting an ethnographic approach allows for a clear 

picture to be developed of the effects of online access. Another construct that informs the 

methodology for this study is the ‘case study’.

The case study
"A qualitative case study is an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

instance, phenomenon, or social unit" (Merriam, 1988, p. 21). In this instance, the 

phenomenon I examine is access issues associated with the Internet and the social unit is 

a primary school class.

I studied more than one school site, and in this respect this study is a multisite study. 

Multisite studies can be valuable for a variety of different reasons. One is as a means of 

comparison. Researchers may be interested in variation across sites. Miles and 

Hubennan (1994) suggest that carrying out multisite studies can serve to strengthen 

validity. My reason was different, however. My main reason was to work with students 

using the Internet and from the knowledge gained from this experience, implement 

changes in subsequent research. I also wanted to develop the methodology for the study.

Hence the first study served as a pilot, providing insights into the provision of access that 

modified the design of the second study. The pilot study also provided information about 

physical access to computers — such as placement in the classroom — and the use of 

furniture. In this way, new understandings generated from site one were able to be 

incorporated into the design of site two, which is explored more fully in chapters five and 

six.

Case studies are well suited for research that examines one or a few sites for one or two 

purposes. They can draw on multiple sources of data, including observations, videotape 

recordings, interviews and documentation (Anderson, 1990; Tellis, 1997). I use all of 

these sources in this study.
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Applying rigour to the research process
It is important that in conducting research rigour be applied. The basic strategy in 

applying rigour is ensure that systematic and self conscious research design, data 

collection and interpretation are present throughout the research process (Mays & Pope, 

1995). In discussing issues of rigour, I examine credibility and value constraints.

One way of applying rigour in qualitative research is to ensure that ‘credibility’ is 

present. This term, coined by Lincoln and Guba (1985), refers to the way that the 

researcher takes into account ‘multiple constructed realities’ (p. 295). There are a 

number of different ways of ensuring credibility, as suggested by Feldman (2003), which 

include:

i. providing a clear and detailed description of how data were collected and what 

count as data

ii. exploring multiple ways to represent the study

Drawing on Feldman’s suggestions, I discuss below how these factors for ensuring 

credibility were applied to my study.

i. Providing a clear and detailed description of how data were collected and what count 

as data. In looking at access issues associated with the Internet I collected wide range of 

data. I provide a detailed account of what constitutes data and how it was collected later 

in this chapter. In appendix E I provide details on the data collected.

ii Exploring multiple ways to represent the study. In this study, I used two different 

theories to analyse the data. I also used extended transcripts to represent what happened 

as well as providing my analysis of the events. I focused primarily on students’ accounts, 

and to a lesser extent teachers, as a way of allowing different representations.

Eisenhart and Howe (1992) recommend that value constraints can be applied to ensure 

rigour. By this they mean, the value of the research should be considered, both for the
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wider research community and the participants involved in the study. In recommending 

value constraints, they refer to external and internal constraints.

External value constraints refer to the contribution of the study. The findings of the study 

should be accessible to the type of community at which it is directed. In the case of my 

study it is teachers and policy makers. It is important that the language used is accessible 

to that community. In this area, I have published several papers, and presented at 

conferences. I also continue to discuss the issues in this thesis with other educators.

Internal value constraints refer to research ethics. Here the authors refer to the way the 

study is conducted with consideration of the participants. Throughout my study I was 

very aware of the participants’ rights and my responsibilities towards them and some of 

the dilemmas that researching online presented. These issues are taken up later in this 

section.

Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations are important in research that involves human subjects. This sub

section explores ethical considerations that informed the study. Specific ethical concerns 

related to each of the two school sites that were discussed earlier in this chapter.

It is very important that researchers cause no harm to anyone with whom they have 

dealings in the course of any studies they carry out. “This includes deceiving a 

respondent about the true purpose of a study, asking a respondent questions that may 

cause him or her extreme embarrassment, causing emotional turmoil by reminding him or 

her of an unpleasant experience, causing guilt, or invading his or her privacy” (Kellehear, 

1993, p. 18). To help ensure that my study was ethically based, I received two ethics 

approvals: one from the University of Technology, Sydney, and one from the NSW 

Department of Education and Training.

This study included research with adults and children within the NSW education system. 

It was important to make sure that respondents were fully informed as to the purpose of
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the research. At the beginning of working with each class an information letter was given 

to the various stakeholders. I then sought consent from them (see appendix A for 

information and consent letter). Respondents were told where the information was to be 

published and that their identity was to be kept strictly confidential. Respondents were 

also provided the opportunity to withdraw from the research at any stage or to refuse 

permission for data to be published.

Another area that needed to be taken into consideration was how the gathered material 

was interpreted and presented. Teachers are wary of letting researchers into the 

classroom if they feel uncomfortable about revealing what they are doing in the 

classroom. The classroom is, in reality, one of the few places in which a teacher has full 

control and generally teachers do not respond well to outsiders who critique their 

practice. I was aware that I needed to phrase interview questions to both students and 

teachers so that the questions were not critical of the teacher's lesson planning or teaching 

strategies.

In providing online access the issue of student safety in dealing with other people (some 

of them strangers) was an issue that needed to be considered at the outset of the study. 

This was because in this study, I opened up the outside world to the students by providing 

them with a web site and encouraging them to use it to interact. I was partly responsible 

for the safety of the students online. There were also issues of rule breaking online, 

which are discussed in chapter six. I did not want the students to break rules online but I 

did want them to explore areas that they would not have otherwise explored.

In order to manage and minimise this risk of students being contacted by people with 

threatening, lewd or offensive messages, the emails that the students sent and received at 

school were monitored by the classroom teachers and myself at both research sites. The 

students were asked to tell their classroom teacher or me if they received any emails they 

felt were inappropriate or if they had contact with anyone online by whom they felt 

threatened. However, when the students used public sites such as Hotmail, such

58



Chapter 4

monitoring was neither possible, nor desirable, as these email interactions existed outside 

of the school, and my authority ceased in that environment.

There was also the issue of the messages that the students would be sending. They 

needed to act appropriately and take responsibility for their actions. The Department of 

School Education (DSE), as the DET (Department of Educations and Training) was 

known at that time, released a memorandum to school principals (NSW Department of 

School Education, 1997) that set out a number of steps that needed to be followed to 

ensure student safety when using the Internet (see appendix C for complete 

memorandum). One of the steps outlined was the need for an Internet code of behaviour 

for students, which included a set of consequences for students should they deliberately 

behave in an unacceptable way when using the Internet. I needed to write such a 

document for both of the classes with whom I was working. These documents were sent 

home for parents to sign. The students were also asked to sign the document (see 

appendix D for copy of Internet contract).

Part of the study involved the production of a class web site. Students had work 

published on this site and there were photos of some of the students. There were 

guidelines set down by the DSE, which needed to be observed.

"Written permission is required from a parent or guardian prior to the publication 

of any material by or about any student, including photographs of students. 

Schools should take great care with the publication of student photographs. 

Individual photographs of students should generally not be published. Students 

depicted in class or group photographs should not be identified individually by 

name. To maintain a degree of anonymity, student and students' work should be 

identified by given names only. Schools should carefully consider the 

implications of publishing the full names of students."

(NSW Department of School Education, 1997a, p.2)

(see appendix C for complete memorandum)
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The issue of working with children was one that needed careful consideration for me, 

both as a teacher and as a researcher. I was aware, as a male that it was unwise to be with 

only one student in a classroom. If I needed to interview a child, I conducted the 

interview in a public area such as a corridor, a library or in an office. Another important 

consideration in relation to my contact with students, were online interactions. To avoid 

any possible allegations of inappropriate discussions I recorded all of my online 

discussion with students.

4.2 Research participants and sites

In focusing on research participants I firstly discuss the two schools in which the study 

was conducted. I conclude this section with discussion about myself and the different 

roles I undertook in the study. The school students involved in both studies were in 

grades five and six at primary school. In NSW grade six is the final year of primary 

school.

Research site one
The first step I took in locating a possible school was to ring technology advisers in the 

school districts around my residence in October 2000. The DET places schools within 

zones based on geography, similar to council zones. Each district had one technology 

adviser at that stage. I spoke to four technology advisers and was given the names of 

some possible schools to ring. I rang about eight schools and spoke to either the 

Principal or Deputy Principal at each school. I spoke to one deputy principal who 

suggested a teacher who might be interested in the project. I spoke to the teacher and she 

indicated that she was interested in becoming involved in the study. It was at this stage 

that I gained ethical clearance from the University. I also sought and gained approval 

from DET to conduct a study in one of their schools.

The primary school was located in the Sydney metropolitan region. It was a large school 

with a student population of approximately 900 at the time of the study. Eighty percent of 

these came from a ‘non-English speaking background’ (NESB). The main ethnic groups 

were

60



Chapter 4

Chinese-34%

Anglo Saxon-21%

Other (which consists of 19 different cultures) 19%

Arabic-14%

Turkish-6%

Vietnamese-5%.

There were 31 classes.

There was a total of 80 staff, both full and part time. This included 31 classroom 

teachers, and a computer teacher and librarian. The computer teacher also maintained the 

computer system and carried out basic hardware repair work. There were 20 networked 

computers in a computer lab and three networked computers in the library. Each 

classroom had between one and three computers in the classroom. The school had its 

own Intranet1 and the students from year four up published work on the Intranet site. The 

students had a computer lesson one hour per week for half a year. They had a library 

lesson once a week for 40 minutes for the whole year. There were three computers in the 

classroom in which 1 worked. Two of these were connected to the Internet. The school 

had a well developed computer network. There was an in-school computer in-service 

program being run the year that I conducted research there. The school also offered 

computer courses for adults after school hours. The name allocated to the school for this 

study is White Public School.

The participants in this part of the study consisted of a grade 5 class and their teacher.

Ms Richards (all names are pseudonyms), the classroom teacher, had been teaching for 

four years. The teacher used the computer in the classroom mainly for word processing. 

She was interested in expanding her use of the computer in the classroom. There were 

thirty students in the class. Of these, 25 returned permission notes from their parents 

indicating that they could take part in the research project. Of the 25 students who 

returned the notes, 12 were girls and 13 were boys.

1 An Intranet is similar to the Internet, except that the web pages can only be viewed within a closed 
network..
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Research site two
I located this school in the course of carrying out my duties as a casual teacher. I was 

called to this school in late October 2001 to work with a grade 5/6 class. While in the 

class I observed that the classroom had several computers connected to the Internet.

I also noted that the school had its own Intranet and Internet site, both actively used. I 

then spoke to the Principal and discussed with her the possibility of conducting research 

at the school in 2002. She indicated she was interested and would raise the idea with the 

school staff. I later rang up the teacher whose class I had been in that day and discussed 

the idea with him. He too was interested. On my next visit to the school, I presented a 

submission to give both the Principal and the teacher an overview of the study.

This school is situated in the Sydney metropolitan region. It is a small school with five 

classes in total with a school population of approximately 120 students. The school is in 

a relatively homogenous socioeconomic area with many of the families being in a middle 

income bracket. Approximately 25% of the students came from a Non-English speaking 

background (NESB). Many of the students who did fall into the NESB bracket had good 

English language skills and the majority of the students were able to speak, read and 

write English reasonably well. The school has a focus on technology. The school's 2001 

report made the claim that both teaching practice and student learning had been enhanced 

by better use of technology, in particular the use of the Internet to send emails to other 

classes in the school and in the broader community.

There were three computers in the classroom connected to the Internet. There was 

another Internet connection, which could be linked to one of the school's lap-top 

computers. There were two computers connected to the Internet in the library. There 

was also an Internet connection in the small art room next door, which meant that some 

of the lessons could be conducted there. The name allocated to this school is Belmont 

Heights Public School.
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The participants in this part of the study consisted of a grade 5/6 class and their teacher. 

The class teacher, Mr Parker, had been teaching for 12 years. He used computers in the 

classroom in a variety of different ways. He was also in charge of running the school's 

Intranet system and was knowledgeable about how to use computers and how to 

incorporate them into teaching activities.

There were 25 students in the class at the beginning of the year. Most of the students in 

the class came from an Anglo-Saxon middle class background. There were several Asian 

students and several Middle Eastern students. The final number of students who returned 

their notes and who were involved in the project was 19. This number changed 

throughout the year as students left and arrived.

A profile of the students was constructed in discussion with the class teacher. Some 

students whose parents had given consent for their participation in the research study are 

not included here as they do not feature in the data analysis chapters. A similar profile 

was not conducted for site one as there were no interactions recorded through the 

computer that warranted such a profile. The reason for this profile is that it helps to 

describe the students and their relationships with each other. Such information is 

important as it provides context for the online interactions of the students. Rather than 

discuss such relationships in chapters six and seven, which would have disrupted the flow 

of the writing, I have placed this information here.

James (grade 6)

James was one of the school captains. He was an outgoing student and enjoyed 

challenging his ideas. He was conscientious, with a good set of values, good leadership 

qualities, and an excellent academic perfonnance. He was able to focus on tasks and 

achieve outcomes. James used email at the beginning of the year to send email to his 

friends and his dad at work.

Jack (grade 6)
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Jack was the class joker; he was a bit immature and at times he could be a little 

aggressive, but he was a good problem solver. He was the class leader to some extent as 

well. He had difficulty staying focused at times. Jack was very influential in the early 

days of the use of the Internet in the classroom. He encouraged the other students to go 

online, and he was a keen participant himself. Jack used email and Messenger at the 

beginning of the year.

Matthew (grade 6)

Matthew was an outgoing student in a small group situation. He was to some extent, a 

follower of Jack. He was a keen online participant throughout the project. He kept 

interacting online after he left the school. Matthew had some learning difficulties but 

was motivated. He lacked some confidence, especially in front of his peers. He had 

good citizenship values. Matthew used email at the beginning of the year to send emails 

to his uncle in America, who was sick in hospital.

Luke (grade 6)

Luke was a relaxed student who had some novel ideas. He did not always consider other 

people's feelings. He was academically capable, and had a good idea of right and wrong, 

but he was not very self-motivated. Luke used email at the beginning of the year to send 

emails to his father at work, and sometimes to his friend, and some of his relatives, who 

included his grandmother and his uncle.

Will (grade 5)
Will arrived late in the year. He was an outgoing student in the classroom and he became 

a member of the student online community very quickly. He was a capable student who 

seemed to want to please people but could also annoy people because he didn’t have a 

good understanding of personal relationships. Will was shy until he became a member of 

the group and then became outgoing. Will used the Internet for interacting when he 

arrived at the school.
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Mohamad (grade 5)

Mohamad was a bit of an outcast. He knowingly did things that annoyed other students, 

which meant he was ostracised. He left the school around the middle of the year. 

Mohamad did not send or receive email from home.

Helen (grade 6)

Helen was a quiet student in the classroom. She was much more at home online, where 

she had greater control on her identity. Helen was a night person. She was a low 

academic performer. She could be surprisingly strong willed at times. Helen used email 

at the beginning of the year, particularly to send emails to her uncle in Scotland.

Sally and Susan (grade 6)
Sally and Susan were identical twins. They suffered what Mr Parker referred to as "the 

twin thing" by which he meant that there is a desire by identical twins to be the same as 

each other, while at the same time wanting to be different. Both girls lacked confidence. 

Being twin sisters, they were sometimes competitive and sometimes this could result in 

the girls in the class breaking into different groups, through the twins getting other 

students to be their friends. Susan was the happier of the two and she had a more 

outgoing personality. She was more active online. Sally was the quieter of the two 

students. Neither Sally nor Susan used the email at home at the beginning of the year.

Kerry (grade 6)

Kerry was one of the school captains and was a well-balanced student who enjoyed 

school. Kerry could sometimes become emotional, but generally, she was a bright, 

confident and happy student with a strong set of values. She was reasonably academic. 

Kerry used email at the beginning of the year to email her friend, her cousin, and her dad 

at work. Kerry was easily upset by interrelationship problems.

Gorgia (grade 6)

Gorgia was unsettled at the beginning of the year. She became more settled as the year 

progressed. She could come up with some good ideas. She was very strong willed.
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When Gorgia became restless she would some times be responsible for girls breaking up 

into different groups. Gorgia enjoyed using the Internet in class although she did not go 

online informally much. Gorgia did not use the email at home at the beginning of the 

year.

Miky (grade 6)

Miky came to the class towards the end of the year. She was a reasonably quiet student 

in the class. She was creative and academically capable but she was shy and not very 

confident of her own abilities.

Mary (grade 6)

Mary was confident once she was comfortable in a situation she knew. She was a good 

academic performer. She had a hot temper and was easily offended. She changed her 

mind about using the computer in the classroom on several occasions. Mary had a strong 

willed nature, and she would sometimes break social groups of some of the girls in the 

class up by trying to get some students on her side. Mary used email at the beginning of 

the year to write to her friend in Serbia, and a friend in Canberra.

Amanda (grade 6)

Amanda came to the school late in the year. She was an outgoing student in the class. 

She had some interpersonal relationship problems and found it difficult to maintain 

relationships. She swapped friends throughout the year.

Angel (grade 5)

Angel was an out-going (in a quiet way) grade 5 student who was very intelligent. She 

was thoughtful with her peers. She enjoyed school and got on well with the other 

students. Angel did not use email at home.

Jane (grade 6)

Jane was a little difficult to motivate, but once she started something, she could be 

motivated and become enthusiastic. Jane was outspoken at times with strong opinions.
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She was a creative student who was quiet in general. Jane did not use email at the 

beginning of the year.

N.B. There are other students whose data will be discussed as they came to the school 

later in the year after the profiles had been completed.

The girls in year six worked together cooperatively for much of the time. However, there 

were times when they broke into different sub-groupings based on a variety of different 

reasons, discussed here.

Kerry, Jane, Mary, Sally and Susan had been together in the same class since 

kindergarten. This gave them a special bond other students in the class did not have. 

They all wanted to have a best friend, but they could not keep one best friend, based on 

personality differences. When they changed best friends, there was sometimes friction. 

Helen, Miky and Gorgia were sometimes a group. Helen and Gorgia kept in contact with 

each other by email when Helen went to Scotland. Helen and Sally had an unusual 

relationship — when they were close socially, Helen would not let Sally have any other 

friends, and this resulted in some group problems.

My roles in the study

In conducting qualitative research, the researcher enters the world of the participants and 

in so doing can take on different roles. I undertook two different roles during the 

research process; the researcher and the teacher.

The tenns ‘participant’ and ‘non-participant’ are widely used in books on research 

methods, (see Glesne, 1999). These tenns are misleading in qualitative research. The 

observer cannot truly be a non-participant if the research is carried out in a naturally 

occurring setting. The researcher's presence, in sociocultural terms, is co-constructed 

with all the other participants in the setting. Even if, as researcher, I sit passively in the 

setting, be it a classroom, or a staff room, etc, my presence makes me a participant to
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some extent. However, the level of participation can vary as noted by Lincoln and Guba 

(1994) who set out a fourfold typology ranging from complete observer to complete 

participant. I was never positioned on the extremes of this typology but in my research, 

this level varied according to the research site. It ranged from a greater level of 

participation when working directly with students and teachers, to a greater level of 

observation, where I was part of the audience sitting in the classroom.

An important consideration for me was my status in the research process. I did not want 

to enter the classroom being seen as a ‘teacher’ by the students. I felt that this might limit 

the quality of the data that I would be collecting. I felt that the students might be more 

open and natural in their actions if they viewed me as a researcher. I encouraged the 

students to call me by my first name during the pilot study so that they might see me, not 

as an authority figure, but as a quasi friend (Michaels, 1994). The students at the second 

site already knew me as Mr Maher so this is what they called me to begin with. I did use 

a different name online, which is an issue taken up later. I asked both teachers involved 

in the research process that I not go into their classroom as a relief teacher. The reason 

for not wanting to work in the classes as a relief teacher was that I felt having to 

discipline the students if they misbehaved would discourage the students in assisting in 

the research, which was a voluntary process for them.

In working with the students around the computer, I did take up the role of a teacher. I 

was careful not to become a ‘classroom’ teacher where I took on the role of having to 

discipline students if needed. In working with the students on some of the projects, I 

taught them some of the skills they needed. In this way I became a teacher.

An important consideration too, was the age of the students, which was between 10 and 

12. Children at this age have generally clear expectations about themselves but do not 

have the maturity of adults. The children would see me naturally as an adult and some, 

as Bluebond-Langer (1978) suggest, could have conspired to mislead by providing me 

with inaccurate information to my interview questions for example. This may be out of 

playfulness, wariness, hostility or any other number of reasons. I felt that if I participated
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in some of the class activities with the students doing their work, both as a teacher and 

researcher, they might be more open with me which might mean data collection would be 

richer. Spending time with participants also helped to establish and keep the trust with 

them.

4.3 Data collection and analysis

Here in this section I describe the different ways that I collected data and how the data 

were analysed. In focusing on data collection I also discuss limitations of data collection 

and issues of transcription. The specific details relating to the amount and type of data 

collected is contained in appendix E.

Data collection
There was a variety of data gathered throughout the study, which was consistent with the 

methodology discussed earlier in the chapter. Some of the data were collected through 

the computer (both in the classroom while 1 was at home) and some around the computer 

while in the classroom.

Interactions through the computer consisted of email postings, chat room discussions, 

and messages left in guest books. There were two different email systems used 

throughout the study. There was the ePAL email account that both children and teachers 

could use, both in the pilot study and the second study. There was also Hotmail, which 

was used by students to interact informally with each other in the second study.

The majority of these interactions were recorded as files on the computer, although some 

— the ones posted on web sites hosted by commercial vendors — needed to be recorded 

in an offline location, as the messages were not kept once they were sent. The guest book 

interactions and emails were able to be monitored and recorded by me, as they were 

publicly accessible from any computer. I obtained written permission from students and 

parents to view and record all this material.
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Interactions around the computer contributed towards the data collection. These 

generally consisted of spoken interactions between students and/or me in small groups. 

The early interactions were video-taped; the later interactions were taped using a cassette 

recorder. One reason for changing from video camera to cassette recorder was that it was 

less intrusive and the students were therefore more comfortable during the recording 

sessions, focusing more on class work than the camera. Another reason for this change 

was the large amount of time it took to transcribe the data with little additional insights 

gained.

Observations are written records of what I experienced without any deliberate 

interpretation. These are different to field notes (described in this section), which are 

thoughts written down. Observations were recorded as hand-written notes, taken during 

visits to the school and kept as a diary. Additional observations were also written at the 

end of each visit. Observations in the classroom were also recorded using a video camera 

and a cassette recorder.

Interviews were both structured and unstructured. Structured interviews allow for 

comparable data to be collected from different participants, but do not allow participants 

to fully describe their views on a given topic (Bogdan and Biklen, 1998). Unstructured 

interviews allow researchers to “elicit information in order to achieve a holistic 

understanding of the interviewee’s point of view or situation; it can also be used to 

explore interesting areas for further investigation” (Berry, 1999, para 2.).

Teachers and students were interviewed throughout the study. Some interviews with 

students were one-to-one, while others were conducted with groups of students. Some of 

the interviews were conducted via the telephone or the Internet with teachers at other 

schools who participated in some of the classroom projects. Some of the structured 

interviews were conducted at the beginning or at the conclusion of each project and 

allowed for multiple ideas to be gathered or for the ideas of the students or teachers to be 

obtained. Many unstructured interviews occurred throughout the study and were in 

response to something that one of the students had said or written. Often these
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unstructured interviews were informal and quite short. An example of an unstructured 

interview occurred after one lesson where some of the students were being nasty to other 

students online. I spoke to the teacher about the issue and recorded the discussion. Using 

both structured and unstructured interviews allowed for different types of participant 

perspectives to be recorded.

The classroom teacher involved in the second or main study was interviewed both at the 

beginning of the study, and the end of the study, in order to gain some understanding of 

his perspective of the process. He was also interviewed during different stages of the 

study, in different projects, as were other teachers involved in the various projects. Most 

of the interviews with the classroom teacher took place in the school in a face-to-face 

situation, although some of the later interviews were conducted by telephone. Interviews 

with teachers were not the major focus of the data collection, as the students were of 

major interest instead. However, the interviews with teachers helped to clarify directions 

in planning curriculum-based projects in the classroom.

Students in the second study were interviewed at the beginning of the year in relation to 

their use of the computer in general, as well as their use of the Internet for 

communicating (see appendix B). These interviews with the students were conducted by 

myself with one student at a time. There were also group conferences, with myself and 

generally four students. The decision to interview groups of students was based on 

several reasons. Firstly, there were time restrictions. As I wanted to capture the thoughts 

and feelings of students close to a particular event I was interested in, I found that if I 

spoke to them as a class or a group I could capture more of their comments. Interviewing 

students straight after a session meant that they could remember the event more clearly 

and thus be more accurate with their comments. Secondly, interviewing students as a 

group worked from a sociocultural perspective, as the group interview allowed students 

to share ideas with each other. In this way, ideas that students may have forgotten were 

activated through interactions with other students. The interviews were recorded using a 

combination of a video camera, cassette player, hand written notes and through the
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Internet. During the second study notes were sent home to parents asking them if they 

would be prepared to be interviewed as well but I received no replies.

Students' work included electronic work published on the class web site and written 

work. This work was both formal and informal. Formal work was that which was 

directly related to activities that the class was undertaking as part of assessment work. 

Informal work was that which was initiated by the students. An example of this was 

work published on the class web site (see the animal page in appendix D). The purpose 

of looking at students' work was to get a greater understanding of the meaning and 

purpose of the interactions taking place.

Field notes were notes on my ideas and thoughts. These added richness and insights to 

the information obtained by the other methods— interviews and observations. Field 

notes are both reflective and descriptive. A purpose of taking field notes was that it 

allowed me to gather further data that would be more narrowly focused.

My field notes were thoughts and ideas written during the lesson, straight after the lesson, 

at home while going through the data, and later when writing up the study. I used a diary 

and recorded events that took place in the classroom. The notes helped me to keep track 

of my actions as a researcher, as well as the different projects that were implemented 

throughout the study.

Documents used during the study came from a variety of sources. The main source was 

the NSW Department of Education and Training. These included annual school reports, 

which allowed me to gain an overview of the schools involved in the study. Documents 

describing procedures in schools in relation to the students' use of the Internet were also 

accessed. Some of these documents are discussed more fully in the ethics section in this 

chapter. Other documents came from the NSW Board of Studies, who write the 

curriculum material for schools.
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Limitations of data collection
There were limitations in the qualitative data collection involving the use of mechanical 

methods (video camera and cassette) and in collecting online data.

There are a number of limitations in using mechanical methods. Firstly, the use of 

cameras can help to capture data comprehensively, but this does not guarantee that the 

data will be useful. Secondly, students and teachers often become more aware of their 

actions when a camera is placed in front of them and so behave differently. Thirdly, a 

video camera cannot capture the processes occurring in the whole classroom. There may 

be two different groups that both look interesting and so choices need to be made about 

which group to focus on.

Using a cassette recorder can be difficult in a class setting. Only small groups can be 

recorded at a time and the noise of the rest of the class can often make it difficult to hear 

individuals. It can be difficult to pick up the voices of students if they speak quietly. 

Having specialised recording equipment can alleviate this problem but this is expensive 

and cannot always be used as some situations in the class room can occur quickly, before 

equipment has been set up.

As discussed briefly earlier on in this chapter, a limitation of this qualitative study is that 

only students in the classroom and their teacher were interviewed in-depth. Interviewing 

people with whom the students were interacting online would have added much to this 

study, but due to practical considerations such as time, geographical restrictions, and 

getting permission to record and use their material, they were not included.

Drawing on online interactions was problematic as many of the interactions between the 

students were not able to be recorded by me. This was because it was not possible for me 

to log in to the chat room every afternoon until late at night. Accessing students’ 

interactions by email was limited as I was not included in some of the messages posted 

by them. The students did include me in some of their messages but it was not possible 

to know which ones I received and which ones I did not receive.
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Issues of transcription
For all transcribed data presented in this study, the participants' comments are positioned 

underneath each other, aligned to the left of the page. The purpose for transcribing the 

data in this way is that many of the sessions that took place involved more than two 

people. The flow of the interactions was thus kept intact by transcribing the data in this 

way. Also, the software programs used to facilitate the interactions that occurred through 

the computer generally placed interactions to the left, one participant under another. For 

the sake of uniformity it was decided that this method would be consistently applied

The names of participants, places and institutions have been changed where appropriate, 

in order to protect the identity of the participants involved in the research. For example, 

the locations indicated in the emails and guest book entries have been changed from a 

specific suburb to a more general location. All emails posted in suburbs in the greater 

Sydney area are listed as 'Sydney'. Where the transcribed data comes from face-to-face 

interactions, I refer to myself as DM. However in online interactions, 1 refer to myself as 

‘Mr Maher’, the ‘D’, or ‘the D train’.

Ail the dates included in emails, the guest books, and chat rooms uses Australian 

protocol, which is day-month-year. Any time that was automatically generated with 

Emails, the Guest Book, and the Chat Room entries, eg 12:00, has been removed. This is 

because many messages went through an American server, and so the time indicated was 

in American times. The data transcribed from spoken discussion includes the first name 

of the student (a pseudonym).

Where the interactions are generated through the computer, they are transposed in 

original form, excluding real names, or locations. All spelling and grammatical errors 

have been left in their original form. In order to clarify interactions where language 

usage may lead to misunderstanding, any written clarification is placed in brackets.

Some of the data were collected by video and observations made by myself at the time of 

transcription use the brace {} symbol. Another change made to the data is that all the
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participants’ names in synchronous chats and in face-to-face interviews are in bold. This 

is to allow for easier reading of data. Where more than one speaker begins speaking at a 

time, the names of the students are placed next to each other, eg Jack:Matthew: We went. 

The email addresses used by participants are changed from their original form to 

***@*** to protect their privacy.

Data analysis

Two different levels of analysis are carried out in this thesis. The first level of analysis is 

carried out in chapter five. Here I describe the projects that were carried out as a way of 

facilitating access to the Internet. In describing the projects I include details on the 

educational outcomes. In analysing the data I reflect on how issues of access affected the 

educational outcomes of each project. The material in chapter five also provides context 

for the later more detailed analysis. In analysing the data in chapter five I focus on each 

project rather than look at the data holistically as I do in chapters six and seven.

The second level of analysis was carried out in chapters six and seven. In analysing the 

data in these chapters I used both sociocultural theory and systemic functional grammar, 

which make up the analytical framework (as discussed in chapter two). I began by using 

sociocultural theory. As the analysis progressed, I developed and refined the constructs. 

For example, appropriation and identity were two constructs that came later in the 

analysis process. Systemic functional grammar was used later in the analysis process 

when issues of language started to emerge. Sociocultural theory is used in both chapters 

six and seven as a way of analysing the data while SFG is used in chapter seven only.

