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Abstract: 

Through a description of the production and consumption of children’s software, this paper analyzes the cultural dichotomy of “entertainment” and “education” and its relation to childhood, play, and learning. After first describing theoretical commitments to discursive analysis, this paper presents the production and marketing context that structures the entertainment genre in children’s software.  The later half of the paper describes instance of play with children’s software in Fifth Dimension Afterschool Clubs that mobilize entertainment and fun as social resources in negotiating local relationships and activity. 
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From the late seventies to the end of the nineties, a new set of cultural, economic, technological, and social relations emerged in the US, centered on the possibilities of using computer technology to create entertaining learning experiences for young children.  Released in 1977, the Apple II, a tool of hobbyists and a handful of enterprising educators, was just beginning to demonstrate the power of personal computing and programming for the masses.  A home-brew industry of programmers had been laying the foundations for a new consumer software industry by sending their products, floppy disks packaged in zip-lock bags, to their networks of retailers and consumers.  The video game industry hit public consciousness with the phenomenal success of Space Invaders in 1978, demonstrating the economic and addictive potential of a new genre of interactive entertainment.  Hand in hand with these technological developments, small groups of educational researchers across the country were beginning to experiment with personal computers as a tool for creating interactive, child-driven, entertaining, and open-ended learning environments that differed from the top-down didacticism of traditional classroom instruction. The trend towards a more pleasure-oriented, child-centered, and less hierarchical approach to education and child-rearing found material form in these technologies that allowed greater user control and input than traditional classroom media.  Across a set of diverse contexts in the US, educators and socially responsible technologists were incubating a shared cultural imaginary that centered on the possibilities of new interactive computer technology to transform learning and engagement. 

The case of commercial children’s software provides a window into a dynamic field of negotiation that characterizes contemporary contestations in the US over children’s culture, education, and technology.  This paper presents material from a more extended analysis of the production, distribution, and consumption of children’s software (Ito, 2003).  The focus here is on analyzing the relations between the cultural and social categories of “entertainment” and “education” and how they structure everyday practice, institutions, and our understandings of childhood, play, and learning.  I present material on how the vernaculars of popular visual culture and entertainment found their way into children’s educational software, how related products are marketed, and how these vernaculars are mobilized in the micropolitics of children’s engagements with computers and adults.  The examples of play with children’s software are drawn from ethnographic fieldwork at Fifth Dimension After School Clubs (5thD) (See Cole, this volume), a setting that mobilizes as well as complicates the dominant cultural opposition between entertainment and education, play and learning.  That learning should be fun is an increasingly influential ideal that is as appealing as it is difficult to implement in educational practice. The cultural opposition between entertainment and education is a compelling dichotomy—a pair of material, semiotic, technical genres—that manifests in a wide range of institutionalized relations.  I focus here on the polarization between progress-oriented of academics and the spectacular visual culture that is coming to dominate children’s popular media.   After first describing my theoretical commitment to discursive analysis, this paper presents the production and marketing context that structures the entertainment genre in children’s software, and then looks at instance of play in the 5thD that mobilize entertainment and fun as social resources.

The Discursive Construction of Play

In his discussion of discourses of children’s play, Brian Sutton-Smith suggests that the dominant discourse among adults is one of play as progress, or play as fulfilling developmental and learning goals.  In contrast, he sees children as exhibiting a quite different orientation, with play used often as a form of resistance to adult culture, and displaying a fascination with irrational fantasy that he calls phantasmagoria, characterized by pain, gore, sexuality, and violence that adults continuously work to suppress.  He suggests that rather than univocally repress, we need to pay more attention to these more phantasmagorical narratives, the nonsensical, irrational, satirical, and often violent workings of the childhood imagination (1997: 152)..  In a move resonating with Freud, Sutton-Smith seeks to acknowledge and legitimize these repressed psychological fascinations of childhood play.  Much as adults have sought to ignore and repress sexual dimensions of childhood relationships, Sutton-Smith suggests that adults repress the violent, dark, and irrational dimensions of play in children. Sutton-Smith sees contemporary children’s culture as giving voice to these repressed elements of childhood, yet he does not fully theorize the social consequences of allying these interests of children with a growing visual culture industry.  

