Always online

By Martha Irvine

Associated Press National Writer

01/03/2005 – St. Louis Post Dispatch > Life & Style > Everyday
EDITOR'S NOTE - This is the first in a four-part series looking at a generation of young people who've grown up with the Internet, how they use it and how it has influenced them. 

CHICAGO 
Even when he's asleep, Scott Kearnan is hooked into the Internet. He just turns down the volume on his computer, so he's not awakened by the "brrring" of a late-night instant message. 

"It's become something for me that's almost like a telephone. I may not use it, but it could ring anytime," says the 22-year-old from Mendon, Mass., who works for a search-engine marketing company. "If I don't have it, I feel cut off." 

For 21-year-old William Herbert, the Internet has replaced newspapers and TV weather reports (he visits Weather.com every morning). He pays his bills online, registers for classes, books airline and train tickets, checks TV listings, buys movie tickets and gets travel directions. 

"My parents, when we would go on road trips, would get a booklet with travel directions that were printed and mailed. Can you imagine? Mailing away for travel directions?" asks Herbert, a senior at Worcester Polytechnic Institute in Massachusetts who's studying business and highway design. 

It's one small indication of just how far the Internet has come - and how its existence is taken for granted by a generation of young Americans who "have not known life without it," says Malcolm Bird, head of America Online's services for kids and teens. 

Young people are now the savviest of the tech-savvy, as likely to demand a speedy broadband connection as to download music onto an iPod, or upload digital photos to their Web logs. 

The Internet has shaped the way they work, relax and even date. It's created a different notion of community for them and new avenues for expression that are, at best, liberating and fun - but that also can become a forum for pettiness and, occasionally, criminal exploitation. 

"Students are continuously connected to other students and friends and family in ways that older generations never would have imagined," says Steve Jones, chairman of the communications department at the University of Illinois at Chicago and a senior research fellow with the Pew Internet & American Life Project. 

More than any previous generation, today's young people are plugged in - all the time - with a world of communication and information at their fingertips. 

Take Suhas Sridharan, whose introduction to the Web came as a sixth-grader in South Carolina. In those days, she regularly visited the Disney Web site to play games; by high school, she was researching assignments online and checking her e-mail daily. 

"Now I think even my 'senior self' in high school would be surprised how much I use the Internet," says Sridharan, a 17-year-old freshman at Emory University in Atlanta, where the Web is woven into the framework of students' lives via a system called LearnLink. 

Assignments are dispersed online. Students are much more likely to do research online than use the library. And even the proverbial class handout has gone the way of the Web, posted on electronic bulletin boards for downloading after class. 

So when Emory's computer server went down for a few hours one evening this fall, you would've thought the world had come to an end. "A lot of people were at loose ends," Sridharan says. "They couldn't do their homework." 

As time and innovations move ahead, many young people only see the Internet becoming that much more vital. 

Crystal Cienfuegos, for instance, found a public relations job via the Internet - sending out an "electronic" resume, arranging an in-person interview by e-mail and securing the job with a writing test, taken online. 

"Nowadays, a person employed at one company can be coordinating interviews via Hotmail during lunch and literally finding a new job without even leaving his or her desk," says 25-year-old Cienfuegos, from Long Beach, Calif. "It's quite amusing, but not so funny if you are a business owner." 

Gabriel Schaffzin, a senior at Babson College in Wellesley, Mass., has used the Internet to rejuvenate his father's personalized calendar business, now called gaboosh.media inc. 

Through the Internet, he's found seed funding, business plan competitions and industry data. And perhaps, most important, the Web has given customers another way to find the business - and order products. 

It's the sort of reach that would've been "unfathomable, not even 20 years ago," says Susannah Stern, a professor of communication studies at the University of San Diego who has studied young people's Internet habits. 

"For them, accessing information is easy," she says, noting that the Internet also opens up a chance for teens and 20somethings to communicate with people who are different from them, "people in another state or country, or kids at school they don't talk to." 

