NoATE paper:   Cautionary Tales from Cyberspace: context and culture online
I’m mindful that this conference is largely concerned with using networked IT for the education of adults in “the church”, however we define that.   I know Peter, Ken, Alison, Angie and Brian are going to address that in some detail, so my intention in the next hour is to flag up some of the things we as practitioners and providers need to take into account.

I’m Debbie Herring, and my excuse for being here is that I’ve just completed my PhD researching contextual theology in a cyberspace community.   I have a lot of new data, some of which I’m going to share with you, and the experience of several years’ fieldwork in an online environment.   Whilst I don’t want you to think of me as a prophet of doom – indeed, I’m quite upbeat about the agenda today – I do want to draw to your attention some of the problems and challenges that cyberspace as an environment throws up.
I’ve divided my cautionary tales up into two areas: context and culture.   The two are, of course, inextricably intertwined.   But I want to preserve some sense that the environment is one thing, and the culture that emerges within it is another.   And rather than draw all the conclusions for you – my conclusions, of course, are intrinsically provisional – I’m just going to tell you stories which have arisen in the last few years as I’ve worked in cyberspace myself, and also worked alongside people who were encountering cyberspace.   The context features are not specific to my PhD research – rather  they are chosen to illustrate things that we all need to consider.
The first is very recent.   Kim is one of my students at UTU.   She’s a woman of about 35, a nursing sister in terminal care: well educated, intelligent, and not at all easily flustered.   She registered for my postgrad module on Virtual Theology, and within two weeks was deeply distressed, angry and defensive.   My first thought was that I’d done or said something that had been painful for her, but some quite wide ranging discussion in the group quickly identified that the issue was cyberspace itself: she found it a threatening concept, was terrified of entering and expected disaster every time she connected to the internet.   If she needed to send email, she asked her husband, who is no more comfortable with the medium than she is.   The fears were vague, but real enough: fears of getting a virus, of being stalked, of encountering offensive content, of downloading by mistake something illegal.   She was showing all the physical signs of stress: losing sleep, poor appetite and impaired concentration.
Kim was *so* terrified that after discussion with her pastoral tutor, she was moved to a different module.   And I reflected on what had happened.   What I kept coming back to was that for some people, cyberspace is terrifying.   The very things that make it remarkable, the very qualities that cyberutopians see as liberating, are the very things that make it so very frightening to some people.   There are no boundaries – so a kind of conceptual agoraphobia is a real possibility.   There are no laws – so fear of crime, and fear of being a victim of crime, are legitimate concerns.   Most users do not understand the technology, so the immense power available to the user may also be a trigger for technophobia.   And the unlimited possibilities for personal contact - one to one, one to many, many to one, many to many – can make the individual feel very exposed and vulnerable.
So that’s the first thing – the environment itself is very, very scary for some people, and those of us who are not scared by it probably ought to be, just a little.

Another aspect of the context that we should be aware of is its mutability – indeed, the inevitability of change over time.   Really, as human beings in a real world, we ought to take that for granted, but we don’t.   We have this illusion that things we have committed to disk, to cyberspace, to online archives, to server space, are either totally ephemeral or permanent.   And of course, they are, until someone or some process, deliberate or not, erases or cuts off our access to the material.   But our access to things may be enhanced or impaired as technology changes: things we thought were lost may turn out to be stored in an archive or a cache, of things we thought were preserved my have become inaccessible.
When I was an undergrad here in the late 1990s (I did my BTh by distance Learning), Rob Fisher was the tutor in Philosophy, and at the time, he’d nearly finished his PhD.   He had two copies of the almost complete work on his computer.   And his hard disk failed.   Most people have a horror story like that they can draw on.   But technological changes can make that so much worse.
One of my colleagues at UTU has *his* PhD on floppy disks.   He had two copies both in a very early version of an obscure word processing package.   Once copy was lost in transit between Kenya and the UK.   Knowing that floppy disks don’t have unlimited life,  he’d very much like to make a cd-rom copy and back the thesis up to a server.   But the other is not compatible with any of the standard WP packages, and although we can get it to display the text, all formatting and especially footnotes are lost.   In order to convert the text to a standard package, he’s going to have to pay someone to process the text again and add in the footnotes one by one, all 1200 or so of them.
I started working with computers as a tech support person in ICL Abu Dhabi in 1979, and started using networked computing on a Dec 10 with dumb terminals in 1980.   Every bit of technological change, I’ve learnt incrementally as time goes on.   But I’m a bit obsessive and geeky, and even I have to work pretty hard to keep up these days as the rate of change speeds up.
Now if I, who am very familiar with computing, who works in the field and who is brighter than average, have to work hard to keep up with the technology, it’s no surprise that people who are less familiar, less technologically minded, less bright even, can’t keep up.   By the time they have learnt to use email and the internet, whole new areas have opened up: webCT and VPNs have slightly different access, slightly different rules, work in slightly different ways.   And people who have struggled to cope with the technology they started out with can become discouraged and stuck in a computing backwater where they feel safe.   If we’re going to persuade people to adopt and adapt to new technologies as they come along, we need to change the way we think about skills education.   We tend to work with the model 
Student without skill ( skill education ( student with skill.   
In fact, what we need to do is educate students to handle change and how to acquire skills – teach them the skill of keeping their skills up to date.
And to illustrate my case, here’s another cautionary tale.   It’s about another academic institution which shall remain nameless, but which is somewhat slower in taking up webCT and remote access than OBU/WCO.   This year they installed some new software and some improved systems, and for the first time ever, students re-registering for second and subsequent years can – nay, are required – to do it online.   So I spent most of September trying to sort out glitches as some of my students tried to comply.   