Borrowing from Foucault (1978), we could also consider adult efforts to manage children’s play as less a “repressive” regime that silences these dark fantasies, than an “incitement to discourse” that gives voice and form to categories of “unnatural” and regressive as well as “natural,” wholesome, and productive play. Following from this, my analytic goal is to demonstrate the ways in which “pleasure” and “fun” are discursively constructed in the production of children’s software and, in turn, are mobilized in certain types of practices and local micropoliticing between children and adults in an educational reform setting. Discourses of childhood play produce the vision of “pure” and innocent play as well a growing corpus of conversations about the regulation, pathologization, and commercial potential of illicit and illegitimized forms of play.  This is perhaps most evident in the culture wars over violent representations that seek to establish what are legitimate and liberatory play imaginaries for children.  More to the point of this paper, discourses of childhood pleasure and play are being reshaped by the conviction among a growing number of progressive educators, technology developers, and parents, that “authentic” learning is fun.  These are contestations over “the natural” as well as the ideal in childhood play and pleasure, a discursive space that has expanded together with the growth of children’s entertainment industries as well as child-centered education.   A larger and larger discursive, technological, and capitalist apparatus is producing the “discovery” of “natural” and authentic children’s play and imagination.

Ever since comic books, and culminating in video games, lowbrow and peer-focused children’s culture has been defined as visually rather than textually oriented, relying on fast-paced fantasy and spectacle over realism, subtlety, and reflection .  It has also been increasingly constructed in opposition to adult values and educational achievement (Seiter, 1995).  Popular culture has created and given spectacular form to a wide range of childhood fantasies, including much of the violent and grotesque content of Sutton-Smith’s phantasmagoria.  Critique of “trashy” children’s media has been a persistent companion to this growth of children’s visual culture.  With the advent of CD-ROMs and high-quality graphics on personal computers in the nineties, children’s software made its entry into this world of contemporary TV-centered visual culture.  Contemporary children’s popular culture, whether embedded in books, movies, television, or games, is increasingly informed by the logic of visual culture and the high-tech spectacle, the reliance on fast action and high production value images, music and sound to create media spectacles detached from the mundane experiences of everyday life.  
Pleasure and fun, whether for adults, youth, or children, is symbolically set off from the instrumental domains of work, discipline and achievement, mirroring the cultural opposition between “active” production and “passive” consumption. Media industries capitalize on the discursive regime that produces play as a site of authentic childhood agency, in particular, mobilizing phantasmagoria as a site of regressive, illicit and oppositional power.  When looking at children’s engagement with spectacle (Debord, 1995), there is a level at which it is “just” entertainment, myopic and inconsequential engagement with spectacular forms.  But at another level these are politically, socially, and culturally productive acts. This is not simply a matter of giving voice to children’s inner fantasies, but of creating relationships with media technologies, capitalist networks, and discourses of childhood, a celebration of childhood imagination in the hands of commerce and state regulation as much as children.  Children’s software and reform efforts like the 5thD argue against this polarity between education and entertainment.  These are in many ways marginal and experimental reference points in the high-stakes culture wars of children’s media, on one hand, and education, on the other.  But by trying to draw together cultural domains that are held apart by hegemonic institutions, they provide a window into the tensions, negotiations, and promise inherent in confronting dominant discursive constructions.  I turn now to the production and marketing of entertainment vernaculars in children’s software, before describing instances of play.
Multimedia, Entertainment, and the Children’s Software Industry

The late eighties and early nineties saw the dawn of multimedia, enabled by the spread of personal computers in the home and the advent of CD-ROM technology.   CD-ROMs, with their superior storage capacity and ease of use (in contrast to having to install data from multiple floppy disks onto a hard drive), meant that high-resolution graphic, animation, and sounds could be easily accessed by a personal computer.   Until the late eighties, Apple IIs and MS-DOS computers provided the platforms for educational software.  After the release of Microsoft Windows in 1983 and the Macintosh in 1984, the tide began to turn towards more graphically intensive personal computing, and the late eighties and early nineties saw the emergence of the new buzzword of multimedia. 