Of course, there is a dark side to having such broad access: It gives identity thieves and sexual predators a new place to look for victims. 

Perhaps more common than those well-publicized dangers are the everyday dramas caused by online rumor-spreading. And it can get ugly, particularly when people post comments on their online profiles and Web logs, commonly known as blogs. 

Jennifer Anello recalls the time a friend got drunk one Saturday night, called her ex-boyfriend and ended up arguing with him. 

"The following Monday his profile had something to the effect of 'Can someone tell (my ex-girlfriend) how to hold her liquor and get her a shrink?' " says Anello, who's 24 and lives in Stamford, Conn. 

Online rumors and innuendo cause angst among teens, too. "Parents say, 'We never knew it would take on this velocity and ferocity,' " says Amanda Lenhart, another Pew researcher. 

But the Internet also has produced many unexpected benefits. Stern, for instance, notes that the Web provides an anonymous outlet to troubled young people who want to talk about everything from suicide and self-mutilation to eating disorders. 

"There's nowhere for a lot of kids to go, there's no hanging out on the corner. So the Internet is a place for kids to figure out who they are," she says. 

Indeed, Jones has seen firsthand how students have used the Internet to enhance life - even during classes he leads on his Chicago campus. "There is a real power there, a kind of technological power. But also I think there's a kind of intellectual power that can be harnessed. They are so curious about using these technologies. And I'd really like to be able to regularly marshal that curiosity," Jones says, noting that students - not necessarily universities - are the ones who often drive the use of technology on campus. 

He also thinks that young workers will continue to push technological advances in the corporate world, partly because they are able to handle "multiple conversations and juggle better than the previous generations."

PART TWO: An eternity: three days without contact
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Christina Rainie had been trying to reach her friend for three days. For some reason, he wasn't responding to her wireless text messages, online instant messages or cell phone calls. 

When the pair of University of Georgia freshmen finally did make contact on the fourth day, they argued - heated cell phone exchanges interspersed with apologetic text messages. 

A frustrated Rainie decided she no longer wanted him to be her date for the upcoming sorority dance. 

"Three days? It's like eternity!" she explained. 

For a generation accustomed to near-instantaneous keeping in touch - primarily via instant messaging, cell phones and e-mail - Rainie's complaint doesn't seem so far-fetched, especially since she and her generational peers are perfectly comfortable roaming in a social sphere where real face-to-face encounters take a backseat to cyber contact. 

Yet it's unclear whether the relative ease of digital communication boosts or harms developing young adults. While it may widen social circles, it also raises questions about whether skills suffer that are needed to handle the vibrant, breathing real world. 

"Sometimes I long for the days when kids went outside and played and were not so wired," said Sid Royer, a Seattle lawyer with an 18-year-old daughter and a son, 21. "To some extent, it affects their creativity and their attention span, and there's a desire to have everything immediately." 

Then again, "were it not for cell phones and e-mails, I'd have much less contact with both my children" who are away at school. 

For better or worse, the new era is here. 

Young couples profess puppy love for each other in their instant-messaging profiles. For teens, blogs and other Internet journals - which are public or semi-public - have become confessionals that can take gossip to a whole new level, fanning the flames of campus rumors and scandals. 

Others are creating study groups and "poking" each other - essentially saying, "hey" - via a popular new online network called thefacebook now found at 200 colleges and universities. 

"Digital devices are the social lubricant now," said Derek White, an executive vice president at Alloy Inc., a youth marketing and research firm. 

While their time spent in front of the computer and online has grown, teens are spending less time on other social activities. In a 2004 survey of youths age 13 to 18, White said the number of teens going to the mall and out on dates dropped by 5 percent, compared to 1997. Those going to dances decreased by 10 percent. 

Chris Saribay, 17, of Hawaii, quit the regular school scene altogether for an all-online public high school, where he watches video lectures and frequently instant messages or e-mails his teachers. But the junior is anything but lonely - he has friends from all over the world and has maxed out the allowed instant messaging buddy list of 200. 

