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Introduction: Computer-mediated communication 
CM.C is: ·comnnmication that takes place between human 

beings via the instn1mentality of computers ' (Herring, 1996: 1 ). 
Thus it is communication enabled by specific information and 
communications technologies (ICTs) which we can refer to as 
the various types of CMC. Within such a broad definition as 
Herring' s, the present range of CMC types includes email, 
postings on electronic bulletin boards and lists, telephone text
messaging (SMS), internet relay chat (IRC), communication in 

· text-based multi-user domains and virtual worlds (MUDs and 
MOOs), video and audio conferencing. Explanations for 
acronyms and technical terms are provided in the glossary at the 
end of this paper. 

Dimensions of CMC 
Categorising types of CMC is, on the face of it, quite 

straightforward: it is either text-based or not; it operates in real 
time or not. In fact there is a multiplicity of CMC dimensions, 
and distinction~ -2twe(..n these are not always clear. In some 
cases there is a lack of agreement on what is and what is not 
CMC. 

There is nonetheless a commonly held two-way distinction 
between CMC types which is followed in this paper. 

Temporally, a distinction can be made between 
synchronous CMC, where interaction takes place in real time, 
and asynchronous CMC, where participants are not nece~sarily 
online simultaneously. We can also distinguish between text
based and non text-based CMC. -----



. ynchronous CMC includes various types of tcxt-bascu 
nlin chat. computer audio and video confercncin ,. 

nsynchronous CMC encompasses email, discussion forums an~ 
mailing lists. The temporal dimension (synchronous versus 
asynchronous) and the textual dichotomy (text-based CMC or 
not) are represented in figure I as a 4-way matrix, including 
examples of CMC types. 

I 
synchronous 

internet relay chat CMC video 

conferencing 
-

text-based non text-
CMC based CMC 

em{lil web-based 

multimedia asynchrono 
usCMC 

I 

figure 1 Some dimensions of CMC 

Further distinctions can be made: between CMC which 
takes place over local area networks (LAN CMC) or over the 
internet; between CMC w.hich is one-to-one, one-to-many, few
to-many, and so on. 

As technology grows in sophistication, so such distinctions 
ever fracture and fragment. There are thus ·certain shortcomings 
associated with a straightforward categorisation of CMC types, 
however helpful such distinctions may seem. 

Synchronous ~ext-based CMC . 
This paper includes discussion of one type of CMC in 

particular: synchronous text-based CMC (SCMC). 
SCMC discourse is not face-to-face spoken 

communication, but nonetheless takes place in real time, like 
speech. The sense that SCMC is in some way a hybrid of speech 
and writing, or that it bridges the divide between the two, drove 
much early research into this type of interaction. 
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One can understand why when the characteristics of 
SCMC are sun1111arised: 

SCMC is text-based human-human communication via 
computers SCMC discourse happens in real ti1ne, i.e. 
synchronously turns in the forms of SCMC under discussion in 
this paper cannot be seen by other participants until they have 
been sent. participants can scroll back and forth to re-read 
previously sent stretches of discourse text. 

The real time nature of SCMC prompts participants in the 
discourse to consider it as similar to spoken casual conversation. 

This inclination is reflected in c01nmentary on the 
discourse type. Werry describes the language of a variety of 
SCMC, internet relay chat (IRC). He maintains that: • ... one can 
identify a com1non impulse: an ahnost 1nanic tendency to 
produce auditory and visual effects in writing, a straining to 
make written words simulate speech' (1996:58). Motteram .,,, .... 
(2000:85) refers to IRC as "written conversation', and Chun 
1 1994 :290) believes that synchronous computer-n1ediated 
:sentences ' ... strongly resemble what would be said in a spoken 
~onvcrsation.' 

Extract below displays many characteristics of 
interaction in synchronous text-based CMC. 

(1) 
Felix: Michael what does RealPlayer encoder do? 
1t converts wav into au ?? Does it make the files smaller ?? 

Michael C: Like I'm very considerate when I talk to MAD 
because I know she's so sensitive! 

Maggi: Could son1eone really read all n1y ICQ n1essages? 
Felix: He is turning into you now Mad. 
Felix: Yes Mad ... 
Ying-Lan: I read it. 
Maggi: ROTFLMAO 
Michael C: Encoder converts .wav to .rn1 and yes it makes 
the files ~ lot smaller. 
Felix: thanks for the info Mike 
Maggi: Really Felix ... they could? 
Vance : Is encoder free? 
Michael C: MAD - what id ROFLMAO? 
Felix: i think so 

53 



J'vlichael C: Encoder is free. 
Felix: Yes, Maggie .. My sis and i got serious probkms with it .. .. 
Maggi: Rolling on the floor laughing my ass off ... 
Michael C: What was that about watching your mouth? 
Vance: There's another use of Off, sort of movement, 
figuratively. 
Maggi: Well...there is some interesting stuff on minc ... hmmmm 
Felix: LOL 
Felix: @Mad 
Maggi: that wasn't my mouth ... :-) 

Typical features of SCMC discourse are evident in the 
extract above. There appears to be more than one conversation 
happening at a time; abbreviations are common; capitalisation 
and punctuation seem to be optional; and there is heavy use of 
acronyms, emoticons . (smileys) and letter reduplication to 
represent the paralanguage and prosodics of face-to-face spoken 
conversation in writing. 

Virtual environments and virtual communities 
Data in this paper, including that in extract 1, derives from 

the SCMC forum of Webheads, a group of English language 
lean1ers and tutors who meet on the internet, in a particular kind 
of virtual environment called a MUD: a Multi-User Domain. 