In seeking to understand access issues in chapters six and seven I focus on the 

interactions of students and other participants. The unit of analysis is therefore an 

interaction. An interaction is a conversation and can be as simple as a single word or 

sentence between two people up to extended dialogue between many people. In focusing 

on interactions I use the term ‘computer-mediated interactions’. This term encompasses
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both interactions through the computer and around the computer. This data was captured 

through online interactions, videotape, and cassette recorder.

To begin all the data was transcribed so that it was in a written format. I then coded the 

data. Coding is simply the process of categorizing and sorting data (Charmaz, 1993). An 

advantage of coding is that it greatly assists in organising and interpreting data (Bong, 

2002). A disadvantage of using the coding method is that it cannot deal with the 

ambiguity of language, which can have multiple simultaneous meanings (Draper and 

Anderson, 1991). As well as this, coding schemes can fail to account for the temporal 

dimensions of collaborations (Wegerif and Mercer, 1997a) for example, if a particular 

student changes the amount of time they spend online interacting over a period of time.

In coding the data I kept note of the number of times particular students interacted and 

how long they interacted.

The coding of the data came about through my reading and transcription of it. In coding 

the data different headings emerged. Some of the early headings included:

• Type of interaction—face to face, computer-mcdiated/synchronous, 

asynchronous

• Participants—students, relatives, teachers, experts, friends

• Relationship—expert-novice, peer-peer, novice-expert

• Status—formal-informal

• Gender

The next step was to compare and contrast all the items that had been assigned to the 

same heading. Through this process a set of categories emerged. These early categories 

were then condensed into a more structured and useful set of categories as the research 

progressed. "The aim of this is to clarify what the categories... mean, as well as identify 

sub-categories and relations among categories" (Sapsford & Jupp, 1996, p. 292).

The final categories that were selected through analysis of the data are the access issues 

that are the focus of this thesis. These include the provision of access, and issues of 

identity, gender, safety and language.
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Conclusion

This chapter has focused on issues associated with the design of this study discussing the 

methodology, sites and participants, and data collection and analysis.

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that a qualitative approach incorporating aspects of 

ethnography and case study design is best able to capture the interactions of participants, 

both around and through the computer. In conducting such research, issues of rigour and 

ethical considerations are significant. The ethical dimensions of this study are 

particularly important given that unrestricted online access was provided to students in 

the study.

I described the two sites that made up this multi-site study and the students and teachers 

at these two sites. I have also explained the different roles that I undertook in the 

research process, which were researcher and teacher.

What constituted data and how these data were analysed was discussed. In focusing on 

data collection the limitations in collecting such data were highlighted. The way that the 

data were transcribed was explained. In discussing the analysis of the data I explained 

how the data were analysed firstly, project by project, and then holistically. In analysing 

the data they were coded to create the categories included in access issues; the provision 

of access, identity, gender, safety, and literacy.

This is the last of the chapters focusing on aspects associated with setting the context for 

the study. The conceptual framework was discussed in chapter one; in chapter two the 

theoretical framework was presented, and in chapter three a review of the literature was 

undertaken. Finally, in this chapter the project design was discussed. In Part Two, the 

Doorway is unlocked. The projects undertaken for the study are described and analysed 

in the next chapter. In chapter six and seven analysis of the students’ interactions is 

undertaken and in chapter eight the study is concluded.
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CHAPTER FIVE

UNLOCKING THE DOOR: PROJECTS FROM THE STUDY

Introduction

In the previous chapter, design issues were considered. In that chapter I argued that a 

qualitative approach is best suited for examining access issues. I provided details on the 

methodology, school sites, and discussed data collection and analysis. Chapter four 

concluded Part One of the thesis.

This chapter introduces Part Two of the thesis where I open doors and provide spaces for 

students to interact online. In order to facilitate the research process, and provide 

meaningful online access in the classroom, I developed a number of curriculum-based 

projects in collaboration with class teachers. The research was conducted at two sites.

At the first one, in the pilot study, two projects were undertaken, the ePALS Project and 

the Gully Way Project. A number of issues arising from this study resulted in 

modifications that were implemented in the projects at the second school.

In the second or main study, eight projects were undertaken. The first was the 

construction of a class web site which was used for subsequent interactions. The next 

five projects were related to the curriculum. Two other ‘projects’, which used Messenger 

and Hotmail, were initiated by students rather than by me, partially as a result of their 

access to the Internet in the classroom.

In this chapter I discuss the different projects, providing an analysis of the educational 

outcomes and design of subsequent projects. I also discuss issues arising from provision 

of access.
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5.1 Overview of the projects used in the study

This section provides an overview of the projects that were designed and implemented in 

the study. Figure 5.1 lists them chronologically.

Figure 5.1 List of projects
Pilot Study (White Primary School) 

The ePALS Project

The Gully Way Project classroom projects

Main study (Belmont Heights Public School)

The class web site:

The guest book 

The chat room 

The email account 

The Expert Project 

The Schoolmail Project 

The Teddy Bear Project 

The Debate

The High School Project 

Messenger and 

Hotmail.

classroom project

classroom projects

student-initiated projects

These projects are discussed in detail below. I begin with a description of the pilot study.

5.2 The pilot study

The pilot study was conducted to assess what factors might be important in using the 

Internet in the classroom to support curriculum-based lessons. The major aim was to 

investigate the practicalities of conducting studies with primary school students, using the 

Internet in general, and email in particular. Access issues were the focus of this study. 

The results of this study were then applied to the main study, which was conducted the 

following year. This section describes the two different projects undertaken for the pilot 

study concluding with discussion on some of the main access issues encountered.
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The ePALS Project

The project was initiated in early February 2001. I logged onto the web site called 

‘ePALS.com’ to locate a class with which to interact online. ePALS advertised itself at 

that time as the world's largest and fastest growing online classroom community, 

connecting over 3 million people from 191 countries, who speak 134 different languages. 

The site has a language translation program which is able to convert text from seven 

different languages. I considered that this site would be useful as it might provide 

opportunities for students to interact with other students who did not necessarily speak 

English as their first language.

This was the first time that I had made contact with another teacher online, and I was a 

little unsure of the process. A grade five teacher from a school in America had posted her 

class details on the ePALS site, asking for a class with which to interact. I responded on 

behalf of my class. The students started interacting through email using an ePALS email 

address. The American class was undertaking a research project on other countries and 

was focusing on Australia. I hoped that the students would learn about each other’s 

culture, which, for the Australian students, was relevant to the Human Society and its 

Environment (HSIE) curriculum. The plan was that students would send emails to each 

other about their way of life, focusing on their pet animals and the types of activities the 

students engaged in, such as swimming, reading etc.

The level of involvement of the American teacher was a little different from the 

expectations that the classroom teacher at White School and I held. We were planning 

that the ePAL project would link closely to the curriculum. As noted above, our 

expectation was that the students would learn about each other’s culture, whereas the 

American teacher’s expectation was that interacting would be a reward for good 

behaviour. The American teacher sent an email part way through the project letting us 

know how the system of sending emails worked in her class:

The kids can do it [send emails] when they have some time, I don't let them all write at 

once, and 1 use it more as a reward, as in “IFyou don 7 get a warning today, you may be
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able to email your epal." The main thing is that it’s completely stress free for the teachers 

involved.

(American teacher, 23/3/01)

As the email indicates, the American teacher planned for an informal sharing of emails 

when students had time and if they were good. The process that the White School 

teacher and 1 had in mind was a more planned approach that would link in with some of 

the learning outcomes from the syllabus. These different expectations of the teachers in 

the two participating classes meant that the project did not run as I anticipated. Only 

allowing well-behaved students to interact meant that students who were paired with 

badly-behaved students might not get to interact. It was not clear when interactions 

might occur and who might be interacting. This meant that there were difficulties in 

planning for effective learning outcomes. This project highlights the importance of early 

communication between teachers in ensuring there are a set of common expectations and 

procedures.

The Gully Way Project
Another project was initiated after a different teacher at White School spoke to me and 

indicated that she knew of a teacher in a small rural school in NSW who was interested in 

his students corresponding with other students online. The class teacher at the rural 

school was contacted by email and agreed that the students would share emails.

The educational outcomes of this project also linked in with HSIE. In this project, the 

plan was to allow students to share stories comparing life in the country to life in the city. 

There were 12 pupils in the rural class and they sent a joint email. Seven students from 

the city school also wrote introductory emails. The plan was to link these two schools 

together through the use of a chat room, but due to the fact that the pilot study concluded 

about this time this plan did not eventuate. The class teacher from White School did not 

continue the email interactions once the pilot study concluded.
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The provision of access in the pilot study
One of the main issues to arise from the pilot study was lack of access, and this issue 

ultimately defined the focus of the study. The lack of access manifested itself in a 

number of different ways, related to the technical, physical and online access.

Difficulties associated with technical access included problems with computers and 

connections to the Internet. The computers either did not work at all or constantly broke 

down. Of the three computers in the classroom, one of them did not work for the entire 

semester. Connecting to the Internet was also problematic and this limited online access. 

Often the computers would not connect at all to the Internet. At other times, online 

access was very slow.

The way that the school responded to the matter of maintenance was to place the 

computer teacher in charge of fixing problems. While this person responded as quickly 

as possible to problems, she was not a fully trained computer technician, and the teachers 

in the classroom sometimes were required to deal with these problems themselves. Many 

teachers do not have the technical skills needed to maintain computers. Computer 

networks in schools need to be maintained by qualified professionals, who can respond 

quickly to problems. Without a proper system of computer maintenance in schools, the 

problem of malfunctioning computers will continue to affect online interactions in the 

classroom.

Another way access was restricted was due to limited physical access in the classroom. 

This was due to two factors, the size of the classroom and the inadequate computer 

furniture. Space in the classroom where the study took place was limited. There was 

insufficient space for three computers. The desks on which the computers were placed 

were positioned so that access to them was difficult for the students. Alternatives to 

enhance access were not considered by the teacher. When students were at the computers 

often other students would bump the computers as they tried to navigate their way around 

the classroom, causing frustration and limiting time on the task due to interruptions.
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There was no specialised furniture for the computers. The tables on which the computers 

were placed were the same as those the students used for other work. These tables were 

not large enough to accommodate both the monitors and the keyboard, and because the 

keyboard could not be positioned correctly the students did not have a proper view of the 

monitor. On several occasions when the students used the computer to write letters, they 

were required to rest the keyboard on their lap. Thus the students’ health was also placed 

at risk as they sat in ways that were non-ergonomic. Problems that can arise from using 

incorrect furniture can include pain, fatigue, eyestrain, headaches and repetitive strain 

injury (RSI) (McKenzie, 2000). Allowing young students to sit at incorrectly designed 

furniture can potentially lead to life-long health problems. Having correct furniture is 

particularly important for adolescent students who are going through rapid physical 

changes (Jermolajew & Newhouse, 2003). The solution suggested by these two authors 

is to have adjustable furniture that caters for different sized students.

As a result of the lack of suitable furniture, on the occasions that the students did interact 

online in the classroom they were not able to complete much writing. Much of their time 

was spent on focusing on how to manage the keyboard rather than on composing an 

email.

Finally, there was a lack of variety and richness of online access. This had the most 

noticeable effect on students’ interactions. During the pilot study, the ePALS email 

account had only one address associated with it and so it was the only online access point 

students could use to interact with others outside the classroom. I felt that there needed 

to be more than just one email address as a point of access for students to interact. My 

experience as an Internet user meant that I was aware of guest books and chatrooms, 

which allow for variety in the ways users can interact online. I decided to use these in the 

main study. The interactions of the students online indicated that an online area where 

they could show their work would provide context and purpose for such interactions. A 

dedicated class home page would provide such a space.
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As stated earlier, the purpose of the pilot study was to assess what factors might be 

important in using the Internet in the classroom to support curriculum-based lessons.

Four factors became apparent: for lessons to be effective, there needed to be

• technical access

• physical access

• online access

• careful curriculum planning.

It became clear that the last two factors were the ones that needed further exploration in 

the main study. To address the lack of online access, I developed a class web site. In 

response to curriculum planning issues, I created a series of projects in conjunction with 

the classroom teachers, which incorporated the use of the Internet.

5.3 The main study

The individual projects used in the main study were carried out over four school terms. 

Table 5.1 indicates approximately when each project commenced and when it concluded:
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Table 5. 1 Overview of project dates
2002

PROJECT TERM 1 TERM 2 TERM 3 TERM 4

TERM DATES 28 Jan-12 Apr 29 Apr-5 July 22July- 27Sept 4 Oct-20 Dec

The class web site w
Expert Project ------------ ►

The Schoolmail
Project

--------------►

The Teddy Bear
Project

The Debate -------------- ►

The High School
Project

-------------- ►

Messenger ------------------ ►

Hotmail ------------------ ►

The class web site

I developed the class web site over the course of the year, in consultation with the 

students and the class teacher. It was linked to the school's web site and was constructed 

using the same technology as used for the school's web site. Initially the front page was 

created, with additional pages added as the year progressed.

There were two purposes for the class web site. The first was to allow for a variety of 

online interactions to occur. In providing access, an email address (using ePAL), a guest 

book, and a chat room were linked to the class web site. The second purpose was to 

provide an online space that the students could use to display some of their work, and 

thereby provide a context for some of the online interactions. To achieve this, a number 

of different pages containing student work, as will be discussed, made up the class web 

page. These are discussed further in what follows.
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An important part of the project was the children creating the web page themselves (with 

my help). This involved constructing the page using Microsoft Frontpage (a web page 

maker), searching the Internet for relevant pictures, arranging the material on the page to 

create a cohesive visual effect, and adding descriptive text to the pictures.

The class web site was introduced to the class early in the year with the interaction page 

already set up. This page is explained more fully later in this section. At the beginning 

of the year the front or home page was blank. The students were asked to design a front 

page for the class web site that they felt best represented their class. The best features of 

the suggested designs were selected and incorporated into one complete web page. The 

front page of the web site contained a greeting from the class, and a description of the 

class members. A photo of the classroom was also included, without any of the students 

in it. The reason for taking a photo of the room without students was that not all students 

returned their consent notes so it was felt that it would be unrepresentative of the class to 

have a photo without all the students. Also, the guidelines set down by the Department of 

Education and Training (DET) needed to be observed, as discussed in chapter four. A 

screen shot of the Class Web Site is shown in Figure 5.2:
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Figure 5. 2 The front page of the class web site

There are 25 students in our class. There are 7 grade 5 girls and 2 grade 5 boys There are 10 grade 6 girls and 6 grade 6 
boys. There are 4 school captains and they are all in the class. Their Names are Jenny, John, Samantha, Melanie Betty and 
Sharon are also SRC reps

There are 6 house captains in the class The names of the houses and the captains are 

Lawson: Glory, Dean 

Wentworth: Delila, Darleen 

Blaxland: Mary, Lewis

Our class teacher's name is Mr Parker

contact us at our interaction pane 

learn about us at our introduction page 

look at examples of our work at our work page 

pictures of Mel, the class koala at Met pa&e
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The front page contained links to all other pages on the site. Linked pages included an 

interaction page, which contained links to email, guest book and a chat room using a free 

web site provider called Homestead. During 2002, it was not possible to run chat rooms 

or guest books through DET’s server so these were added using Homestead. All the 

pages were connected together by hyperlinks so they were all on one web site.

The class web site was developed to allow opportunities for students to interact in both a 

synchronous and asynchronous environment, without the need for complicated 

passwords. A finding of the pilot study was that in order to provide access there needed 

to be a site that allowed for different types of interactions to occur, other than an email 

address. The class web site provided this. It also allowed students to create a group 

identity, which was an important aspect in providing access.

Also linked to the front page were a number of different web pages created by the class in 

different groups throughout the year. These pages were important in relation to some of 

the interactions the students had, as they helped to create a context for some of the 

interactions. These linked pages included an introduction page, where students wrote a 

short statement about their families, ages, hobbies, favourite foods, and sports that they 

played. An example of such a message follows:

My name is Trisha. I am a girl and I am in year 5. I live in a suburb called Belmont 

Heights. I have Avo brothers named Ben and Andy, a mum and a dad named Carolyn 

and Jeffeiy and three pets. My three pets are a dog named Ebony, a cat named Tabby 
and a puppy named Caspie. My favourite food is chocolate and I love to eat chicken 

kebabs as well. My best friend is Ming and we do lots of things together. My hobbies are 

reading, drawing, T. V, shopping and most of all playing with my pets.

There were a number of other pages added throughout the year. The students wrote a 

poem in term one on what it meant to be an Australian, as part of the work they 

undertook as part of Human Society and its Environment (HSIE). Some of these poems 

were loaded onto a web page and linked to the class site (see appendix D). The students 

went on a camp in term two and constructed a number of pages on this. In term two the
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school had a 'spooky disco', and photos of the students were placed onto a web page. In 

term three the students constructed some pages based on a topic of their own. Some of 

the topics chosen were animals, music and sports (see appendix D for an example). As 

stated, the students participated in the design and construction of all the web pages, apart 

from the interaction page as shown in figure 5.3:
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Figure 5. 3 The Interactions page

| classinteractions - Microsoft Internet Explorer ■ [Working Offline]

*4 - 'U [?| d3| €l lU r# 0 i W M <£2 File j Address

Ld
Interactions page

Please leave any messages for the class in our 
guest book or you can send messages to our 
email address which is below. Don't forget to 

leave a return email address

GUEST BOOK
(*)Signln (§>View Entries

email: belmontheiqhts@epals.com
•m

Chat Room
Connecting to chat server..
Fatal Error: connect.

Press reload button on browser to restart

Message: |j Submitj
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A guest book was one of the tools placed on the interaction page. A guest book is a little 

like email in that both are asynchronous, but the guest book displays the messages on a 

public web page and is a one-to-many form of interaction unlike emails, which usually 

are person-to-person. On entering the interaction page, a guest book link was presented 

to the user with two choices, to sign in or to view the messages. Figure 5.4 shows the 

icon users could select:

Figure 5.4 Guest book icon

GUEST BOOK
® Sign In ®'View Entries

Clicking on the View Entries button took the user to a new page, which contained all the 

messages that had been posted. Users from any computer connected to the Internet could 

access the guest book and did not need any special passwords to send messages or to read 

the messages sent. This allowed students in the classroom the opportunity to interact 

with minimum input from the teacher or myself. A feature of the guest book was that it 

recorded all the messages and only the teacher could remove them. This allowed 

messages to be monitored and deleted if they were found to be unsuitable. On clicking 
the ‘Sign In’ button, a text dialogue box opened allowing text to be entered as shown in 

Figure 5.5:
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Figure 5. 5 Web page presented to users when posting a message

GUEST BOOK

What is your name?

Where are you from?

What is your web site URL? 

What is your web site name? 

What is your e-mail address? 

Comments:

http://

The information in the boxes did not have to be inserted for the message to be posted, 

which meant that messages could be posted anonymously. The implications of this are 

discussed in the next chapter.

Another interactive program placed on the class web site was a chat room. This is a 

synchronous device that allows multiple users to interact in real time. Like the guest 

book, it was based on a web page format and did not need any passwords. When a user 

connected to the chat room by simply clicking on the link in the interaction page, a 

number was assigned to that user, and appeared in the window. Once the user put in a 

name, it replaced the number. The name stayed the same for the rest of the chat session 

unless changed (which was an option on the page). Below the chat window were two 

boxes. One was for the user to type in his or her name, while the other was for the
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message. To post the message the user pressed the ‘Submit’ button, as shown in Figure 

5.6:

Figure 5.6 The chat room

Chat Room
Connecting to dial server...
Connected and signed in.
You have joined tne chat loom as Anonymous296. 
Members of loom: Anonymous296 11

11 'l ' ■..... ' 1 ......'''' '"................... •' '• "" 1 11111 • ...... 1

' . . i ■ < ►

Name:

Message:

Anonymous296 Change

Submit

One final interactive element on the class web site was the email account. This was set 

up using the ePAL site, which was the same site that was used for the pilot study, but 

with a different email address. The ePALS email address was also used for two other 

projects in the main study as will be discussed later in this chapter. Some of the students 

also used the ePALS email for informal interactions. The students were shown how to 

log into the ePALS site so that they could either send an email or check if they had 

received any. ePALS required a password to be used to send and receive emails. So that
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the students could easily use the email, they were provided with both the username and 

the password to access the account. This was the school name as it was considered that 

this name would be easy for the students to remember.

Originally, it was intended that the students would each be given their own individual 

email account. This did not eventuate because there was not enough time to set it up and 

train the children how to use it. In addition, it was found that the class email account 

provided a sufficient means of interacting. It was also clear that checking individual 

students’ email accounts to monitor interactions would be logistically impossible.

The Provision of access through the class web site
As stated earlier, one of the purposes of the class web site was to provide an online space 

that the students could use to display some of their work, and thereby provide a context 

for some of the online interactions. There were many messages left in the guest book 

about the content of the class web site.

The following entry is from one of the parents:

susan

Sunday, 19/5/02

Rebecca Hi - love your school's website. I still haven't 

received your email. Have a nice day 

From: Sydney

One of the parents whose child had left the school also left a message, which refers to a 

camp that the students attended, of which pictures and information were posted on the 

class web site:
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Mrs H

Tuesday, 9/7/02

Hello to all those children who know me. Great to see some pictures of a place both my 

children have visited with Belmont Heights School. Hope you had a great time. Did 

everyone enjoy the cook-out? What a lovely place to be in. Best of luck with your term 3 

coming up, and the fun time ahead with your sports carnival in August.

There were also emails sent to the class from siblings of the students. These discussed 

the class web site and its contents. A brother of one of the students sent an email which 

refers in part, to the class mascot (a koala called Mel), which was part of the Teddy Bear 

Project (to be discussed later in this chapter):

From . Mark 

Date: 16/5/02 

Subject: Re: hello

Hi Angel, Howz it goin?? 1 like the school website. Did the class design it? Like ur class 

mascot too. Who are you sending it to in Tokyo? Say hi to Mr.Parker and the rest of the 

class for me.

Luv Mark. XXOO

p.s. and tell everyone to come visit my website

Another brother of two of the students posted a comment on the pages that the students 

had designed themselves:

Paul (SLM and SRMs bro) [Susan and Sally’s brother]

Sunday, 9/15/02, 3:56 AM

Good Work Kiddies! 1 reckon you should get some more of your own pages like Jack and 

Matt's and Jane and Susan's. It's great to see what you guys like. Have A Good One 

From: Sydney

The examples above demonstrate the class web site provided information about class 

activities to which relatives of the students and others could relate. The site is a little like
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the walls of the classroom where students display examples of their work such as artwork 

and projects. The type of engagement online would not have been possible if all that was 

available was an email address. The information on the class web site provided 

meaningful online access to information.

The second purpose of the class web site was to provide a means through which the 

students could interact with each other and with other participants online. The three 

different programs discussed provided either asynchronous or synchronous means of 

interacting. These different programs suited different groups of participants. The 

students used all three programs. They used the guest book early on and later they used 

the chat room, and to a limited extent, email. The parents and friends of the students 

tended to use the guest book, as a visual way of leaving encouraging messages. Many of 

the classes contacted as part of classroom lessons used email, particularly overseas ones. 

These programs provided variety and richness of access.

One of the purposes of using the class web site was to explore genre. One of the features 

of systemic functional grammar (SFG) is genre. Martin (1984) defines a genre as “...a 

staged, goal-orientated, purposeful activity in which speakers engage as members of our 

culture” (p. 25). Genres can be either spoken or written and exist in all areas of daily life. 

Typically, genres form over a long period of time, often over several generations. They 

have fuzzy boundaries and once codified can be resistant to change (Dillon & 

Gushrowski, 2000). The class web site can be seen as a new genre (Morgan, 1998), 

where both content and interactivity combine as one element, I

I now examine individual projects that took place throughout the study that incorporated 

programs on the class web site, Messenger and Hotmail.

The Expert Project

Students were asked to contact experts online as part of work they were completing in the 

classroom. There were a number of smaller projects undertaken as part of the Expert 

Project. The first task required that students complete a mini-project on their favourite 

sport, and as part of the project contact a sports person online. Sport was chosen as the
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first topic because many students played sport and enjoyed following teams at the top 

level of competition.

The sports chosen included Aussie rules (football), rugby league, swimming, netball, 

cricket, soccer, and basketball (men and women). Each sport selected had a web site 

where visitors could send messages via email or guest book to their favourite sports 

player. 1 selected these interactive sites so that students would not spend large amounts 

of time trying to locate such sites, and in this way I provided a form of scaffolding.

Another project involved four students sending emails to a web site specially set up for 

the 2002 Commonwealth games. One other project involved students locating different 

web sites related to music and asking the performers about being a musician.

The educational outcomes for these projects were related to the English Syllabus, and in 

particular linked to the reading and viewing of texts, and specifically to the use of email 

to request and receive information. In the projects initiated for the pilot study, the 

students had interacted with their peers only. In this project, the type of people they were 

to interact with was extended to experts. The plan was for students to locate an expert 

and ask questions related to the particular area of interest. The information that the 

students obtained this way formed part of their project.

The students sometimes used the ePAL email address to send some emails to these 

‘experts’ but mostly they used the email addresses on particular web sites they visited. 

While many of the sites advertised their interactivity, only one student (out of the 25 

students in the class) received a reply to an email. This suggests that while there are 

interactive web sites, they do need to be checked before using them as a classroom 

resource.

The Schoolmail Project

This project involved the year 5/6 students working with the kindergarten class at the 

school. They were already working with this class once a month as ‘buddies’. The
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buddy program was part of the Personal Development/Health/Physical Education 

(PDHPE) syllabus. The rationale for the buddy system is that an older student works 

with a younger student who helps them to learn about the school. In addition, the older 

buddy can assist the younger one at recess and lunchtime if the need arises. If a younger 

student gets into trouble in the playground they can go to their older buddy and ask for 

help before asking a teacher. The buddy program also gives older students the 

opportunity to learn leadership skills. This type of buddy system is common in many 

Australian schools.

The reason for developing an Internet project using classes located in one school was that 

it would allow teachers at the school to have greater control over the learning process. A 

finding of the ePALS project in the pilot study was that it was very difficult to develop an 

Internet project between teachers of groups that are separated by great distances. 

Conducting the buddy project as an internal one made communication between teachers 

easy and prevented difficulties associated with different school calendars. It also allowed 

for video taping of both the receiver and sender of the emails, which allowed for a more 

in-depth ethnographic picture to be captured.

The students worked in groups. The structure of the group had each grade 5/6 student 

working with a kindergarten student. The kindergarten student selected the senior 

student that she or he would like to send a letter to, and then another grade 5/6 student 

was selected to help the kindergarten student write the letter. All the students in the 

grade 5/6 class participated in this project.

The project was designed so that there were learning outcomes for both the kindergarten 

students and the year 5/6 students. There were two outcomes for the kindergarten 

students. The first was to teach them to use the computer, in particular the keyboard.

The second outcome was to teach them the structure of a letter. Many of the kindergarten 

students had a limited understanding of writing English so sometimes they dictated to 

their buddy. The main outcome for the grade 5/6 students was to develop their computer 

skills, which they could then teach to the kindergarten students. However it turned out 

that while the older students did have an impressive understanding of the computer in
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general, which has been recognised by other authors (see for example Aphek, N.D.2) 

they did not have all the skills to teach the kindergarten students. An example here is 

where students pressed a wrong button and did not know how to get back to the place 

they were last in.

This project was planned early in the year so that the computer skills taught to the grade 

5/6 students could be then transferred later to more advanced projects. For this project 

the students used a program called Schoolmail. This program needed to be downloaded 

onto the computer and only computers in the school had such programs. This meant that 

emails could only be sent and received within the school. This project contributed 

valuable material on the sorts of discussions that occurred around the computer and the 

results are examined in chapter seven.

The Teddy Bear Project
The ePAL Project and the Teddy Bear Project were similar in that they were both 

projects that involved interactions online with other students who were geographically 

distant. Both projects used the ePALS email system. Like the ePALS Project, the Teddy 

Bear Project was linked to HSIE, and cultural awareness.

There were also some differences between the two projects. One of the differences was 

the initial purpose of the two. The ePAL project was an open system, where schools 

could contact each other, with a very general aim of sharing cultural stories. The Teddy 

Bear Project, on the other hand, had a much more specific outcome; each student was 

asked to write about his/her home life. Another difference between the two projects was 

language. The ePALS project was between two English speaking classes, while the 

Teddy Bear Project was between an English speaking class and a Japanese speaking 

class. A moderator assigned the two classes to each other. The class's details, which 

included grade level, language spoken etc were entered into an online database. My class 

was assigned a grade six class in Japan.
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The aim of the Teddy Bear Project was for two classes to share cultural stories with each 

other. As a focus, each class was to send the other a toy bear or another animal. Each 

week one student would take the animal home and write about what the animal 

experienced. The students would then write down the information and email it to their 

partner school. Then a student from the other class would reply. The toy animal would 

spend time with each student in the class. The toy selected to send to the Japanese class 

was a stuffed koala, which was given the name Mel, by the Principal. To help the 

Japanese students understand the school and class better, the Belmont Heights students 

constructed a web page, taking photos with a digital camera, which were then pasted into 

a web page. See appendix D for the screen shot of the Mel page.

The reason for undertaking a similar project in the main study, to one conducted in the 

pilot study, was to assess if creating a class web site allowed for easier interactions. I 

also felt that the Teddy Bear Project started with a clearer focus than the ePALS project. 

The focus of the Teddy Bear Project was that the students were asked to describe their 

bedroom and then email this description to a student in the other class.

There were a number of problems encountered with this project. Language difficulties 

meant that the project was not as successful as had been planned. The Belmont Heights 

students did not clearly understand what the Japanese students had written. This curtailed 

the amount that they were able to write. Another problem encountered with this project 

was time. In bridging a large distance, time constraints affected the interactions of 

participants. In Japan, the school year finishes in the middle of the year. This meant that 

by the time the students sent introductory emails to each other the school year was over 

for the Japanese students and the interactions did not develop beyond introductions. A 

final problem for the Japanese teacher, very similar to a problem faced at Belmont 

Heights, was computer reliability as an email sent from her revealed: 1

1 am serious sorry to have been without taking out a letter.

In fact, my computer broke down and resetting up has taken time.
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Due to the problems experienced throughout the project with language, broken computers 

and differences in school terms, there were very few emails that were shared between the 

students.

The Debate

The class selected to debate was a grade five class of a large school located in suburban 

Sydney. The pseudonym name given to this school is Landstown West Public School 

(LWPS). The teacher of the class was the wife of Mr Parker, the teacher at Belmont 

Heights. The title of the debate was 'Small schools are better than large schools'. The 

topic was chosen by Mr Parker to allow each school to argue its own point of view, as 

Belmont Heights is a small school and LWPS is a large one.