The problem arose because the server wouldn’t accept students’ passwords.   Why?  Because it checked the ip of the originating machine, and if it wasn’t a machine on campus, it detected the password as an attempt of compromise the system’s security.   Improved (security) technology had resulted in a serious loss of (communication) effectiveness.   Moreover, new, high graphic pages on the college site meant that students with dial-up internet connections (and yes, there are a few of us dinosaurs still around) had to wait up to 3 minutes for the front page to load.   Students with only limited computing skills were being asked to do something they had never done before (log into webCT), expect their internet connection to do something they weren’t designed for (loading a lot of graphics), in order to register – and when they got that far, if they got that far, the college system did not allow them to complete registration online because they were off campus.   No wonder they grouse that using computers is a stupid waste of time!  It was all very well the college having the whizziest, up to date machinery and programmes, but if other people can’t use it because their technology is incompatible through anachronism, then the machinery has limited value for some students.
The third aspect of the environment I’d like to draw your attention is just how varied it really is.   We get really used top working in the parts we’re familiar with.   But how familiar is any of us with the rest of the environment?   Here’s a round dozen - lets just see how many of you have ever used each of these:
email
www

web forums (yahoo groups etc)

usenet
www chat rooms (with/without cam)
MUD or MOO

MSN, AOLim or Yahoo instant messaging (with/without cam)
Internet relay chat (irc)

Place of work intranet

Web CT (OBU or other)

BBS (bulletin board systems – now obsolete)

Civic or local community network

If we’re going to use parts of cyberspace in educational ways, we need a broad overview of all the options, and we need to be able to make informed choices about how best to use one part of CMC, or a combination of several, to tackle specific learning outcomes.  There’s a danger that we’ll latch in to something that works very well with particular material and a specific set of students, and apply it to all courses and all students.   We may find ourselves breathing a sigh of relief that we’ve found something that works, and stop exploring how different parts of the territory can provide different kinds of challenges and learning experiences for our students.   Take RELOs on webCT, for example – a brilliant interactive initiative which is very promising indeed.   If they work as well as trials suggest, we could soon forget about the other ways of using the technology.   Please, don’t do that.
None of this is, if you think about it, new – I imagine you all had some idea that some people find cyberspace scary, that the technology keeps changing, and that there is an enormous number of different ways of being in cyberspace.   But these three factors together help to shape what kind of environment it is; how the ecology and the geography may affect what is going on.
So that’s the context.   What about the culture?

If you were hoping that I might be able to describe online culture in a few minutes, you are very much mistaken.   That’s like saying that you can describe, say, Asian culture, in simple terms.
What I can offer you are some characteristics of the culture operative in one part of cyberspace.   Uk.religion.christian is a Usenet group that has been in existence since 1995, so as online communities go, it’s well established and mature.   Some of the things about it are specific only to that context; others are typical of online cultures.   I’m going to pick up three things, the notion of a gift economy, what kind of community people identify themselves with, and lurkdom as a cultural phenomenon.
GIFT ECONOMY