In these virtual spaces on the internet participants can 
interact with one another in real-time - can hold written 
conversations - in a range of rooms or other v~rtual spaces 
which they or the system designers have created. 

Developed as games in the 1960s (Eastment, 1999), these 
virtual spaces were originally entirely text-based; with the 
advances of the technology, participants in some MUDs can 
now design their own virtual characters which can interact 
visually with other participants and with the virtual spaces 
which have two- or three-dimensional graphic effects. 

The internet allows users to log on . to. MUDs from any 
remote site worldwide. 

As with IRC most interaction in a MUD is text-based and 
synchronous. However, in addition to the ability to interact with 
the environment as well as other participants, a MUD di ffers 
from IRC in ~hat it offers other ways of communicating within 
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its program: email. mailing lists. bul letin boards. and r aging 
(Ioannou-Georgiou. 200 l ). 

The group under discussion. fVehheads. meets lor SCiV1C 
chats in a MUD. The sessions where dJta in this paper derives 
from were held weekly at a Ml D cJlkd The Palace. Wehheud,· 
members - tutor~ and students - gathered there for infomial 
text-based chat sess ions on a \\~de range of topics. 

The Palace describes itself as a ·graphical avatar chat' 
(from its homepage). The Palace (figure l ) makes strong use of 
the graphical element of CMC by allowi ng for the creat ion of 
movable cn-arars. or pictorial representations of participants . 

.:.J 
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c;_k~H.#4 l~:'Y'~llt ...... t ~I I'"--" 
r"l.I • , - • .-oe '.J .,.. .,--.o:~· 
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figure 1 The Palace in terface 

The t~rm arawr is borrov;~d from Hinduism: Vishnu is 
said 10 appi:·ar on c:irth in om: of ten incarnations. or Jvatar..,. Jn 
tht.: main \\ indow we see the a\'atars \ ·iih their nickname labtl'">. 
1 urrs in The Palace ar~ 1: p .. d in tht: 'Xhite box to 1•

1;arch the 
l'oltom of 1hl! screen. and app..:ar in spt~ch bubble:> JbOVt; th~ 

2ppropriatc nvatar. 
A Jog of 1he tex ~ can b~ v rt. v,ed as i1 unfolds in thL: box 011 

t!:c ri~hl of . lhe frJmc. Thi::> ch:ll log pru\jcJe~ :t m11ri: '> ldblc 
r..:::r.,,rd of 1/J.: i n1~r'1 \.."t ion Linn th~ 1pt:ech bubbki.., . '-'lw.:h 
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. . . l'I ,. . vhorl time on Lhc screen . ·1 hr.; text-ba:,r.;d 
'. lt s : ipp<.:~ll '.

1 
i; i d " (J Jt: rrinr' I <JCJ9 · Chern y. 1999: 154) in that 

111f <..:1';1 c.; l1 0 11 1s one way t >' . • . . 

I . . , . '"'Y other nc1rl1c1pants unt il afler th~:; !Jr~ 1 ur11 ~; c:1111101 1c.; seen / ,, 

S<..: lll. h SCMC . . 
It should be hornc.: in mind Lhat w en . mler_acllon 

.: · . II L· I •. nlac.:e parlic ipants can see the text unfoldm6 on 
011 g 1ncl Y c.l<<.:S ,, ' h b 

· ·1·h I · able to scro lJ back up t c text ox on their screens. c;y an.: a so . . 
d . · , i s of the interacti on. and cut the scrc.:cn to rc-rca previous par · 

and past<.: text rrom the log into a word _ documcn~. 
These properti es raise intcrest111g ~ucst1 ons about the 

r<.: lationship of text to discourse. There 1s a cornm?n clear 
distinction bclween text and discourse, sumrnanse_d by 
Scidlhofcr and Widdowson ( 1999:206), where ' text is the 
linguistic product of a discourse process.' Jn the case of spoken 
di scou~·sc analysis, the interaction is usually recorded and 
transcribed prior to analysis, effectively separating the text from 
the context. Regarding SCMC, participants have immediate 
access to the linguistic product of the di scourse process. They 
can read the text (the product) as the interaction (the process) 
unfolds. 

Webheads: a community of practice online 
Referring to data from a single online community in thi s 

paper has a number of advantages. 
Firstly, we can emphasise that technology operates within 

a social sphere. The contention in this paper is that the language 
of CMC is shaped by both the technology and the social context 
within which it operates. 

Prioriti sing the social at times avoids a restric tion to 
deterministic accounts of CMC discourse whereby lingui stic and 
discourse features are directly attributed to an autonomous 
technology. 

. Secondly, we can avoid viewing realures oC the di scourse 
as solely textual. Micro-analysis of conversation. including the 
written conversation described in this paper, runs the risk of 
treating the text as independent of the circumstances or it_· 
produc~ion : ~his tendency of micro-analysis can be lcn1p ... red b. 
grounding 1t rn accounts of the social context of the comm uni t~. 
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, \11d tlilrd ly. a co111rnu11ily serves as a very usefu l 
L' ~) 11I L''.: lu . ll b:1sis. I ly111 cs ( 1971.f: .. I ) riolcs tlrn1 l'or an ndcquatc 
:1 pprp:1r It l \ 1 I :111 ~ u:1 !..!t.:: 

,, H ! " 
r. 