The online debate was designed to be similar in many ways to a face-to-face debate. A 

rationale for conducting this type of project using the Internet was to assess if students 

could critically engage with each other’s ideas through the Internet using a written 

medium. The educational outcome was linked to the English syllabus in that it was 

planned that the students would develop skills in writing an argument, one of the text 

types (genres) taught in NSW primary schools. This project also provided an opportunity 

to work in-depth with a small group of students.

There were four students per team. Mr Parker selected those students he felt would best 

benefit from inclusion in the debate. This project was not conducted as a whole group 

project as Mr Parker felt that a small group would be better considering that the process 

of debating online was new to both classes. We felt that if the debate was successful, and 

if there was time, another debate could be undertaken, where the students could select 

their own topic and more students could become involved.

Each student took turns to present an argument for his or her team. The first speaker 

presented an overview of the topics to be covered by the whole team. The second and 

third speakers presented most of the argument for the team and responded to the other 

team's arguments. The last speaker also responded to the other team's arguments and
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closed the argument for the whole team. The debate was adjudicated and a judgement 

given on the winner. The NSW Education Minister adjudicated the debate in late 

November. The Minister posted the adjudication comments on the same site as the 

students' comments, which allowed students from both schools to access the information 

easily.

A web page was set up for the students as a common access point, using a guest book, 

which was the same technology used for the interaction page of the class web site. The 

debate web page is shown in Figure 5.7:

10?
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Figure 5. 7 The Debate web page
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Small schools are better than large 
schools
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presents an argument in turn with the other team.
The length of each written argument viil vary. The firs! entry 
should be between 150-200 words. Entries 2 and 3 should be 
between 400-500 words

Belmont Heights PS start the debate arguing in the affirmative 
followed by Landstcwn West PS, arguing for the opposite.
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book below, Click on the view entries' button to read both 
team's entries

This debate is to be judged with comnients to be posted sn tfie 
guest book. Negotiations are in place as to who this will be- stay

posted!
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This project was successful in terms of the outcomes planned. One of the reasons for this 

was the many emails shared between the classroom teacher from LWPS and me 

throughout the project. The interactions helped us to make necessary changes to the 

project, such as adjusting the number of words the students were permitted to use and the 

amount of time between postings. I sent an email to the teacher at the end of the project 

asking her opinion of the project (see appendix B for the complete set of questions). She
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replied that she felt the project was successful but there was too much adult input from 

her in her class.

Results from this project contributed towards a greater understanding of students’ identity 

and literacy issues, examined in chapters six and seven.

The High School Project

None of the projects discussed so far had synchronous discussion in them. Thus the High 

School Project was designed to allow real-time interactions to occur. It was organised so 

that the grade six students and a grade seven group consisting of eight students at the 

local high school (named Ramgate High School in this study) could interact with each 

other on a weekly basis using a chat room.

I approached the Deputy Principal at the high school early in term three with the idea. A 

meeting was later held with the Deputy Principal, the librarian (who would be in charge 

of the students at the time they were interacting), the computer coordinator, the drama 

teacher and me. The Deputy Principal chose drama as the focus subject because he felt 

that it was a subject that could be shared more easily via the Internet. The high school 

students came from the drama class being held at the time the Internet sessions were 

conducted.

The objective of the project was that students from the primary school and high school 

would share information about high school life. The intention was to familiarise the 

primary school students with some of the students and teachers at the high school so they 

would feel a part of the school community the following year.

The educational outcome of the project was that the students would undertake an activity 

related to the Drama KLA. A play was chosen for the students to work on together, 

named Fossils (Aston, 1995). This play is about conflict and conflict resolution. The 

grade six students were to leam one or two scenes, which they would then perform at the 

high school with the grade seven group in the last session. Each session lasted for about
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40 minutes. The grade seven group would also perform their scene to the grade six 

students. The purpose of interacting online, in relation to the drama component, was to 

provide the year six students with an overview of the play, as they did not have the 

opportunity to read the whole play. There was also time set aside, as indicated in the 

overview below in Table 5.2, to discuss different roles in a drama production and for the 

students to practise the play. The students bought props from home to improve their 

performance. The grade six students learnt the part of the play they were given and 

looked at roles in drama in the classroom such as actor, director, lighting person etc.

The Internet sessions were structured so that 40 minutes was set aside each week for the 

students to interact with each other online. There were eight lessons scheduled for term 

four. All of the lessons except for the one in week eight involved the students interacting 

online. The last two weeks of the school year were not included, as end of year school 

functions took up too much time. A lesson plan was written for the project, which is 

provided below in Table 5.2:

ins
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Table 5. 2 High school lesson overview

WEEK ACTIVITY

1 Students introduce themselves.

2 First question and answer discussion. Students from primary school pose

questions. High school students also have the opportunity to share their ideas

with the primary school students.

3 Begin work on collaborative project. Discuss the play and get an overview.

4 Start to look at the different characters in the play and discuss them.

5 Discuss issues of conflict and conflict resolution, which are central themes of

the play.

6 Discuss the different roles in drama.

7 Discuss week 8 visit, times, places, expectations. Also allow students to have

free interactions.

8 Primary school students visit high school, perform the play and have tour of

school, participate in a class lesson and have lunch.

A short set of online rules for the students was provided to the librarian at the high 

school, which are listed in Table 5.3:

Table 5.3 Rules of online sessions

Rules of the online sessions.

1. The sessions are moderated, which means students may be asked to stop writing at any 

time by a teacher.

2. Students should keep their comments positive. Negative comments about schools or 

students may result in students being asked to withdraw from the project.

3. Students are to use their real first names only, unless there are two students with the 

same first name, which may mean one student will have to add a number or an initial.

4. Only one person at a time can post a message.
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There were difficulties in finding an appropriate chat room for the students to use for this 

project. It was originally intended that the chat room on the class web site be used 

however it would not connect through DET’s server. Messenger was the next choice as 

this would function on DET’s server. However, the high school would not allow 

Messenger to be used as they felt that it was not a secure platform and might allow 

hackers to break into their computer system and cause damage. There are other online 

systems, such as WebCT, and Blackboard, which are often used to facilitate online 

interactions at the University level and occasionally by primary schools. There were a 

number of problems with these as well. They did not provide synchronous spaces in trial 

versions and even in 2005 synchronous access could only be gained by paying for the 

service. Obviously it was preferable from the school’s point of view to use a free system. 

Another problem with Blackboard was that every user had to log in with a name and 

password. This would have meant a lot of work in setting up the online space.

Accessing a number of different rooms would also have proved very difficult using either 

Blackboard or WebCT.

As a result, the same guest book used on the class web site was used as the 

communication tool, although it needed to be adapted in order for the students to chat in 

real time. Therefore I developed a system where two computer windows were open 

simultaneously; one for sending and the other for receiving messages.

This was not a perfect system as it did mean having to click between the two open 

windows on the computer but it did allow for synchronous communication to occur. The 

system was demonstrated to the students at both the primary and high school. Some of 

the primary school students had already used the guest book, so they were comfortable 

with the system. It was organised that the librarian and I could keep in contact by mobile 

telephone during each Internet session if needed.

In this project students played with their identity online. These results are examined in 

chapter seven. Another important finding from this project was that there were limited 

synchronous online spaces available to students to use in the classroom. These findings 

are discussed in chapter seven and eight.
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Messenger
Messenger and Hotmail were two different programs that the students themselves 

selected for online interactions while in their homes. These projects (for want of a better 

term) were informal and were initiated by the students.

Messenger is a software program that allows synchronous communication to occur. To 

use this version of Messenger it was necessary to download the program onto the 

computer first. Once this was done the user was able to log in. Messenger is similar to 

the chat room discussed earlier but there are some noticeable differences. Messenger 

uses coloured text as opposed to the black and white class text in the class web site. 

Access to other people in Messenger can only be obtained by invitation, unlike the chat 

room, which was open to any participant logging onto the web site. Messenger also 

incorporated the use of images to a limited degree by using emoticons. Figure 5.8 shows 

the Messenger page:
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Figure 5.8 Messenger screen shot

80Damian - Conversation
File Edt Actions Tools Help

jig* ©> 3-
Invile Send Files Webcam Audio Fun & Games

To: 80Damian <omegaboy5@hotrnail.com>

i Never give out your password or credit care 
number in an instant message conversation

i^Start | j rA O I | QCensusB... | National S...| ^CensusB.. | tfT)Document..) ^MSNMes... 80Dami... |j§l-v| ® 3:01

Note: This screen shot was taken in 2004 and looks slightly different to the screen 

accessed during the study. Identity and literacy issues were noted while students 

interacted through Messenger and are discussed later in this thesis.

Hotmail
Hotmail is a free Internet email system, which some of the students used during the 

study. Like Messenger, Hotmail use was initiated by the students to interact with each 

other outside of school hours. Hotmail is similar to the ePALS email account used with 

the class in that you need a username and password to log in. One of the features of 

Hotmail that makes it different to the ePALS access page was that it is a commercial site
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and thus contains advertising. This aspect of Hotmail is examined in chapter six under 

the heading of safety.

Conclusion

As well as defining the projects undertaken in this study, this chapter has outlined the 

process of locating the groups to interact with (the American and Japanese schools, the 

local High School, and the kindergarten class), and a description of the online programs 

used for each project. Some challenges in implementing and running the projects, and 

the modifications made, have been described. Having well structured curriculum projects 

in the classroom also helped in providing online access that led to educational outcomes.

Problems from the pilot study arose relating to technical, physical and online access. 

These early problems led to the focus of the study being on access issues. To overcome 

problems relating to online access a class web site was established in the second school. 

Here it was demonstrated that establishing a web site that contained different interactive 

programs as well as content helped to provide online access. A class web site was also 

established as a way of providing context for online interactions.

Space affected projects in different ways. One way regarded physical space where space 

in the classroom was important in allowing appropriate access to the computers. Another 

aspect of space indicated that the physical distance between classes often meant that 

curriculum planning between teachers was difficult. In assessing the value of each 

project it appears that where participants are within physical distance (eg, the same 

school site or within close distance) the project is more successful. A possible reason for 

this is that the teachers involved invested more effort into ensuring the success of the 

project. The High School Project is one example, where the teachers were in close 

contact and put in a lot of planning, and the benefits of the project went to the schools as 

well as to the students.
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Time was also an issue. Interactions between classes in different parts of the world were 

limited due to differences in school terms. Differences in time meant that interactions 

often did not move beyond introductions.

In the next chapter, I examine access issues that arose from the projects described here, 

focusing on student-initiated interactions.
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CHAPTER SIX

OPENING THE DOOR: GOING UNDERGROUND

Introduction

In the previous chapter I set out to describe each of the projects of the study. I discussed 

the different projects developed for the study in the pilot study and the main study. I 

explained how each project fitted in with curriculum outcomes and how some projects 

were modified based on findings from prior projects.

These next two chapters answer the second question of this thesis: what are some of the 

effects of providing access to the Internet for primary school students?

As discussed in chapter one, part of the reason for undertaking this study was that 

networked computers were being installed in primary school classrooms providing the 

possibility for communication. However, one unexpected effect of providing access 

through the class web site was that it encouraged the students to interact with each other 

while in their homes. It is the online interactions of the students while in their homes that 

is the focus of most of this chapter.

The spaces through which the students interacted in this study included the email 

account, the guest book, and the chat room on the class web site, and later, Messenger, 

and Hotmail. Together these spaces form what I term the ‘Underground’. The term 

Underground used in this thesis has a similar meaning to that used during the Second 

World War. The French resistance created the Underground movement as a way of 

subversively operating under the German army’s gaze. The Underground existed in 

parallel to the German authority. Similarly, the Underground in this study is about 

subversiveness. Online there was a lack of authority, and students were empowered to 

act in new and different ways than they would in the classroom. The language of the 

students was playful and shocking, and it constantly changed. There was generally very
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little adult supervision online. The students also demonstrated a greater sense of 

ownership and autonomy.

The Underground was an online community space, which the students created themselves 

through interactions. The rules when interacting in the Underground were different to the 

rules when interacting online in the classroom. As students initiated the creation of the 

Underground they had more control over the interactions that occurred. Having access to 

the Underground opened a doorway into adolescents’ online behaviour for me. This 

provided me with some exciting data that I would not have obtained if I had had access to 

school-based interactions only.

To begin, I discuss the move by the students from using the class web site to interactions 

in the Underground to sole use of Messenger and Hotmail. Following this I examine 

some of the effects of students’ interacting in the Underground, focusing on identity, 

gender, and safety.

6.1 A move away from the public domain

Many of the interactions between students at the beginning of the year were mediated 

through the class web site. The class teacher, the Principal, and I encouraged the students 

to interact online. As the year unfolded, the sites through which the students interacted 

online moved from the class web site to student-mediated sites. Messenger, a 

commercial site, became the students' preferred medium for synchronous interactions 

around August, in conjunction with Hotmail, which was used for asynchronous 

interactions. The move away from the class web site to Messenger and Hotmail was 

important for the students, because it heralded a move away from an environment where 

there was some adult control, to a student-controlled environment. In this new 

environment the lack of adult control online gave the students potentially much greater 

freedom to interact.

At the beginning of the year, some of the students were very keen to interact through the 

class web site. As this site was under the auspices of the school, rules of the school
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applied. However, as students used the site to enter the Underground, these rules were 

sometimes ignored. This led to an incident with the school Principal where she expressed 

dissatisfaction with the type of language being used in the guest book. The following two 

examples are guest book entries. I am not sure what is being discussed in this first entry:

Bum Joe [Jack]

Monday, 20/5/02

I LIKE TO dRINK. IT TAKES A WAY ALL THOSE BROKEN BITS OF GLASS DOWN 

MY THRO A T BY SOME OTHER B UM. I EGGED HIS HOUSE (BOX). I STOLE A TV 

BUT IDONT HA VE A PO WERPOINT. I HAVE 2 TUBS OF MA YONAISE AND A 

SAND WICHI STOLE I WISH I WAS IN JAIL

JAIL IS COOL I HAVE A WIFE SHE IS 95 I PAY CHILD SUPPOR T FOR 20 

CHILDREN WHO ARE OVER 30. SHOOT THE MONKEY MONKEYS ARE BAD ONE 

MONKEY STOLE MY TEETH AND I THREW A HAMBURGER AT IT. I LIVE IN some 

bottle shop IN A SUBURB. SO LOOK OUT FOR ME 

JG IS HOT!!!!!

From: Bumtown

Web Site: Burns Are God

E-mail: IMBUM@JGIsHOT.COM

In this second entry, which is unrelated to the first, the student is responding to an earlier 

entry where another student made remarks about Korn (a musical band):

JG [Jack)

Thursday, 11/7/02, 2:56 AM

WATR U TALKLNABOUKORNRULZ!!!!!!!!!! U R F**KED UP IN THE HED

From: KORNLAND

Web Site: LIMPBIZKLTIZCOOL

E-mail: TOOLSUX
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The Principal spoke to me about the language in the guest book on one of my visits to the 

school:

Principal: Mr Maher, I'm really sorry to interrupt you.

DM: That's OK

Principal: I've just been sitting on the chat room. Can we have a talk about it before you 

go this afternoon?

DM: The chat room or the guest book you mean?

Principal: Ah, guest book is it?

DM: Probably the guest book, certainly yes.

Principal: OK

DM: One there looks bit sus and I think that come from Jack’s brother.

What I do is l read through them and ones are like that I just delete them.

Principal: So you know about them?

DM: Yes. Since the beginning of the year I've probably deleted 30 that are similar, that 

are like that or just silly. It’s mostly Jack, Mat and James.

Principal: That are using it?

DM: Yes, I just reminded them, and I said to them that the Internet is a public forum. We 

get people like Mrs H that leave messages and you've got to remember that. I think they 

forget that.

Principal: I might go and send a message later.

(27/7/02) I

I spoke to the Principal later following up the conversation and she expressed concern 

about the type of language being used in the guest book. To address the Principal’s 

concerns I negotiated with her to remove the chat room even though she had not seen it, 

as the covert nature of the chat room meant that there were more likely to be the type of 

interactions about which she had expressed concerns. Another reason for removing the 

chat room was that students were starting to interact online using Messenger, which is 

also a synchronous medium. The reasons for not removing the guest book were that it 

was a more public medium, and was used by parents and other participants. It could also
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be easily monitored. I decided that removing the chat room would have the least negative 

impact on the students’ interactions while appeasing the Principal.

I posted a note on the guest book informing the students of the removal of the chat room. 

In the guest book I give myself the nickname ‘the D train’. This is a nickname I was 

given some years ago by my friends when playing basketball. In keeping with changes to 

names online, I chose this name, among others, so that I would appear less of an authority 

figure, and in so doing my interactions would be more like the informal nature of the 

students’ interactions. I was in effect, ‘going native’:

Mr Maher 

Thursday, 1/8/02,

This is a notice that the chat room is to be removed, thanks to all who have participated. 

The D train

There was a quick response by the students to the notice, as evident from the guest book 

entries:

Mt [Matthew]

Friday, 2/08/02

why is the chat room being taken away mr rnaher

Partly in response to the Matthew's question, I discussed the chat room with the students 

at school. James, Matthew, Jack, and Luke were interviewed in relation to their use of 

the guest book and chat room. The discussion picks up at the point where I am answering 

Matthew's question from the guest book:

DM: Just to start, Mat has asked me why the chat room is being taken down and there 

are two reasons. One is that 1 think most of you want to try out MSN Messenger, and 

that's fine, and you're basically the main four people that mostly use it. Also I think the 

language is a little bit inappropriate.
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Jack: That's my brother.

DM: If your parents came in and saw some of the language, because it's associated with 

the school they might think it's inappropriate.

James: Yea.

DM: So we can tty MSN Messenger. And also we're using Messenger next term in the 

classroom.

(8/08/02)

The students were very keen to use Messenger. However, it was not only the students 

who were eager to move to Messenger. Due to the concerns of the school, based on the 

language used by the students in the guest book and the chat room, I also encouraged the 

move. I was interested from a research perspective in investigating the nature of 

students’ interactions away from the school-based web site. I was also interested in 

seeing if other participants engaged in online interactions with the students and also 

wanted to examine the content of the interactions. As the students had already begun to 

discuss using Messenger for chat, the transfer from interacting through the class web site 

to using only Messenger and Hotmail occurred easily.

The action of closing down the classroom chat room meant that the students were forced 

out of the public eye and into a more private space where they used Messenger. The chat 

room closure had the same effect for this group as those occurring with the public closure 

of MSN chat rooms in October, 2003. In the latter case, the chat rooms were closed 

down because of fears that paedophiles were lurking online. Dr Rachell O’Connell, 

director of the Cyberspace Research Unit at the University of Central Lancashire, was 

reported in the Guardian claiming that closure of public chat rooms may have unintended 

consequences. "I think the likely effect of this will be an increase in children using 

instant messaging programs, and the paedophile strategies will adapt to this... I think it 

will speed up the transfer from public chat rooms into instant messenger and mobile 

communications. I don't want to be inflammatory, but there is the likelihood now that we 

will displace children into an environment that you cannot moderate" (McIntosh, 2003, 

para 16 & 17).

117



Chapter 6

It would appear, based on findings from my research, that if schools are to adopt online 

spaces such as guest books and chat rooms to facilitate informal online interactions for 

students then there may need to be some negotiation between schools, parents and 

teachers as to what constitutes acceptable online behaviour. If these spaces have 

excessive rules, students will be discouraged from using them and go into private areas.

It should be noted here though, that the early guest book entries in this study might have 

occurred to test the waters to see what was possible online. Students often ‘test’ a new 

teacher in the classroom to gauge the boundaries of that teacher’s expectations. In this 

study the students were testing what was possible online. As will be demonstrated later 

in this chapter, the interactions of the students changed as the year progressed, from being 

outrageous to being closer to what would be acceptable in the classroom. Schools need 

to understand this ‘novelty effect’ if they are to encourage online interactions.

In examining the interactions of the students in the Underground, a number of effects of 

using a computer-mediated tool away from adult supervision arose. The way that identity 

was able to be established and maintained was a noticeable effect and is examined next.
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6.2 Identity

(Steiner, 1993)

"On the Internet, nobody knexus you 're a dog.

As the cartoon above neatly illustrates, identity construction online is very different than 

in a face-to-face setting. In examining the data, it became clear that identity was an 

important feature of many of the online interactions. Here I begin with discussion on the 

way identity was constructed and maintained online though interactions. I also look at 

the way my own identity changed online and how establishing the true identity of 

participants online was sometimes difficult due to the mediating nature of the Internet.

Constructing identity through online interactions
Providing online access to the students via email, the guest book and the chat room on the 

class web site allowed students a forum through which they could construct and change 

their identities in ways not possible in a face-to-face situation. Aspects relating to 

identity construction discussed in this section include anonymity, power, and 

appropriation.
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One of the features of the online spaces through which students interacted was that they 

were able to log on anonymously as the following guest book extract indicates:

14/3/02,

C'M ON GUYS! CHAT TO ME!

From: NOT GUNNA TELL U 

Web Site: NOT GUNNA TELL U 

E-mail: NOT GUNNA TELL U

While many of the participants in the guest book tried to keep their identities unknown, 

the content of their messages sometimes identified the author of the message. Korn was a 

popular band at the time and Jack made constant reference to this band, both in the 

classroom and online. Because Jack referred to Korn often, the title of the email, “Korn 

rocks” gives a clue that the author was Jack in the following example:

KORN ROCKS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

From: somewhere u wouldnt know

Web Site: ilovejesus

E-mail :iloveiesus(a>,Hotmail, com

Students also made up names for themselves in the guest book as the following examples 

indicate:

getto blaster 
Sunday, 12/5/02

curly joe

Thursday, 16/5/02

SNOOP
Tuesday, 16/7/02
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Students were also able to change their identities easily while in the chat room. This 

could be achieved by typing a new name into the name box illustrated in figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1. Section of Chat Room screen

i ►

Name:

Message:

Anonymous296
*

Change
4

Submit

Pressing the ‘Change’ button meant the chat room software automatically generated a 

notice in the message box above. For example, by replacing the name Anonymous296 

with The D Train, in the name box and pressing ‘Change’, the message ‘Anonymous296 

is now known as the D Train’ would appear in the message box.

The number of times that students changed their names while in the chat room was great. 

The following example is from one short part of a total chat room session. There are 10 

name changes listed here, and there were many more throughout the whole session. In 

the example each new line indicates a different participant:

bo by jo is now known as matty. 

robart T is now known as no won likes boga. 

king hike is now known as i am the hotest. 

KORN RULZ is now known as JACK.

I”M THE CUTEST is now known as 4.

4 is now known as mely. 

matty is now known as matty klads. 

lukee is now known as mr m. 

mely is now known as kays.
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matty klads is now known as matty.

(24/5/02)

In an interview, I asked four boys why they changed their names so often in the chat 

room:

Jack: Because it’s cool

James: I don ’t know, I just put my real name.

James'.Matthew: Jack.

Jack: I like changing my name.

Matthew: I put Matty, Mat, Matthew, Rob, Robby and that’s all.

DM: Jack, how come you change your name?

Jack: 1 see something on TV and I think it’s cool and 1 write it down. You know if you 

see Bill Clinton on TV so I type Bill Clinton. And if I’m watching the music channel and 

snoop dog comes on I type snoop dog, even though I hate him.

DM: OK.

Jack: It’s to bag him out really, like snoop doggedy dog.

(7/08/02)

The anonymity that the Internet provided allowed students to interact online without 

revealing their true identity. This meant that students were able to create their own online 

identities, which changed often, depending in part on the influences around them. 

“Children gain pleasure using the Internet by experimenting with multiple, fluid, playful 

identities, which may be disreputable or frivolous in adult eyes, and which exploit the 

interactive potential of the technology” (Livingstone, 2001). As Turkle (2005) described 

regarding interactions through Multi User Dungeons (MUDs), "...one's own body is 

represented by one's own textual description, so the obese can be slender, the beautiful 

plain, the ‘nerdy’ sophisticated" (p. 12). 1

This type of behaviour suggested by Livingstone and Turkle was evident in the students’ 

interactions. Students throughout the study often provided no name or would deliberately 

change their name. As the data illustrate, students would often change their name in the
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chat room with almost each new entry. This constant name changing made it very 

difficult to know who was posting messages and what the messages were about. In the 

early days of interacting, through the chat room I tried to persuade the students to use 

their real names so I knew with whom I was chatting but this proved an impossible task. 

The way students changed their names and the number of times they changed them was 

interesting. It demonstrated that identity online is a multiple construct, which is never 

fixed.

While students changed their own online identities constantly, depending on the program 

they were using, they exhibited a need to know the identity of the people they were 

chatting with. Not knowing the identity of a person left them feeling unsettled. In the 

following extract I log on and am automatically given the number 483. I did not change 

this number and so my identity was unknown to the other participants. I did not 

participate in the conversation at all. This practice is what Leander and McKim (2003) 

call ‘lurking’. Other participants become curious as to my identity as the extract of the 

chat indicates:

<JG> who 483 

<matty> who is 483 

<GRINSPOON ROCK> mr maher 

<matty> who 483 

<matty> is it girl 

<matty> jadson who is 483 

<ghetto blaster> jh jg 

< GRINSPOON ROCK> mr maher sux 

<matty> mr maheryu there 

<matty> are yu girl

It was clear from the data that the students wanted to know the identities of all 

participants online. The anonymity that the Internet affords creates new demands on the 

participants.
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The students also demonstrated a desire for control and power while interacting online. 

The students would often press the submit key down and hold it down, as is evident in the 

chat room extract below.

<luke>
<luke>

<luke>
<luke>
<luke>
<luke>

<luke>
<luke>
<luke>
<luke>
<luke>
<luke>

<Iuke>
<luke>
<Jack> Dont

This process, called ‘flooding’, effectively prevented any one else from interacting. This 

was a way that students had of controlling the conversation, as whoever put their finger 

down first had the power, and control of the situation. This was an issue that students felt 

strongly about and was raised as an issue in an interview conducted on 7/8/02:

Jack: You know people put submit all the time and it goes on and on.

Matthew: Yea, I hate that.

Luke: Yea Matthew.

James: Yea, you do that Matthew.
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DM: Yea, you're not the only one that does that Matthew. Why do people put their finger 

on the button and hold it?

Matthew: Because sometimes I'm bored and it's like, to get people's attention. Because I 

put Jack and he's not therefor 5 minutes and then he comes back.

James: But we put Matthew, we're here and you're still pressing it.

DM: What about when people are there Matthew. Why do you do it when people are 

there?

Jack: He just wants attention.

Me: Is it for attention? You're not the only one who has done it though.

Matthew: Every body who has been on the chat room has done it. Jack has done it.

Jack: I've done it once. I put big brother and pressed it three times or something. 

Matthew: And Luke has as well, because he put crikey that's dangerous.

It was interesting to note that while all the boys interviewed disliked the practice of 

flooding they all engaged in this practice while using the chat room. Perhaps what the 

students disliked was not being the first to take the control. This desire for control is 

related to power. Students were able to exert more power than they might have in the 

classroom, both on the content and control of the speaking space. This control was 

evident where Luke for example, held down the Send button in the chat room, preventing 

others, including me, from participating.

The names that students gave themselves online as identifiers when using Messenger 

were also interesting, as they appeared to appropriate them from other sources. Some of 

the names the girls gave themselves are included below and have been numbered by me: 1 2 3 4

1. I may be cute I may be sweet but without you I'm incomplete

2. Love is friendship set on fire

3. chill out wat your yelling for lay back its all been done b4 and if you could only let it 

be u will seei like u the wayur

4. U[AIL iNtO dA oCeAn, U FaLl InTo Da C bUt ThE bEsT wAy To FaLl Is FaLl In LvE 

wltH mE
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5.LoSe Yo Ur Self

The girls’ choice of names related to music. The name given in example three is part of a 

song. The girls’ names also tended to be about love as three of the examples indicate.

The boys also used names that related to music, (the term ‘Homebake’ refers to a music 

festival held annually in Sydney). There is also a more aggressive use of language as is 

evident in their choice of names:

l.Big deal man, I'm at homebak

2.Suk suk suk a duck screw a kangaroo 69 a porcupine man I love that zoo

3. if u hate me ill hate u so get lost other wise i kill u.

4. i use public toilets and i piss on the seat+ red hot chillen fellins rok says

Above are examples of students appropriating names based on influences around them, 

similar to the way Jack did in the chat room. The students appropriated names from their 

favourite songs or from names of bands or people that they happened to be listening to at 

the time of the interactions. It would appear that many of the strategies students 

employed while interacting were appropriated while interacting through other web sites. 

One of the students’ favourite web sites was called Channel V, which contained music 

related material. The students often talked about logging on to Channel V, both in the 

classroom and while online. The students would often flick between Channel V and the 

chat room and discuss the contents of the web site. In the chat room extract below, Jack 

is telling JG that Korn (a band) is on Channel V, on another web site:

<Jack> Korn is on v again

<JG> [Jack] R U WATCHINKORN!!!!!

(Chatroom, 10/5/02)

Included in the Channel V web site was a number of chat rooms. These chat rooms were 

like many other chat rooms in that they were public online spaces where many people 

could interact in a synchronous manner in a group situation, similar to the chat room on
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the class web site. Upon entering one of the chat rooms there was a small set of 

instructions on how to interact, which read:

A crossroads of hot music, opinions and tastes, this is the whatUwant chat room. Play 

nice people, otherwise the ref will red card you. So don't flood, swear, request songs, 

cyber, use CAPITALS or generally be unsavoury.

The language used here is typical of the language used in relation to online interactions 

and is worth noting. Flooding means constantly sending the same message through by 

holding down the send button so that no one else can post a message. As demonstrated 

earlier the students in this study often flooded. Cyber means to discuss matters of a 

sexual nature. Students in this study also used capitals to indicate rage or to get other 

students’ attention. A great deal of swearing occurred in the Channel V chat room as 

illustrated in figure 6.2. Thus the instructions did not appear to be taken lightly.
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Figure 6.2 Channel V Chat Room
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The use of colourful and vivid online nicknames is also evident from the above example. 

According to Livingstone (2006), students . .spend much of their time within a small 

number of commercial sites whose brands are familiar” (p. 6). Considering this, and the 

fact that students used many of the styles used in this space, such as flooding and 

swearing, it can be assumed that this particular site and others like it influenced the 

students and that they appropriated many ideas they found on this site.

The popularity of the site for some of the students in my study has various implications. 

For example, as shown in this study, the students appropriated language from Channel V, 

and used it through their own interactions using other online spaces. They would have 

seen this language as legitimate online language use. Indeed, some of this language was
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acceptable, but some of it was clearly not. Students are in effect, being scaffolded in the 

‘popular’ online language use by interacting in sites like Channel V, which are used by 

both adults and children. It is important therefore, that teachers work with students to 

help them understand appropriate language use while interacting online in class. The 

issue of language confusion for students is also examined in chapter seven.

In this part I have looked primarily at students changing identity online. Not only did the 

students’ control of power change as a result of interacting online, my power, or 

authority, also changed online. This aspect of online interactions is examined next.

