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ABSTRACT

The Internet as a worldwide literacy practice environment has created a new situation in
communication, providing a new dynamic field for research. On the basis of the two articles
under discussion, this commentary develops three main aspects of the Internet: as an informal
learning environment for English as a second/foreign language; as a discursive space where
identities are formed and social relationships are negotiated; and, as a space where the
intermingling of the global and the local gives rise to hybrid language varieties. Taking into
account that electronic environments are not neutral literacy practice environments but are
involved in a complex nexus of power structures and relations that also need to be explored, this
paper briefly addresses issues related to theoretical and methodological approaches for the study
of language varieties in the Internet.

The Internet as a worldwide literacy practice environment has created a new situation in communication
and has consequently provided a source from which research strands may develop. From the point of
view of new media studies, an important issue concerning research on Internet discourse centers around
how the Internet is conceptualized, theorized, and analyzed (see, among others, Schneider & Foot, 2004).
In linguistics and in literacy studies, there have been a number of publications over the last decade
attempting to explore the consequences of this "new communicative order" (Street, 2000). It should not
come as a surprise, however, to learn that there has been limited interest on the matter from the
perspective of less widely spoken languages (Koutsogiannis, 2004). Quite the opposite, there is increased
and systematic research interest concerning English on the Internet (Crystal, 2001; Herring, 2001).
Another category of research examines the Internet as a contact zone, a space where the local meets the
global. In this case, the issue is approached either from the perspective of local language and culture,
examining, for instance, the effects of English as a lingua franca in local languages and cultures
(Hawisher & Selfe, 2000; Koutsogiannis & Mitsikopoulou, 2003; Warschauer, Said, & Zohry, 2002), or
from the perspective of English as a global language and the new varieties of Englishes (Crystal, 2003).
In the area of second language (L2) research in particular, publications focus on, among other issues,
language socialization, language learning, intercultural learning, and social or political effects in
synchronous and asynchronous electronic environments.

It is in the last of these categories that Lam's and Bloch's articles fall. These texts seem to share at least
three main views of the Internet as: an informal learning environment for English as a second/foreign
language; a discursive space where identities are formed and social relationships are negotiated; and, a
space where the intermingling of the global and the local gives rise to hybrid language varieties.   
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THE INTERNET AS AN INFORMAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT FOR ENGLISH AS L2

Although the tradition of informal learning -- which in the case of languages is rather rich (Hull & Shultz,
2002) -- is not generally drawn upon, it is clear that both texts consider the Internet as a "safe house,"
structuring alternative spaces for social and consequently discourse participation, where ESL students
have more opportunities for freeing writing from the constraints of the traditional classrooms. In Lam's
contribution, the two students improved their proficiency in English through their extensive participation
in a chat room with other young Chinese from various parts of the world. In Bloch's paper, Chinese
students who in most cases lived in the US had the opportunity to argue, negotiate, agree, and jointly draft
and redraft texts electronically. In both cases, the limitations of the traditional classrooms and the
advantages of the Internet as a discursive space are mentioned. Furthermore, it is worth noting that both
Lam's and Bloch's articles approach L2 not from the perspective of formal education -- discussing, for
instance, issues such as L2 curriculum, standard language norms, and standardized testing (quite popular
issues in academic publications lately) -- but from that of discourse.

While we do agree with the view of the Internet as an environment which "can foster the development of
sociocognitive literacy in a number of ways" (Kern, 2000, p. 259), we suggest that care be exercised when
comparisons with classroom learning are attempted and possible pedagogic effects are sketched out. For
instance, through using her personal observations on the progress made by the two teenagers and the
presentation of narratives from the interviews, Lam argues that the Internet has enhanced the two
students' language proficiency by giving them "a sense of fluency in English" and has thus served as a
literacy practice which has "influenced their relation to the English language in the US." This argument
could further be supported by evidence from chat room exchanges showing what language skills or
literacies are developed, and by more data from classroom discourse. From the examples offered, though,
the language used in the chat room appears to be a hybrid vernacular variety that has little connection
with the language used in schools.

In Bloch's article, the reader quite often encounters analogies drawn between what is happening on the
Internet and what is happening in the school classroom. Examples are given and the point is made that
classroom teaching has a lot to gain from the adoption of Internet practices. At this point in our view,
Bernstein's (1996) principle of recontextualisation should be seriously taken into account. Recent research
shows that the incorporation and use of the Internet in L2 seems to be much more complex than it first
appeared (Kramsch & Thorne, 2002; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003).