Writing for Webheads: I 
I 
I 
I 

An experiment in world friendship through online language 1 

learning 

Vance, Michael. end Maggi'$ onlinc course with 

EFI, C11 English fo r Internet (Real Time Class) 

bplore our 
Virtual 

Community 

l < ·.- > I 

Ch.•i w1lh v> 

Wq 

I ' • :.~ :t -r .. ~tlJ h 

-- .. !..."' "'"l":" } · ·:c . \- ~ .. - 11" 

--,.,- -

c · Not Online 
\.).!'njlll l>l'I 

lN roov• ocm !l»Jld !ell )tU If VCllCc_St.-.= Is 
l~d oo to 'IJ,ool #csw1'}\r ruj1t '°'· 

I 

... one cannot take linguistic form. a given code. or even 
sp~ech it ·d r. J J lim iting fr3111c of reference. One must take as 
context n community . or nd '-\'ork or persons. investigating its 
comm unic;i l in~ activities JS a whole. so that any use of channel 
nnd code lake its pince as part or the reso urces upon which the 
mem ers dra' . 

ff ehheads is an online community of English language 
earner:. teachers and others whi ch lrns been meeting on the 
1Hcrnt:l since 1998. lvfany of the learners participating in 
!'ehheads arc al o simultaneously enrolled in classroom-based 
anguagc courses. 
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Webheads· for them has provided an opport unity fo 
communication with other learners and more expert u~ers of the 
language. Figure 2 shows the Webheads homepage: 

Figure 2 The Webheads homepage 

What happens with Webhead~· bears little resemblance to 
traditional teaching, or even to more established forms of 
distance learning. 

As the group's founder, Vance Stevens (200 l ) sa,, s, 
Webheads has the ability to: ' ... do an end run around the teacher 
and ptit students in touch with other target language speakers in 
authentically communicative situations.' The dissimilari ty of 
Webheads to a traditional classroom teaching situation is further 
stressed when we are reminded that Webheads meets online, and 
thus issues surrounding control of the discourse are raised. 
Stevens (2001) sums up his view of the dynamics of Web/wads: 

Conducting online classes, or trying to monitor chats to 
whlch we invited all comers, or moderating lists or bulletin 
boards, is another endeavor not unlike herding cats. 

Not impossible to control ~ but perhaps undesirable to 

control. Undesirable because such projects tend to take on lives 
of their own. The organic nature of online interactions is a great 
asset, and in my Webheads project, I've just set wheels in motion 
and greased and nurtured them with a bit of HTML and email. 
and then I sit back and enjoy the serendipitous outcomes. 

What started as a small-scale and at best partial ly 
successful online writing course has evolved into a broader. 
looser conglomeration of learners~ tutors, researchers and others 
meeting in a variety of spaces on the internet. 

But what sort of community is "f!Vebheads? Overlapping 
with the notions of speech community (Hymes, 1974; Savill -
Troike, l 982) and discourse community (Swales. 1990), thougl 
also including learning within its definition is the community ~ r 
practice. 

A community of practice is a community dedi m d t 

learning and advancing knowledge and know-how in gi \1e1 

subject area among its members (Wenger 1998; Lave an 
Wenger, I 991 ). 
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Communities of practi . -ugg" ts '.'cngcr ( 19 8 ) . . ~ 
everyv.,·here, and indi\ iduals long to 3. num .!r o ccmrnumtles 
of practice, including virtual on~s : ·:\cross a \ or\d \id" '· ' of 
computers, people congregate in \ irtu:!l sp~ces and de\ elop 
shared ways of pursuing their common interests' { \ 998:6-7 ). 
Wenger· s definition of a comm unit:· of prc.c ice is ?.Sed on 
indi idua\s · joint pursuit of all kinds of en.erprise. re.sl!lti = in 
interaction. mutual engagement and . in his erms. \ea.TT.ing . 
(\Vcnger. 1998:7): 

Over time. this collecti\'e learning results in pre.e t.ice- U-2 
reflect both the pursuit of our en erprises ~-:d the a end::.n 
social relations. These practices are thus tI'.e prnpen: of 2. kir. .... 
of community created over time by the sus~air.ed pursui o'" a 
shared enterprise. It makes sense. therefo re. to C311 these ki .ds 
of communities communities of praclice. 

Practice is seen as the source of coherence of a 
comm unit •. The dimensions of practice. fo r \\'enger. c.re mutual 
engagement, a joint enterprise. and a shared repertoire of \ "J.\ 'S 

of doing things ( 1998:49). · 
Research on communities of prac ice involves: · ... close up 

analysis of face-to-face interaction in a num r of rather well
established settings and social relationships like \\ Ork.:hops, 
classrooms and prof cssional groups of one kind or 3110lher· 
(Rampton. 2000: I 03 ). YirtuJI communities of pmctice differ 
from other virtual networks. ~c ording o Jc'1IL<:O:l 
(forthcoming): learn ing i ti1c main goJI. n th r th2n soc i~ising 
(social networks): task completion (vi rtu:il t~s): o:-

information cxchangt:. 
Considerati on of H bl?t' d 35 a communi : of p~!i . c. 

with a shared reperto ire o di cou~.: :l:1d li: ~ : p .... ~ ~ccs. 2..!.j 

where learning of somc sort (t.i:e join nt rpi _~ ) :s in-. ohc ;. 

b bl n • t\ rt"' of\ ",....... ;,..,. <'Q; ,... ., C" ,_... ' would seem to e reasonn e. . #, - · -~ i 1
••

11
_ c • · c .• · ·-: 

• f t • 

be of many ki nds: language l eamir.~ . 1 '- • c'.~~ ~. _: : ·_:n.::c 
about the tcchnologie of C. 1C. ·10 tr.~e ".= ..:~ .... ~..! :.:;=-· - ~~ 
b t the specific discourse p!c! ~t.i ces oft!: - c:-::~·..:::: 1 : . . L::~ . . ., a OU . . . • 

holds ( 1999:24) that : ·Certainly le8"ning _lrnJ~~:: . .: ~:---'... ~~ .... ~ 
part of becoming ~ me~1b~r ~ f J com~1unn:·_ ~ .... F';~;:~~ .. 