My identity
My identity online changed throughout the main study. This change to identity included 

both a name change and change to my authority as a teacher. Originally I logged on as 

Mr Maher, but this seemed too formal in an online environment, where all the students 

assumed different names. I changed my name to ‘the 'D train’ or the ‘D’. Already, my 

identity was changing.

Some students took the liberty of calling me by my first name online, knowing that there 

was nothing that I could do to stop them: as one of the students, who called herself ‘the 

angel u have been waiting 4 has arrived hold me please me and i will be yours’ is aware 

of as indicated by her laughing in the following extract:

the angel u have been waiting 4 has arived hold me please me and i will be yours 
says:

who is "the d"

V| | ({ | says: 
the d is mr maher

the angel u have been waiting 4 has arived hold me please me and i will be yours

says:
ohhh
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the angel u have been waiting 4 has arived hold me please me and i will be yours
says:
hi damian

the angel u have been waiting 4 has arived hold me please me and i will be yours 

says:
lol {laugh out loud}

the angel u have been waiting 4 has arived hold me please me and i will be yours

says:
haha

This change of identity online between some of the students and me, as demonstrated 

above, carried into the classroom, where they sometimes called me the D train or the D. 

My online and offline persona began to merge together.

As indicated in the introduction to this section, my power, or authority changed online. 

Early on in chats, 1 was able to exert my authority as a teacher to direct the conversation, 

similar to the way I might in the classroom. On May 5th, I was able to convince one of 

the students to not write about other students as shown in the following extract of a chat:

<J.G> (Jack] mat likes maty 

<matty> shutup 

<, J.G> u cant shut me up 

<Mr Maher> keep it nice!!!!

<matty> oh yere 

<J.G> oh ok

As further chats progressed my authority online diminished. On July 16th, a chat room 

discussion took place with the aim being to organize a time to meet online so that some 

of the students and myself could discuss ideas for the class web site in the classroom. It 

is evident that some of the authority I had earlier in chats was now no longer evident. In
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the extract Channel V is discussed and Luke has been disrupting the discussion for some 

time and finally erupts:

<Mr Maher> Next week we can meet at 5:00 pm to discuss the web site

<luke>grgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrggrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgrgr
<luke> wat

<luke> hallo

<luke> whose there

<Jack> im going to channels . com cos koRn special 

luke is now known as mt rulz.

<Mr Maher> Goodbye boys 

<jack> bye

<jack> go on GO!!!!!!!!!!

At the beginning of the year I was able to exert some influence during online interactions, 

regarding the content and behaviour of the students, but this all diminished as interactions 

progressed. This change in power relationships online between students and teachers has 

also been noted by Aphek (N.D. 1) who suggests there is a more equal degree of power 

for both the teacher and the students online. It appears that changes in practices online 

affect off-line practices in the classroom, changing the power relationship between 

teacher and student.

Unknown identity
On another occasion, it appeared that one of the parents chatted online with me in relation 

to a problem that her daughter, Susan was having in the classroom with some of the other 

female students. On this occasion, Susan (a year six student), and I were chatting when 

she wrote that her mother wanted to chat with me about the other students as the 

following extract indicates:

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
my mum wants to talk to u

TheDsays:
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OK

The D says:
now?

It was at this point that I started chatting with 'mum':

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
hi mr maher apparently there is a problem with the girls at school at the moment which u 

noticed today 

The D says:
I noticed something

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
k i am not sure what to do about it. The girls are being really awful to Susan. It seems to 

be an [some] one saying things that isn't true

The D says:
1 don't think it is possible for me to discuss over the Internet

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
k

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
will u be at school tomorrow morning or maybe i should talk to Doug [the class teacher] 

as something needs to be done 

The D says:
Mrs M?

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
i feel it is their last few weeks at school and it should be happy

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
yes

The D says:
You should speak to Doug as I will not be at school tomorrow

The D says:
there are strong emotions being felt by many
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The D says:
it is a big step for the year 6's

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says:
yes but they don't have to be sooooo nasty 

Susan Knows Everything Except Boys says: 
i'll get Susan she wants to say hi 

(Messenger, 11/12/02,)

This is where the interaction with 'mum' finished. There was no way of knowing if the 

person 1 was interacting with was Susan's mother as the Messenger account used was 

Susan's. Looking at the language used in the interaction led me to the conclusion that it 

was not Susan's mother but Susan. The letter 'k' is used twice as a short cut for the term 

OK, which is typical of the language of the students, not parents, who would typically use 

the longer version. Also, in one section it is written that the girls don't have to be 

‘sooooo nasty’. This also seems to be the type of language used by the students. Given 

the textual nature of the medium it was not possible to know the identity of the person 

with whom I was chatting.

The conversation with Susan's mother illustrated problems relating to the identity of 

participants online. Part of the DET e-leaming package that is to be released (discussed 

in chapter one) provides for the ability for parents and teachers to interact online. I 

would question, based on the episode above, if teachers can interact online with parents 

with any certainty. The only type of knowledge that could be confidently exchanged 

online would be public knowledge, which would already be available to the parents via 

newsletters or on the school web site.

6.3 Gender: patterns of participation

This section focuses on patterns of participation and the content of the interactions with 

respect to gender differences. There were clear differences in the use of the Internet by 

the boys and girls in this study. One clear difference was the number of interactions 

involving the boys as compared to the girls. The data reveal that the boys interacted
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more often online than the girls did, although a similiar number of girls and boys 

interacted. For example, four boys and five girls in the class used the guest book at the 

beginning of the year. Of the 173 Guest Book messages identified as being posted by 

these students, the boys posted 167 messages, and the girls posted six. The messages 

posted by the girls were very short, and were mainly about announcing themselves. The 

example shows where three girls logged in, but left only their names:

Sally Mary Susan 

Thursday, 16/5/02

The interactions in the chat room were also heavily male dominated. Of the nine chat 

sessions recorded, only once did two girls log into chat. Hotmail too, was male 

dominated. Of the 37 emails sent by the students in the class between November 14 and 

December 31, to which 1 had access, 33 were sent by the boys and four were sent by the 

girls.

These usage trends are supported in the literature. One pattern of the use of the Internet 

by young people was described by McKenzie (1998) who noted that where there are boys 

and girls in a family, and only one child accesses the Internet, it is generally the male.

The dominance of computers by males in homes is also suggested by Kirkpatrick and 

Cuban (2000). The unequal access may have accounted for the limited interactions of the 

girls early on.

The gender imbalance changed with the use of Messenger. Six girls and five boys from 

the class interacted via Messenger. There was approximately equal use of Messenger by 

the girls and the boys. There were also some differences in the content of the 

interactions. Like the guest book and the chat room, the boys talked more about music 

and technical aspects of the Internet.

i use public toilets and i piss on the seat+ red hot chillen fellins rok says: 
tell me a good song to download
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tElFcR says:
chili peppers a reop lane

(Messenger, 15/1 //02)

The interactions between the girls tended to focus more on communication and 

relationships, a factor also identified by Livingston and Bovill (1999). A positive aspect 

of the use of the Internet was that some of the students, who were normally together in 

class, were able to interact and keep their relationships active while geographically 

distant. On two occasions, two different pairs of girls interacted with each other via 

email. In both instances, one of the girls in the pair had left the school and was 

geographically distant. One of the email interactions was between Helen, who had gone 

on a holiday overseas and Gorgia. Another email interaction involved Hope, who had 

left Belmont Heights to go to another school and Veronica, another female student in the 

class. The first example is related to Helen.

Helen had gone on a holiday to Scotland for several weeks during term two, and had left 

her email address with the class. Gorgia, posted her an email, which read:

From: Belmont Heights

To: candybahe [Helen’s online identity]

Date: 04/06/02 

Subject.hello

to helen how are you? hope you are good and having a good time. All the class is 

missing you, but mostly me. hope you write back soon, 

bye, bye 

Gorgia
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Helen responded with a detailed recount of her trip to Scotland:

To: gorgia@***.com 

Date: 18/06/02 

to gorgia

how are you. today we are going to the movies to see the timemachine.last week my 

uncle, mum, and i went to safari park that is where real animals are loose wadering about 

loose and we are driving through them.of course my favourite animal is a lion and my 

uncle said next time we go to safari park we can go to safari park vetenary clinic and get 

a real lions tooth, in safari park when we were in the lion part i said put the window down 

so my uncle did and the game keeper came rushing over so my uncle quickly put up the 

window.then my mum bought a boucy ball and i was showing my uncle it and i bounced it 

and it hit off a car and the alarm went off then my mum was trying to close the blinds and 

the thing that you twist to shut them broke mum was laughing soooo much she nearly 

fainted, then we were in the shopping mall and i got muffins and the whole shelf fell down 

i was laughind i nearly fainted, then at sarari park mum wanted to pull out a peacoaks 

feather and my uncle said you cant do than my uncle said you cant tak youse to 

anywhere.so mum and i have been nothing but trouble hahaha.didyou enjoy camp ?.this 

morning we were watching the queens jubilee live from london and on tv we saw her in 

her golden coach my uncle said this is all history, on fridat (today is tuesday)on friday we 

are going to blackpool.well better go now i wrote this when its tuesday night in 

australia.i miss my animal well better go we are going to the movies now bye bye 

from helen 

PS

its three hors difference in Scotland and write back if you can ok thanks bye 

bye bye

In the second example, Hope had left the school to go to a new school. She originally 

posted the first message in the guest book:
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HOPE

13/9/02

HI 5/6, HOW ARE YOU GOING? CAN YOU PLEASE SAY HELLO TO ALL OF 2/3.

CAN YOU ALSO SAY HELLO TO ALL OF KINDERGARTEN, hi to miss H [Principal]. 

thanks for the note in the news letter, i have a great new school it is called Windsor park 

ps.i miss you guys alot.cool website.you guys rule the world. From Hope.

From: BLIGH PARK 

E-mail: ****@***.com

Veronica responded to by email:

From: Belmont Heights 

To: Hope 
Date: 24/9/02 

Subject: hi

hi hope, how are you going? We had our walkathon on friday it was great but we were 

all very tired afterwards. Next term we are doing a drama thing with the yr sevens at 

ramgate [the local high school] ,and we are going 'round to different rivers to have a 

look at bugs, keep in touch from vern. =)

The above examples illustrate how the Internet was used by students to keep in contact 

socially, while being geographically distant in this study. There appeared to be a 

difference in the way boys and girls used space online. The girls were prepared to bridge 

large spaces to keep in contact as the two email messages above indicate. The boys did 

not interact as much in this way. They did however, interact using different spaces 

simultaneously. This pattern of interacting was described earlier where the boys would 

interact online while flicking between different web sites.

The boys interacted more online initially than did the girls. This pattern of usage is 

supported in research conducted by McCreary et al (2001). However, in my study, rather 

than the boys dropping off in the amount they interacted, the girls started to interact more
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often. The boys tended to have shorter synchronous interactions than the girls did. The 

boys skimmed on the surface moving between a number of different people and places 

while the girls tended to have more in-depth interactions, with fewer people, about 

relationships. They also started interacting later than the boys. The boys enjoyed 

interacting with each other, but this appeared to be only part of the reason for going 

online. For them, the Internet was also a device to be pulled apart and played with, to test 

the limits of its possibilities. Examples of this type of play have been discussed earlier in 

this chapter where it was shown the boys changed identities often. Another specific 

example is demonstrated by a posting in the guest book sent by James:

James

Saturday, 22/6/02 

just working it out 

From: Sydney 

Email James@Hotmail

The girls interacted much less to begin with, but as the year progressed, they began to 

have some in-depth interactions online. This pattern of interactions might have been due 

to their maturity compared to the boys’. It is documented in the literature that girls 

appear more mature than boys in their tweens (see for example, the Australian 

Association of Social Workers Submission to the House of Representatives Standing 

Committee on Employment, Education and Workplace Relations, 2000; Smith & McAra, 

2004).

If classroom-based sites are to be made available to students out of school, then there is 

one implication that this will have on informal interactions between students: not all 

students will be involved because access to the Internet at home is not available to all. 

Clearly then, some students will be excluded from participating online with other class 

members. Whether this will have a negative effect on classroom relationships is not yet 

clear. In an age of access, mediated through an almost ubiquitous electronic 

communication presence, it may well do.
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6.3 Safety: access to the unknown

When the students went underground at home it became clear that there were safety 

issues arising that were not generally apparent in classroom-based online interactions. 

These issues are related to the students’ interactions with people and with content. After 

discussing these issues I argue that passwords and filters are not effective in ensuring the 

safety of students while online.

Contact with people
During the study, the students interacted through the class web site, Hotmail and 

Messenger, as well as a number of interactive web sites. In interacting through some of 

these sites they came into contact with strangers. While interacting with each other, 

bullying occurred. These issues are examined here.

The range of participants with whom the students interacted online in the class web site, 

Hotmail and Messenger included siblings, parents, friends, teachers, a parent of students 

who had left the school, and commercial sellers. These online participants tended to be 

very similar to those with whom the participants interacted in a face-to face situation, 

except for commercial vendors and those geographically distant. Jack appeared to be one 

of the few students who interacted with strangers. There was discussion about other 

peeple using Messenger with the students during the August 8 interview. Jack suggested 

that some of the participants he chatted with were of dubious character:

DM: You chat with other people don't you Jack?

Jack: Ye.

DM: Couldn't you invite them into the chat room.

Jack: They're not the people you think they are. They're not all smiles and sunshine.

DM: Ahh, they're not nice 

Jack: No.

Luke: He’s talking to 1 don 7 know, weird certain people
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There were many occasions similar to this one, when students were interacting online, 

that they could have encountered strangers. Some of these strangers could have been 

dishonest or potentially dangerous. There were also instances, where students interacted 

with each other via Hotmail, and came into contact with many strangers via email 

addresses. Figure 6.3 shows an example of one of the postings through Hotmail, which 

shows 31 separate email addresses under one recipient's name. The email had been 

forwarded to 38 other blocks of recipients similar to the example. Altogether the email 

would have been received by approximately 1200 recipients. The names and addresses 

have been changed for safety reasons:

Figure 6.3 Email addresses

Subject: Fwd LOVE SPELL (it really works)

From: "Adam"

To: brightpink@***.com

CC: amzrulz@***.com, bindi @***.com, crystalz@***.co.uk, brando @***.com, carla 

@***.COm, charmed @***.com, ga@***.com, clarebear @***.com, 

barbie60@***.com, dean@***.com, liz@***.com, gal_liz@***.com, 

hot_cherry@***.com, hubbabubba@***.com, last_summer@***.com, jady@***.com, 

jojus@***.com, katiepie@***.com, kimvdp@***.com, lee_ann@***.com, 

legendary@***.com, mini_dude@***.com, littledevil@***.com, lyndz@***.com, 

r_i_c@.***.c°m, reaper@***.com, reece @***.com, samantha@***.com, 

rebel@***.com, smidy@***.com, snowprincess@***.com

The students received emails forwarded from unknown people and then passed on again 

to other people with their email address attached. This allowed other people to send them 

undesirable content and to contact them. The speed at which emails can be passed from 

person to person also intensifies the possibility of unwanted contact with strangers and 

content.
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There were some instances where students revealed information while interacting with 

each other that potentially put them at risk of contact with strangers. An example of this 

was given earlier in this chapter where James, who was testing the guest book system, 

included his email address. Matthew, one of the students in the class responded:

matty

Sunday, 23/6/02

James yu don't put in yurre e mail adress on net then people can e mail 

yu!!!!!!!!!!!!!dur!!!!!!U!

While it appeared that most of the students did understand that they should not give out 

personal details, there were occasions when personal information was given as can be 

seen above. This meant that potentially someone could have accessed the guest book and 

recorded the student’s email address, and later contacted this student online. It was 

encouraging to see that other students recognized the safety implications of posting an 

email address online and reminded the offending student. The extract above also 

highlights how students were able to learn from each other through their interactions. 

Matty is scaffolding James by reminding him of one of the protocols of interacting 

online.

While most students interacted in a safe manner, their personality, or temperament caused 

concern for their online safety. Helen was one such student. She was very quiet in class, 

never volunteering information unless requested by the teacher. She had few friends in 

the class and she shied from the spotlight. Online she was more outgoing. Here she was 

more prepared to share ideas and initiate discussions. On one occasion, I had a 

conversation with her about the reason she liked using Messenger as opposed to using the 

telephone. In the extract of our conversation, my identity is 'the D', and Helen's is 

..LoSeYoUrSelF:

141



Chapter 6

The D says
do you ring other students much by phone?

......................LoSeYoUrSelF....................... says:
yea some 

The D says:

do you use Messenger more?

......................LoSeYoUrSelF....................... says:
yes deffently

The D says:
what makes it better do you think?

......................LoSeYoUrSelF.........................says:
i am on it nearly all the time

......................LoSeYoUrSelF.........................says:
well u amt talkinn in voice

......................LoSeYoUrSelF.........................says:
u know what i mean 

(Messenger 12/12/03)

Helen appeared to be the type of student who could potentially be in danger of meeting 

and being influenced by strangers online. Even Helen’s choice of online name, 

LoSeYoUrSelF, gave away her state of mind. She appeared to be attracted to interacting 

online due to the ability of the Internet to mediate interactions while minimising the 

visual cues normally associated with face-to-face interactions. Helen felt comfortable 

with the anonymity that the Internet afforded and this potentially put her at risk. 

According to Magid (N.D.), children like Helen can be targeted by paedophiles, as they 

appear lonely, and are looking for friendship through the Internet as a substitute for the 

friendship they do not receive in face-to-face interactions. This type of interaction has 

been reported in both America (see the National Centre for Missing and Exploited 

Children's (NCMEC)1, and in the UK (see Childnet International)2

1 NCMEC: www.cybertipline.com 2 Childnet International: www.childnct-int.org
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Another issue associated with access to the Internet and interactions between students in 

relation to safety is bullying. The online bullying began when the students started using 

the chat room. The focus of the bullying was often the boys’ interest in girls, which 

seemed to cause immediate and angry responses from the person at whom the bullying 

was directed, as indicated in the extract from the chat room:

<J.G> [Jack] mat likes maty

<matty> shutup

<J.G> u cant shut me up

<matty> bring it on

<J.G> ok lets go

<J.G> matt is dead

(17/5/02)

This bullying related to the boys’ interest in girls. It also became a feature of the guest 

book as indicated in the following message:

Wednesday, 3/7/02

EVERYONE MAT LOVES MARY!'!! HIS SECOND BEST CHOICE IS SUSAN HE S 

TRYING TO BE KIERENS FRIEND BUT MARY LIKES HIM TOO MUCH. MAT IS 

SCARED HELL LOOSE MARY IVE GOT PROOF!!!!!!!!! MATS MARY

The topic of bullying was not just related to the opposite sex. Musical taste also became 

a topic of bullying as the following guest book entry indicates.

KORN SUX

Tuesday, 9/7/02

JA CK SUX AND KORN SUX

From: kORN SUX

Web Site: KORN SUX
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Bullying was not just confined to the students’ Underground interactions. There were 

instances during teacher-initiated classroom interactions where bullying occurred. The 

following extract is taken from an interaction during the High School Project using the 

guest book as a chat room in week one. In the extract, the first entry is posted by Jack 

and Matthew. The second entry is James and Luke:

YO RAMS

YP IM BETTER THAN U U SUCK MCBAN WANT SUM RYE COURSE YA DO 

GARSIDE DO U HAVE MSN

james n luke
mat is gonna get bashed at lunch

There were no instances where the girls bullied each other during informal interactions 

while I was online. However, there were several instances where bullying occurred 

during formal interactions. One instance was during the High School Project. Here again 

I move away from home-based interactions to examine school-based interactions. In this 

episode, one of the primary school students posted a message using another student’s 

name. This bought an immediate response from the student, Helen:

Helen
who wrote OKAY Helen in the name box

Helen
mary was it u

mary
me I didn’t put my name sorry Helen 

(Chat, week 5)

This episode draws on a history. There were two groups of girls in the classroom who 

were having difficulties working together, due to personality clashes. In chapter four, 

there was discussion on the girls’ relationships in the class. The bullying in the 

classroom manifested itself on the Internet. It would appear that one of the students felt 

that writing a statement using the other person’s identity would hurt that person’s
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feelings, which is what happened. In response to this episode, the students were 

reminded to only use their real names and to respect each other’s feelings.

The bullying by the girls was generally more subtle and was different to the boys’ 

bullying, which was more direct. This pattern of bullying has been identified in the 

literature (Ahmad & Smith, 1994; Smith & Sharp, 1994), which suggests that boys tend 

to engage in direct bullying methods. Girls tend to use more subtle indirect strategies, 

such as pretending to be another person (this is now known as identity theft) as the 

example above illustrates. The writing of these authors does not refer to online 

interactions but it matches the findings regarding the online actions of the students in this 

study.

In this study it was found that participants who interacted informally online tended to 

belong to the same face-to-face community. It was possible then, that students who were 

prone to be bullied, or were bullies in the class were likely to interact in similar ways 

online. The teacher has an important role in managing and minimising bullying online as 

he/she is in a strong position to know who is being bullied in the classroom. Teaching 

students to be able to recognise and deal with bullying is another important aspect of 

minimising the effects of bullying, along with management strategies both in the 

classroom and online. I support the view expressed by Amis on this issue.

The problem is not the invasiveness of new communications technology - 

that is something that most children are perfectly able to learn how to 

control. The problem is not even the supposed increase in bullying. The 

problem is the level of adult concern and intervention that encourages 

children to see themselves as victims rather than making them learn how 

to cope with the disputes they inevitably have with each other. It is this 

level of intervention that is denying them the agency to sort out their own 

problems.

(Amis, 2002, para 12).
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Children therefore need to be encouraged to manage their relationships in an online 

environment without excessive intervention from adults (Jenkins, 1997) as the quote 

above suggests. The problem of bullying exists in many Australian primary school 

classrooms, and many students have lessons in how to interact in a positive way.

Through the learning of skills, students might be better able to deal with situations when 

they arise, rather than always relying on a teacher or parent, and in this way, they can 

become empowered to recognise and deal with bullying.

This does not suggest that teachers and parents do not have a role to play in ensuring 

bullying is minimised online and in the classroom. The issue of who is responsible for 

ensuring that online bullying is monitored also needs careful consideration. Parents and 

teachers might assume a cooperative approach to managing online bullying. This 

cooperative approach means that links between school and home need to be stronger than 

they are presently. This theme is discussed in greater detail in the concluding chapter.

Contact with content
One consequence of students interacting online is that they came into contact with 

advertising and pornography by using Hotmail. One advantage of using ePALS as an 

email address was that no unwanted emails were received. Hotmail on the other hand, 

contained numerous advertising emails. Like many free email services, Hotmail is 

commercially funded and so students were exposed to constant advertising, while online. 

Once the students logged into Hotmail, they were presented with another page that 

contained advertising as Figure 6.4 illustrates:
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Figure 6.4 Screen shot of log-in page of nineMSN

-'£1 MSN HtilrjiiJ . Hone • Unuinli tr/rmrl EijAwbi

Sifc £dl %iem- ¥&***%& £cwh feel.
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Once the students arrived at the list of emails, there was a further collection of advertising 

in the form of junk mail. Many of these messages also had pictures as part of the 

message. The types of advertising material the students received would have varied 

depending on their use of the Internet. Some of the spam emails I received in relation to 

advertising (through my Hotmail account) included emails about sex, phones, diet pills, 

licences, and money.

Some of the advertisements in Hotmail were transparent in their nature. However, the 

way some companies advertise on the Internet is not always transparent. Sometimes 

adults from companies post email messages to promote goods or services without clearly
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stating the purpose of the message in advance, Children are vulnerable to Internet 

advertising in a number of ways, for example, they may be unable to understand that the 

product is unsuitable for them and may find ways to purchase that product. They may 

also give out personal information, such as email addresses or possibly credit card details 

that may be used inappropriately by other people.

The need to teach students to be able to critically interpret what they are reading has 

assumed greater significance with the advent of the Internet. Being able to recognise 

what different texts are communicating is becoming more demanding as many spam 

emails are geared towards adults. The advertising on web pages and implications for 

literacy are examined in the next chapter.

The spam students received using Hotmail raised safety concerns in relation to explicit 

content. Cyberspace is an adult world where students are exposed to a range of adult 

concepts. Of particular concern in Hotmail were some of the sex advertisements, which 

included R rated graphics. The unexpected exposure of students to this R rated content 

posed an ethical dilemma for me as a researcher and as a teacher. While I certainly did 

not anticipate students being exposed to R-rated material, indirectly I bore some of the 

responsibility for such exposure.

In the classroom students can only be shown G (general) rated material. They can be 

shown PG (parental guidance recommended) material, but only with parental consent. 

They most certainly would never be shown R (restricted) rated material without the 

offending teacher being stood down. As stated, it was through my encouragement and 

the encouragement of the school that some of the students used the Internet, although as 

has been discussed many of the grade six students were using email at the beginning of 

the year, prior to the study.

It seems problematic that students are given permission by their parents to use an email 

program like Hotmail, which allows spam to be received that contains pornographic 

content. If these types of sites, preferred by students, are to be accessed in relation to
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school related activities, there will need to be much greater discussion between schools 

and parents on how to teach students to manage this.

The above discussion shows that safety issues were paramount when students interacted 

online informally through the class web site. In chapter one I discussed the type of 

access provided in this study, which is an open system, in preference to a closed system. 

In considering safety and access, I now move on to discuss these issues using the 

metaphor of the gated community.

Managing safety issues in schools: Why a gated community does not work
Throughout the study I tried to ensure that online access was made as easy as possible by 

avoiding the use of passwords or filters wherever possible. The ePALS email did require 

a password, but as this was located on a free site this was unavoidable and the password 

was made freely available to all participants. Using filters and passwords on the Internet 

creates in effect, what I call an ‘online gated community’. Here I use this metaphor to 

describe online security measures and the effect this has on access. This metaphor fits 

well with the notion of the Internet as a Doorway. To clarify my discussion I begin with 

a definition of gated communities.

“Gated communities are a generic term that includes enclosed neighbourhoods that have 

controlled access through gates or booms across existing roads, and security villages and 

complexes, including lifestyle communities which provide their enclosed residents with a 

range of non-residential amenities such as schools, offices, shops and golf courses” 

(Landman & Schonteich, 2002). In the case of the Internet, passwords and filters are the 

gates and locks that limit access.

A negative aspect of gated communities is that gaining access both in and out is made 

more difficult for the people in the community (Guterson, 1992). This difficulty in 

gaining access is brought about by the use of locks and keys. If the keys are lost or 

misplaced then access is effectively prevented until the keys are found. I found in this 

study that students had difficulty in remembering the address for the class web site,
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which in one sense is a lock. In using the ePAL site for email students also had difficulty 

in properly entering passwords. Another problem in gaining access to certain sites 

through the Department of Education and Training’s server is that some doors are locked 

without a clear reason. There have been many instances using computers in schools 

where I have tried to locate legitimate material online, only to have the site blocked for 

reasons unclear to me. In using filters, sites that are useful for research and 

communication became locked as well. An example of this is sites related to breast 

cancer. The filter detects the word breast and prevents access to such sites.

Gated communities are usually administered by boards. These govern the type of 

activities that occur within the community space (Lang & Danielsen, 1997). This can be 

problematic as what may have been acceptable in the public domain, may now become 

forbidden. This was evident in the study where students interacted through the class web 

site as they would outside of the classroom, to find that their interactions were no longer 

deemed acceptable. This as reported, resulted in them moving to using Hotmail and 

Messenger. Another problem with the administration by boards is that individuals do not 

believe that they need to be responsible for their actions as the board will take control and 

sort out any problems. This means that individuals do not develop the skills needed to 

ensure that they are acting responsibly.

Those who may have some legitimate right in participating in the activities that occur 

within the gated community can be restricted or prevented from participating through not 

understanding how to use the gates and locks. For example when passwords or other 

types of gates are placed on web pages, there are more steps to complete in order to gain 

access. This makes it difficult for parents, some of whom have limited computer literacy, 

to navigate their way through locked gates. This can also make access difficult for 

students to log onto the Internet at school and school sites from home. Livingston (2001) 

suggests that restricting access to online spaces denies children opportunities for 

“.. .learning through exploration, participation, and fun” (p. 6). This point is also 

reinforced through an audit conducted by the British Educational Communications and 

Technology Agency (BECTA) during 2002. Here it was found that most schools are
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teaching Internet safety, but that “...they are doing so in a restricted environment with 

safety conscious supervision preventing exploration and in particular, the use of chat” 

(Wishart, 2004).

The use of language was problematic in this study and raises the issue of censorship by 

schools. The option taken in this study to censor the students as a result of concerns by 

the Principal was to limit the places through which they could interact by closing the chat 

room. As a result of closing the chatroom the students went underground, becoming less 

visible. Other options include programs used in chat rooms that search for unacceptable 

words and when detected limit the access of the offending person. In the Channel V 

example (see figure 6.3) provided earlier in this chapter there are some clear examples of 

how participants evaded censorship by changing words, for example:

Fuckin 

Kunt 

F uck 

Fu ck

In the examples, the spelling of the words is changed and there are spaces inserted into 

the words. This allowed the participants to swear without any restrictions as the program 

did not find matches to the words. In the same way that students appropriated these 

tricks for circumventing censorship for Channel V, they would soon learn to subvert such 

censorship if applied to other web sites.

Another concern raised in censoring online language is who is responsible for the 

censorship. In school libraries a committee is generally formed, consisting of school 

staff, parents, and sometimes student representatives to consider the language used in 

books. There is a policy agreed upon that explains why the library chooses some books 

and excludes others. If parents have concerns about books they can contact the 

committee and discuss their concerns. There is both a policy and a person to discuss the 

policy. In NSW there appears to be no such process in place when it comes to explaining
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censorship of certain sites. I logged onto DET’s web site to find the policy on why some 

sites are restricted. There was no documentation that I could locate, nor was there 

reference to any person whom I might contact. Here then, is a situation where material 

for students is censored online without any apparent policy or person for parents to 

contact. This is cause for some concern.

Gated communities offer the perception of safety (Blakely & Snyder, 1997) as it is 

assumed that danger has been kept out of the community. In offering a sense of security, 

a gated community can lead residents to believe that all the ‘bad’ people are outside. In 

taking this approach much time is spent looking out to ensure the bad people don’t get in 

and little time is taken up looking at what is happening on the inside of these 

communities. The notion that strangers are bad people and are to be mistrusted is taught 

to young people in schools through using the ‘stranger danger’ message. However, 

research on child abuse indicates that much of the abuse is perpetrated by people the 

children know, the so called, ‘good’ people. An example of this is sexual assault, where 

in one study (Groth, Burgess, Birnbaum, & Gary, 1978) it was found that in 71 percent of 

cases reported, the offender and victim knew each other casually. In 14 percent of the 

cases the offender was a member of the child’s immediate family. It may be then that 

parents do not provide the level of care in a gated community that they should as they 

believe that all the dangerous people are safely on the outside. In my study it was found 

that safety concerns were predominantly about bullying between students on the inside of 

the community, rather than with strangers on the outside. This illustrates the fact that the 

gated community does not necessarily create safer environments.