We think this is a point worth dwelling on, because a reading of the articles promotes the optimistic view
that synchronous and asynchronous communication on the Internet offers a considerable potential for
language socialization and language learning. The global media of the Internet may well allow
immigrants the opportunity of language socialization in a less stifling environment than that of the
average school, but we must bear in mind that this process will involve forms of literacy which may differ
significantly from traditional forms of school literacy (Christie, 1989). We must also remember that all
too often in the past we have been led into a logic of technological determinism (Barnes, 2000). For
example, innumerable articles have been written over the last 20 years extolling the ability of Word
Processors, Local Area Networks, Hypertexts, and the Internet to support literacy education and,
especially, assist second language learners (Hawisher & Selfe, 1999). Yet, despite the wholesale
technologisation of education, all the evidence shows that improvement has been slight, if indeed there
has been any at all (Lankshear, Snyder, & Green, 2000).

THE INTERNET AS AN IDENTITY FORMING DISCURSIVE SPACE

"In the contemporary period of globalization, the construction of identity and social relations is taking
place increasingly within the trans-border circulation of cultural and discursive materials," says Lam in
her article. The Internet, in particular, can be seen as a discursive space where traditionally marginalized
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groups, such as immigrants (see Lam's article) have the opportunity to find a "place at the table," express
themselves, and engage in a dialogue with a global audience (Mitra & Watts, 2002, p. 488). By
challenging traditional rhetorical structures (as in Bloch's article) and by creating new forms of Englishes,
the participants in the two studies become "speaking agents" who create a "dwelling space" which they
inhabit and from where they address the public sphere (Mitra & Watts, p. 486).

In the two articles currently under analysis, young Chinese immigrants learning English as a second
language are in the process of constructing their individual and collective identities in the discursive space
of the Internet. The construction of identity is primarily and explicitly addressed in Lam's article, one of
the most interesting articles in this emerging area of study. It successfully connects the tradition in socio-
cultural studies of language and literacy with the new possibilities created by virtual Internet communities
for language practices, socialization, and consequently, for building identities. The evidence is persuasive,
as is the author's explanation of how, through their participation in an "affinity group" (Gee, 2003), the
two teenagers form their collective ethnic identity.

In Bloch's article, while the issue of identity construction may not be explicitly addressed, it is found in at
least three parts of the text. The first is when the relationship between the individual and the group is
discussed. Through an analysis of argumentative forms, the author briefly outlines the differences in the
cultural construction of collective and individual identities and illustrates the ways in which individual
identities are negotiated in terms of group identities, taking into account that in Chinese culture "a person
sees herself as part of a group rather than as an isolated individual, as is often seen in the West." In
another part of the paper, there are conflicting construed identities shown for the journalist who is
described as being "trapped between her Chinese heritage and her role in the U.S. media." Finally, in the
process of organising a collective response, a discursive identity is outlined here for the Chinese student
who lives and studies in the US.

Two points are worth discussing here. The first relates to group-member relationship in computer-
mediated communication (CMC) environments. In his discussion of group membership, van Dijk (1998)
suggests that social groups and their members are generally distinguished by who they are, what they do,
what they want, what they believe, where they stand, what they have or don't have (p. 154). He further
argues that participants in communicative events share knowledge (personal, social, and cultural) about
each other and have a model of self and others (pp. 225-226). In the case of synchronous and
asynchronous communication encounters, it seems particularly interesting to expand research in the
direction of examining the different ways through which the negotiation of the imagined self and of the
other is construed. The two articles under discussion offer two characteristic examples in this direction.

The second point refers to the disappearance of physical boundaries of cyberspace and the effects this
may entail for the constitution of the self and of the other. For instance, Mitra & Watts (2002) argue that
"the definition of the other and the dispossessed is often predicated upon where they are and how they are
placed within that real space" and suggest that most discussion about diaspora has been primarily
predicated upon a rigorous construction of space (p. 485). The point here seems to be that, due to the
specific nature of the Internet, a shift has been noted both with respect to what is considered to be the
center and the margin, and with respect to the ways power is distributed and legitimated. For instance,
according to Mitra & Watts (2002, p. 488), the "placeless" discourse of cyberspace explodes the scope for
collaborative activism by marginal communities to global levels. This can also be seen in Bloch's
discussion of data when the possibility of a collective response is being explored by the members of the
group, and a form of a "collaborative activism" is being considered. This view of the Internet as a medium
through which forms of "collaborative activism" develop among group members and among L2 learners
in particular, seems to be a direction worth exploring further in future research.
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A GLOBAL-LOCAL DIALECTIC