P 
·
1
· · o C' 1C v.nhtn CALL Ro!c:" ~,. l.. ... . i ••. l. ~ , 

OSI l OOIOc ,\ . -
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\~l e h:ivc ii1tn,duri.:d till· i111l'111:11i,111:1 l P1ili11v 1•u1111111111 i1v oil 

tl11..· hl'nrl L'l'this pnp·r (ll'd1 '11'1 1< /s). tll · : qlllr~· wlH·1,· it tlHTl " ( l lw 

M\11) '"' ' /lu/111 '1'), tllld lhc; tYl'L' ur i11tl' tllr tin 11 i11 vo lvt·d 

(svnd1n,1HHI~ (.'I\ I(') . .'\t thi s ptli11t "''' rct11rn lo tltl' 11.1'1H·11tl 
qt~l'Sli'11l or wh1.·rc ( 'f'vl(' Ii IS Wi th l'l) l\ L'l..'p li11Jl :~ u l' t'O lllj)lll( 'I 
tlssistcd l t11\t~11 : 1 gc k:1rni1111

• (l ' 1\ 1.1.). 
r ('l'I\ ;md \i\/:irsi.:llnuL'I' ( } 000} po~:t ll Ull :1ppH 111r liL·: . In 

l'!\1 .1. within 1111'1.:c bru:1d li1111.ui sti l: nrit:11t11tiulls '. :·lnH·t11ntli ·:1, 
cog11itin.\ t\\H.1 s1lcinn)g11itivr (with the l'm:11s on tltL' 'so1.·io ' ), 
I cspite thi.: ral si.: implic:1ti l111 tlwt su ·Ii 111:1tlns nrc i.:1 ·nr- ·u1. the 
thl'L'L'-Way disli11 ·til)l1 Sl'l'\'('S :IS :I l'r:llllL'WOl'k l'ol' 11 11 ('V ·rvii.;w nl' 
the l'VOl\'ing roh.·s or the c:ompul 'r within c:1d1 p:1rncli1 1,ll l. These 
arc olkn vii.:wi.:d i11 tn111s or apposite ll1c t11plio rs. ·1 ht.: 
structuralist p:1radig111 is associ:\lcd with drills. gr:Hn11wr 11 11d 
v Knhulary cxcrciscs a11d ll'sting.. 

TIK' rnk or the cnmpuh.:r within such all approoi.;li is 
' qui7.mastcr· und 'knower-o l'-thc-ri ght-answ1,;r ' (.1011 ·s ond 
Fortcscuc, 1987:5) l ll' 'tutor' (Tnylor, I 980, cited in 1.l'vy. 
1997:81 ). 

In a cognitivi.: model or /\I .I .. computers providt.! karners 
with opportunities lor problem-solving :mcl hypothesis testing. 
in particular in simulated cnvirnnnu;nts. 

Li.:arncrs arc responsible for doing something with the 
resources provided by the program (Kern ~mcl Wnrschaut.:r, 
1000:9): in Jones and Forll'scue' s terrninology the computer is 
vil.!wcd as a ' stimulus· (I 987:(,). 

Kern and \iVmschaucr st:J tc thnt in a sociocogniti vc 
framework. mc:ming is located : ' in the interaction between 
interlocutors. writers imd readers; constrninccl by inll:rpn.:tivc 
rules of the relevant discourse CO l1111Hlllity' (2000 : 7). 

In n sociocognit ivc approach to C !\LI .. the computer is 
consiclcrccJ to be a ' too l ' (Levy. 1997:83) or a ' too lk i t' (Crool . 

1994 , cited in f' crn :md \Varschaucr. 2000: I I). C1\ Ll. wi thin the 
sociocognitivc framework has, for l cm nn<l WJrschnucr 
(2000: 13). J Cl'vl ' role: 'To provide altcrnnti vc contex ts l'or 

soci3J interacti on: to l'acilitatc access lo existing d iscourse 
communities and the cr~ati on or new ones.' 

Levy's concept of' com1mter os tool is somcwhJl wickr. 
and subsumes the 'MC role. According to I .evy ( 1997:84 ): 
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'This role for the computer [as a tool] is a fundamental one. It is 
the basis for the computer's widespread acceptance and use ... '. 
Levy lists some computer tools that can aid language learning: 
word processor programs, concordancers, "email, text-based and 
video-based computer conferencing [synchronous CMC], 
dictionaries) databases and archives (1997:84). For Levy, the 
conceptualisation of computer as tool also enables a shift of 
control towards learners, focusing on: ' ... how well the tool 
helps the user accomplish the task, not how well the computer · 
can teach' (1997:204). 

Levy's later (2000) distinction is more basic than the 
tutor/stin1ulus/tool metaphor. He distinguishes artefact CALL 
from CMC-based CALL. A CALL artefa.ct, in Levy's words 
(2000: 179) '.. . can include any (CALL 1 materials that have 
been specially designed and created for the purposes of language 
learning.' CMC-based CALL is CALL used for human-human 
interaction, via email, text-based CMC, audio and video 
conferencing, and discussion lists. 