Another problem related to the sense of security is that if children are confronted by a bad 

person they may not have developed the skills needed to deal with the situation as they 

and their parents do not expect that any danger will befall them. An example in a gated 

community is where children may be approached by a resident or visitor who is intent on 

causing harm. Livingston (2001) comments that the use of technical solutions to ensure 

online safety is problematic. “At best they provide only part of the solution; at worst they 

engender a false sense of security” (p. 12).

152



Chapter 6

In a gated community parents feel that they do not need to be closely involved in their 

children’s games outside as they believe that their children are safe. While gated 

communities may offer some degree of safety, there are still many dangers such as 

broken bottles in playgrounds etc. Parents need to play an active role in minimising such 

dangers. I noted throughout the main study that few parents interacted online with their 

children although they were invited many times in the school’s newsletter. I had the 

impression that the parents felt that as the students were interacting through the class web 

site, there would be appropriate supervision in place.

The decision to not use passwords and fdters in this study did not mean that the online 

safety of the students was of little concern to me. There are a number of ways that 

students’ safety can be ensured rather than using filters and passwords. These are 

discussed in chapter eight.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have examined some of the effects of providing access. Here I have 

focused mostly on informal interactions between students, and with a wider audience 

outside of the classroom. On several occasions I looked at school-based interactions. 

Such an examination demonstrates the difficulty I had in separating home and school- 

based interactions due to the breaking down of the boundaries between these two areas 

brought about by the use of the Internet.

Once students were provided with online access through the class web site a number of 

implications became apparent. Firstly, there was a move by the students to the 

Underground. The ways that identity was constructed online both by the students and 

myself impacted on interactions both online and ultimately face-to-face in the classroom.

As demonstrated in this chapter, not all students interacted equally online, in part due to 

gender differences. Girls accessed the Internet less in comparison to the boys, although 

the girls’ interactions tended to be more in-depth. Providing access also raised issues of
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the safety of the students online. The main concerns in relation to students’ safety were 

through access to material via Hotmail and through interactions between class members 

where bullying was an issue. Here I argued that creating a gated community limits 

interactions and does not necessarily ensure a safer environment. There are other 

options, which are addressed in chapter eight.

In this chapter, I have considered some of the effects of allowing online access, primarily 

while students interacted at home. The effects on literacy and language practices in the 

classroom brought about by providing online access to students is examined in the 

following chapter.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE EFFECTS OF ACCESS ON LANGUAGE PRACTICES

Introduction

In the previous chapter I examined issues of access predominantly in the Underground. I 

discussed how students moved to the Underground and how issues of identity, gender and 

safety assumed significance.

In this chapter I examine interactions primarily in the classroom, focusing on language 

issues. It is suggested in this chapter that allowing students to interact via the Internet has 

far-ranging implications for the way language is perceived, organised and taught in the 

classroom.

This chapter focuses on the register choices afforded by the Internet. The register 

indicates how one communication situation is different from another situation. 1 was 

interested in examining the register choices students make when they interact around and 

through the computer. Little is known in primary schools as to how these new registers 

might take shape and this lack of knowledge points to the need for further research. It 

cannot be assumed that register choices available to participants look and function in the 

same way in an environment where the Internet is present, as opposed to an environment 

without the Internet. More needs to be known about the registers students use and their 

choices for doing so, in order to inform pedagogical decisions regarding what ‘counts’ as 

language when they interact through the Internet.

As noted earlier, systemic functional grammar (SFG) is used in this chapter to analyse the 

data using the constructs of field, tenor, and mode, which are the situational variables of 

register. These constructs are used as a way of understanding how language changes and 

develops as students interact online. The construct of field refers to the content for which 

language is being used. In this study it is used to examine the way in which the Internet
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provides affordances for the content of interactions. The construct of tenor refers to the 

role of relationships between the interactants. It is used in this study to examine the way 

in which the Internet can help establish and mediate relationships between participants, 

reflecting in part the language choices made. The construct of mode refers to the role 

language is playing in the interactions. Here it is used to capture the way the Internet as 

medium affects language and literacy practices. Using these constructs allows for the 

register choices of the students to be analysed through a model of language in context.

Also examined are some changes associated with teaching and learning using the 

Internet. One such change is to the style of teaching known as ‘initiation, response, and 

feedback’ (IRF). The term IRF refers to the common interactional pattern in the 

classroom where the teacher initiates the discussion, with students responding to the 

initiation, which is followed by feedback, or evaluation by the teacher. In this chapter I 

discuss how this traditional model of teaching does not suit an online environment.

7.1 Field- Different types of content

The construct of field refers to the content of interactions. Of interest in this section are 

the affordance opportunities in relation to content that the use of Internet presents. The 

fields examined in this section include the technical content, the navigational content, the 

personal content, and the curriculum content.

The technical content

Many of the interactions around the computer in this study focused on technical aspects 

of the use of the computer, in particular the mechanics of the software the students were 

using. This technical aspect was evident in the Schoolmail Project. In the following 

extract Matthew and James (both in grade six), are working with Corey in kindergarten, 

to help him write his letter. I participate to support this process. This extract of the 

transcript starts with the student at the computer at the log-in stage:

Matthew: You type in Corey. Now the password is 4 zeros
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James: 4 zeros

Matthew: Got the password? Yep, OK log in. (message appears on screen).

James: (reading screen) Do you want windows to remember this password, yes. 

Matthew: (not sure, looking at me). Yes we do, (takes a while for something to happen). 

James: What the hell is that, come on?

Me: See you press it once (pressing key) like that. Just wait for it.

James: OK, (message appears on screen).

Matthew: The user name or password you have entered is incorrect.

James: What the, it says it's incorrect (to me)

Matthew: OK. Let’s see, types in Corey.

James: Is that it, is that how you spell it, no R?

Matthew: R

James: whoops, R, enter password, 4 zeros (types).

Matthew: It's 4 zeros isn't it?

DM: Yes. (New screen appears) this folder is empty 

Matthew: OK, now you go to the inbox

James: Let’s go to the inbox. You go to the inbox or compose? (to me).

DM: What do you think?

Matthew: / think it's the inbox.

DM: It's compose.

Matthew: I don't remember doing compose.

(22/5/01)

In the example presented above the discussion is focused on the password to enter the 

program. The students cannot access the program initially because the spelling of Corey 

is incorrect. Eventually the students get the right name and password by discussing the 

procedure. They then need to make the choice to click on ‘inbox’ or ‘compose’. They 

ask my advice.

The inclusion of technical talk and the need for scaffolding required by the year six 

students had the effect of removing the kindergarten student from many of the initial
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interactions as is demonstrated in the extract above. Corey, the kindergarten student, had 

no role to play in this early part of the interactions. He does begin to participate several 

turns later as the following extract demonstrates. The students are continuing to write the 

letter to Veronica, a year six student:

James: See Corey, you've got to click on that box next to Veronica.

Corey: OK (doing so)

However, Corey does not fully participate in the discussion until about three quarters into 

the episode where the discussion on the contents of the email began:

James: OK, what do you want to write to Veronica?

Corey: Cm, can you please come over to my house and sleep over?

The high level of micro-scaffolding, based on technical considerations was needed to 

assist the year 5/6 students to use the program. This restricted the kindergarten student’s 

input in the discussion. This pattern of scaffolded talk at the beginning between the older 

students and myself followed by late entry into the discourse by kindergarten students 

was a common pattern in the Schoolmail Project.

This situation indicates that in certain instances it is advantageous for the student tutors to 

be tutors to have prior training. In instances where students are expected to take on the 

role of a tutor in a buddy situation, it may be more educationally beneficial to teach the 

students skills in using a particular program in a computer laboratory. This is an instance 

of where there are benefits in placing computers in a laboratory as they allow for the 

teaching of technological skills (Federico, 1995). Unfortunately, as this school was 

small, it did not have a computer laboratory and a whole class lesson on the technology 

did not take place for the years 5/6.

158



Chapter 7

At the end of the project four of the grade 5/6 students, Veronica, James, Jack, and Hope, 

were interviewed about their involvement in the project. They were asked what they felt 

they learnt from the project. The following extract gives their answers to that question:

Veronica: You helped us to send emails.

DM: Yes, I was helping you to send emails, but break it down, think of the parts 

Veronica.

Jack: You showed us how to log in.

DM: I showed you how to log in, what process did this involve?

Matthew: It involved typing in the person who you're doing with. For instance, I did 

Terry, I typed in Terry [a kindergarten student] and then the password.

DM: If you were to do this again with the kindergarten students, do you think they would 

be able to write the letter more easily?

Jack: Basically they know how to write.

Matthew: Yes, because Terry can move the mouse and he pressed login.

DM: Do you think your partners can do anything now that they couldn't do before?

Jack: He can log in.

(22/5/02)

The grade 5/6 students, in response to questions about the sessions with their partners 

focused on the technical aspect of using the Internet as being an important aspect of 

knowing how to write. For them, the process of being able to write a letter meant having 

control of the tools at hand, such as the mouse, and having procedural knowledge of the 

computer, such as being able to log in. The personal aspect of the letters, where students 

shared information online about their hobbies, did not feature at all in their responses.

At the end of the project, the kindergarten teacher was interviewed about the project. The 

letters ‘KT’ indicate the teacher’s comments:

DM: How did you see the learning of the students fitting in with the learning the students 

were doing in the classroom?
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KT: During the year the class was working with the grade 6 as a buddy class so it is an 

extension of that. They knew the children and so they were able to correspond quickly 

because they knew who they were and there were things they could ask questions.

DM: What about the learning outcomes that you were focusing on?

KT: Teaching the children to use a word processor, so it gave them extra opportunities to 

do that. They use word processing for writing, being able to have some of the older 

students working with them to help them type. And being able to communicate with other 

people. I don't know if they really realised what was involved in email in that it went out 

away from the school and came back to somebody else but they knew that they were 

writing to a person and that they would get a reply from that person.

DM: Do you think it helped them as far as their word processing skills went?

KT: I think so yea. Because having that one on one and not having to share me with the 

rest of the class while they were doing it is really helpful.

DM: Writing to another person and getting a reply was good.

KT: It made it more meaningful.

The kindergarten teacher’s responses reflect the two purposes for which the Schoolmail 

project was initiated. The first purpose was to teach the kindergarten students how to use 

a computer. The second purpose was that the kindergarten students learn how to write an 

email. Having responses to the kindergarten students' emails made the learning 

experience more valuable for them. This fitted in with the concept of learning as a social 

experience.

The navigational content

One unexpected field that emerged as students interacted online was what I call 

‘navigational content’. This field was evident in interactions that were student initiated, 

through interactions that occurred during classroom lessons. This section therefore draws 

on data from messages posted in the guest book and interactions that occurred during the 

High School Project.
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The guest book hosted on the class web site was used by the students to post messages 

directing the students to the chat room as indicated by the three examples below:

Hello

Friday, 14/6/02

go to the chat room not guisbook [guest book]!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

JH

Wednesday, 26/6/02 

Lets chat now

nit

Thursday, 27/6/02 

guys all be on at 4.oo

In the examples above one forum (the guest book), was being used by the students as 

they encouraged each other to move to another forum (the chat room), which was the 

preferred medium for interacting. The guest book was used to direct students in space, as 

well as time, as the last entry above indicates. The guest book was in some ways like a 

graffiti wall, where participants could scribble messages that would be found by others at 

a later time. These messages were generally short and were a one-to-many form of 

interaction.

Navigation as a field was also apparent in the High School Project. There were two 

different types of navigational content. The first type of navigational content involved 

the students interacting about how to locate each other during the interactions. The 

second type involved interactions where the students negotiated locating each other at a 

later time out of school hours. Below is an example of the messages posted by the 

students locating others during the chat session:

Ham
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im going to gb [guest book] 3 anyone who wants to talk a can follow

gorgia

there is no gb 3

liam

Doh!

miky

does any 1 know where ad am is?

(Week 6)

In the example above Liam is telling Gorgia that he is going to guest book three as there 

were three guest books used at one point in the High School Project. He is answered by 

Gorgia telling him there is no guest book three (by week six there were only two guest 

books instead of three). Miky asks if anyone knows which guest book Adam is in. This 

field emerged due to the design of the synchronous spaces that the students were using, 

which required them to work within a restrictive number of spaces. The students were 

required to locate each other in these spaces. This differs from interactions in the 

classroom. The need to locate other students has not been necessary in primary 

classrooms because participants are generally in the same room. Consequently, the 

navigational field is particular to the Internet context. The architecture of online spaces 

and the students’ interactions within them is examined fully under mode in this chapter.

Anther aspect of navigation involved students (and myself) arranging to meet each other 

in out-of-school hours as the examples below indicate:

Jack (KING) T (BEGGAR) [Matthew]

ADAM WATS YA EMAIL 

adam

bea vers_r_ us 13 @ * * * *. com jason 

(week 1)

Gorgia
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did u add me liam to your account?

brandy

hey gorgia ifi go on msn tonight ill add you is that ok

MR MAHER

LOG IN WITH MESSENGER A T 7:30 THIS FRIDA Y 

Loza

yer i do mah msn ***@*** g2g now k bye bye 

(week 6)

This type of online interaction, in which students arrange to meet later out of school 

hours is not a new type of interaction. Students are always arranging to meet at each 

other’s houses, or at the pool, or cinema. The difference here is that this type of 

discussion is initiated online and is enacted online at a later time.

The personal content

When the students interacted online, a high degree of personal content was evident 

throughout the different projects undertaken for the study. In this section, interactions 

from the High School Project are examined as a way of highlighting this content. In 

contrast to these interactions are the interactions from the Debate, where students were 

not able to engage in interactions that involved personal content although the students 

involved did express a desire for some personal contact.

In examining the online interactions in the High School Project, I argue that interactions 

that are more social in nature are a necessary precursor to curriculum related interactions. 

Personal content appeared in two situations. It arose in openings/closings and topic talk. 

To recall, in the High School Project, the students used a modified guest book to mediate 

interactions. In the following example, the text is as it appeared on the computer screen 

except that I have made bold each student’s name to assist with the reading of the data. 

The first category, openings/closings consists of the hellos and goodbyes that the students
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engaged in each week at the beginning and end of each session as the examples below 

indicate:

Openings 

gorgia 

hi andrew

liam

hi everybody

gorgia

hi liam its gorgia

Sam

hello ppl [people]

liam

hi gorgia how r u? 

joss

hi ramgate [name of High School]

Closings

Annie

Cyaaa

CARLA

SEEEEEEEE UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUULATERRRRRRRRRRRRR!!!!!!! [see you

later]

brandy

if all of us have to go then cya [see you]

Jane

GTG [got to go]

GORGIA

BYE
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In the example above some of the students have never met before and do not know each 

other and it is natural they would spend some time greeting each other as they would in a 

face-to-face situation. What appeared to be different in these online interactions (as 

opposed to a face-to-face setting) is that these openings and closings took up a large part 

of online sessions each week. These extended openings and closings continued even 

after the students had interacted and become familiar to each other.

The second type of synchronous interactions where field was personal occurred when 

students moved beyond openings/closings to social discussions based on interests and 

hobbies. The interactions ranged across a variety of different topics as the examples 

below demonstrate. It should be noted that these are not continuous interactions but 

examples from two different sessions. Below are questions students posted with 

responses:

(week l)

Annie [year 7]

Hi Helen, How R U and your pets going?

Helen [year 6]

hi Annie my pets are going good g2g cya

£vil SC°°TR [evil scooter][year 7]

What music do you like??

JACK [year 6]

I LIKE KORN GRIN SPOON AND METALLIC A MA TT LIKE CHILI PEPPERS GOOD 

CHARLOTTE AND THE VINES

(week 6) 

mary [year 6]

hi ppl [people] long time no c [see/ who likes watching home and away I do 

kerry [year 7] 

i like home & away mary
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luke and James [year 6]

hey any 1 here watch south park

(there was no response to this question)

All of the students involved in the High School Project chatted socially, some more than 

others. The students were asked by way of an online questionnaire at the end of the 

project what they chatted about. Below are some of their responses:

James [year 6]

I chatted about movies and music and leisure stuff. I chatted to Luke about skate 

boarding and surfing and stuff 

Jack [year 6]

We chatted about sport, music lifestyles 

Jane [year 6]

We just chatted about stuff we chat about on msn [Messenger],

The responses from the students are consistent with the interactions that they had online. 

The topics the students chatted about included pets, music, sport and TV shows. All 

these are different fields but they serve the purpose of building the relationship between 

the students. The choice of the field has an interpersonal function where the students 

establish intersubjectivity, or a ‘common ground’, which, as argued earlier, is an 

important precursor to other types of interactions such as those on curriculum related 

topics. It would seem then, that students need to be given time to share personal content 

and build up a relationship online with other students. It was interesting that none of the 

year seven students commented on their informal chat although they were asked the same 

questions as the year six students and did chat informally. It appeared that the high 

school students did not view personal chat as an important part of learning in school.

The Debate contrasted with the High School Project. The students were asked to 

correspond via email with students from another school without engaging in any personal
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chat. The students commented on this lack of social connection as the discussion below 

indicates:

Jane: Do we ever get to meet them ?

DM: No. Can I ask you Jane, do you think it matters that you don’t get to meet the 

people?

Jane: Yea, cause over a computer you just talk to them, you don ’t know what they look 

like.

DM: So you would like to know what they look like?

Jane: Yea.

DM: So if they sent a photo of them, would that make any better?

Angel: 1 don 7 want to send my photo.

Jake: Does it really matter?

DM: You don 7 want to send one to them 

Angel: But I want to see them.

Jane: Yea.

DM: Oh, right, so you want them to send you a photo but you don 7 want to send one to 

them?

James: I know what we ’ll do. We say send us a photo and we ’ll send you one. And then 

they send a photo and we don 7 send one back.

The discussion above illustrates that the students wanted to know more about the students 

from the other school and as a starting point, they wanted to know what the others looked 

like. Interestingly, some of the students wanted to see them, but they did not want to be 

seen. There was a comic element related to the discussion above but the students were 

very serious in their desire for greater social contact. This desire for students to have 

pictures of the other students without sending photographs back reflects the messages that 

they receive from teachers and parents; do not give out personal information. If the 

students had sent a letter via traditional method through the post, it is most likely that 

there would be no concerns in including a photo. In chapter six, the gated community 

was discussed with respect to safety. Here is an example where the information of
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students is being guarded behind the gates in ways that did not occur before the advent of 

the Internet.

The importance of social talk in learning has long been recognised theoretically (Baker, 

1990; Dombey, 1988; Mills, 1988). In the classroom though, social talk is often not 

encouraged. It does, however, occur frequently. In the classroom, students are able to 

interact with each other socially throughout the school day, for example before school, at 

recess, lunch, and other points in the day. Students know each other and have a personal 

connection and when the lesson begins, the expectation by the teacher and the students 

generally is that personal talk will stop, and ‘learning’ talk will happen. The use of the 

computer for facilitating interactions changes this conception of personal talk. Online, 

often the students do not know each other and the personal talk is a necessary component 

of the interactions before a more curriculum-based academic field can begin. While 

personal talk is not a new field, it assumes greater significance as part of the learning 

process online, which suggests it should be factored into learning time. The results of 

this data analysis are consistent with results from research reviewed in chapter three, 

which indicates that personal talk takes up a large proportion of students’ interactions 

online (Britsch, 2000; 2001; McCreary, Ehrich, and Lisanti, 2001; McKeon, 1999, 2001).

Allowing students to interact online and capturing their personal talk can also assist 

teachers in understanding issues that are of relevance to students and thus affect the 

design of the curriculum. The Internet in schools is a public medium and so students 

should be aware that their interactions are monitored. Education in primary schools 

serves a multitude of purposes. One purpose is to teach students new concepts via the 

formal curriculum. Another equally important purpose is to equip students with skills 

that they now need to help them live in, and make sense of, their world. Learning is not 

just about having a set of skills one may or may not need in 20 years time. In order to 

assist students to play an active role in shaping the world around them in primary schools, 

their learning needs should be taken into account. These are identified, in part, through 

their informal interactions. The Internet allows this process to occur as noted, by 

allowing the teacher to capture the personal talk of the students online, for example, the
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talk by students indicating understanding of the content. This discussion on personal 

content highlights that the students see that learning about each other has primacy over 

learning about the content that the teacher has put in front of them.

The curriculum content

One of the main reasons for providing online access through the class web site was so 

that students could learn from, and with, each other when working with material related 

to the curriculum. This section examines the curriculum content focusing on interactions 

from the High School Project and demonstrates that the computer can be used to facilitate 

interactions that allow students to learn curriculum-related knowledge.

The transcript of the interactions below is between Jess and Kerry (in year six) and Carla 

(in year seven) during week two of the High School Project:

Carla [year 7]

The red cards are for people who have done something really had, and if you get 3 you 

will get suspended from school.

Jess [year 6] 

is the work hard?

Kerry [year 6]

is it scary at high school?

In the High School Project, one of the areas students were asked to focus on was what life 

at high school is like. Given this, the students’ discussion about high school is related to 

the curriculum.

The following set of interactions is from week three of the High School Project and is 

between Carla, Adam, Andrew (in year seven), and Jack and Matthew (in year six):

Carla
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i dont know who icon in the play hut the story line is that all of the teenages think that 

their parents are fossils(old).

Andrew

Who likes the play and w'ho doesn't like it. 

jg mt [Jack and Matthew]

ADAM WA T PERSON DO U PLAY IN DA PLA Y ANSER MEEEEEE

adam

we havnt discussed that yet JG

Notice in the posting by Jack and Matthew that the question is posted in an excited way 

by the use of capital letters and Adam’s response with a very calm ‘we haven’t discussed 

that yet JG’. This is a good example of register shift between Jack and Matthew’s entry 

and Adam’s. The MEEBE is a good example of a contact and affect maker, where the 

‘MEEEE’ is exaggerated, which emphasises the importance of the question. The use of 

capital letters also adds emphasis to the statement. This tenor of students’ language use is 

examined in detail later in this chapter.

As shown in these two examples, the interactions in week two were about high school life 

in general and the week three interactions were about the play. The curriculum content 

for each week of the High School Project was provided in chapter five and indicates that 

the intended focus of these two weeks corresponds with the curriculum discussion of the 

students. Approximately half of the body of the interactions in these two weeks was 

based on content. This was not the case in all the seven online sessions in which the 

students participated. In week one, for example, the students spent much of the time 

meeting each other, but this was anticipated and planned for, as table 5.3 in chapter five 

reflects.

The students were asked at the end of the High School Project about the content of their 

interactions in relation to high school life, the play, conflict and conflict resolution. The 

year seven students were also asked if they felt they provided useful information to the 

year six students. Below are some of the responses:
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Adam [year 1]

most people wanted 2 know about the disapline, in terms of the play we mostly talked 

about the chracters we were going to play as well as the jobs we had 

Andrew [year 7]

Q: What did you chat about in relation to: High school life, the play, conflict and conflict 

resolution?

A: We talked about bullying, merit and punishment system.

Q: Do you feel that you were able to provide ideas to the year 6's that were useful?

A: To be honest, no. 1 didn't provide anything useful for the year 6's.

Miky [year 6]

we mostly chatted about the play and what high school is like and what teachers they 

have, i didn't realy provide ideas that wasn't useful to year 7 

James [year 6]

I learnt about rewards and punishments. 1 found out that Adam was the director of the 

play and Liam was lighting and sound. I learn about red slips, green slips and 

suspension. If you get 3 red slips or something you get suspended.

The students all indicated in their responses above that they discussed issues relating to 

the play and school life. Although some of them indicated that they did not share 

anything of value they were mostly positive about the learning experience.

In this section I have examined four different types of field that were apparent through 

analysis of the data. Some of these fields are new to classroom interactions, as indicated 

in discussion on the navigational field. Some of these fields have been in classroom 

interactions for some time, but the introduction of the Internet to mediate these fields has 

changed their purpose and scope.

Similarly to the ways that interacting online has resulted in unexpected fields, so too has 

the realisation of tenor changed as participants interact online. In the next section I 

examine the tenor of the texts.
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7.2 Tenor- Establishing relationships online

This section examines interactions using the construct of tenor, focusing on the roles and 

relationships of the participants in a particular situation. Here I examine the use of visual 

resources to convey tenor, the language of emails, the ‘discourse clash’ and the 

importance of establishing relationships online, relating this to scaffolding.

Visual resources

It appears that due to the lack of visual cues, including body language and facial 

expressions, new online practices are emerging to compensate for these restrictions. This 

sub-section examines the practices of the students, focusing on the use of visual 

resources. This examination is based on the belief that to fully understand evolving 

language issues we must examine the students’ social interactions both at school and at 

home.

One tool that students used when they interacted informally with each other through 

Messenger was the emoticon. An emoticon is a small graphic that can be inserted 

quickly into the text. The basic range of emoticons offered in Messenger at the time 

ranged from faces showing different emotions, to hearts, flowers and other varied 

symbols. Figure 7.1 shows the library of emoticons available to users of Messenger.

Figure 7.1 Emoticons
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Figure 7.1 Emoticons
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The emoticons above represent a small example of the total number available. Students 

were able to download other emoticons, some of them having animation. Students used 

these emoticons throughout their interactions. In the example below I am introduced to 

emoticons by one of the brothers of the twins who is using them in an online discussion 

we are having. In the following extracts my online name is ‘the D’ and the brother’s 

online name is Paul:

The D:
How have you been?

Paul:

K *"

The D: .
What are the symbols?

Paul:
EMOTICONS

The D:

Paul:
YEA
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Students also used emoticons as part of their names. In the following example of usage 

by one of the year six boys, the name Metallica refers to a band:

df sTAnqer (Metallica)C-- tellymorister*** says:

The students also used language devices such as fonts and colours, while they interacted 

in Messenger. This helped to convey a greater sense of identity. With these visual 

resources, the students are indicating how they would like to be seen by other 

participants. The example below continues from the previous chat where I was 

introduced to emoticons by Paul:

The D:

how do you get different colour?

Paul:
GO TO MESSENGR BOX RIGHT CEIK THE LITTLE MAN ON DA LEFT 

AND GO TO PERSONAL SETTINGS 

Paul:
U CAN CHANG NAM ASWELL

The D:.

1 SCO

Using emoticons and different colours and types of fonts gave students a greater range of 

visual cues, which compensated for lack of cues associated with face-to-face interactions. 

This allowed them to convey a greater sense of tenor than was possible through the use of 

words only. Of interest here is that in the extract above the student is the 

expert and I am the learner. Also of interest is the spelling and use of grammar, which 

might indicate a low level of literacy but it is more likely indicative of the genre used in 

chat. In chat, speed is of more importance than accuracy.
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While students did not use visual resources to convey tenor while using Hotmail, many of 

the participants they shared emails with did. Below are two examples of participants 

names’ used in some emails:

Ky mmy . -
< •»■ •« •. -. / *. J ■ J

Both of the two examples above use colour, font and imagery to add a sense of 

personality to the sender’s name. A greater sense of personality is able to be conveyed 

using colours and different fonts and patterns than would be possible with only black and 

white text.

The computer is a restrictive medium that does not allow for the types of cues that are 

present in face-to-face interactions. Therefore, it appeared that the online language 

practices that students use have ‘built in’ compensations for what would otherwise be 

made evident through gestures and facial expressions. Tenor is thus partly expressed 

through an alternative semiotic system. These changes to language practices also reflect, 

to some extent, the ideas that students appropriate while interacting online. The use of 

emoticons and computer language is certainly not a new phenomenon. Wilkins (1991) 

noted the use of emoticons and textual changes in a study examining group conversations 
on a conferencing network at a tertiary level. What is different is that these practices are 

becoming more commonplace in primary schools. It is likely that as students are 

encouraged to go online they will appropriate more of the conventions of visual practices, 

which are constantly changing and becoming more accessible. An example of this 

change is that emoticons can now be readily downloaded for use in emails.

175



Chapter 7

The language of asynchronous interactions

In this sub-section the emails and guest book entries of students are examined, focusing 

on how language was used to convey tenor throughout the study. The language used by 

the students to convey tenor varied greatly according to the context. The tenor of the 

messages in this study ranged along a continuum from informal to formal depending on 

the purpose and the audience.

It has been suggested that the language of emails for example, is often closely related to 

speech (Christie & Misson, 1998; Shapiro & Anderson, 1985). In this study I examined 

both emails and guest book entries, both being forms of asynchronous interactions. In 

contrast to the suggestions of the authors above, the data analysis here suggests that the 

more formal the tenor of the message, the more written-like it tends to be. This formality 

is related to the degree of familiarity between participants. The closer the students are to 

each other socially, the more informal the writing, and the more spoken-like. Messages 

that were sent and received in classroom projects and the students’ social messages 

provided insights into the nature of the language used.

The first set of interactions discussed are students’ informal interactions through the class 

ePAL account and through Hotmail. Following on from this are classroom-based 

interactions. The first set of these are emails from the Gully Way project, the second set 

of emails are from a class project, and the final set of interactions are on the guest book 

from the Debate. Thus, informal interactions are presented first, moving on to more 

formal interactions.

Emails shared between students in the class tended to be informal in nature. An example 

of this is the email from Helen to Gorgia. The full email was included in the gender 

section in chapter six. The email by Helen is about her holiday in Scotland and is to her 

friend and it is a personal one-to-one email. The content of the email is about activities in 

which Helen has been involved. Although there are spelling and grammatical errors, 

Helen has not used the type of language that was typically found in other emails, such as 

abbreviations and the use of letters and numbers together. Helen uses exaggerated
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spelling, for example, where she writes her mum was ‘laughing soooo much’ to express 

positive affect (which is the type of language observed in the letter from ‘mum’ in 

chapter six in the identity section). This type of language is typically used between 

friends and has an informal quality. This is the type of informal language that students 

typically use in the playground when interacting with each other, and is the language 

used between peers. The students were not instructed to write in a specific way and 

chose to adopt this informal, spoken-like language. The email is also quite long 

compared to the generally short email messages students sent using Hotmail, which were 

note-like in nature. Examples of these shorter messages are given here:

James

I hope you all like this Christmas card.

Merry Christmas!!

HAPPY NEW YEAR AND GOOD LUCK TO ALL OF YOU'S 4 2003 MISS U MARY:(

The two emails sent through the Hotmail account are brief and are one-to many 

interactions. They are like post-it-notes to some extent. The first email is a pointer to 

something else, as were many of the emails sent by the students in Hotmail. In the 

second email, notice Mary’s use of symbols to make a sad face.

Messages that included both formal and informal aspects are what I call a‘hybrid’ tenor. 