He became close friends with Clark Mueller, 18, of Columbia, Mo., after Mueller solicited Saribay, a.k.a. hawaiiansuperman, in an online community forum for Macintosh enthusiasts, for some Hawaii sightseeing tips a few years ago. 

The strangers-turned-pals haven't met in person. But they have watched each other eating while talking online, using a popular video conferencing program that piggybacks on AOL Instant Messenger. 

"It's great - 50 years ago this was impossible. Your friends ranged from those maybe five miles away to across the hall," Saribay said. "But this generation, we could communicate with whoever we want - time and place doesn't matter." 

Contrary to some perceptions, youths spend most of their time online communicating with people they know, not strangers, said Elisheva Gross, a psychology researcher at the Children's Digital Media Center at the University of California at Los Angeles. 

Far from digging a social black hole, they are using high-tech means to maintain or expand their network of relationships. "It's used to hang out with friends, relieve boredom, or flirt," Gross said. 

And while experts agree that communication in the online world can be as wonderful or painful as it is in the off-line world, psychologists are only in the first stages of studying how faceless interactions affect a teenager's social development. 

Initial observations are that, more than shaping one's personality, the use of online communication extends existing habits and traits. 

"If they happen to not be physically active already in life, then I think the Internet just pushes them in the direction of not doing anything," said Kaveri Subrahmanyam, an associate professor of child development at California State University in Los Angeles. "But if they're already active, the Internet doesn't pull them away, it just bolsters their activity." 

For instance, 15-year-old Gabby McCone of Seattle, spends hours online daily instant messaging her friends but she is also on her school basketball team and plays guitar, often using the Web to find music sheets. 

Meanwhile, bullies in so-called "meatspace" will find just another way to taunt with cyberspace, experts say. Of course, it's easier to block out the bullies online. There's software for that. 

It's a tough, sometimes subjective, call, to say whether young people's lives are made richer or not. 

"Teens are doing the same types of things, but they're doing it in different ways than they may have done before," Subrahmanyam said. "They're not meeting friends face-to-face as much, but that's how we've all changed. So we can't compare teenagers today to teenagers from 20 years ago." 

Nearly three-quarters of the nation's teens use the Internet, and about half say the online resources improve their friendships, according to a 2001 study by the Pew Internet and American Life Project. 

Rana Hanocka, a high school freshman in Norwalk, Conn., admits she was considered a dork until she started expressing herself and reaching out to others more via instant messaging. Her voice and confidence emboldened, she now hangs with a more popular crowd at school. 

Her conversations that start on campus almost always continue online as soon as she gets home from school and parks herself in front of the computer, usually for about four hours a day. And it's not just with friends. Hanocka is closer to her 36-year-old aunt in Brooklyn than she would ever have been without their thrice weekly instant message sessions. 

For Rana's mother, Kayla Hanocka, as with many other parents, there's no more leaving notes on refrigerators. 

"I just e-mail her," Kayla Hanocka said, "or text message her instead." 

PART THREE: Storehouse of information includes lots of junk
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NEW YORK - Go to Google, search and scroll results, click and copy. 

When students do research online, many educators worry that those are often about the only steps they take. If they can avoid a trip to the library at all, many students gladly will. 

Young people may know that just because information is plentiful online doesn't mean it's reliable, yet their perceptions of what's trustworthy frequently differ from their elders' - sparking a larger debate about what constitutes truth in the Internet age. 

Georgia Tech professor Amy Bruckman tried to force students to leave their computers by requiring at least one book for a September class project. 

She wasn't prepared for the response: "Someone raised their hand and asked, "Excuse me, where would I get a book?'" 

While the comment might just have been a smart aleck's bid for laughs, Bruckman and other educators grapple daily with the challenge of ensuring their students have good skills for discerning the truth. Professors and librarians say many come to college without any such skills, and quite a few leave without having acquired them. 