Levy's .distinction illuminates the difference between 
computer as tutor and computer as tool. In summary, and to 
quote Levy (2000: 183): 'Whereas artefact design generally sets 
the computer into the role of tutor for human-computer 
interaction, CMC-based CALL uses the computer in the role of 
tool to facilitate human-human interaction. Not surprisingly, the 
research goals and methods are rather different in focus and 
intent in each situation.' 

A further distinction can be made between CMC-based 
CALL on local area networks (LAN CALL) and CMC-based 
CALL which takes place over a global network, principally the 

internet (World CALL). 
The items of terminology LAN CALL and World CA LL 

were coined by Debski and Levy ( 1999). 
Asynchronous World CALL, in the form of email 

exchanges, has long been available~ early synchro~ous ~~C
hased CALL was ·restricted to LANs, usually operating within a 
local physical space such as a computer laborat.or~ . . . 

With the continuing development, sophistication, _and, m 

rt f the world ease of access to ICTs, particularly many pa s o , . . . 
MOOs and lRC, text-based SCMC has become mcrcasmgly 

61 



used in World CALL. Sp~cific SCMC-?ased ~orld C~LL 
· h t d to relate t9 long-distance 1nternat1onal projects t us en . . . 

· f e sort or another J·ust as their email equivalents meetings o on ' 
do. 

The Webheads group can be considered an extended 

World CALL project in this sense. 
· We should add to this set of roles t~e ,on~ noted by 

Warschauer concerning the role of English vis-a-vis computer 

technology (Warschauer, 2001 :4): 
Just ten years ago . . . it was very c?mmon for. ,those 

involved in CALL to say that ·A c01nputer's JUSt a tool ; 1t s not 
an end in itself but.a means for learning English., . .. Yet earlier 
this year, an English teacher in Egypt told me ~his, and this is_ a 
real quotation from a real teacher: 'English is not an end 1n 
itself; it's just a tool for being able to use computers and get 
information on the Internet.' 

Sociocultural perspectives on CMC-based CALL 
We now tum to sociocultural perspectives on CMC-based 

CA~L. A view in CMC-based CALL research grounded in 
social theory has been invoked as the basis for research into 
collaborative learning. Within a broad sociocultural approach. 
the term 'constructivism' has emerged as a label for CALL 
teaching and research which stresses that what is learnt depends 
in large part on the experience of learning within a particular 
social environment. 

Paying attention to the social background of learners is of 
prime importance when investigating the discourse of 
communities of learners who are participating in social 
computing. Debski (1997:209) summarises this shift to the 
recognition of the social in CALL research: 'CALL theory and 
practice is ... diminishingly about con1puters and computer 
software. 

Today' s CALL is about how learners can establish optimal 
relationships between then1selves and learnino resources via . e;, 

computer-supported media in order to pursue real 
communicative tasks. ' 

The notion that interaction in the broader social context is 
of r~levanc.c to lear.ning sten1s in no small part from Vygotsky' s 
social theory. Central to Vygotsky' s theorv is the view that 

" 
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on the; subjective judgement or individual teachers. \Vood, 
Bruner and Ross ( 1976) arc more specific in their proposal of 
six functions or scaffoldcd help: 

I. recruiting interest in the task 
2. simplifying the task 
3. maintaining pursuit of the goal 
4. marking critical features and di screpancies between 

what has been produced and the ideal solution 
5. controlling frustration during problem solving 
6. demonstrating an idealised version of the act to be 

perforn1ed 
Collaboration with reference to the metaphor of 

scaffolding has parallels with the interaction hypothesis (Long, 
1983). Both use as a central image the notion that learners are at 
a cert~in place in development and can be drawn into another 
more developed space, either by input and negotiation for 
meaning, or by scaffolded help (including, perhaps, input). 
Morebver, both are concerned with the task as the focal learning 
activity. 

Sociocultural theory, however, allows us to view language 
learning as just one part of a learner's development. In the case 
of a virtual community such as the Wehheadc;; group, the concern 
may equally be how scaffolding aids in the development of the 
skills of electronic literacy which · constitute part of an 
individual's electronic con1municative competence. 

In the following section we investigate scaffolding further 
with direct reference to data from transcripts of SCMC 
interaction within the Webhead~· community. 

Learning the skills of electronic literacy Instances 
resembling conventional aspects of language teaching and 
learning do occur in the Webheads- SCMC sessions, though not 
with great frequency. For the remainder of this paper we 
investigate how aspects of the development of the ski I ls of 
electronic literacy are evident in the text of Wehheads SCMC 
discourse. The phrase skills of electronic literacy can be used as 
a convenient shorthand tenn for a number of types of 
knowledge. As they relate to learning in the Wehheads group. 
they correspond roughly to certain con1ponents or 
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com nunicative competence ll lymes, 1972~ Canale and Swain. 
1980). 

Here. we outline a tentative proposal for a set of 
components of electronic communicative competence as they 
relate to the particular context of this study (the SCMC foru1ns 
of the JVebheads community). 

The components or electron1c communicative competence, 
adapted from the model of Canale and Swain ( 1980), include the 
following: 

A knowledge of the linguistic system. It is not necessary, 
howev~r., to be an e.xpert user of the language of the community 
to pm11c1pate effectively in SCMC. 

. The spe~d. of turn-taking is slower than in spoken 
d1scour:e ; participants can scroll back up the screen to re-read 
parts of the conversation, and logs of the text can be saved and 
studied at a later tin1e. There are thus arguments for the use of 
SCMC in language. 