In 1989, the Visual Almanac, a product of the Apple Multimedia Lab, was introduced at the MacWorld tradeshow as a limited release product to be donated to educators.  Using videodisc, a Macintosh, and Hypercard, the Visual Almanac heralded a new era of multimedia children’s software that would soon shift from videodisc to CD-ROM.  Tying together the graphical capabilities of video and the interactive qualities of the personal computer, the Visual Almanac was the first demonstration of the polished graphical quality in children’s software that we have come to associate with CD-ROMs.  Voyager was the company best known for making the transition from videodisc to CD-ROM, publishing the first commercial CD-ROM in 1989 and going on to publish children’s titles derived from the Visual Almanac.  Broderbund was another pioneering corporation in producing multimedia children’s titles, creating the new genre of multimedia picture book with their Living Books series. 

Multimedia united the lowbrow appeal of popular visual culture with the highbrow promise of the personal computer and the educational ideal of child-centered learning. Early developers shared an educational reform orientation, seeking to enrich children’s learning as well as liberate it from the dry, serious, and often alienating cultural idioms of the classroom.  Children’s “natural” affinity to new technology and visual culture became tools towards these ends.  While the more educationally-oriented and minimalist platform of the Apple II gave birth to The Learning Company and Davidson & Associates, founded by former teachers, the nineties saw a gradual shift towards an entertainment orientation in children’s products as large entertainment and software industries entered the market. Graphics and visual appeal became central to software design with sophisticated Pcs, a larger market, and growing budgets.  As a commercial market, these new ventures were not under the same constraints as classroom software, and were given more freedom to develop content that appealed directly to children.  The shift was from a pedagogical perspective that sought to elevate and educate children to an entertainment orientation that sought to give voice and shape to children’s pleasures.  Gaming companies like Broderbund were beginning to see children’s software as an area where they could create graphically exciting and entertaining but family-friendly products.  Maxis’ SimCity became a hit product that spanned the entertainment and education markets, although it was not originally intended as an educational title.  Edutainment was an expanding site of negotiation and struggle between the interests of educators, entertainers, programmers, artists, and business people, with the visual culture of entertainment gaining an increasingly strong voice.

Since the late nineties, children’s software overall has been characterized by visually polished multimedia titles that can compete with entertainment media in terms of production value.  The market for children’s software is being polarized between curricular products that are based on a pastiche of school-coded content, and “wholesome entertainment” titles that are marketed as an alternative to video gaming, providing fun and excitement, without the violent content and mind-numbing repetivity of action games.  At either of these poles, a certain level of graphical appeal is a basic requirement, but the two kinds of products rely on different selling points, educational or entertainment focused.  Elsewhere I have reviewed curricular titles and how children engage with them (Ito, 2003).  Here I focus on titles for young children that are more entertainment-oriented.
The ads for the more entertainment-oriented titles portray children as ecstatic and pleasure-seeking rather than reflective and brainy, and childhood as imaginative, pure and joyous.  The ethos is parent-friendly but child-centered, a formula-established by children’s media companies ever since the Mickey Mouse Club aired on televison.  Rather than playing on achievement anxiety as curriculum-oriented software does, ads for these kinds of titles play on parents’ desires to indulge their children’s pleasures, and the growing pressure on parents to be in tune with their children and keep them happy and entertained.  The happiness of a child has become as much a marker of good parenting as achievement and effective discipline.  

Humongous Entertainment puts the child’s pleasure close-up and front and center.  “This is the review we value most” declares the ad copy above a large photograph of a beaming child (figure 1).  Humongous’ adventure game Putt-Putt Joins the Circus does not make specific curricular claims other than promising an engaging and prosocial orientation.  They list “problem solving, kindness, teamwork, friendship” as their educational content items.  The ad mobilizes discourses from the established genre of film reviews by describing how “critics rave” over the software title.  The bottom of the ad lists quotes from various reviews in software magazines.  The last quote, from PC Magazine is particularly telling.  “Nobody understands kids like Humongous Entertainment.”  The company is positioned as a channel to your children and their pleasures, the authentic voice of childhood.