The Gully Way Project, like the ePAL Project, and the Teddy Bear Project involved the 

students contacting other students and sharing information about themselves. These were 

semi-formal in nature. The content of the letters the students sent to each other were 

generally about their school and home life. In the examples below, the first email is 

from Rachel (from Gully Way School) to Rahid (from White School), the second email is 

the reply from Rahid:
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Hi my name is Rachel,

Im nine years old. 1 have heard a little bit about you and I want to know more about you.

I have a Mum, Dad and a annoying little sister. 1 live on a farm with horses, sheep, cattle, 

dogs and chooks. My intrests are art and riding the horse her name is Tammy. I go to 

Gully Way Public School which has a canteen that is on evety Monday and the parents 

organise it. Our class has jobs and my job is looking after a bird called Daffy. There is 

also a job which is looking after the chooks. There is only one class for year 3,4,5,6 

children. We have 12 children in our class. My friends are Amy, Courtney, Lisa and 

Jemma. In our whole school we have 29 children. We have a office 2 classrooms, a 

libary, a craftroom and a sportshed. There is a basketball court and a gym. We have an 

oval and shady trees to play under.

See you later, Rachel

Rachel

Hi, my name is Rahid and I’ve heard a little bit about your school and we don ’t do 

anything like your job, but we have taking the lunch basket back and taking the class roll 

to the ojjice. We have about 900 people in our school. 1 have a mum, dad, two sisters 

and on1 brother. We have one library, about 50 classes or more. I have a pet cat called 

pussy. WE have our holiday next week, when do you have your holiday? I’m a girl, from 

Rahid.

The openings/closings of the two emails above are informal in nature, which is reflected 

in the language use of the students. Both students begin the emails with ‘Hi’, an informal 

greeting, and Rachel finishes her email by writing ‘see you later’. The remainder of the 

emails are reasonably formal in nature, with students presenting a concise outline of their 

life. This type of writing is similar to what might be found in a penpal letter, where the 

writing is more condensed than would be typical in a spoken conversation. All of the 

emails from the Gully Way project, the ePAL Project and the Teddy Bear Project 

reflected this semi-formal use of language. These emails are personal in nature and are a 

one-to-one interaction. Often in face-to-face interactions where people do not know each
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other a more formal type of register is adopted, and the same situation appears to occur 
with online interactions.

Another example of a hybrid tenor, is by Mohamad, who sent an email to ‘NASAkids ’, as 

an aspect of a project he was undertaking, from the Human Society and its Environment 

(HSIE) syllabus. This email was part of the Expert Project. The topic of Mohamad’s 

project was space. ‘NASA kids ’ is a web site that is hosted by a scientist. Users were 

able to log in and ask questions by email, related to the Mars project. The following 

email was one sent to the NASA site by Mohamad:

Hello, 1 am a grade 6 student in Sydney, Australia and I am doing a project on space. I 

have some questions I would like to ask.

1. How will the new space station help with the exploration of Mars?

2. Will the space station launch ships to Mars?

Thanks.

While this email is very short, it does indicate a mixture of both informal and formal use 

of language. Mohamad starts the email with the greeting 'hello'. This is a more formal 

greeting than that used by Helen (‘Hi Gorgia’), and reflects the type of language that a 

student might use to greet an adult in an authority position. Mohamad finishes the email 

by writing 'thanks’, which is slightly more informal than the greeting. The email is 

concise and contains elements of both spoken and written features. A very clear and 

detailed response to Mohamad’s questions was posted three days later to the class email 

account by the NASA scientist:

ANSWER from Bruce Thompson on June 23, 2002:

Good morning, Mohamad.

Much of the development and testing of equipment and systems that will be used on 

manned missions to Mars will actually be carried out on the ground. No doubt, some will 

receive operational testing aboard the ISS. The ISS is providing data on solar and 

cosmic radiation that humans are exposed to during long-term missions. Extensive data
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of this kind were gathered during the Russian Salyut and Mir space station programmes, 

and the ISS will continue this work. However, when manned missions start going to 

Mars, they could be away for up to three years - far longer than any crew will spend 

aboard the ISS, and therefore exposed to more radiation. There are no plans to use the 

ISS to prepare and launch manned missions to Mars - even if the ISS will still be 

operational twenty years from now. Assembling and launching interplanetary space 

ships from Earth orbit would require personnel to live in orbit during the assembly, and 

the ISS is a scientific station, with a projected maximum permanent crew of less than ten. 

There would be no room aboard for the extra crew and their equipment. The first 

manned Mars mission is still about twenty years away, and as yet, the final configuration 

of the mission is a long way from being decided.

The tenor of the language used by the scientist, is more formal, authoritative and written- 

like in the tenor continuum than Mohamad’s, and many of the other online interactions 

throughout the study. There is a greater focus on content and the information is more 

densely packed. For example, in the email, the NASA scientist refers to ‘interplanetary 

space ships’, and ‘the first manned Mars mission’ which are examples of nominal groups, 

which were not found in other emails. It is this type of written language that students can 

learn to write when constructing emails with the purpose of dealing with curriculum 

content. The email message is also very field dependent and reminiscent of written 

language. The message is an example of how, changes to one aspect of register influences 

another aspect. Here the field affects the tenor. The topic is a formal request to a 

scientist and so the tenor of the response matches that formality and is so doing becomes 

more written-like.

An example of a more formal tenor used by the students can be found in the messages the 

students posted for the Debate. This message is the final debate entry by the Belmont 

Heights students:

This is our fourth and final argument for out team at Belmont Heights PS, which has 

taken the affirmative position in the debate that small schools are better than large
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schools. We would like to begin by thanking the member for Education, Mr John 

Watkins, for agreeing to adjudicate this debate. We would also like to thank the LWPS 

team for participating in this debate. They have come up with many valid points to 

support their argument and have proved to be worthy opponents. During the debate, we 

researched the benefits of big schools and small schools using the Internet. We found 

that most of the material supported the notion that small schools are more effective than 

big schools. The advantages of small schools over large schools include the fact that in 

small schools students make more rapid academic progress than students in large 

schools. There is less bullying in small schools because everyone knows everyone and 

because of this, everyone gets along better. Small schools are able to cater for the 

individual needs of all students more successfully. Small schools have more motivated 

students. Small schools have more committed and more trained staff who are more 

multi-skilled. As well as this small schools have more committed parents who participate 

more often and feel more apart of the school. There is greater access to resources in 

small schools. An example of this is in computing. Small schools, like large schools have 

one computer room, which is shared by the whole school. There are fewer classes in 

small schools and so the time that each class can spend in the computer room is much 

greater. There is no evidence that larger schools produce better results for students. In 

fact, it is the opposite. Research says the larger the school the lower the achievement 

rates for students. One of the biggest advantages of a small school, which makes them 

much better than large schools is that a greater sense of community is created where all 

members of the school, which includes parents, teachers, students and support staff, can 

contribute to the success of the school. We believe that a small school is like a big 

family, and a large school is like an institution.

The guest book entry above is from one group to another group. Rather than being a 

personal message as in the examples from the Gully Way Project, it is a public 

interaction, being a many-to-many type of posting. This form of public address appears 

to add formality to the writing process. The Minister was part of the audience and this, 

too, may have added formality to the writing. He gave an adjudication in a posting. Of 

interest in the Minister’s posting is the type of language he uses to make explicit the
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characteristics of a good debater. For example, he states that politeness is essential in a 

good debate and notes that there was no abuse or name calling throughout the debate. 

Here he is reinforcing the ‘rules of the game’.

His posting, coming after the teams had presented their arguments, is presented below:

Thank you to everyone who took part. What a great advertisement for our public 

schools. What a wonderful debate. The quality of response was very high, showing that 

students understood how to develop an argument, how to use research, how to express 

themselves clearly in a logical fashion. All the arguments ran together well and came to 

believable, well thought out conclusions. I was struck by how many strong arguments 

were put in both sides. It really made me think about the nature of our schools. There 

were many accurate and interesting things said. Belmont Heights 3rd speaker said "We 

all help each other and care for each other as well". It was this sense of community that 

came through most strongly from Belmont Heights. All the speakers made clear that 

there is something special about small schools. The Landstown West 3rd speaker makes 

the very good point that a large school can split itself up in some ways and operate like a 

small school but that a small school can't become a large school. The strongest 

arguments from Landstown West deal with the extra opportunities and resources that 

come to a larger school. Several speakers explain this well. The arguments by both 

schools were politely put, always essential in a good debate. No-one became abusive or 

used name-calling. Civilised communities must always debate in this way. Since 

becoming Minister, I have visited over 150 schools in NSW. The smallest was Crestview 

Public with just 11 students between K and Y6 in a one-room school 50km south of 

Wagga. The largest school was Cherrybrook Technology High School with 1700 

students from Y7 to YJ 2. Some of our largest primary schools have over 900 students 

from K-6. What 1 did know is that all our over 1700 primary schools in NSWfrom the 

smallest to the largest provide fine education and that is largely due to the work of our 

great teachers. Now to who wins the debate. What a hard question. After consideration, 

I think Belmont Heights Public School should be declared the winner. Congratulations 

to everyone who took part.
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The message posted by the Minister was a one-to-many message and was formal in 

nature, reflecting in part, the position of authority that this writer had, as both the 

adjudicator of the debate, and as a Minister in the Government. The students wrote a 

reply to the education minister's adjudication, in which they expressed their views of the 

project. The reply was jointly constructed with each student working with me 

consecutively adding comments it is presented below:

Mr Watkins,

On behalf Belmont Heights Public School, our debating team would like to thank you for 

adjudicating our debate. We have not been involved in a debate before so it was a new 

experience for us. Our team learnt a lot from this experience. This debate has helped us 

with our debating skills. We learnt how to argue a point of view in a persuasive manner. 

Our future debates will be much easier as a result ofparticipating in this debate. Our 

editing skills have improved since participating in this debate. During the debate we got 

information from the Internet. We read through it and got the important sections from it, 

which we were able to incorporate into our writing. Our writing skills are better as a 

result. We now know that smaller schools are better than larger schools. We were glad 

it was a nice clean debate and as you said no abusive language was used. We hope we 

can have more debates covering other topics in the future. Thank you for your time. 

Yours Sincerely,

Belmont Heights Public School

These three postings for the debate are more formal and written-like than earlier 

examples in this sub-section. A debate is a formal event and it was intended from its 

outset that the students would present a formal, written argument. It can be argued that a 

traditional spoken debate is more like written content that is spoken out loud, in that it is 

more formal and has a higher lexical density. The written response above by the students 

to the minister allowed them to critically reflect on what they had achieved throughout 

the debate, so it served as a reflective tool. The focus of these postings is on a curriculum 

topic, rather than the personal. The emails sent and received by Mohamad as part of the
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Expert Project also focused on a topic. These topic-orientated emails tended to be more 

formal and written-like in nature than emails that were more personal in nature.

The emails and guest book entries in this sub-section support the notion that when 

students write about a curriculum topic their writing is more formal and written-like (as 

in the Debate and the Expert Project). In contrast to this, when they communicate with 

friends their writing tends to be informal and spoken-like. It depends on whether the 

students see the interpersonal aspect of the experiential function as being the primary 

reason for their interactions as to the type of tenor that comes through their language. 

According to Moran and Hawisher (1997), referring to Spitzer (1986), users and 

researchers feel that the language of email is a hybrid,".. .a mixture of elements from the 

written and spoken languages” (p. 93). This is supported by the above data from this 

research, examples of which have been presented.

Many of the emails and guest book entries throughout the study tended to take the form 

of what Ferrara, Bruner and Whittmore (1991) call ‘interactive written discourse’ 

combining features of both written and spoken interactions. Some of these features 

include turn-taking, and informal language use as is the case with most email messages 

(Baron, 1998). This has implications for working within students ZPDs as new genres 

need to be understood by teachers and incorporated into the school curriculum.

‘Discourse clash9

The tenor of the students’ synchronous interactions varied between home and school, and 

resulted in what I term ‘discourse clash’. This section examines the tenor of students’ 

interactions at home and in the High School Project, and the clash in expectations that 

resulted for some of the year six students. The difference in tenor in different 

circumstances is reflected in one online episode during the high school session online. In 

this session, some of the year six students used a very informal type of discourse, which 

they had used in the chat room on the class web site. However, the high school students 

did not see this as appropriate. The older students deemed some of the messages
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inappropriate in the context of a classroom as the following example of an interaction 

between Jack and Matthew (grade six) and Andrew and Sam (both in grade seven) 

illustrates:

JACK = MATT

U GUYS IN RAMGA TE R U HERE DAMMIT 

Andrew

Alright then, now you listen people. U better say decent things or else...

Sam

Man, These people aren’t serious Mr. Maher. Whoever types junk will get their red card 

on their first day. 3 red cards and You ’re suspended.

Both Andrew and Sam seemed to be shocked by the language used by some of the year 

six students. The content and construction of Jack and Matt’s message was out of 

keeping with the tenor of language used at school, and in school online projects. Sam 

quickly labels the language ‘junk’, and unacceptable at the high school by stating that 

whoever used that type of language in the high school would be punished with a red card. 

The choice of register for some of the primary school students was very different to that 

of the high school students, and is where the ’discourse clash’ lies.

A factor that could have contributed to this discourse clash was the interactions that 

occurred through the class-based chat room, where a more flexible use of language was 

permitted. Given that both Matt and Jack interacted online with other grade six students 

and with me, they may have believed that previous rules of out-of-school interactions 

applied to in-school use of the Internet for interactions. In interacting in the Underground 

with me, there was an implicit sanction of language that was not appropriate for class 

interactions. This episode illustrates the challenges of allowing students to interact online 

in an informal manner (as discussed in chapter six), and then allowing them to interact 

online in school-based projects. The year seven students had not participated in the chat 

room and so this may explain their reaction. Or it may be that the year seven students,
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being one year older, had a greater control over the choice of register than the grade six 

students and were more discriminating in this choice.

Teaching students the different contexts in which programs can be used and the language 

use in different contexts is an important function of the teaching in the classroom. It is 

also important that teachers understand that not all writing is the same and that what 

students write will depend partly on what they perceive about the purpose and intent of 

the interactions.

While teachers may need to educate students about appropriate online discourse registers 

in their work, there is also the issue of whose discourse is being accepted. While 

swearing and aggressive language by students needs to be addressed, there are other 

semiotic online changes that may need to be accepted if students are to express 

themselves in ways that are familiar to them in a social setting. For example, the change 

to language, which is discussed in the next sub-section, where students abbreviated 

common terms such as 'got to go’ (G2G), may need to be accommodated, as might be the 

use of nicknames. Without both students and teachers accepting online rules of 

discourse, the Internet is at risk of becoming another technological relic that does not 

support the learning needs of students. Allowing students greater input into the content 

of interactions may also need to be addressed.

Abbreviations
The use of abbreviations was used extensively throughout the students’ interactions as the 

examples below indicate.

G2G- [I’ve got to go].

LOL- [laugh out loud, or lots of laughs].

Cul8er- [see you later].

GR8-[great]
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The above example shows the way that students abbreviate common terms. In doing so, 

they use both letters, and a combination of numbers and letters. The students used these 

abbreviations while interacting informally in the chat room and Messenger, and while 

interacting online during the high school chats. These types of abbreviations were used 

between the students, where they knew each other. This use of written language by the 

students represents a more informal aspect of tenor. This common use of abbreviations 

also indicates that new ways of interacting are being appropriated by the students. This 

use of letters and symbols brings challenges to literacy practices in the classroom. 

Teachers need to develop an understanding of students’ informal online language so that 

they can assist students to use appropriate registers as is demonstrated in the section 

‘discourse clash’. Teachers also need be aware of the way students interact informally so 

that they can assist them to learn within their ZPD.

Scaffolding students online

In a traditional classroom where both teachers and students work in a face-to-face setting 

their relationship is usually clear in terms of who is the learner and who is the teacher and 

thus who has the power. This relationship can help in the learning process where the 

teacher is able to support and guide the student with their expertise. In this way power is 

not about exerting control over others as it was in chapter six, but rather about using 

experience to help. This relationship is not so clear in an online setting as is 

demonstrated in this section.

Traditionally in the classroom, the model of teaching is what is known as ‘Initiation, 

response, feedback’ (lRF). IRF is a common pattern of interaction in the classroom. IRF 

was first identified as a classroom discourse in 1975 by Sinclair and Coulthard. The 

phrase ‘Initiation, response, evaluation’ (IRE) was also coined later by Mehan (1979). 

This type of learning is what Tharp and Gallimore (1988) call ‘recitation scripts’. As the 

terms IRF and IRE suggest, interactions are triadic in nature, whereby the teacher 

initiates the discussion, with students responding to the initiation, which is followed by 

feedback, or evaluation by the teacher. The teacher guides and controls the class by
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means of asking questions, giving instructions, and giving information (Edwards & 

Furlong, 1978; Sinclair & Brazil, 1982).

There are criticisms of IRF interactions. Lemke (1990), for example, believes that 

overuse of IRF interactions does not allow the students to develop language skills 

appropriate to the content. This is because much of the content is decided by the teacher 

and may not fit the needs of the student. However, there are advantages to IRF. From a 

sociocultural viewpoint, an IRF or IRE exchange does allow the student to engage with, 

and enlist the help of, the teacher in order to make meaning of the content of the lesson 

(Gunawardena, 1991). In so doing, the student is better able to engage in his or her zone 

of proximal development. The teacher is also able to target specific students who may be 

in need of help, for example, quiet students who may wish to contribute, but may feel 

hesitant to do so. Rather than conceive IRF as being good or bad, van Lier (2001) 

suggests it can be thought of as a continuum. This continuum at one end is about the 

student repeating what the teacher has said. At the other end of the spectrum there might 

be a discussion where the teacher is able to draw out critical ideas from the student so the 

student can have a greater understanding of concepts.

In engaging with students’ ideas and drawing them out through using an IRF approach, 

the teacher scaffolds the learning process. The relationship between the teacher and the 

student in the classroom needs to be very clear for scaffolding to successfully occur. In 

establishing a relationship online, problems with the students knowing who was 

interacting meant that they could not differentiate between the other students and me, I 

was one of many. This led to a lack of authority that is also essential for scaffolding to 

occur. The following example occurred during a classroom chat session, where I invite 

the year 7 students to log in with Messenger on Friday nights, with the response from 

Andrew, Adam and Sam (all grade 7 students) indicating they questioned my identity:
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Mr Maher

who has Messenger?

Andrew

Me. i hav MSN messnger

Mr Maher

log on this FridaYAT 7:30

§am

hello fake mr maher

Andrew

this is not mr maher is it? this is an impostor

adani

hi fake mr maher 

(Chat, week 5)

Notice that the suggestion by Sam that I might not be Mr Maher is easily accepted by 

Adam and Andrew. The students’ scepticism can be understood, given the ease with 

which identity can be manipulated and changed online. Roberston, Calder, Fung, Jones 

and O'Shea (1997) suggest that: "When teachers participate in chat with the students, they 

lose traditional ways of preserving their authority, like tone of voice and eye contact. 

However, teachers can maintain their authority by choosing formal names and carefully 

choosing and wording their comments" (p. 119). This did not appear to be the case in the 

interaction above. This process of maintaining authority online was not easy due to the 

effect of what I call the ‘democratisation of power’. In an online space, where the tenor 

of the teacher’s text is more like the students’ text, maintaining the traditional role of the 

teacher becomes difficult. The physical factors that realise power relationships, such as 

the teacher standing at the front of the class while the students sit, are absent.

Scaffolding students when online during synchronous interactions in the High School 

Project presented a great challenge as indicated in the above extract. The traditional way 

of supporting students was not possible. I did not know the students at the high school 

and so had very little knowledge of their ZPDs. The moment-to moment support through
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scaffolding proved to be very difficult given the textual nature of the Internet. As a result 

of the restricted opportunities for micro-level scaffolding, macro-level scaffolding 

assumed greater prominence. At a macro-level, one of the scaffolding strategies used 

was to provide common themes for both the year six and seven students each week. This 

was important given the physical separateness of the two groups. The high school 

teacher and I spoke to the respective groups before each session and a short introduction 

was also posted each week in the guest book. The introduction provided a common 

outline for both the grade six and seven students. For example, the students were asked 

to log in and read this introduction before they began interacting with each other in week 

two. It relates to conflict resolution, which was both a theme of the play that the students 

were learning and a focus of high school life:

[From] Mr Maher

Think about conflict and conflict resolution this week, which is the main theme of the 

play. What are some of the issues of conflict that arise in the play? How are they solved, 

or how do you think they might be solved? Discuss some of the issues that have arisen 

for you this year at school where you have had conflict and how it was resolved. Year 

sevens- who are some of the people at your school who can help you to resolve conflict? 

Are these people adults, or are there other students who can help?

It was found that class discussion and this introduction online helped to focus the students 

for the online session.

As this section has demonstrated, a traditional way of working in student’s ZPDs and 

scaffolding them in the style of IRF is not possible online due to the democratisation of 

power that is afforded by the Internet. New ways of working with students online may 

need to be established and new software needs to be developed, which better supports the 

learning process.

The notion of whose knowledge is important and who sets the learning agenda needs 

consideration. In a traditional classroom it is often the teacher who decides what counts
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as knowledge. Curriculum topics are introduced to students, which they learn and on 

which they are tested. Having an increased number of participants interacting online took 

away some of the control that I, as the teacher, had in determining the content of the 

lessons. This has implications for the way curriculum topics are planned, taught and 

assessed in the classroom.

7.3 Mode: The computer as a medium

This section examines interactions focusing on aspects of mode. As discussed in chapter 

two, mode refers to how the text is constructed using spoken and written language. In 

examining mode, I argue that the choices students have while they interact online are 

different from those available in a face-to-face setting. Also different are the choices 

students have in using the computer to compose and answer emails. These changes in 

context affect their language choices. In this section, some of these choices are explored 

through analysis of the data. The impacts of using the Internet as an interface for 

interactions are examined as are the architectural effects of using synchronous online 

spaces. The effect of using Word is also discussed.

The web as an interface

In considering mode, the Internet is neither a purely written nor spoken medium, it is a 

combination of both. All of the interactions that the students had online were mediated 

through the Internet, using a browser, typically Internet Explorer (except for the 

Schoolmail project, and when using Messenger). The Internet sites allowed users to draw 

upon a range of different features, such as text, sound, audio and video, changing the 

context of the situation, and thus language practices. Here I look at one web site some of 

the students went to as part of the Expert Project discussed in chapter five. I do this to 

focus on visual and critical literacies needed to successfully ‘read’ these pages. The site 

accessed was the National Rugby League (NRL) site1 . Figure 7.3 shows the front page 

of the NRL site:

1 The URL for the National Rugby League site is http://www.nrl.com.au
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Figure 7.2 NRL web site
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The advertisement at the top of the page offering the limited edition jersey changes to 

two other advertisements on the Panthers football club, the first one advertising 

memorabilia, and the second one advertising shirts. Further down is the title 'that's my 

team' with different logos underneath. Clicking on each logo takes the user to that NRL 

team's homepage. Going to the team's homepage allows users to interact with others.

The screen shot above was taken in March of 2004. It was interesting to note that when 

the students were sending emails in 2001 it was possible to send emails to team players as 

well as to other fans. I noted that by March 2004 it was only possible to interact with 

other fans. It appears that these sites have become less interactive over time. Below the 

teams' logos is the NRL logo, which shimmers. Below this logo are a series of tabs titled 

'front page', 'season 2004' etc. Clicking on many of these tabs brings up a menu, which 

can be clicked on to go to another web page. For example, clicking on 'kickin’ back'
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brings up two options, ‘My profile’ and ‘Tipping’. Clicking on My Profile takes the user 

to a login page. Clicking on Tipping*" takes the user to an area where they can take part in 

the tipping competition, after logging in. This competition is free with the first prize of 

$5000. I joined up giving my age as 0-11. I was asked my favourite state team and my 

favourite Queensland/NSW team. I was sent an activation code by email on 5/3/04. I 

then joined in the tipping competition. I was asked if I had read the rules (which I had 

not) but I clicked yes. I was not asked for parental permission, nor was there any attempt 

to establish my age, which, considering that this competition involved a cash pay out, 

seemed problematic. I was accepted as a member and logged my tipping for the first 
week.

At the end of this row on the web page is a tab titled 'multimedia'. Clicking on this tab 

brings up two choices, pictures and video. The video page had a series of advertisements 

surrounding the video image which used Windows Media Player.

Under the main NRL logo near the top of the page was a smaller NRL logo. Clicking on 

this logo took me to the news item, which in this screen was "NRL Board reviews 

Bulldogs' behaviour”. The heading of this article is below. Next to the NRL logo is a 

logo 'That's my tip'. This advertisement also changes to another sign, which reads 

‘register now’. Clicking on this advertisement took me to the tipping competition.

Below this (not in the screen shot) was a box titled 'other headlines'. This box had 

scrolling text moving upwards, which allows users to click on a number of different 

stories. Below this was another box titled 'INSIDE.COM', which also has hyperlinked 

stories. Next to this is an interactive picture.

One of the features of the NRL web page (which was typical of many of the commercial 

web pages the students accessed in class) is the dense amount of visual information it 

contained. There is a great deal of visual information packed into one page and this 

information does not follow a linear sequence as is common in many books and

(tipping is similar to entering a competition; no money is invested by participants who are asked to predict 
the winning football team on a week-by-week basis)
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newspapers. Other literary devices present on the web page, that are not possible in a 

print-based medium, include the movement of text and pictures, and video. In the NRL 

web site, a banner at the top of the page displayed print that scrolled across the page from 

left to right. Some of the information was hyperlinked and when the mouse was placed 

over the text it stopped. Many of the images were hyperlinked, although it was not 

clearly stated so. There was no information to indicate that clicking on a particular image 

or text would lead to another page. Further down the page were more moving images, 

many of them advertisements. These moving images would easily attract the attention of 

a 12 year old child.

All these characteristics have implications for developing the literacy skills of primary 

school students. As Snyder (1997) notes; “.. .the use of hypertext affects how we read 

and write, how we teach reading and writing..(p. 127). One particular way that 

hypertext affects reading is that online texts behave differently to print-based text as 

clicking on a particular image or link will take ‘readers’ to another page, which contains 

particular information. Some of this information is advertising. Students need to be able 

to distinguish between content and advertisements. The example of the NRL web site 

here is partly child and partly adult-orientated. However, Internet sites like Disney, 

orientated towards children, contain as much advertising. These sites are presented as 

‘fun’ sites that contain games but are essentially advertisements. Children might not 

understand this aspect of many commercial sites. Whether students are in an adult or 

child-orientated site, there is a need for them to be able to critically evaluate the content 

presented to them, so that they can distinguish information from promotion. There is also 

a need for the design of online spaces to be reflective of the needs of students. This issue 

is examined in the next section.

This sub-section has looked at the NRL web site using mode as a focus. It has been 

shown that the textual choices available online to participants are quite different to either 

a purely spoken or written way of interacting. The changes in context place a greater 

demand on the critical and visual skills of students. In the next sub-section I look at the 

effect on students’ interactions of using a modified guest book.
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Architectural considerations

In chapter three, the architecture of online environments was discussed. The way online 

environments are designed, and the tools available within these spaces, affects the type 

and quality of interactions that take place online. The issue of online spaces was 

significant during the High School Project, where students used a modified guest book to 

chat. In looking at the architectural challenges encountered I make some suggestions as 

to how these might be overcome to suit the type of learning that occurs in primary 

schools.

In the first week, when students interacted online there was one guest book on the site. 

This meant that all 20 students and the two teachers involved in the project had to share 

the one location. The result was a limited space in which the students could interact, 

which meant the students needed to wait to receive replies. This wait led to a degree of 

uncertainty among some of the students, for example, one of the students posted a 

message early on in the first chat:

Sam

Hello, my name is Sam, nice to meet you.

11 messages later he posted another message:

Sam

Ami talking to anyone???

Eight messages after Sam’s second entry he received a reply although this is not listed 

here. The delay in reply was due in part to ‘traffic’ in the chat as other members of the 

group sent initial greetings. This delay in receiving a reply also demonstrates an 

overlapping effect as different speakers initiated messages. To illustrate more clearly this 

overlapping effect in conversations, a section of the first high school chat is included here
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for further analysis. In this transcript the participants’ entries are numbered for reference. 

This part of the conversation includes Sam’s comment:

1 Keny

hello Canberry 

From Belmont Heights

2 Mary 

hi

From Belmont Heights

3. Belmont Heights

hi people my names James who am i talking 2

4. Sam

Hello, my name is Sam, nice to meet you.

5. Andrew

Hello, My name is Andrew and we are in a great class.

6. Annie

Hi, how are you today?

7. Carla

Hi, How are you?

8. adam

hi my name is Adam

9. Carla

Hi, How are you?

10 matt is jack

areu here hallo!!!!!!!!! sic u peelz are

11 brandy 

hello

12 hi im james and lake is here 2

13 meg

hello my name is meg

14 adam
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how r u James??

15 Sam

Am I talking to anyone???

16 Jane

Hi Keny, I’m Jane remember me?

In the extract above, only Sam, Annie and James post a message twice. All other entries 

are by a new person. Notice that Jane eventually answers Kerry’s greeting (in entry one) 

in entry 16. James and Luke’s greeting in entry 12 is answered more promptly in entry 

14 by Adam. While this was the first interaction, which may account for some of the 

confusion, this pattern of overlapping interactions was evident throughout the high school 

chats, and during the informal student-initiated chats using the chat room. This pattern of 

online interactions demonstrates a need for further education. In a typical classroom, a 

teacher would normally conduct interactions with 30 participants, and only one would be 

speaking at a time, typically the teacher. If everyone in the group were to speak at once 

there would be little group cohesion or discourse coherence, and so it is with interactions 

online. With all participants interacting simultaneously, there is what I term a 

‘cacophony of interactions’. It is important that students learn how to interact in a 

synchronous environment with many participants. The notions of turn taking, and 

waiting become critical in this environment as does the number of participants 

interacting.

This overlapping of conversations has been noted in adult interactions in synchronous 

spaces. Herring (1999) looked at the interactions of adults using an IRC channel and the 

overlap of discussion. This overlap occurs when one participant posts a message and then 

has to wait several turns before his or her message might be answered. By this time, 

other participants have initiated different conversations with different people.

A further interesting point emerged from the chat transcript presented above. Notice that 

all of the messages begin with a greeting. As noted, this was the first time the students 

had interacted online so to some extent this was to be expected. This pattern of lengthy
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social beginnings and lengthy social endings was evident throughout all the high school 

chats and demonstrates the high degree of social interactions embedded in curriculum 

related interactions. This was discussed earlier in this chapter.

The dimensions of space altered with changes to the number of guest books. The 

librarian, during a conversation by telephone after the first chat between the students, 

made the comment that one guest book was too restrictive for the students. In response 

to his comment, three guest books were provided on the web site for the following week. 