Alex Halavais, professor of informatics at the University at Buffalo, said students are so accustomed to instant information that "the idea of spending an hour or two to find that good source is foreign to them." 

In a study on research habits, Wellesley College researchers Panagiotis Metaxas and Leah Graham found that fewer than 2 percent of students in one Wellesley computer science class bothered to use non-Internet sources to answer all six test questions. 

And many students failed to check out multiple sources. For instance, 63 percent of students asked to list Microsoft Corp.'s top innovations only visited the company's Web site in search of the answer. 

It's a paradox to some that so many young Americans can be so accepting of online information whose origin is unclear. 

"Skepticism ... is part of their lives, yet they tend to believe things fairly readily because it appears on the Internet," said Roger Casey, who studies youths and pop culture at Rollins College in Winter Park, Fla. 

One concern is commercial influence online; some search engines run ads and accept payments to include sites in their indexes, with varying degree of disclosure. 

"If I'm going to go to the library, chances are somebody hasn't paid a librarian 100 bucks to point me to a particular book," said Beau Brendler, director of the Consumer Reports WebWatch. 

Another potential minefield is the growing phenomenon of collaborative information assembly. The credentials of the people authoring grassroots Web journals and a committee-written encyclopedia called Wikipedia are often unclear. Nevertheless, some Internet users believe that such resources can collectively portray events more accurately than any single gatekeeper. 

In many ways, the greater diversity of information is healthy. 

Paul Duguid, co-author of "The Social Life of Information," points out that no longer, in most of the United States, can school textbooks get away with one-sided views. 

Even South Texas College of Law professor Tracy McGaugh finds her curriculum challenged, as students can quickly discover how other professors teach the same material. 

But as students come to trust resources that may be correct only part of the time, the extent of the downside is not yet fully known. 

Some believe the challenge of determining whom and what to believe amid the information flood is bound to influence the political views, medical decisions, financial investments and other key aspects of this budding generation's life. 

Accuracy can be crucial when lives and property are at stake - and older generations certainly don't have any particular claim to it. 

In 2000, a prescribed burn calculated using incorrect information online spread to a wildfire that left more than 400 families homeless in Los Alamos, N.M. 

Adults who should know better get duped, too. 

Georgia Tech professor Colin Potts said he recently received by e-mail a photograph said to be a 1954 projection of what a home computer would look like in 2004. Instead of the small boxes we know of today, the image shows a giant contraption that resembles an airplane cockpit with a large steering wheel. 

"I thought this was hilarious and filed it away in a scrapbook for my lecture next semester on the perils of technology forecasting," Potts said. "I also forwarded it to several people. Unfortunately, as another colleague informed me by e-mail a few minutes later, it's a hoax." 

Peter Grunwald, president of Grunwald Associates, said many older Internet users, familiar with the editorial review that books and newspapers go through, may assume incorrectly that Web sites also undergo such reviews. 

Youths, many of whom have created Web sites themselves, tend to know better. 

In the end, it's just a matter of adjusting to how information gets around now that the Internet has revolutionized communication. 

Every new medium has its challenges, said Paul Saffo, a director at the Institute for the Future in Palo Alto, Calif., yet society adapts. 

Referring to the 1903 Western "The Great Train Robbery," Saffo said audience members "actually ducked when the train came out on the screen. Today, you won't even raise an eyebrow." 

PART FOUR: Breaking the connection
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Katie Achille grew up with the Internet. She was 9 when she first tapped into it - and quickly became an avid e-mailer, Web surfer and sender of instant messages. But when recent computer troubles left her without regular Web access, something unexpected happened: To her surprise, she suddenly felt free. 

"I find the break from the Internet somewhat refreshing," says Achille, now 19 and a junior at Rutgers University in New Jersey. "After spending a good portion of my freshman and sophomore years holed up here in my dorm room typing away to friends, I feel like I missed just sitting outside and enjoying the weather or going for a walk, just because." 