The box for Pajama Sam, one of Humongous’ most popular titles (figure 2), features the adorably caped hero, Sam, and describes the software as “an interactive animated adventure.”  The back of the box does list educational content, but in a small box that is visually decentered from the portions describing the excitement and adventure that the title promises.  The list of “critical thinking, problem-solving skills, memory skills, mental mapping and spatial relations skills” does not make any curricular claims, and stresses the “creative and flexible” nature of the software and “the power of a child’s imagination.”  “Feature-film quality animation” and “original music” are central selling points for the title.  It can compete with television and videos for your child’s attention, and it still has some educational value.   The “natural” imaginations and creativity of children achieve full expression through the mediation of sophisticated media technologies and an immense apparatus of image production.

Prepare to get blown away!!” screams the copy above a wide-eyed boy, dangling off the edge of his PC in cliff-hanging mode in another ad.  “The action in Disney’s CD-ROM games is so awesome, your kids are gonna freak (and that’s a good thing).  So hold on tight and check out the action this holiday!”  As far as wild fantasy goes, these products are relatively tame, based on the usual Disney formulas of fast-paced adventure and gore-free violence.  Yet the pitch is to market the action and “freaky” aspects of the software as its primary appeal. Although still addressing the parent, the ad copy makes use of children’s language, hailing the hip parent, in touch with children’s culture and desires.  The boy is dressed in baggy skate-punk shorts and trendy sneakers, and has spiked hair with blond highlights. In this ad, the vernaculars of children’s peer and popular cultures are mobilized to enlist the progressive parent and position Disney as the voice of children. 

These more entertainment-oriented titles use the same visual elements as curricular titles such as Reader Rabbit and Jump Start.  Both edutainment and entertainment titles share the same stylistic genre, and many titles are not clearly categorized as one or the other.  They occupy the same shelves at retailers and are oriented to a similar demographic of middle and upper middle class families, but keyed somewhat towards the more progressive and permissive parent.  What distinguishes entertainment as a genre is the orientation toward a more indulgent and repetitious play-orientation in contrast to a competitive and linear progress orientation. Edutainment titles, particularly those that make curricular claims, are generally linear and make much of achieving certain levels and scores.  By contrast, entertainment software and elements are exploratory, often repetitive, and generally open-ended.  With this latter genre, what gets packaged and marketed is not achievement, but fun, exploration, and imagination.  These titles are also distinguished from the action entertainment titles marketed primarily towards teens and adults.  In contrast to the darker hues and often frightening characters adorning the boxes of these titles, entertainment software for younger children is clearly coded as a separate market with brighter colors and smiling, wide-eyed characters like Pajama Sam.  The packaging and marketing of these titles gives clues as to the underlying cultural logics animating the software.  I turn now to the contexts of play to explore how these logics unfold in practice.

The Consumption Setting: Software and Activity in the 5thD 

My research on play with children’s software was conducted as part of a three-year, collaborative ethnographic evaluation effort examining the 5thD reform effort
 where we analyzed fieldnotes and videotape from three 5thD clubs.  The 5thD is an activity system where elementary-aged children and undergraduates from a local university come together to play with educational software in an afterschool setting.  The clubs are located at community institutions such as Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs, schools, or libraries and vary considerably depending on the local context and institution.  What is common across the settings is a commitment to a collaborative and child-centered approach to learning, the non-hieararchical mixing of participants of different ages, and the use of personal computers running software designed for children (see Cole, this volume, for a more complete description of the 5thD effort). 

When I was completing my fieldwork at the 5thD at the end of the nineties, CD-ROM games and a more entertainment-oriented genre of products were making their appearance at the clubs.  Mainstream licenses such as Lego, Barbie, and Disney were yet to arrive at the children’s software scene, so I was not able to see titles such as these in my play settings.  We were just beginning to see the emergence of licensing arrangement and tie-ins with television and other media, and more and more titles with CD-ROM quality production value.  One of the early titles that relied on entertainment vernaculars and tie-ins with other media such as television and books, was the Magic School Bus series of CD-ROMs. One title in this series, The Magic School Bus Explores the Human Body (MSBHB) was in frequent use in the 5thD during our period of observation.    This software was considered graphically cutting-edge at the time, with beautiful animations and sophisticated use of sound.   It is based on a scenario of traveling through the human body in a tiny school bus.  The player can visit twelve other parts of the body, such as the liver, lungs, esophagus, stomach, or intestines. The teacher, Ms. Frizzle, and her magic bus invert the power dynamics of the traditional classroom. The kids often appear as the more level-headed and calmer characters, struggling to keep up with their charismatic leader.  Like the entertainment industry content creators, Ms. Frizzle stands in for the liberated adult that is in touch with her uninhibited, playful, inner child.  Rather than being presented in the linear and progressive logic of classroom curriculum, kids learn about subjects like the human body, space, and geology through a chaotic and dizzying set of encounters where the characters in the story careen from one scene to another.