The fact that the Internet has become a contact zone between the local and the global in everyday literacy
practices is beginning to receive important priority in the field of literacy, cultural, and educational
studies. Most studies approach these cross-cultural and cross-linguistic computer-mediated literacy
practices in the context of a contradiction noted in postindustrial societies between global networks and
local identities, leading to a construction of hybrid postmodern identities. The concept of "glocal," which
has been recently employed in fields such as economics, sociology, and architecture, is used as a
refinement of the concept of "global" and as a more descriptive term for what is happening in the world
today. Accordingly, global culture should not be treated monolithically as "unified" or as a "socializing
institution" into which local cultures integrate, but as a contradictory phenomenon, which entails a
dialectical relationship between the global and the local. To describe this process, Robertson (1995) has
coined the term "glocalization," which he describes as "the universalization of the particular and the
particularization of the universal." This view of glocalization assumes a dynamic negotiation between the
global and the local, with the local appropriating elements of the global which are of use, while
employing at the same time strategies to retain its identity.

We could say that the two articles not only move in this direction but also make, from this perspective,
two important contributions to L2 research. The global-local dimension is explicitly addressed in Lam's
article and related research is successfully employed to enable the author to attempt the connection.
Moreover, the glocal aspect constitutes part of the analytic process and it is clearly shown in the discussed
data. Bloch searches the degree to which literacy practices on a Usenet (especially in the argumentation
strategies employed) are shaped by factors of locality. Specifically, Bloch's study focuses on "how non-
native English speakers can take control of the discourse on the Internet for their own purposes even
when having to write in a second language" by tracing elements of "a global form of rhetoric" on an
asynchronous Usenet where individuals from different parts of the world discuss issues of particular
interest to them. The main contribution of this paper could be considered to be the analytic emphasis on
the rhetorical structure in CMC environments, an area which is not often addressed in related research
(Cubota, 2002; Toyoda & Harrison, 2002), and an implied element of contrastive rhetoric (Connor, 1996)
which would be of interest for future analysis.

CONCLUSION

In closing, we would like to raise two general points. The two texts avoid Manichaeism stances about
literacy practices on the Internet: They do not search for homogeneity or heterogeneity, imperialism or
resistance, but rather they focus on what "third cultures" or "third spaces" are constantly being created
(Kramsh, 1993). On the other hand, it is exactly at this point where we have to be particularly careful
when it comes to forms of local Englishes. This approach is interesting from the point of view of the
English language, since it draws attention to the existence of new varieties. However, this descriptive
account could establish a stance toward other languages as being subordinate to English, by placing
emphasis on traces that these other languages mark on varieties of English and by totally ignoring aspects
of power structures. The danger here is that we may be led to an apolitical relativism (Canagarajah, 1999;
Pennycook, 2001) focusing exclusively on a description of what is happening in the contact zone and
missing the effects of power and the point that electronic environments are not neutral literacy practice
environments (Koutsogiannis, 2004).

In discussing the two articles' scope and findings, we have already presented some new directions into
which literacy research in CMC environments could expand. Further, the "new communicative order"
poses a number of questions concerning the expanded new agenda and the methodological approaches
employed. For instance, the qualitative thematic analysis found in Bloch's paper is exclusively based on
text analysis and restricts discussion when it comes to cultural issues. Whereas in cases of traditional
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literacy practices the researcher often has information available concerning the participants' background
(e.g., language socialization, linguistic history), when investigating CMC literacy practices, this
information may not be available to the researcher. This background knowledge, however, may prove to
be quite important and necessary when influences from L1 and/or L2 are explored.

Moreover, although it is commonly accepted in related research that new forms of analytic and research
tools are needed in the investigation of the new media, there is still much to be done. On a final note, we
do agree with Luke (2002) who states that the new generation of critical analysis of discourse

must contend with blended and hybrid forms of representation and identity, and new spatial and
temporal relations generated by the technologically enhanced "flows" of bodies, capital, and
discourse that characterize economic and cultural globalization. These are likely to require new,
hybrid blends of analytic techniques and social theories. (p. 98)
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