As technology's influence in the lives of young people becomes ever greater, a few teens and twentysomethings are unplugging - getting away from the Internet and other high-tech gadgets, at least for a while. 

It's a backlash, experts say, to being hyper-accessible by e-mail, instant message, cell phone calls and text messages. Sometimes, people just need a timeout. 

"It's like being lost in space," says Michelle Weil, co-author of "TechnoStress: Coping with Technology Work Home Play." "You get lost in the world of the Internet, games or multiple instant-message chats." 

She and fellow psychologist Larry Rosen wrote the book after noticing that more people were getting stressed out or fatigued by technologies that are supposed to make life easier. 

Dave Greenfield, another psychologist who specializes in high-tech issues, knows the feeling well. He regularly carries a cell phone, a pager, an MP3 player for music, a laptop and a personal digital assistant, otherwise known as a PDA - and says that even he often feels overwhelmed. 

"Until technology gets 'stupid simple,' equivalent to turning on a light or a television set, it's going to eat time and energy," Greenfield says. 

Too often, he says, we're wondering: "Do I have the right adapter? Or the right battery? Or cable?" 

He concedes that young people are often much better at adopting new forms of technology than middle-aged people like him. They also widely consider computers and other high-tech devices essential to their lives, evidenced in a recent survey done by Harris Interactive for the Business Software Alliance. 

A third of young people surveyed said they "couldn't live without" technology, while 50 percent said it was "important." 

Still, figuring out how to juggle that technology is a work in progress, psychologists and other experts say, and the solution often depends on the individual. 

Amanda Lenhart, a researcher who tracks young people's Web habits, tells the story of one teen she interviewed who created two screen names for instant messaging - the second of which she shared with just a select few friends to avoid having to talk to so many people. 

"She felt she was too in demand," says Lenhart, who's with the Pew Internet & American Life Project. "There are some people who love being in the mix - and others who are saying, 'Agh, it's too much! I don't want to be part of the mix.'" 

Ultimately, many people are finding that they click with some forms of technology more than others. 

Mac McNeer, 27, of Chicago, can't stand text messages, especially the ads his cell phone company sends him. He also dislikes the idea of having to work out which keys on his cell phone go with which letters. 

"Why would you take several minutes to punch in a message that would take 10 seconds to leave on someone's voice mail?" asks McNeer, who keeps his text message address a secret from friends and "tries to ignore" the ones who still manage to send them. 

Cobey Dietrich, 23, who works at York College of Pennsylvania, says she'd much rather talk face-to-face whenever possible. 

She uses the Internet at work for all day, but rarely at home. 

"If I'm getting good news from someone, I'd rather hear it in person so I could be there to be excited for them and give them a hug," Dietrich says. "Or if they're upset or hurting, then you can comfort them." 

At the very least, Dietrich would rather receive a call on her cell phone. But sometimes, she even turns that off - a move that causes friends and relatives to complain: "Why do you have a cell phone if you don't have it on?" 

Indeed, having the ability to stay in constant contact makes some people feel obligated to be plugged in 24/7. 

Greenfield says some people also feel pressure to keep up with the latest technology, whether they need it or not. 

"It points to a larger theme in our culture: that new things are good and better, and that more is better, and faster is better. And that's not always the case," says Greenfield, who wrote the book "Virtual Addiction," which looks at the adverse effects of spending too much time online. 

Greenfield recalls a recent fall trip with his 10-year-old son to a YMCA camp, where they were doing trail maintenance with a group of adults and other kids. There were no TVs, computers or even hand-held video games. 

"These kids had no technology with them," he says. "And they were as thoroughly entertained and alive as I've ever seen them." 

"Technostress" author Weil agrees that taking a break from high-tech gadgets is vital. The key, she says, is using technology to enhance life - and taking a step back when it doesn't. 

"You need to have it," Weil says, "rather than it having you."
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