Among the games that I observed in the 5thD, MSBHB most clearly represented the shift towards entertainment idioms in children’s software, but many other titles also incorporated elements of entertainment-oriented visual culture.  SimCity 2000, introduced early on in our research, is a cognitively challenging authoring tool, embedded in a graphically stunning multimedia package.  The goal of the game is to create and administer a virtual city that grows and evolves based on player inputs.  Another multimedia title that captured the attentions of children at the 5thD was DinoPark Tycoon, which allowed players to similarly create and administer a virtual dinosaur theme park.  In what follows, I present examples of play with these three pieces of software, examining engagement with visual, auditory, and interactional special effects, and the ways in which entertainment idioms were mobilized as relational and political resources in the 5thD.
Spectacle and Special Effect

Visual Effects

The tapes of kids' game play with graphically advanced games is continuously punctuated by their notice of on-screen eye candy, an occasional "cool," or "oooh," that testifies to their appreciation of visual aesthetics of one kind or another.  One undergraduate describes a boy playing SimCity 2000 for the first time.  “Every time he placed a building on the screen, he exclaimed “Cool!” because the graphics were very complex and vivid.  With a game like MSBHB, attention-grabbing graphics are central to the game's appeal, since the game relies on an exploratory mode of interaction rather than one guided by a strong narrative story line or competitive goal orientation.  The animations that form the transitions between the different parts of the body often draw appreciative "EEEW"s from both undergraduate and kid viewers, as they watch the tiny bus drop into a puddle of stomach goo, or fly down a sticky esophagus.  "This is the fun part.  This is fun.  Watch," insists one kid as he initiates the opening animation.  An undergraduate describes how a girl was “really excited” about showing her one small animation in MSBHB.  
The screen in which one designs a face to go on the driver's license in MSBHB, invites many minutes scrolling through the different options for facial features, and discussion of what is a cool or uncool feature.  When multiple kids are engaging with the game, there will invariably be extended discussion about, and exploration of different visual features in the driver’s license.  For example, when two boys are working together on a game, they argue about each facial feature, such as the eyes and eye wear or skin color.  Features such as the driver's license, animations of things in the different scenes, or different controls in the cockpit, provide an ongoing stream of visual effects that are often irrelevant to the educational content of the game, but provide eye catching distractions that keep the kids engaged. MSBHB incorporates visually spectacular features that are ends in themselves for game consumers, regardless of the relevance for the central play action. With MSBHB, undergraduate tutors constantly struggle to get kids to engage with the academic content of the game rather than these visual features.  The tension between the spectacular features of the game and the educational goal of learning about the functions of the human body manifest as a tension between adult and child agendas of play.

Although SimCity 2000 did not have the same appeal to the grotesque of MSBHB, it also invited pleasure in the visually spectacular and a similar set of social negotiations between adult learning goals and spectacular pleasures. 

   J = Jimmy


H = Holly
  1
J: I want to do a highway (selects highway tool) How do I do a highway?  Okay.  (Moves cursor around.)  I'll do a highway right here.2
H: Right there?  I think you should have it... hmm.. trying to think where a good place for it...

  3
J: Right here?  Here?  (Moves cursor around.)  Here?  (Looks at H.)

  4
H:  Sure.  What is that place there, residential?

  5
J: (Budget window comes up and Jimmy dismisses it.)  Yeah.  I'm going to bulldoze a skyrise here. (Selects bulldozer tool and destroys building.)  OK. (Looks at H.)    Ummm!  OK, wait, OK.  Should I do it right here?