A knowledge of the discourse patterns involved. 
One view of cohesion in SCMC suggests that it operates to 

an extent through the organisation of various types of 
conversational floor (Cherny. 1999; Simpson, 2003). For 
participants, managing these floors and perhaps contributing to 
different floors in parallel, requires new skills. Regardless of 
one's level of competence in the language of the virtual 
environment, the ability to manage threads of SCMC discourse 
is a primary skill. This aspect of electronic communicative 
con1pctence can be extended to include what Hauck and Hampel 
(2003) call multimodal competence. This is the ability to 
participate in a number of online and onscreen communicative 
activities at once. An example would be contributing to a voice 
conference while partidpating in text-based CMC. 

A knowledge Qf the technology. This knowledge 
encompasses both access to the ~echnology (the comp~er 
hardware and an internet connection) but also a techmcal 
knowledge enabling a participant to downl~a? parti~ular 
software, to log on to -the system, and to JOm a virtual 

com1nunity amongst other things. . 
A knowledge of the sociocultural ru~e:\' of a particular 

virtual community. Not all virtual commumt1es are the same. 

65 



. ~ . 1 t of electronic communicative competence 
1 h~ Jrn.1 aspcc ~ . . h · 
. k 1 dgc of the roles of part1c1pants, t e topic range mcludcs a now e d 

· tl context and the broa purposes of 
expected in 1c ' • . . 
· · · · tile context. Hymes' parameter appropnacy is commu111cat1on 111 • • . 

d b tlll·s aspect of electronic commumcat1ve 
subsume Y · . . · . 

1-1 nics framed tlus aspect of knowledge and abili ty com pctence. Y . . 
r. • tJ1tis · ·Whether (and to what degree) something 1s 
1or use · · · I · 

· ,,, (adequate happy successful) 1n re atlon to a approprra ~ , ' 
context in which it is used and evaluated' ( l 972a:28 l ). In 
Canale and Swain's ( 1980) model, for an utterance to be deemed 
appropriate it should conform to the. sociocultural rules of use 
( 1980:30): 'The primary focus of these rules is on tqe extent to 
which certain propositions and communicative functions are 
appropriate within a given sociocultural context depending on 
contextual factors such as topic, roles of participants, setting, 
and norms of interaction.' 

To be literate in the modern age will mean to be literate in 
electronic media. This is commensurate with a need to acquire 
communicative competence with technology. 

In addition to development of the skills involved with face 
to face speaking and listening, and traditional reading and 
writing, a literate person needs, therefore, to develop the skills 
and strategies involved in computer mediated communication 
and web literacy. 

For the re1nainder of this section we focus on two areas of 
electronic communicative competence: discourse competence 
and technological competence. These are discussed as being 
associated with the development of the skills of electronic 
literacy: 

Learning to manage the discourse aspects of SCMC (for 
example, navigation between · floors): an element of discourse 
competence, sometimes associated with multimodal 
competence. 

Leaming the technical skills required to participate 
successfuIIy in SC.MC: an element of technological competence. 

The first s~dl , ~he. management of discourse aspects of 
~CMC, reJates pnmanly in this study to the ability to partkipate 
m text~based SCMC discourse. This requires a broad range of 
sub-sk1I1s. 
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Below in this section, we examine a stretch of di ~cou -:e 
text where a novice participant is learning how to take part 
successfully in SCMC discourse by opening a log of the text 
chat. This is, of course, a demonstration of a very small aspec 
of how the discourse of SCMC is managed by participants. A~ 
noted earlier, participants not only converse in different areas of 
a particular SCMC space, but also take part in a number of 
different online conversations - both text-based and voice
based - at a time. 

The second skill overlaps with the first to a great extent. 
The ability to participate in SCMC of any kind requires gaining 
access to the relevant technology. We see later in this section 
how the boundary between discourse competence and 
technological competence is not necessarily clearly defined. as 
we discuss an instance where a Webheads member is being 
taught how to navigate around a MUD. -

The relationship between discourse and technology is not 
new in the history of literacy. However, with chirographic and 
typographic literacy the technology has been interiorised. to use 
Ong ' s (1982) term, to the extent where the interplay of the 
participant and the technology is unremarkable. Conversely an 
examination of electronic literacy at a relatively early stage in its 
development can highlight instances where participants struggle 
to master the technology: a prerequisite for effecti e 
participation in the discourse. 

Managing the discourse of SCMC The following stretch of 
discourse text, extract 2~ shows how individuals are taught how 
to use the log of chat in this virtual environment. First \.Ve 

outline the topic framework, features of context noted as a 
preliminary to analysis (Brown and_ Yule, 1983 :78). The topic 
framework, incorporating features of context can be noted thus: 

Conversation in the graphical MUD The Palace betv een 
Ying-Lan Brazil (learners with 1fehheads), Vance, Magd,i 
(tutors wi~h rVebheads). and dodo (a visitor and nev.· .Wehheacls 
learner), early in the history of rVeb~eads SCN1~ meetm~s., . 

The concept of the conversational floor is also i~~ oked._ 
The conversational floor is a construct from tl:e trad1t1on ~ 

. alysis comprising the followmg elements. 
conversation an , - . . ·. · n t · c 

. . t (and tl1eir roles) · verbal act1 ity (compns1no p1 
part1c1pan s ' 
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and communicative action) (Edelsky, 1981 ; Shultz et al., 1982: 
Hayashi , 1991; Cherny, 1999)~ and mediu~-.relate? features 
such as the semi-permanent record of the interaction in the 
discourse text as it scrolls up the screen. The extract sho\ ·s a 
multiple conversational floor corn.prising a main floor and a side 

floor. 
(2) 

Ying-Lan: "Put""'' before 
your sentence, It wi 11 
keep your ballon for a long time. 