It is a curious feature of almost all forms of internet communication that people will offer help to people whom they barely know.   This has been discussed by Kollock (1999: 220ff), who concurs with, and illustrates, Rheingold’s (1993: 59) view that what is operating is some form of gift economy.   Thus any help proffered is not concerned so much with the relationship between the people involved, but with the principle of giving freely to enhance the common pool of goodwill.
(Manchester calendar, Prayer)
Reciprocity is one of the key social norms of the medium in general and Usenet in particular.
   In this respect, uk.religion.christian is typical, both with respect to specifically religious activities (for example, the generous response to requests for prayer and for information about local churches) and also things which are off-topic for the group.   Thus someone who has a problem with his or her computer equipment will receive numerous offers of informal technical support. Since the group has a number of subscribers who are highly qualified and experienced computer experts, the free offer of their advice amounts to a donation of professional services to someone who may be a complete stranger.   One poster commented that he has found ukrc “much better for solving unix problems than the unix groups!”   Direct reciprocity is not required however:   instead, it is generally expected that each contributor adds his or her goodwill to community relationships.    Both Rheingold (1994) and Seabrook (1997) identify this quality:  Rheingold describes it as “barn raising” (1994: 27-32).
So what does that means in the case of online education?   I’d suggest that it gives us as educators a resource that is hitherto largely untapped.   By inviting students, staff members and other interested people to donate additional material, supporting resources and their own expertise and discursive input, we are in a position, if we use it widely, to change the way that whole courses are resourced, not by fixed lists of print and internet resources, but in dynamic exchange and economy driven gifts.
COMMUNITY

Part of my research was a massive questionnaire.  One of the questions I asked was “Would you describe uk.r.c as a community in some way?”  91/114 respondents said yes, which was a high figure.   I chose several quotations defining community, and invited them to say which best described their view of community.   As you can see from the table, the responses were mixed.
	Figure 18: What kind of community is ukrc?
	

	Definition
	

	From a dictionary of biology:

... an assemblage of populations living in a prescribed area or physical habitat, inhabiting some common environment. An organised unit in possessing characteristics additional to its individual and population components, functioning as a unit in terms of flow of energy and matter.   The biotic community is the living part of the ecosystem.   It remains a broad term, describing natural assemblages of variable size...
	2

	From a dictionary of philosophy
:

[a g]roup of people living a common life through reciprocal relationships.   Communities are distinguished from associations organised for specific purposes in accordance with enforceable rules.
	10

	From a popular psychologist
:

If we are going to use the word meaningfully, we must restrict it to a group of individuals who have learned how to communicate honestly with each other, whose relationships go deeper than their masks of composure, and who have developed some significant commitment to ‘rejoice together, mourn together’, and to ‘delight in each other, make each other’s conditions like our own’.
	31

	From a political scientist:

In fact, all communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined.   Communities are to be distinguished not by their falsity/ genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.
	4

	From an internet guru
:

...[a] social aggregation[ ] that emerge[s] when enough people carry on...public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace.
	44

	From a sociologist of cyberspace
:

... stable patterns of social meanings, manifested through a group's ongoing discourse...enable participants to imagine themselves part of a community.
	13

	From a sociologist
:

Community depends not only upon communication and shared interests, but also upon "communion".   The term is used most in a discourse of religious ritual, but even in non-religious contexts, the term is often chosen to describe a spiritual, emotional or, as Rheingold [...] names it, "human" feeling that comes from communication of oneself with others and the environment.
	20

	Another sociologist
:

... community encompasses the social, economic, political and cultural - solidarity and social interaction, the production and consumption of goods, the collective formation of goals and implementation of policy, and the shared experiences and symbolic constructions that bind us socially.
	4

	From a liberation theologian
:

Christian life in ... communities is characterised by  the absence of alienating structures, by direct relationships, by reciprocity, by a deep communion, by mutual assistance, by communality of gospel ideals, by equality among members.
	10

	From a dissertation on "koinonia"
:

It is not a random coming together of men [sic] because they share a common interest;  it is a coming together of those whom God has called into koinonia with Himself through His Son and in him with one another.
	9


(Talk through this table, esp Rheingold/ Anderson)
So people like to belong, and indeed, they believe they do belong, to a community without needing to define too much the exact form and relationships involved.   We need to remember that whilst we, as computer literate educators, might image a learning community in a particular way, the experience of students may lead them to image it differently, without ever disagreeing that it is a community.

Wellman and Guilia (1999:170-171)  asked a number of key questions relevant to this in their important paper on virtual communities:
1.   Are relationships on the Net narrow and specialized or are they broadly based?[…]

2.   How does the Net affect people’s ability to sustain weaker, less intimate relationships and to develop new relationships? […]

3.   Is support given on the net reciprocated? […]

4.   To what extent are strong, intimate relationships possible on the Net? […]

5.   What is high involvement in virtual community doing to other forms of “real-life” community involvement? […]

6.   To what extent does participation on the Net increase the diversity of community ties?   To what extent do such diverse ties help to integrate heterogeneous groups?