  6
H: Sure, that might work... that way.  Mmmm.  You can have it...

  7
J: (Builds highway around city.)  I wonder if you can make them turn. (Builds highway curving around one corner.)  Yeah, okay.

  8
H: You remember, you want the highway to be.... faster than just getting on regular streets.  So maybe you should have it go through some parts.

  9
J: (Dismisses budget.  Points to screen.)  That's cool!  (inaudible) I can make it above?

10
H: Above some places, I think.  I don't know if they'd let you, maybe not.

11
J:  (Moves cursor over large skyscraper.)  That's so cool!  

12
H: Is that a high-rise?

13
J:  Yeah.  I love them.

14
H: Is it constantly changing, the city? Is it like

15
J:(Builds complicated highway intersection.  Looks at H.)

16
H: (Laughs.)

17
J: So cool! (Builds more highway grids in area, creating a complex overlap of four intersections.)

18
H: My gosh, you're going to have those poor drivers going around in circles.

19
J: I'm going to erase that all.  I don't like that, OK. (Bulldozes highway system and blows up a building in process.)  Ohhh...

20
H: Did you just blow up something else?

21
J: Yeah.  (Laughs.)

22
H: (Laughs.)

23 J: I'm going to start a new city.  I don't understand this one.  I'm going to start with highways. (Quits without saving city.)
One sequence during a child’s (Jimmy) play with an undergraduate (Holly) is punctuated by moments of engagement with the interface as visual special effect.  At a certain point in the game, as his city grows, Jimmy attempts to build highways.  "I want to do a highway," he declares, selecting the highway tool.  "How do I do a highway?" (line 1).  Moving his cursor around, he discusses with Holly where he might put the highway, settling on an area near a commercial district (line 3).  He bulldozes to make way for the highway, and then builds it around one edge of the city, discovering, at a certain point, that he can make it curve around the corner if he clicks on blocks perpendicular to one another (lines 5-7).  As he builds his highway in the foreground, he notices that it is elevated above the level of the regular roadways.  "That's cool!"  he exclaims.  "I can make it above?" (line 9).  Holly speculates on whether they can build the highway through the city, and then Jimmy points with his cursor to a tall, blue and white skyscraper:  "That's so cool!" (line 10, 11).  Holly asks, "Is that a high-rise?" (line 12).  "Yeah," Jimmy answers. "I love them," he declares emphatically (line 13).  Jimmy goes on to continue his highway, and then discovers that if he makes overlapping segments, they result in a cloverleaf.  He looks over at Holly with delight when this happens, and she laughs.  "So cool!" he exclaims, building further overlapping segments that result in a twisted quadruple cloverleaf (lines 15-17).  "My gosh," says Holly, "you're going to have those poor drivers going around in circles" (line 18).  Jimmy then bulldozes the whole cloverleaf pattern, blowing up a large building in the process (figure 5.9), and then declares that he is going to start a new city (line 23).  He closes his city without saving it.

While this sequence begins with certain accountabilities to building a transportation system, by the end, Jimmy has wasted thousands of dollars on a highway to nowhere, blown up a building, and trashed his city.  Holly draws him back into the accountabilities of building a well-functioning city, by pointing out that the highway cloverleaf might look cool, but is not going to work very well.  Her intervention is subtle, but it has the effect of calling him away from spectacular engagement to the more functional accountabilities of the game.  Jimmy responds to her suggestion by trying to fix the highway, but eventually decides to start over since he has wasted too much money on playing with the highway as special effect.  He apparently has few attachments to the city that he has worked on for over thirty minutes, and in fact, replicates a pattern of building up cities to a point of difficulty, and then getting rid of them, not bothering to save or follow up on his work.  

Interactional and Auditory Special Effects

Unlike the media such as film and television that were the targets of Debord's critique of spectacle and passive consumption, interactive media are predicated on the active engagement of the consumer.  This interactivity, rather than negating the spectacular qualities of the medium, actually serves to create a new genre of interactive special effect, an experience of being able to control and manipulate the production of the effect. While visual effects and animations are generally predicated on a somewhat distanced position of spectatorship, interactive effects often foreground auditory effects over visual ones.  Most games have a soundtrack, which plays repeatedly in the background and is rarely noted by a player, which contrasts to sound as a special effect.  A sound effect is a result of a particular action, and when initiated by the player, is often the occasion for delight and repeated activation.