2 Vance: "True, but m9st of us are using 

the chat log . .. 
Do you know how to do that? 

3 dodo: "thanks 
4 dodo: no , would you tell me? 
5 MAD: @64,64 !It's MAD 
6 Vance: Options I Log Window 
7 MAD: Hi .. . who is dodo? 
8 Vance: Dodo is from China, Guangdong. 
9 Vance: He's a new student. · 
10 dodo: hi, mad 
11 Vance: Dodo, do you have a log window on 

now? 
12 Ying-Lan: " Opne /Option/ and mark toolbox 

you 
· can see the tool box window at your lefe 

hand. Click · 

the log you will see our converaton record. 
13 Ying-Lan: left hand 
14 Ying-Lan: hi, mad 
15 Brazil: But where do 1 save the log?? 
16 MAD: Michael is late! 
17 Vance': I usually just copy it to the 

buffer and paste 
it to a word document 

For our purposes here we are concerned with the m2 
floor, a collaborative floor, thus we may ignore the side floor, 
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side sequence. surrounding the arrival of Maggi: turns 5. 7- l 0, 

14 and 16. 
The collaborative floor which remains can be named 

according to the three components of floor: participants, verbal 
activity, and topic. Thus we can label it: Ying-Lan and Vance 
explaining to dodo and Brazil how to use features of chat in The 
Palace. 

Although the label given to the floor captures the broad 
picture, it comprises three distinct phases. Ying-Lan begins by 
explaining to dodo how to make the turn in the speech bubble 
remain on the screen for longer than normal (turns l and 3): 

(2a) 
l an: "Put 11

"
11 before your sentence, 

keep your ba\lon for a long time. 

3 dodo: "thanks 

The central collaborative teaching is done in the middle 
turns when Ying-Lan and Vance explain to dodo how to read the 
chat log: 

(2b) 
2 Vance: "True, but most of us are using 

the chat 
log. Do you know how to do that? 

4 dodo: no, would you tell me? 
• 

6 Vance: Options I Log Window 

11 Vance: Dodo, do you have a log window 

on now? 
12 Ying-Lan: "Opne /Option/ and mark 

toolbox , 
you can see the tool box window at your 

lefe hand. 
Click the log you will see our converaton 

record. 
13 Ying-Lan: left hand 
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One point to note concerning extracts ~a a nd 2b is that 

h h 1 · n learner with 1¥ebheads. Ymg-Lan a.dopts a 
t oug s 1e 1 s . l 

· I l 1 tli•' topic is one of discourse. rat 1er than tutoring ro e w 1e1 '"' . _ , 
linouistic competence. She is nn experienced use r ot SCMC, 

altl~ough her level of English is not high. . 

F . 11 Brazil initiates a two-part exchange with Vance ma y. · · 
1 which completes the collaborative floor under d1scuss1on 1ere. 

(2c) 
l 5 Brazil: But where do I save the log ?? 

17 Vance: I usually just copy it to the 
buffer and paste it to a word document 

Text-based SCMC would seem to be an appropri ate 
medium for collaboration in learning the skills of electronic 
literacy from a lanouaue learner·s point of view. The 

' 0 0 

conversation in SCMC above is essentially about SCMC 
discourse. Self-reflective metalinguistic interaction of this kind 
is suited to SCMC for two reasons. Firstly. the discourse type 
provides a textual record of the interaction: language learners 
and novices in SCMC discourse can scroll back up the log and 
re-read previously posted turns. Also. interaction, though 
synchronous, does not occur as quickly as spoken conversation. 
When the number of current participants is low, learners are able 
to follow the text more carefully than they would be able to with 
spoken discourse. 

Technological competence 
The previous example demonstrated how discourse 

competence may be developed in SCMC interaction. However. 
discussion in the chat also extended to the technological: 
participants have to know how to open a chat text log before 
they can use it as a space for conversation. ln the._ second 

example of this section, extract 3, the skill beino tauoht relates 
b t:' 

to technological competence and also, indirectly, to discourse 

con1petence. The topic fran1ework and activated contextual 
features are: 

70 



Conversation in the graphical MOO The Palace betwe.en 
Vance (tutor with Webheads) and Ying-Lan (learner with 
Webheads). 

(3) 

1 

2 
3 
4 
5 
6 

7 
8 

9 

Ying-Lan: /\I don't understand what you 
were talking about the room of the 
campus by 
email. 
Vance: OK, press ctrl-G 
Ying-Lan: /\Am I late? 
Vance: No, right on time 
Vance: Do you have a room list? 
Ying-Lan: /\Ctrl+G like "Find user" 
of the the 
Option. 
Ying-Lan: Where do we go? 
Vance: Cntrol G is "go to a room" 
under options 

Vance: But if you select it, or type 
ctrl-G, you 
will see a room list 

10 . Vance: Do you see it? 
I I Ying-Lan: /\Yes, I did. 
12 Vance: Can you find dorm room #2? 
I 3 Ying-Lan: Yes I do . 
I 4 Vance: Let's not go there yet ... but ... 
15 Ying-Lan: /\You mena Dorm Room2? 
16 Vance: If we need a quiet place we can 

go there 
17 
18 

19 
20 

Vance: Yes, Dorm Room 2 
Vance: When I was here last time, I met a 
wizard who showed me that place. 