Having three guest books meant that the students were not always in the same guest book 

as another person they wanted to chat with. This led to some interesting interactions 

where students geographically directed each other to different locations. In the following 

example, Kerry is asking Carla to go from the guest book two, which both the students 
were in at the time, to the guest book three (GB3):

KERRY

CARLA GO 2 GB 3 

(Chat, week 5)

Having a number of different guest books meant that the students sometimes could not 

locate each other and had to go searching in the different guest books. In the following 

example Gorgia has been trying for some time to locate Brandy, who was in a different 

guest book: 

gorgia

brandy y amt u talking to me

Brandy

sorry i thought u were in guest book 1 so ijust signed bak in to guest book 2 

(Chat, week 6)

Due to the high degree of navigational issues in having three guest books, the number 

was reduced to two. One of the year seven students came up with a novel way of
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ensuring that she was in contact with participants of both guest books as her entry in 

week six indicates:

brandy

oh yes gorgia a good thing to do is to be in both guest books at once so u can talk 2 Ham 

whenever u like and u can talk 2 me when ever u like

Having two guest books seemed to suit the students as is evident in their replies as part of 

the final interview, where they were asked how many guest books they felt was best:

Miky (year 6)

i thought guest book 2 was the best to chat in, because most of the people from ramgate 

were in guest book 2 ,and most of the year 6’s were in guest book 3 and i had more space 
to talk to them

Annie (year 7)

I thought guest book 2 was the best out of the three as almost everyone was in there and 

that is where humour occurred.

Andrew (year 7)

A: / reckon one guest book is OK, but it was difficult to talk to people because it was 

crowded. I think 2 guest books is the best.

The number of guest books impacted on whom the students interacted with, as some of 

the students indicated:

Meg (year 7)

i think that having two guest books was better than three because it was easier to find 

people to talk to

The first architectural chal lenge encountered in the study arose through the use of one 

room, which resulted in limited space. This was overcome by adding more rooms for
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students to interact through. A problem here was that these different rooms were not 

linked to each other. This resulted in students ‘getting lost’. A way to overcome this 

issue would be a web based chat room with multiple rooms. These rooms would be 

linked so they could be viewed together. Figure 7.3 shows how a four-room screen shot 

might look:

Figure 7.3 Four-room screen shot

Chat Room 1 Chat Room 2

Chat Room 3 Chat Room 4

The number of rooms available could be easily adjusted from one to four depending on 

the size and needs of the group. Having a number of linked rooms provides for greater 

space for students to interact, thus eliminating the waiting and confusion that was evident 

in the study. The design of the chat room provided above would mean that all rooms 

could be viewed at once. This would allow participants to more easily locate each other. 

Each room would have a scroll bar on the side allowing participants to move backwards 

in each conversation.

Scaffolding students was a problem identified in the study due to textual limitations.

Here the limitations of the textual medium meant that full meaning of ideas could not be 

expressed. This in turn limited the help that could be provided by way of scaffolding. To 

help overcome this problem, chat rooms should include student access to emoticons, 

which are already used with Messenger. The teacher needs a unique identifier, which 

would provide some authority. The teacher should be able to make general 

announcements that can be entered at the last entry in each chat room or can target
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individual rooms. Once the teacher has located a student and interacted initially with 

them, it would be possible to then chat with the student or students in a conference room. 

This conferencing is carried out offline in primary school classrooms where the teacher 

discusses the student’s work in a one-to-one setting. Having a conference room online 

would enable this practice online.

Not having the ability to curtail students’ inappropriate comments, and thus keep them on 

task, was a frustration evident in the study. To overcome this problem it would be 

necessary for the teacher to be able to cut across student interactions and not have to wait 

as was evident in the study. A time out system could be set up, which would allow the 

teacher to freeze students’ access should they act in an inappropriate way.

Participants would be free to change their names, in keeping with the spirit of online 

interactions. They would be required to log in initially with their real name. The 

computer would be programmed to only accept specific names at login; those which had 

been entered by the teacher. The teacher would have the ability, by clicking on the 

participant’s name and right clicking the mouse on participant, to see their original name 

if they had changed it. All the interactions would be recorded, which would allow the 

teacher to analyse them later for assessment purposes.

The architectural design of the modified guest book limited the interactions of 

participants, as would have Messenger if it has been possible to use it. I have discussed 

here possible improvements to synchronous spaces that allow the types of interactions to 

occur that support the learning process in primary schools.

Another noteworthy point of the high school interactions is the number of different 

modes operating together. Firstly, there were face-to-face spoken interactions occurring 

in the classrooms between students and between students and teachers. Secondly, there 

were written interactions occurring through the computer in the chat room between 

students and between students and the teacher. This represents a large range of different 

semiotic systems occurring in tandem, which creates a ‘message abundance’. This
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abundance creates greater demands on the language development of the students, which 

become more complex, as there is more happening that students need to manage.

Using Word

In the ePAL Project there was a limited Internet link in the classroom due to problems 

with computers. This meant that students were required to type their letters using Word. 

These letters were then later copied and pasted into an email message. In using the 

computer to type, it became clear that the use of the computer and the software affected 

the focus of the students.

Jessy and Alex, both boys, were videotaped working at a computer as they responded to a 

letter from one of the American buddies. A focus of much of the discussion was on the 

use of the computer and the use, in particular, of Word rather than on curriculum or social 

aspects. In the following extract, the students’ are responding to an email from Levi, an 
American student:

Levi-I like Pokemon. Do you get to hunt?

Jessy and Alex responded back with the following message:

Dear Levi,

Hello our names are Jessy and Alex we are both boys and we are both 9 . Yes we do 
watch Pokemon.

No we are not allowed to hunt but farmers are allowed to hunt.

The time taken by Jessy and Alex to answer the message from the American ePAL using 

Word was approximately 20 minutes. One of the reasons that the students took a long 

time to produce a short written text was the amount of time it took them to negotiate how 

the variations in the program would be managed. The following extract is of the students
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and my spoken interactions around the computer. In the following extract, the students 

are discussing the spelling of their names:

DM: Are you going to introduce yourselves first? Have you done that?

Jessy: Yea, we've done that.

Alex: Names, names.

Jessy: Our names, I'll put a S at the end.

Alex: Do my name. This is an old computer, and look it's wrong.

DM: Why is it wrong Alex?

Alex: Because it's an American way.

Jessy: This is American and our computer doesn't have my name.

DM: Does it matter?

Alex: Yea, because it happens in there.

Jessy: Yea, but it'll have your name.

DM: What happens?

Alex: It puts a little red line.

DM: Do you need to worry about that though ?

Jessy: No, it won't print out or anything.

Alex: If it prints out the line will go away, but if you don't fix it up on the computer all 

that will happen is that it will come out with a red line. Do you want to check it? We'll 

check it. Jessy, Jessie, messy (laughing).

One of the features of Word is that it alerts users to incorrect spelling by placing a red 

line under the misspelt words. This feature of the program captured the students’ interest, 

in particular the American spelling. There seemed to be a desire by them to ensure that 

there were no spelling errors in their writing. Each time an error was made and a red line 

was placed under the error, the students discussed the error. They appeared to have 

difficulty in ignoring the red line, although they were aware that in some instances, it did 

not affect the outcome of the message. The two students involved in writing this email 

were aware of the function of the red line under the word (to indicate a spelling error) and 

that fact that the computer used American spelling. They were even aware when the
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message was to be printed out there would be no red line. Nevertheless, they still wanted 

to check the spelling.

The writing program also alerted the students to grammatical errors by placing green 

lines under such errors. This took up much of the time of the students as the following 

extract, which is part of the same discussion presented above, illustrates:

Jessy: Is that how you spell both? BOTH.

DM: Yes.

Jessy: OK 

Alex: Wait

Jessy: Alex, we've done it.

Alex: Yea, yea. I don't know why that's Alex, we.

Jessy: Don't worry, it's gone 

Alex: no it's back let me do it.

Jessy : How about when we type....

Alex: Watch this.

DM: What keeps coming back guys?

Alex: I know what to do. You do 2 spaces.

DM: That's correct, 2 spaces will get rid of the little green line. What does the green line 

mean ?

Alex: It means if you go over one space in the thing and if it’s a red line it means the 

word is wrong.

Jessy: Alright. Oh wait.

Alex: You know why, you put a full stop.

Jessy: Yea I did.

Alex: Zero, change that and put a dot there.

Jessy: That there.

Alex: No look (starts typing). I'll get that and then I'll put 

Jessy: It's done. Just leave a line, put a space in between, 

how it was.

9 damn, it won't work.

There it's done. Just leave it
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The two extracts above illustrate how mode can play a major role in affecting student 

interactions around the computer. The use of the computer to construct written text had a 

large effect on the students’ interactions. The underlining of the words in red and green 

served as powerful signs that drew the students’ attention away from the content of the 

letter, to the language being used to construct the letter. From this aspect, the field of the 

students’ conversations was more on construction than content, which was surprising. I 

was expecting that the students would have spent more time discussing the person that 

they were writing to. It appears that when the mode for writing is changed, in this 

instance by using the computer, it has an effect on the field.

The data presented here suggest that more time is needed for teaching students about the 

use of word processing so that when they do work together on writing, their attention is 

not so taken by the mode. While the students’ focus on spelling and grammar is 

encouraging, in this instance it occurred at the expense of other important aspects of the 

writing, in particular the content. Alternatively, perhaps the expectation that grade five 

students only focus on the content of a letter, and not other fields (such as grammar and 

spelling) is wrong. It may be that the students should learn about the features of the 

software program while writing a letter. This would make the learning of the program a 

situated event and thus more relevant.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined online interactions focusing on language, using the constructs 

of field, tenor and mode. Results of the analysis indicate that language demands and 

purposes are contextually determined, and that the use of the Internet changes the purpose 

and language practices of interactions, both around and through the computer.

As has been shown throughout this chapter, the social aspect of interactions is a 

prerequisite for more academic discussion throughout many of the online interactions. 

Many of the online interactions started as personal introductions, rarely moving on to
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more critically based exchanges. However, the social aspect of the interactions was 

critical in providing a shared identity, as a starting point with strangers.

Another finding was that many of the interactions through the Internet, ranged from 

spoken to written-like. This would suggest that the greater the interpersonal function of 

language in interactions through the Internet, the more spoken-like it is. The use of the 

Internet for learning presents a challenge for teachers in moving students from spoken- 

like recounts to more academically orientated written-like texts.

I have demonstrated in this study, that the use of the Internet for communication results in 

the blurring of registers, and the notions of appropriation and address forms assume 

significance. This was seen in the ‘discourse clash’ section where students used a similar 

tenor in a classroom interaction to the type they used informally with each other.

Another effect of the mode was that the Internet allowed for an expanded number of 

participants with whom students could interact. This occurred both directly (through chat 

rooms, email and guest books), and indirectly (in interactive web sites through 

advertisements and other hypertext links). The introduction of an expanded number of 

participants changed the roles of participants as was discussed.

Students were able to interact online using a wide variety of visual resources, ranging 

from words combined with numbers and emoticons to sending each other online cards 

that contained text, animation, and sound. This allowed them to mark tenor more 

explicitly than was possible through text-only interactions. The design of the web pages 

with which some of the students interacted had a much higher level of visual resources 

present than many traditional paper-based formats. Many of these visual resources were 

not static, as shown in the NRL web site, but had other functions, such as hyperlinks, 

requiring a greater degree of critical literacy. This change in mode required students to 

both understand how to use hyperlinks, but also to understand different texts, such as 

those providing information and advertising.
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This chapter brings to an end the analysis of data. In chapter eight, the final chapter, the 

main issues are discussed with recommendations for practice and future research 

suggestions.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

CLOSING THE DOOR: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

Date: 31/12/02 

Subject: farewell

Students, I would like to thank you for your support throughout the year for helping me 

with my study. 1 have enjoyed working with you in the classroom and chatting with you 

online. 1 wish you the best for your high school studies and beyond 

The D train.

The email above is the final one I sent to the group of students on the Hotmail list who 

continued interacting online after school had finished for the year. Saying goodbye 

online for the last time seemed a fitting way to end the study with these students.

In posting this last message, the door, which had been opened during the study between 

the students and me, was closed. My purpose for opening this door in the first place was 

to investigate the use of the Internet in the upper primary classroom as a tool for 

facilitating interactions between people.

The research questions for this thesis were:

What factors are required to provide access to the Internet for primary school students? 

What are some of the effects of providing such access?

In answering these questions I found that the provision of access to the Internet in the 

classroom, in the form of physical, technical, and online access were prerequisites to
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online interactions. Another important aspect of providing online access was the creation 

of curriculum projects in the classroom.

Results of the study show that in providing online access students appropriated the class 

web site for their own use outside of school hours. As a consequence, issues of identity, 

gender and safety became apparent. In looking at interactions in the classroom, language 

issues stood out. The blurring of boundaries between school and home was another 

finding of the study. In conducting this research a number of theoretical and 

methodological implications arose. These are discussed below and this chapter concludes 

with suggestions for further research.

8.1 Providing access

In order to provide access to the Internet in the classroom, a number of factors were 

identified as relevant. These were physical and technical access, the creation of online 

spaces suitable for the target group, and the development of curriculum projects to 

engage the students.

Without adequate physical access and technical support in place, it is very difficult for 

online interactions to take place. These practical details, while not a major focus of the 

study, impacted on it. Almost from day one, issues of access in the class arose. As was 

discussed in chapter five, at the first school in which the pilot study was conducted, 

computers did not work reliably, meaning that students were not able to regularly access 

the Internet. Very clearly then, there needs to be a support system in place to facilitate 

Internet interactions.

Not only is access to computers important, this study highlights that in providing online 

access in the classroom, there need to be suitable online spaces through which primary 

school students, teachers, and other participants can interact. There are few such online 

spaces available. While there are many commercial spaces that can be used such as 

Homestead (used in this study for the interactive page on the class web site), they are 

generally not designed to facilitate the type of interactions that benefit learning in

209



Chapter 8

primary schools. The free sites also do not provide the type of ownership needed in 

constructing online spaces. They often limit the amount of space available and place 

advertisements on the web pages produced.

The class web site was created for the main study in response to the findings of the pilot 

study. These findings suggested there needs be more than an email address as a way of 

facilitating online access. The class web site provided a relevant context for participants’ 

interactions. The class web site was in effect, an extension of the classroom where 

samples of students’ work and information on class activities could be posted. The site 

also provided a number of different interactive programs, which included email, the guest 

book and the chat room.

In using the programs on the class web site (particularly the chat room), it became 

apparent that the type of space available in these programs influenced the interactions.

The limitations of space and the connections between different spaces meant that students 

had difficulty in locating other students and engaging in conversations once they did 

locate another student. The challenges of space also meant that that scaffolding students 

online was very different to the process that occurs in the classroom.

In planning what is required to provide access to the Internet it became clear that a well- 

developed class web site that both provides information and facilitates communication is 

important. The types of programs in these sites need to be structured to meet the needs of 

primary school students. An interactive site is therefore both message and medium, it 

provides a context for interactions and a means of interacting.

Since this study commenced there have been advancements in both online synchronous 

and asynchronous environments. The uses of audio and video, as well as online spaces 

are becoming more commonplace in commercial settings. What is needed is for these 

types of tools to be made available in web sites that primary school students use to 

interact. Without access to such tools, students’ online interactions will continue to be 

limited, which will result in limited learning outcomes. The federal and state
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governments around Australia have invested large amounts of money into purchasing and 

installing computer networks in school classrooms. There is still work to be done in 

ensuring that there are online spaces that can be readily accessed and are structured and 

equipped to support the learning that takes place in primary schools.

One final important factor in providing access to the Internet in the classroom is that 

well-developed curriculum projects that support the use of the Internet need to be in place 

to allow and encourage students to interact in educationally beneficial ways. As was 

demonstrated in chapter five, there are a number of challenges not present in classroom- 

based projects, that exist in setting up and running online curriculum projects. Some of 

these challenges include the timing of school calenders (when interacting with schools in 

other countries), language proficiency, and particularly the importance that teachers place 

on such projects. These are still relatively early days in relation to the use of the Internet 

for communication purposes in the classroom. There is still much to understand in the 

design of curriculum projects that incorporate Internet communication.

This section has examined issues of access relating to the physical aspects of the 

computer, the types and suitability of online spaces, and the development of curriculum 

projects. I now move on to discuss the second research question. Once the students were 

interacting online, there was a range of effects and ensuing implications. These are 

examined in the following section.

8.2 The effects of providing access

Once the students were accessing the Internet, three major effects became apparent. 

These included students ‘going underground’, changing language practices, and blurring 

boundaries.

The ‘Underground’

In setting up the class web site, which included email, the guest book, and the chat room, 

my intention was to facilitate interactions for class-related activities. However, many
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students chose to use these programs to interact with each other at home. They very 

quickly appropriated this technology to interact in what I have termed the ‘Underground’.

The Underground was an online community space. The students created this themselves 

through their interactions. In the Underground the students acted subversively. There 

was a lack of authority, and students were empowered to act in new and different ways 

than they would in the classroom. There was generally very little adult supervision 

online and so the students demonstrated a greater sense of ownership and autonomy.

In allowing me into their world, the door was opened for me in a way that meant that I 

was able to learn a lot about the students as they interacted informally, an opportunity 

which few previous studies have had. This study has provided a real insight into such 

interactions. Thus I was able to identify three issues not normally recognised, those of 

identity, safety and gender.

The ways students established and maintained identity online while interacting with each 

other was fluid. The names they used online were often different from those used in the 

classroom, and they changed these names often. On many occasions I was unaware of 

whom 1 was interacting with online, due to these changes. Some of the names that 

students used online were appropriated from their environments, such as from music sites 

they visited. My name too, changed online and was less formal. This change flowed 

through to the classroom. An implication here is that if schools allow students to interact 

online then the practices that are established online will impact on the classroom.

While the students experimented with the use of names they did not generally develop 

different online personas by changing their online gender or their online personalities as 

has been described with research on adults and older adolescents (Hamman, 1996; Jaffe, 

Lee & Suler, 1996; Turkle, 1995). It was more that they played with extending their own 

personalities. One exception was the incident described in chapter six, where it seemed 

that one of the girls pretended to be her mother. Generally however, many of the 

students, being young adolescents, did not have the maturity to experiment in-depth with

212



Chapter 8

their identities, as has been reported with adults. These early experiments with identity 

appear to be a precursor to more sophisticated play in later years.

In interacting in the Underground, the mediating nature of the Internet led to changes in 

the relationship between the students and me, and consequently changes to my authority. 

At the beginning of the interactions online, I, as the teacher/researcher, had some 

authority when students became aggressive or used language inappropriate for the 

classroom. However, as the interactions continued, the students realised that they had as 

much authority online as I did and at that point my authority diminished. I realised that it 

is likely that a teacher interacting online could not expect to have the same type of 

authority as in the classroom.

The way that students established their online identity while interacting had safety 

implications as well. The boys in particular were very aggressive early on in establishing 

ownership of these new online spaces. It was as if they were using words to push and 

shove each other. This online bullying occurred mainly through the chat room, and to a 

lesser extent through the guest book. This bullying mirrored to some extent the degree 

and type of bullying that was being enacted by the same students in the classroom. Both 

the boys and the girls bullied each other to some extent, but the boys were more open 

than the girls about it. Examples of this are where the boys swore and openly abused 

each other while the girls tended to gossip behind each others’ backs.

Much has been written on the safety of children on the Internet, however very little is 

based on empirical data. The students in this study were generally aware of the potential 

dangers in interacting online and acted responsibly in the main by not giving out personal 

information online, and where they did, reminding each other of the implications. In 

examining the students’ interactions in the Underground, it was clear that they did come 

into contact with some undesirable content, particularly in using Hotmail. It should be 

noted that towards the end of 2004 Hotmail was changed so that very little junk mail was 

allowed through, making even this public form of communication much safer. As was 

demonstrated in chapter six, the students generally interacted with each other and their
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relatives, thus minimising the potential of contact with strangers. Safety is discussed as a 

separate issue later in this chapter.

As illustrated in chapter three, there have not been many studies conducted examining 

patterns of informal online interactions using gender as a frame of reference. Fewer 

studies have examined patterns of interactions over an extended period, as this study has 

done. My study found that in examining online interactions that there are different 

patterns of participation for boys and girls, and that the content of these interactions is 

different. While this was not very noticeable in the classroom, there were more obvious 

differences noted when students interacted informally in their homes. The girls 

interacted much less to begin with, appearing to be more cautious than the boys, although 

the number of boys and girls who participated online was equal. The boys very quickly 

appropriated the use of the chat room and the guest book in the class web site, treating it 

like a new toy, something to be played with and dissected. They interacted online 

regularly and for long periods of time. The girls used the Internet towards the end of the 

study for more in-depth conversations than the boys, reflecting the documented 

differences in maturity between boys and girls at this age.

It is important that, if the trend in the use of the computer to facilitate interactions in 

schools continues, and if online interactions that occur in students’ homes become part of 

the learning process, issues of participation are critically examined. While factors that 

resulted in girls interacting less than boys when at home were not examined in this thesis, 

the literature reviewed in chapter three suggests that boys have greater access to 

computers at home than girls. Ways of overcoming this imbalance need to be addressed 

where the use of the computer at home supports the learning process occurring in the 

classroom.

Although gender was the only parameter examined in this thesis with respect to 

participation, there are other factors that might result in uneven access for students.

These include the religious beliefs of parents, cultural factors, and socioeconomic factors 

to name a few. These were not within the scope of this study.
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Changing language practices

As reinforced by this study, language practices are changing as a result of the 

introduction of the Internet as a communication tool into the classroom. In chapter seven 

systemic functional grammar was employed as a framework to analyse the data on 

language and literacy, using the constructs of field, tenor, and mode.

In focusing on the field of the students’ interactions, it was clear that there was specific 

content that the students engaged in, both around the computer and while interacting 

online. Three of the types of content examined, the technical, the personal and the 

navigational, occurred mainly due to the way that the Internet affected interactions. The 

fourth type of content examined, curriculum, indicated that the Internet was able to 

support learning activities in the classroom.

I found that technical talk generally occurred in the classroom around the computer, as 

students grappled with new technologies. Personal talk was common, because in many 

circumstances the children were interacting with strangers and needed to establish a 

social connection before moving on to curriculum-focused discussion.

The students and teachers were interviewed at the completion of some of the projects and 

asked about their perceptions of the learning process and outcomes. While there was 

some disagreement, the majority of the students and all the teachers felt that the Internet 

was able to assist students in learning from other participants. These participants 

included other students, ranging from kindergarten to year seven, teachers, and online 

experts. It should be reiterated that presently there are few online experts and much of 

the online expertise in this study needed to be developed. An example of an online 

expert who needed to be recruited was the Education Minister who moderated the 

Debate.

The study also revealed that the tenor of the students’ online interactions in the classroom 

was often informal. Online, participants needed to establish a relationship with each

215



Chapter 8

other before formal learning took place, so it is not surprising that many of their written 

interactions tended to be spoken-like.

The students also used visual resources while interacting in the Underground, such as 

emoticons, and different coloured and shaped fonts. This was similar to the ways that 

students personalise their pencil cases and folders in school as an indicator of 

individuality. They also employed a range of multimedia in establishing tenor when 

using Hotmail, which included sound and video. One of the main reasons they were able 

to use a wider range of resources in the Underground was due to the sophistication of the 

programs they used. Many of the classroom programs did not include such elements as 

emoticons.

From this it seems clear that in designing programs that are for classroom use, a wide 

range of these types of resources should be made available. Since these elements are 

routinely incorporated in the literacy practice of modem students when online, to ignore 

these resources now may disadvantage students in the process of developing life-long 

literacy skills for the modern world.

The mode, or medium, of the Internet, is also very different to the traditional pen and 

paper method used in the classroom in that it allowed for the use and incorporation of a 

much wider variety of options and elements. Many of the interactive web pages that 

students accessed contained a large number of different features, including hypertext, 

scrolling windows, and hyperlinked pictures, which all contribute to language and 

literacy skills, such as locating and comprehending information and working with 

multiple media.

The demands of using the computer also meant students had to develop new hardware 

and software skills, including the relevant language. The change to the lexicon used by 

students as they learnt the skills and social practices of interacting online was marked. 

This was noted in interactions both through and around the computer. New words and
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phrases they used included ‘log in’, ‘email’ and ‘chat room’. These words and others like 

them were all but absent from classrooms just a few years ago.

From my findings I would argue that the definition of what constitutes language or 

literacy practices in school needs to be broadened to include new genres. As noted in the 

literature, Davis and Brewer (1997) examined conference discourse at a university level 

examining register and genre. They concluded that while electronic discourse did offer 

new register choices to participants, it is not in itself a new genre. Van der Meij, and 

Boersma (2002) were equally cautious, stating that their study goes some way to defining 

the genre of email in elementary schools. Based on data from their study, and from prior 

research with adults spanning over the last 15 years (Christie & Misson, 1998; Ferrera, 

Brunner & Whitmore, 1991; Shapiro & Anderson, 1985; Yates, 1996), which show very 

similar language practices to the ones included in this thesis, I would argue that there is 

ample evidence to warrant the recognition of new genres, such as email and chat room 
texts.

‘Blurring boundaries’- safety issues

The data for this study have been organised into information from informal interactions 

in students’ homes, and interactions, both informal and formal, at school. One of the 

findings of this study is that encouraging students to interact online, both at home and 

school, creates what I call a ‘blurring of boundaries’. This change in venues where 

students gather had implications for their safety.

With respect to safety implications, one issue that arose was responsibility. If a student 

encounters a person online who causes emotional harm, especially that which could lead 

to physical harm, or the user is bullied by his peers, who is responsible? Is it the school, 

the parents, the teacher, the student, or the perpetrator? This question was not resolved 

by this study (nor was it intended to be), but needs to be considered in much greater depth 

so that the Internet can be safely accessed by students.
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Ensuring the safety of students online will require greater communication between the 

school and home so that appropriate supervision occurs. I fully support the view of 

Livingstone (2001) on this matter: "To establish the home-school link effectively will 

require a considerable investment of resources, particularly in terms of staff time. It will 

also require a transformation in the formal definition of appropriate use of educational 

resources” (p. 23).

There seems to be no clear option for ensuring the safety of students interacting online. 

Instead, there appear to be two options. The first, which I advocate, is an open system, 

with no passwords or login procedures, where other participants can easily interact with 

students online. However, in allowing open access, there are potential dangers for 

students. In particular, students may come into contact with unwanted strangers and 

content. This contact can be monitored through community participation where parents 

or other family members interact online with their children or supervise them at home. 

This does not mean parents need to be online constantly, but there needs to be a sense of 

a community online where parents have a place. This is similar to the type of community 

that exists off-line in schools, for example, in sports. Here children and parents are 

together while a game is held and then the children can play in the local vicinity while the 

parents socialise. The sense of community is encouraged in most schools in modem 

society, with parents assisting in many aspects of their children’s education such as 

taking reading groups, and joining the Parents and Citizens Association, to name but a 

few areas. So too, is there a need for this participation by parents online.

The second option is that students work in a closed system. The metaphor I have used to 

describe this closed system is the ‘gated community’. This temi includes enclosed 

communities that have access to them controlled through the use of gates and fences. 

Examples of gated communities include schools, offices, shops and golf courses and 

housing estates. Here the Internet is more like a big Intranet, or internal system, with 

access to people and sites restricted by schools. This is the ‘safe’ option and means that 

the likelihood of students having contact with undesirable strangers is remote, but this 

option is problematic for a number of reasons. Firstly, placing filters on interactive
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software, such as email and chat rooms, means that students will not be provided with 

opportunities to learn the skills needed to interact safely online. Rather than remove 

possible dangers, Livingston (2001) suggests that students need to be taught about using 

the Internet safely through education. Also, using technical solutions such as filtering to 

help ensure online safety does not work particularly well as was demonstrated in chapter 

six in Channel V discussions. A finding of this current study is that bullying is a major 

safety consideration, and limiting online access would not affect this activity. This is 

because most bullying occurs between peers who would generally have the same level of 

online access and so are still able to communicate online.

Thus it is important for students to become discerning and empowered users of the online 

spaces in which they interact. If they operate in a filtered environment they will not be 

given the chance to develop the skills they will need when they do finally interact outside 

of school/home confines. Students need to know the dangers and leam the skills to avoid 

them. A part of growing up is that children should leam to take responsibility for their 

safety into their own hands, to be vigilant and understand that they cannot always rely on 

someone else to take responsibility for them. Online access can be one way to leam this 

important life skill.

Whatever path schools choose, it is important that a united effort occurs by all 

stakeholders, which include Governments (both state and federal), Education 

Departments, commercial providers, schools, parents, and students. If participation and 

cooperation between these groups is encouraged, rather than setting in place systems that 

prevent certain types of access, then students will be provided with new learning 

opportunities with limited risks.

As an endnote to this section, it was revealed in late 2005 in the NSW Teachers 

Federation Newsletter that the e-leaming account to be provided by Department of 

Education and Training (DET), is to be significantly changed when it is introduced in 

2006 (Leets, 2005). The web portal that each student is to be supplied was to contain 

web pages, chat facilities and email. Now all that will remain is an email account. To
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add to this, students will not be able to use their own email accounts to send messages out 

of school. It would appear from this information, the DET in NSW is taking the safer but 

more restrictive option. This means that online access is at the same point as it was five 

years ago when this study commenced.

In conducting this study, a number of other issues arose, related to theory and 

methodology. These issues are discussed in the following two sections.

8.3 Theoretical implications

At the heart of this thesis lies an investigation into learning contexts in primary schools. 

The theoretical learning theory underpinning this thesis is based on sociocultural theory. 

The framework used to analyse the data in chapter seven was systemic functional 

grammar (SFG). Here the intersection of these two frameworks is discussed.

In analysing the data, both sociocultural theory and SFG have been employed for this 

thesis. This intersection of sociocultural theory and SFG has been recognised by few 

authors (Wells, 1999), and to date, very few researchers have applied these two theories 

together to analyse empirical data. Although Vygotsky and Halliday focused on different 

areas of inquiry (Vygotsky in psychology and Halliday in linguistics), their work has 

similar applications in the field of education (Wells, 1999). These two theories can in 

this sense be viewed as complementary in developing a theoretical framework. Both 

Vygotsky and Halliday viewed language as a human invention that is situated in a 

particular context, as a means of achieving goals involved in social activities. Vygotsky 
was particularly interested in inner speech, and viewed social interactions as a mediating 

plane. Halliday focused on semiotic systems and viewed "language as social semiotic... 

It means interpreting language within a sociocultural context, in which the culture itself is 

interpreted in semiotic terms- as an information system, if that terminology is preferred” 

(Halliday, 1978).