7.   How does the architecture of the net affect the nature of virtual community? […]

I was able to answer these for the community I was studying easily enough.   What I learnt from doing it was that the answers will be different for each environment, but that for any sense of being a learning community to be developed, these questions  must be asked for each learning community. 
Lurkdom
It emerged from my research questionnaire that there are a number of people who do not post messages to the group, but who feel, nevertheless, as if they are part of the community.   Extrapolating from the number of questionnaire respondents who admit to lurking on other groups, it would seem likely that there are very many more lurkers in addition to those who completed the questionnaire.   At a conference, I was approached by a woman: “Are you Debbie Herring?”.   I said yes, and she introduced herself and told me she really, really liked ukrc, the Usenet community I have been working with, and complimented me on something I’d written.   When I asked what her name was, I really couldn’t place her.   After talking at cross purposes for a while, I realized that although she felt she knew me quite well, because she’d been lurking, I’d never known she was present at all.
The ability to be invisible, and yet to have an unrestricted view of the entire life of the community, so that a lurker can actually feel included, is something that is unique to Usenet communities.   Opt-in systems – mailing lists, listservs and web groups – all require even lurkers to join formally before they can have access to the discourse of the group.   A person may choose to have their details cloaked or hidden (this is an option on most automated mailing lists), but membership is on record.   None of this holds for Usenet.   Because messages are held on open access servers, anybody may read messages for a group without leaving any record anywhere that they have done so.

Lurking in a community does not have an exact equivalent in real life.   In some ways it is similar to eavesdropping or bugging:   people are enabled to follow a conversation without revealing their presence at all.   But lurking represents something much more complicated in the context of computer mediated community.   An eavesdropper may hear all that goes on, but he or she is excluded from the rest of the experience:   movement and visual contact, for example.   A lurker is privy to every intimate detail of the life of an online community in exactly the same way as a contributor is:  he or she is fully present in terms of experiencing the group, but is completely invisible to everyone else.   Contributors to the group are aware of the presence of lurkers, and occasionally mention them:

In article <3963BA78.170D141@tnglwood.demon.co.uk>, "Bob Billing (AKA Uncle Bob)" <unclebob@tnglwood.demon.co.uk> wrote:

>(A lot of lurkers will have *absolutely* no idea what we are talking

>about.)

They'd have to be fairly short-term lurkers, IMHO

…

What seems to be occurring is a level of inclusiveness that is unparalleled in real-life communities.   Lurkers are accepted as participants in the community, and indeed posters occasionally post specifically for the benefit of lurkers:

<poster c> wrote:

> "Eternal life" <poster d>, is a free gift, but we must do our part, 
> which means faithfulness and obedience to "Whatsoever I [Jesus] 
> command you".

For the benefit of any lurkers, <poster c> is as usual completely wrong. You don't need to worry.

This relationship between lurkers and the group is apparently mutual.   The questionnaire attracted responses from a 22 people who described themselves as lurkers, including 6 for whom it had become “a part of my life” or “an important part of my life”.   One poster, who had apparently lurked for some time, claimed:

Well FWIW I've encountered more support as a lurker here than in the depression ngs.

I don’t think some of these comments quite hold true in terms of, say webCT: Students have to log in to use it, so somebody somewhere can know they’ve been reading even if they have not been posting.   Tom may be able to comment on how many students lurk?   The point is that this is an aspect of online culture that we must take into account, and may need to address: how to get people who prefer to lurk, whose comfort with the technology, public exposure and their own academic skills discourages them from interacting.   Let’s not forget that interactive models of education are innovations during the lifetime of some of our constituency.   They were expected to sit quietly and absorb information taught to them without responding.
So there are three cultural issues we must all bear in mind as we work with and for the people we are trying to educate: the intrinsic gift economy, the fluidity of the term “community” and the phenomenon of lurking.   Taking these, in conjunction with the contextual issues I highlighted earlier: the intrinsic scariness of cyberspace, the mutability of technology and the very varied ways of communicating online, we are about the business, not of electronifying the church (with apologies to Alison) but of doing something much more radical: proclaiming the gospel *anew* for two generations: those who are on the cusp of technological change, and those who are already inculturated into cyberspace.   I think we can do it (
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