Ying-Lan: Now, or later? 
Vance: later 

Note that the verbal interaction was taking place in one 
area of the screen while the other actions were being carried out 
simultaneously elsewhere in the site. 
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l ) (' int 't ·st is th • w:iy in whirh V :lth.' • :it · -rt.1in l t mts 
\'l\S\lt 'S Yin1~- I :m is l'-'lknvin~' thl.' insttu ·tions It ' gi vL·: . . \t 
"' ·rt :1in P\'lllts th • l':trt i ·ip:lllt \\'ith th1..· lllll rin" 1 ,Ji..· (\ :me· :i.· 1-..~ 
th • l ·:1m ·r Yinl~- 1.an) quL·stio11s l l' cnsurL· :h · i~ altL'll iing l( the 
'\'rt ·~·t l nrt \)t' thL' n:l\ 'il'.:tti\)I\. ln th~sc turn: . h · 11nkcs :un.: ~he 
·~ms·· tlw 1 ll lll li:t h whi ·Ii h~· is n: IL'rrin1' : 

10 Va nee: 1 o you sc~ it '? 
11 Ying-Lan: ''YL'S. l lid . 

l-Ln-it1~ re -~iYc i this mtific~1tion. but not bcf re. Van·~ 
tht:-n asks Ying-Lan if she can find dorm room_: 

}_ VanCL': Can vou find dorm r .. 
.JJ • Ill tt __ 

IJ Ying-Lan: Yes I do 

This process. ''hereby a learn r is assisted thr Ubh . 
le!U1lin.l situation bv a more kno'' ledgeable other. res mblc · .... - ..... 
that in the uccount of learning "hich makes use of the nldaphor 
SC ?t. of iin<;z. discussed above (\\ ood. Bruner and R SS. l c 7 : 
Aljaafr~h and Lantol[ 1994). Certain sGafTolding functions are 
eYident in extract 3. for example: recruiting interest in the ti.L · 
(tun1 l ; simplit)ring the task (turns 8-9); highlightine th~ 
n~k' ant teatures (ttm1 16). 

Not all criterial features of scafTolding as listed bv \\ d - . 
r.!l al. are e\ ident here. Nonetheless. two points can be n1n e 
\\·hich support this aspect of sociocultural theor): 

l. Anv learning that has occurred here is the resul f . -
dialo=-ic process whereby the learner has been supp rte by th 
tutor. 

2. The process was instigated by the leJrner: it \\·." : 
who focused initially on the issue of navigating in the ~ 1 

These rn·o points correspond to a lJrg" xt nt wi 
\ Y;:- tsk~ ·s (1978) view that learnin;:- . occurs at a sult 
supp rt from a 1nore knowledgeable other: and th~1t 
learning \\ ·Il only occur \\hen it is appr prime t a 1 amcr·--
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current and potential level of development (i .e. the learner 1s 
within the ZPD). 

Conclusion 
What we call CALL is merely a label for the emergence of 

a tool. \Vhen the tool was a novelty and little understood. then it 
was of interest to refer to CALL. But 'Y\'e are approaching the 
day when CALL will be seen as a meaningless term. Computer 
are useful in helping us to accomplish what we have ah nys 
wanted to do. and they are most useful when they are part of the 
woodwork. (Stevens, 2001) 

CMC-based CALL in a virtual language learning 
community may well not be oriented towards language learning. 
This is to say, even if the stated purpose of learners and tutors is 
to learn or teach a language. the functions which are most 
prominent may in fact be metalinguistic (i.e. relating to the 
technology of the communication) or phatic (i.e. conversational 
and associated with the maintenance of social ties). 

Kern lists some features of CACD compared with the 
(evidently more teacher-centred) classroom discussion mode of 
his study (1995:470): 

teacher control was compromised 
students' reading ability was taxed. due to the speed of the 

turns appearing on the screen 
grammatical accuracy suffers 
participation could be anarchistic 
discussions seem to lack coherence and continuity 
discussions resisted definitive closure 
We are bY. now familiar enough with aspects of discourse 

coherence and cohesion which allow us to recognise these 
features of SCMC discourse. The point has also previously been 
made that participation in SCMC is not conducive to considered 
reflection (viz. 'think-writing' [Pennington, 2001 ]). Kern 
summarises the effect of using lnterChange thus ( 1995 :4 70): 

Fomrnl accuracy, stylistic improvement, global coherence, 
consensus and reinforcement of canonical discourse 

' 
conventions are goals not well served by !11terCha11~c. 

Conversely, unfettered self-expression, increased student 
initiative and responsiveness, generation of multiple 
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nns 

IRC 
ISP 
LAN 

/\synchronous ·omputcr-mcd intcd 
- ~,mnnmkntion -- !'or example, email 

m ·ricnn Stnndnrd Code for In format ion 
lntcrchnn 1C - nlso known as plain text 
Bulktin-bonrd .system or service - a type 
of/\ M 
Computcr-nssistcd classroo1n di cussion 

omputcr-assistcd language learning 
omputcr-mcdiated con1mtmication 
1rnphical user interface 

lnfonnation and c01n1nunications 
technologies 
Internet-relay chat 
Internet service provider 
Local area net work - a con1puter 
network covering a relatively sn1al\ area 
Con1puter-assisted language learning over 
local area networks 

LAN 
CALL 
MUDs -user d6n1ains - virtual spaces on 

RL 
SCMC 

SLA 
World 
CALL 
WWW 

the internet where participants can interact 
with each other and with virtual objects 
Real life, as contrasted with 'virtual', i.e. onli1 
Synchronous computer-mediated 
con1n1unication - for exan1ple, internet-relay , 
Second language acquisition 
Computer-assisted language learning utilisin~ 
the WWW 

The world wide web 
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