Vygotsky views language, including signs, as mediational. So too, Halliday believed that 

signs evolve through interactions with others (1993). Both authors also believe that the
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task of learning to read and write should be meaningful and functionally relevant (Wells,

1994). Halliday's comment that "the teacher functions as a guide, creating structure with 

the help of the students' themselves"(Halliday, 1978, p.210), closely parallels Vygotsky's 

notion of learning with the zone of proximal development and scaffolding. Wells also 

discusses the similarities between Vygotsky's notion of'scientific' and 'everyday' 

concepts, and Halliday's use of the terms 'educated' and 'commonsense' knowledge.

Sociocultural theory was used as an analytical theory throughout chapters six and seven. 

In using this theory I drew upon such features as scaffolding and mediation. This theory 

was developed in this thesis to take into account the data presented. In adapting this 

theory I included interactions, identity and appropriation. In using appropriation as an 

example I found that students were able to interact with a much wider level of 

participants in an online environment and in so doing are potentially able to appropriate a 

larger variety of ideas. The use of the Internet means that the ideas students appropriated 

outside of the classroom were able to have an effect on the interactions that took place in 

the classroom. One example of this, as discussed in chapter six, is Channel V where the 

students appropriated the language use in the chat rooms.

In focusing on online interactions in this thesis, language use needed to be considered. In 

developing the framework it was found sociocultural theory, while recognising language 

as a tool, was not sufficient in allowing for an in-depth understanding. Here I turned to 

SFG as a way of better understanding language practices. An example of this is the type 

of language used by students in establishing and maintaining relationships. Using SFG 

allowed this language use to be more clearly understood.

Existing theoretical frameworks are not always adequate in understanding innovations 

such as the Internet. New frameworks need to be established to understand new actions 

and ways of interactions. This thesis demonstrates that these two theories can be jointly 

applied to understanding learning and language from a social viewpoint.
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8.4 Methodological Implications

In conducting this research, a number of methodological issues arose. These include the 

way case studies and ethnographies can be understood in view of incorporating the use of 

the Internet as a communication tool, as well as the issue of ethics.

One methodology used for this thesis is the case study. To begin with, the class group 

was the clear social unit of focus. As the study progressed, and the students began 

interacting online I was unsure on occasions of whom the participants were because of 

the way the students played with their identities online. In research it is generally 

accepted that a clear definition should be given of the participants, and this proved to be 

difficult in this online environment.

Traditionally, ethnographies occur within a geographically bounded study site. This is 

not the case with this study, which has combined a geographically bounded site with a 

number of virtual sites. In describing this combination of sites, in figure 8.1, circle A 

represents the classroom and circle B represents the online space:

Figure 8.1 Model of research spaces

In a traditional ethnographic study, only area A, which is the physical location, would be 

the research site, and the researcher would generally have a clear idea of both the 

boundaries of the site and the participants involved. Researching communities that 

combine both a fixed geographical site and a virtual site is problematic to some extent.
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It would appear that, in considering methodologies employed for research involving 

online interactions, there can be no clear understanding at the outset of the study who the 

full scope of participants will be, and of the locations from which they will interact. 

Rather than having a rigid set of prescriptions, there would appear to be the need for a 

more fluid way of capturing these two factors. The definition of ethnographic and case 

study research may need to be redefined for applications in such situations.

Not knowing in advance with whom the students would be interacting online raised 

ethical dilemmas. The students were encouraged to interact freely online on the class web 

site by the class teacher, the Principal, and myself. There has been very little research 

conducted where students have been provided with this type of open access online 

through a class web site, and so the consequences of doing so were unknown. I also 

encouraged the students to use Messenger and Hotmail without fully knowing the 

consequences of doing this. It was impossible to monitor their actions once they started 

using Messenger and Hotmail, which caused some concern. I believe that it is important 

to gain an understanding of students’ actions while interacting online and ensure that as 

far as is possible the students are safe. I attempted this by communicating with students 

and the parents and by remaining as aware as possible of what the students were doing 

online.

8.5 Beyond the study: Suggestions for further research

This study has examined issues concerning the provision of access to communication 

technologies in the classroom. Communication technologies in society and schools have 
changed since this study began and will continue to change in the future. Currently, there 

have been big changes to mobile phone technology and the Internet and now these two 

technologies are beginning to combine. For example, it is now possible to send emails, 

and view the Internet from a mobile phone, or read SMS messages on the computer. 

Fridges and cars like many other items are now being fitted with networking 

technologies. In schools, the use of interactive white boards and video conferencing 

systems is beginning to occur.
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As these devices become more commonplace in schools and homes they will continue to 

alter the type and amount of access that students have to other people and their ideas 

through an online medium. The need for research into access issues associated with these 

interactive technologies will increase, as described below, so their integration into the 

education process needs to be kept relevant to real-time needs, now and in the future.

One particular area that was examined in this study that requires more research and 

development is the design of online spaces that cater for the needs of primary school 

students and teachers. These spaces need to be considered at a class level, focusing on 

the construction of web sites, and at a more individual level, by looking at chat room 

spaces in particular. Currently, many of the spaces available for synchronous online 

interactions in primary schools, are little more than white spaces, akin to an empty 
classroom.

One suggestion is that the synchronous online spaces need to be more clearly signposted 

so that participants can navigate easily within and across such spaces. When participants 

use online rooms, these rooms need more tools to assist in the interactions. In this thesis 

I proposed changes for a synchronous chat room such as multiple screens that are 

interlinked and greater use of visual resources such as emoticons. There are many 

innovations suggested in this study that are yet to appear online and some that appear in 

commercial sites such as Messenger could be adapted for primary school use.

In this thesis I observed patterns of participation based on gender. Some promising 

research has been conducted on participation in general focusing on patterns of use in 

larger populations, with the digital divide being a term coined to explain this process. 

More needs to be done focusing on small communities, using a qualitative approach to 

examine what occurs when students are provided with online access and how this access 

affects the learning environment.

Importantly, in focusing on access issues, the link between school and home facilitated 

by the Internet will need much greater research, as the boundaries between these two
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places blurs. This change is likely to mean that new ethical issues will surface. For 

example, who is responsible for students online while they interact through a class web 

site? If this issue and others like it are not resolved, the use of the Internet as proposed in 

this thesis has little chance of succeeding in an increasingly litigious society.

In using a sociocultural framework, all artefacts that humans use and the languages they 

use can be considered as technologies. These technologies have been changing as long as 

humans have been around. The rate of change is increasing, which has an impact on the 

types of language used by students. As the Internet becomes faster and more 

sophisticated the language and literacy requirements of students will continue to change. 

It is important that on-going research be conducted to understand these new emerging 

literacies and how they can best be taught in schools to equip students with important 
skills.

From a systemic functional grammar point of view, the notion of genre is important. 

There will need to be further research into the new emerging electronic genres and, 

importantly, the way students construct language. Unlike the teaching of narratives, or 

reports, which children generally do not write of their own free will, email and other 

electronic genres are widely used by students of their own volition. It is important that 

educators and policy makers understand these genres so they can be codified and 

successfully used in the curriculum.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have discussed the main findings of this study, which have focused on 

access issues associated with the Internet as a communication tool in the upper-primary 

school classroom. In discussing the findings, 1 have put forward implications for schools. 

Issues involved in conducting the study were discussed and suggestions for future 

research were proposed.

This study has found that there are a number of issues that need to be addressed in 

providing appropriate online access for students in the classroom. While providing
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networked computers in classrooms does go a long way towards facilitating online 

interactions, provided the technical support and understanding are available, it is clear 

that there are significant other factors that also need to be taken into account.

One of the factors that was of significance in this study was the way in which students 

appropriated the technology to go underground and the ensuing effects of doing so. In 

conducting this study, 1 was afforded a rare insight into the communication practices of 

primary school students online. In considering the effects of allowing students to interact 

through school based sites, insights about the value of the gated community were 

discussed. I hope that this thesis is the beginning of a discussion about whether an online 

gated community is necessary or not. Of importance educationally, was the blurring of 

boundaries between school and home that the Internet allows. This blurring will have 

considerable impacts on the way schools operate in the future.

Another factor that was found to be significant was the way that students’ language and 

literacy practices changed as a result of their interactions online. Importantly in this 

thesis, SFG was used to provide insights into the practices of students.

In researching the use of the Internet as a communication tool, it was found new methods 

needed to be adopted and new ways of thinking about research needed to be considered. 

The use of sociocultural theory and SFG combined as one theoretical framework 

illustrated the ways in which new concepts need new approaches. The notion of having a 

fixed understanding of participants and sites was found to be problematic. The ethical 

dilemmas associated with online research were discussed.

It is one of schools’ functions to equip students with skills they need now, and into the 

future. In order for this to occur, educators need to be equipping schools with the types 

of learning tools students use in their homes in order to make learning meaningful and 

relevant. In providing access through the Internet in schools, there are many impacts on 

the educational context, as has been shown in this thesis.
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As Internet technologies change and the doorway continues to be opened in primary 

school classrooms, there will be the need for on-going research into access issues 

associated with interactive technologies. It is important that such research leads to the 

use of the Internet that is based on students’ needs, rather than political agendas.
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Kuring-gai campus
PO Box 222
Lindricld NSW 2070 Australia 
Tel +61 2 9514 5621 
Fax+61 2 9514 5556 
www.cducation.uts.edu.au/

I___________________________________ , agree to participate in the research project
titled Interactions and the Internet in the primary school classroom being conducted by Damian 
Maher, of the University of Technology, Sydney at Eton Road, Lindfield, 2070, phone number- 
95 14 5621. The research forms part of a Doctor of Education Degree. I understand that the 
purpose of this study is to explore the use of the Internet in primary school classrooms. I agree 
that material may be published as long as it does not identify myself in any way.

I understand that my participation in this research will involve the inclusion of Damian Maher as 
an observer in the classroom for approximately two to three hours a day, once a week for the 
school year and that data will be collected by video and cassette player in the classroom. I 
understand that I will need to give approximately five hours to be interviewed as will some of the 
students under my care. I am aware that I can contact Damian Maher or his supervisor, Sandy 
Schuck, on 9514 5218 if I have any concerns about the research. I also understand that I am free 
to withdraw my participation from this research project at any time I wish and without giving a 
reason.

I agree that Damian Maher has answered all my questions fully and clearly.

___________________________________________ ____ / /

Signed by

NOTE:
This study has been approved by the University of Technology, Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee. If you 

have any complaints or reservations about any aspect of your participation in this research which you cannot resolve 

with the researcher, you may contact the Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer, Ms Susanna Davis 

(ph: 02 - 9514 1279). Any complaint you make will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 

informed of the outcome.

Faculty of Education

UTS
University of Technology, Sydney
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Kuring-gai campus
PO Box 222
Lindricld NSW 2070 Australia 
Tel +61 2 9514 5621 
Fax+61 2 9514 5556 
www.cducation.uts.edu.au/

Dear Parents
The purpose of this letter is to introduce myself and to let you know about the reason that I will 
be visiting your child’s class this year.

I am a teacher and am currently working as a casual teacher. I am also studying and am currently 
in the process of completing a Doctor of Education Degree at the University of Technology, 
Sydney (UTS). Part of the study that I am undertaking involves research. The purpose of my 
research is to explore how the Internet might be used in classrooms in ways that benefit students.
1 hope to observe your child in the classroom and interview him/her using a video camera and a 
cassette recorder. I will be at the school researching for approximately half a day each week. I 
am working closely with the classroom teacher during the process.

I have gained clearance for my research from the NSW Department of Education and Training 
(DET). I am including a consent form for you to read and sign if you so choose, asking for your 
permission for your child to take part in the research. My home phone number is 9647 2895. If 
you have any questions relating to the research process please do not hesitate to ring me or you 
may ring my supervisor on the phone number noted on the consent form. I

I am very conscious of my ethical obligations as a researcher and respect the rights of the school 
and your child to not be identified in any way as a result of my research. The school has agreed 
to allow me to conduct the research for which 1 am very grateful and I will conduct myself 
professionally at all times.

Thank you

Damian Maher

Faculty of Education

UTS
University of Technology, Sydney
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Kuring-gai campus
PO Box 222
Linddcld NSW 2070 Australia 
Tel +61 2 9514 5621 
Fax+61 2 9514 5556 
www.cducation.uts.edu.au/

I___________________________________ , agree that my child may participate in the
research project titled Interactions and the Internet in the primary school classroom being 
conducted by Damian Maher, of the University of Technology, Sydney at Eton Road, Lindfield, 
2070, phone number- 9514 5621. The research forms part of a Doctor of Education Degree.

1 understand that the purpose of the study is to explore the use of the Internet in primary school 
classrooms. I understand that my child may be observed, videotaped in the classroom and 
interviewed. I agree that material generated as part of the research project may be published as 
long as it does not identify my child in any way. I understand my child’s participation in the 
project is voluntary and a decision not to participate will not prejudice my child’s academic 
standing or relationship with the school.

1 am aware that I can contact Damian Maher or his supervisor, Sandy Schuck, on 9514 5218 if I 
have any concerns about the research. I also understand that I am free to withdraw my child’s 
participation from this research project at any time I wish without giving a reason. I agree that 
Damian Maher has answered all my questions fully and clearly.

________ ______ _ _ ____________ Date / /___ .
Parent signature

NOTE:
This study has been approved by the University of Technology, Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee. If you 

have any complaints or reservations about any aspect of your participation in this research which you cannot resolve 

with the researcher, you may contact the Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer, Ms Susanna Davis 

(ph: 02 - 9514 1279). Any complaint you make will be treated in confidence and investigated fully and you will be 

informed of the outcome.

Faculty of Education

UTS
University of Technology, Sydney

231



Appendix

APPENDIX B

Instruments used

Interview questions about students’ use of computers at home

Debate questionnaire

High School Project questionnaire
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS REGARDING 

USE OF COMPUTER USE AT HOME FOR INTERACTIONS

Do you use the Internet at home to share messages with other people?

What medium do you use to interact with, eg, email, chat room etc?

Who do you share messages with via the Internet?

How long have you been using the Internet to email or chat with other people?

How often do you chat/write with each person?

What are some of the things you write or chat about?

Do you think that the people you chat/ write with would be interested in looking at your 

class web site and then sending messages to you and other class members?

Would you be interested in sending messages to your contacts via the school site?

Do you know anyone that has the Internet, eg friends, relatives etc who you have not sent 

messages to but would like to?

Why do you use the Internet to contact other people?
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DEBATE QUESTIONS FOR THE CLASS TEACHER

How did you structure the debate with your students?

Did you get together in a group each time?

What role did you play in the debate?

What resources did you use to provide information to students?

Did the students gather some of the resources?

Do you feel the students learnt from the debate?

What would you do differently if you were to do this project again?

How did you find this process as the class teacher?

Was it difficult to run this group and be the class teacher?

Was there critical discussion between the students?

Do you think the Internet changes the nature of learning?

Did you notice any restrictions on the debate as a result of using the 

Internet?

What did the students think about the debate?

Do they think using the Internet to interact with other students helped them to leam?
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STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE FOR THE HIGH SCHOOL

PROJECT

Students, I am interested in your feedback on the Internet project and I have some 

questions that I would like you to answer.

Did you know any one before the project started?

In what way? I know several year 7 students went to Belmont Heights last year.

Who did you chat with?

Was it the same person or people each week or was it with different people?

What did you chat about in relation to: high school life, the play, conflict and conflict 

resolution, and social chat?

Did you think one 1,2 or 3 guest books worked best? Why/why not?

If this project were to go ahead again, what would you change?

Do you think using the Internet to chat with someone is a good way to learn? Why/why 

not?

Year 7’s, do you feel that you were able to provide ideas to the year 6's that was useful?

Can you please post your answers in this guest book along with your name. Thank for 

your participation in the project.
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APPENDIX C

Departmental policies

Director General’s memorandum to Principals, Student access to the internet 

18/7/97

Director General’s memorandum to Principals, Student publishing on the internet. 

11/8/97
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MEMORANDUM TO PRINCIPALS

97/011 (S.010)

STUDENT ACCESS TO THE INTERNET

The New South Wales Government’s Computers in Schools strategy includes the connection 
of schools to the Internet through the Department of School Education’s (DSE) Internet 
service.

Use of the Internet in schools should be focussed on improving student learning outcomes in 
purposeful curriculum-specific contexts. The provision of Internet access to schools provides 
an opportunity for school communities to discuss and clarify the educational issues associated 
with the use of the Internet and to develop strategies to support teaching and learning 
initiatives that utilise the Internet.

Internet use provides opportunities to enhance student learning experiences through access 
to the vast amount of information available on the Internet. Connecting schools to the Internet 
also greatly enhances the ability of teachers and students to communicate electronically with 
other Internet users.

While much of the information available on the Internet is suitable for use in schools, some 
material is inappropriate for use by students. Schools therefore have a responsibility to ensure 
that students use the Departmental Internet service safely, effectively and responsibly.

Responsibilities of schools

Each school is responsible for the information that students both send and receive while using 
the Internet connection.

Each school is required to develop, in association with its community, a Student Access to the 
Internet Policy for the safe management and effective use of the school’s Internet connection, 
by the end of term four 1997.

Each school’s Student Access to the Internet Policy will address the following:

• the safety and privacy of students, staff and other Internet users;
• establishment of an Internet code of behaviour for use by students which clearly identifies 

the consequences of breaches of the code of behaviour;

• strategies for dealing with the transmission or receipt of inappropriate Internet material;

• equity of access to the Internet computer system;

® the relationship with established principles of and existing school policies and strategies 
regarding student welfare, good discipline and effective learning, child protection, anti
racism and anti-discrimination;

• strategies for the effective and secure management of the school’s Internet computer 
system and associated virus and user access software;

® the legal requirements regarding copyright for students and staff, including the copyright 
of computer software;

» provision for regular review and revision of the policy.



-2-

STUDENT ACCESS TO THE INTERNET

A support document, titled Student access: developing a school Internet policy, has been 
distributed with this memorandum1. The support document provides advice and practical 
activities to assist schools to undertake the task of developing their Student Access to the 
Internet Policy. For enquiries regarding this document contact Sally Blackwell in Curriculum 
Directorate by telephone on (02) 9886 7541.

Further assistance is available from district Technology Advisers.

The Internet support document, connect.edu: Internet in teaching and learning, provides 
support for the educational issues associated with the use of the Internet including the 
development of effective student information and communication skills. It will be delivered to 
schools during term three 1997.

Controlling Internet access

The Department’s Internet service provides centralised technical barriers to restrict access to 
certain inappropriate Internet material. The use of school allocated UserlDs allows each school 
to specify who has access to the Department’s Internet service and their level of Internet 
access.

Additionally, CyberPatrol software has been installed on the school’s Internet computer system 
to further limit access to inappropriate Internet content. Use of this school-based software to 
limit access is the responsibility of each school.

This level of Internet filtering and control is not available as a standard feature from commercial 
Internet service providers.

Reporting inappropriate content

Schools should report Internet material which they consider to be inappropriate to the School 
Technology Support Centre on local call number 132348.

Ken Boston
DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF SCHOOL EDUCATION

18 July 1997

This support document is available from Chief Education Officer, 
Technological and Applied Studies, phone: (02) 9886 7444.



MEMORANDUM TO PRINCIPALS

97/234 (S.213)

SCHOOL PUBLISHING ON THE INTERNET

Schools have been provided with the ability to publish on the Internet as part of the 
Government’s Computers in Schools strategy and the Department’s Internet project. 
While this ability affords considerable educational opportunity, the unregulated nature 
of the Internet requires that schools take care to maintain a safe and secure learning 
environment for all members of the school community. The requirements contained in 
this memorandum apply to all schools and all materials published by schools on the 
Internet using either the Department’s or any other Internet service.

This memorandum should be considered in conjunction with:
• the document, Connecting All NSW Government Schools to the Internet (1996);
• the memorandum to principals (97/011), Student Access to the Internet and the 

associated support materials, Student access: developing a school Internet policy.

School Publishing
All schools have been provided with space on the Department’s Internet service to 
publish school information in World Wide Web format. The Internet computer system 
in schools contains software to facilitate this publication process.

Each school’s World Wide Web “home page”, located on the Department’s or any other 
internet service, will include:
• acknowledgement that the school is a NSW government school;
• a link to the Department’s World Wide Web site, Network for Education]
• school contact details, which might include the school’s postal address, phone and 

fax numbers and e-mail address.

Principals should refer to the policy statement and guidelines document Sponsorship 
of School and Departmental Activities (1991) when considering opportunities for 
strengthening and building relationships with the local community provided by the 
Department’s Internet service.

Principal’s Responsibilities

The Principal has responsibility for all material published in the school’s name on the 
Internet. Principals must:
• give written approval prior to the publication of all materials;
• ensure that all content is both appropriate for publication and of an acceptable 

quality;
• ensure that a process to regularly review and update all materials is developed 

and implemented;
• approve the inclusion of links to other Internet sites from the school’s Web pages;
• ensure that all materials published in the school’s Web pages have appropriate 

copyright clearance.



SCHOOL PUBLISHING ON THE INTERNET

Privacy and Safety

Principals should ensure that the safety and privacy of students and staff is never 
compromised by materials published on the Internet. Therefore the following principles 
will be applied in all circumstances:

• Personal and private information about students or staff, such as home telephone 
numbers or addresses, or private e-mail addresses, should never be published.

• Written permission is required from a parent or guardian prior to the publication of 
any material by or about any student, including photographs of students.

• Schools should take great care with the publication of student photographs. 
Individual photographs of students should not generally be published. Students 
depicted in class or group photographs should not be identified individually by 
name.

• To maintain a degree of anonymity, students and students’ work should be 
identified by given names only. Schools should carefully consider the implications 
of publishing the full names of students.

• Where schools wish to publish information about staff (such as names, 
photographs, classes taught, or school e-mail addresses) written approval is 
required from each staff member involved. Staff may choose not to have their 
information published.

• Students should not generally be provided with individual e-mail access; class or 
group e-mail mailboxes will suffice in most instances. The Principal, however, may 
make exceptions for responsible students in specific circumstances. The use made 
of individual student e-mail access should be monitored carefully and reviewed 
regularly.

• An appropriate staff member should monitor e-mail messages to and from class or 
group e-mail mailboxes to ensure the safety of students is not jeopardised.

• Where schools choose to provide links to other Internet sites from their Web pages 
an approval and review process should be incorporated to ensure that these links 
are, and remain, educationally appropriate. A warning indicating the transient 
nature of Internet material and sites should be associated with the links.

Please discuss these issues with your staff and appropriate school community 
members. The document, Internet Publishing Guidelines for Schools, to be developed 
and distributed to all schools shortly, will provide more detailed information to schools 
regarding these issues.

Further information and advice is available from the Technology Adviser in your district.

Ken Boston
DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF SCHOOL EDUCATION 
11 August 1997
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APPENDIX D

Student classroom material

Student Internet contract

Sport project handout

Australian Identity poems

Mel page- web page constructed for the Teddy Bear Project

Animal page- example of student web page on class web site
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STUDENT INTERNET CONTRACT

Conditions of Internet use
1. I promise that when using the Internet to search for information that I will not access 

sites that contain inappropriate material.

2. I give permission for my work to be published on the Internet. I understand that my 

photo may be published while in groups or as a class but that my name will not be 

included with the photo. My first name only will be published to identify the 

authorship of my work.

3. I understand that I will be able to send and receive information to my parents and 

friends using email and that any information I send should not contain rude or hurtful 

messages.

4. I promise that when receiving information I will notify the teacher immediately 

should I receive emails that are inappropriate or make me feel uncomfortable.

5. I understand that my teacher has the right to check any emails that I send or receive at 

any time or check my use of chat rooms or guest books.

6. 1 promise not to access anyone else's email or private files.

7. 1 promise not to give out my own or other people's personal information such as 

addresses or telephone numbers.

1 (given and family name) _____________________________ agree to the conditions set

out above and understand that should I break this contract that I may have access to the 

Internet suspended indefinitely.

Signature__________________________ Date_______________________

Parent/Caregiver Permission

I (given and family name)____________________________________give permission

for my child to access the internet at school, publish work on the internet and to use 

email, chatrooms and guest books to contact other people while at school. I understand 

that the use of the Internet will be monitored by the teacher in the school but that any 

Internet use by my child outside of the school premises is my responsibility.

Signature__________________________ Date______________________
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Sports project

The aim of this project is to find out and record what it takes to be an athlete in a 
given sport. What sort of training is involved, what diet is needed, what 
subjects need to be studied at school, etc? You may focus on a person who 
plays a sport to help you with this project. You can also write on the sport 
they play. Do you think you would 
be able to be an athlete in the sport you choose?

Choose from the following sports
Aussie rules, rugby league,
swimming, netball,
cricket, soccer,
basketball (men and women).

You should choose a variety of media to help you with this which includes 
books, posters,
pamphlets, encyclopedias,
C.D.-Roms, DVD's,
Internet, Others.

As part of this project you should contact the person you have chosen or club they belong to and 
ask about an aspect of the game, eg how many times a week do you train? Remember the aim of 
the project to write about what it is to be an athlete in the chosen sport so make sure you think 
carefully about your questions! You can do this by sending an email or go to a chat room using 
the Internet. The sites that you can do this with are book marked on the classroom computers in 
the folder named 'sports'.

This project should be completed in pairs and should be in a book format.
You should include
heading, sub heading, pictures,
diagrams bibliography.
This project will cover a period of seven weeks and will include both class time and home time.
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AUSTRALIAN IDENTITY POEMS

The class completed a unit in HSIE on Australian Identity. We discussed what it means 

to be an Australian, how we define ourselves through our experiences and our identity. 

These poems reflect the thoughts of some of the students and demonstrate how they think 

of Australia. We hope you enjoy these poems and would love to receive some feedback 

via our guest book in the interactions page.

The Beach

The beach is a place that I like.

The sandbanks are wet and moist.

The clam waves brush against my feet.

The beach looks beautiful at sunset.

The sand makes my feet wet and smooth.

The shells shine like gold in the sand.

Australia

Australia is a wonderful place, 

everyone has a smiling face 

The beaches are beautiful, the parks too, 

and the sea is always lovely blue.

You'll hardly see anyone mean, 

and the grass is always green.

Australia is beautiful and wonderful to me, 

and for everyone it will always be.

I wish the sea was just like me

The sea is cool and calm, 

it will never ever do you harm.

The sea waves glaze as the sun shines down on it.

The sand of the sea is very hot, it is a lot, lot, lot.
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It is sometimes cool like a very cool pool.

The sand is nice.

I wish sea was just like me.

It's nice in summer to get in the sea and that is 

why 1 wish the sea was just like me.

Dingoes

The dingo is a dog.

A dog with great courage,

Who roams the land like a seagull on a beach.

Golden fur like silky velvet silk.

Its tail high and nose low.
Gathering food for its family.

Making tracks everywhere it goes.

Four legs for adventure.

Its eyes like lightning.

The dingo is coming.

The Beach

The Australian beaches are

Quite peaceful until, crash, there goes the waves.

Wind is rising.
The wind has made everybody too cold, run, run to Palm beach 

Where Nicole Kidman was over the holidays., Ha ha Americas. 

But, wait, it is too cold there 

So pack up and run, run,

Run to Newport beach.

Finally a good beach but tails start to fly.

It's windy again.
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MEL’S PAGE

This is Mel catching some rays.

This is Mel hanging out

Wake up Mel!
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s is a Golden Retriever puppy with a golden smile!

This is a Police dog.

This is a Husky dog that loves the snow!

This is a brown horse that lives in America. Look out for this horse because he might be 
the new star in the Saddle Club.

This is a Labrador that wants to go for a walk

This is a Bottlenosed dolphin.

These are some Labrador puppies.

These are some puppies that are sitting in a cart!
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APPENDIX E:

The data collected throughout the study are organised into the projects described in 

chapter five.

THE PILOT STUDY

The epAL Project

The data collected for this project include

Two video recordings of the teacher talking to the class about the project (40 minutes) 

Three video recordings of students working in pairs composing letters on the computer (2 

hours).

Letters written by all the students on two different occasions, which were sent to an 

American class via the Internet.

Class letters received from the American class.

Eight emails shared between myself and the American teacher.

17 emails sent to the Australian class teacher by myself.

15 emails from the Australian class teacher to me.

One email sent to the district technology supervisor 

One email from the district technology supervisor.

The Gully Way Project
12 emails sent by the Gully Way students 

12 emails sent by the students at White P.S.

THE MAIN STUDY
Audio-taped interview one-to-one with students about their use of the Internet at home (1 

hour).
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The Class Web Site (see the Guest Book, the Chat Room, and Email)

The Guest Book
The data collected for this project include

204 entries. The first entry was posted on 25/2/02 and the last entry was posted on 

16/12/02.

The Chat Room
The data collected for this project include

Nine separate chatroom sessions recorded. The first session was recorded on Friday 

24/5/02 and the last chatroom session was recorded on the 18/8/02 

One interview with four boys, which was tape recorded (15 minutes).

Email
The data collected for this project include 

40 emails out 

27 emails in.

Two audio tape recordings of students in pairs writing emails (20 minutes).

The Expert Project
The data collected for this project include 

Emails sent by the students 

Emails received by the students

An audio taped recording of the teacher introducing a sport project, which involved 

students contacting an expert (30 minutes).

The Schoolmail Project

The data collected for this project include

A videotape recording of the kindergarten teacher introducing the concept to the 

kindergarten class (15 minutes).
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Video recording of students composing Email messages together. There are 12 such 

sessions that are videotaped (6 hours).

Copies of the Schoolmail messages sent and received.

A videotaped recording of an interview with 3 students who sent Schoolmails (10 

minutes).
An audio interview with the kindergarten teacher at the end of the project (10 minutes).

The Teddy Bear Project
The data collected for this project include

Three video recordings of students working in pairs composing letters on the computer 

(45 minutes).

Emails sent between the Japanese teacher and myself.

Copies of students’ letters both sent and received via the Internet

The Debate
The data collected for this project include 

Eight debate entries form both teams.

Adjudication comments by adjudicator.

One thank you Email written by team members to adjudicator 

Emails sent to classroom teacher of the opposing team 

Emails received by teacher
Four audio recordings of discussion with team members on the construction of the debate 

(2 hours).

Interview with the class teacher conducted via Email.

A handout provided by the other teacher to assist students in constructing the debate

The High School Project

The data collected for this project include

There are seven sessions recorded of students contacting each other via the Internet (280 

minutes).
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One audio recording of a discussion with the year six students after the first online 

session (20 minutes).

Two audio recordings of discussion with the class after being online (20 minutes).

Audio recording of a short interview conducted with the class teacher after a class 

discussion (5 minutes).

Guest Book entries of student feedback of the project 

Messenger
The data collected for this project included nine recorded sessions where I interacted with 

other students online. The amount of time online varied.

Hotmail
62 emails received via Hotmail. The first Email was received on 14/11/02 and the last 

email was received on 31/12/02

I sent eight Emails to students but these were not recorded.
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