One example of engagement with an interactive special effect is with an eleven-year old, Dan, who is building a city with an undergraduate who is an expert at the game.  As he is playing with the budget window, he discovers that increasing taxes causes the sim-citizens to boo, and lowering them causes them to cheer.  He takes some time out from administering the city to play with this auditory effect (line 1, 5), before he is called back to his sim-mayor subjectivity by the undergraduate (lines 4, 6).


D = Dan


UG = undergraduate


brackets signify overlapping talk

1
D: (Starts bumping up the property tax, big grin.)

2
UG: What are you doing?  No, no, no.

3
D: No, I just [want to see..]

4
UG:                  [Now,] now --[listen].

5
D: 


   (Bumps down the property taxes, making the citizens cheer.)

                                                         [Yeeeee]eaaah.  [I just want to make them happy.]

6
UG: 



                   [The best way to make money ]-- You want to increase your population, right?  So you lay down the green, right?  So if you put all, make all this all green, then, ahh,  your population will increase and then you could raise taxes and then you could get up to your five thousand mark.

7
D: Ohh OK.  (Closes budget window.)

Dan's apparent pleasure in this interaction can be understood as a kind of computer holding power (Turkle, 1984) which is based on the logic of the interactive special effect.  It is the combination of direct interactional engagement with the machine and a unique responsiveness that creates a brief but tight interactional coupling between Dan and SimCity 2000. This kind of interactional pleasure occurred numerous times during my observations of kids' play, but only initiated by the children who were controlling the mouse.  While surface readings of the interface can invite collaborative interpersonal interpretation, as in the sequence with Jimmy and Holly, the interactive special effect is somewhat antisocial, relying on a tight interactional coupling with human and machine, often at the expense of other interlocutors.  As in most examples of this sort, the undergraduate calls him back to the more functional and progress-oriented accountabilities of game play.  This undergraduate is more heavy-handed than the previous example with Holly, insisting that the kid pay attention: “No, no, no… now, now, listen.  The best way to make money—you want to increase your population, right?”
Another instance of play, with DinoPark Tycoon, also exhibits similar dynamics of interactional special effects.  At the "Dino Diner" the player is able to purchase items from a menu as feed for the park's dinosaurs.  One of the features of this screen is that there is a fly that buzzes around the menu, and if it lands on the menu, and a page is turned, the fly is crushed, emitting a squishing sound, and the player, upon flipping back to the page, sees a bloody smudge.  In instance after instance of play with DinoPark Tycoon, kids play repeatedly with this game feature.  In this day of Ian's play, almost every time he visits the Dino Diner, he spends time smashing flies: 


I = Ian


A = Adult
1
I: (Turns a page, and squishing sound results.)  Yeah, I just crunched some more. Yeah, look at all them. They're so dead (laughing). This is rad. Oh, come on fly, I want you to come down here. Come down here puppy. Come to papa. Crunch! (Turns page, and laughs.)

2
A: That's nasty.

3    I: (Turns page.) Crunchie, crunchie, crunchie. (Turns page.) I crunched him! I crunched him! (Turns page.) I'm so mean.  I want to go check out my dino. (Leaves Dino Diner.)

As with the case with Dan, this interaction is relatively brief and clearly peripheral to the primary goals of the game, which are to build and administer the virtual theme park.  Ian takes some time out to enjoy the interactional special effect (line 1, 2), but returns fairly quickly to the task at hand, checking up on his dinosaur (line 3). 

One area of MSBHB, involving a simple painting program, is particularly notable as an embodiment of the logic of the interactive special effect. Clicking on the drawing pad of one of the characters calls forth a screen with a canvas, and various tools, shaped like body parts, along the side.  After selecting a body part, the player can squirt, splat, or stamp blobs and shapes onto the canvas, accompanied by appropriately gross bodily noises appropriate to the body part. Often to the dismay of the accompanying undergraduate, kids will spend excruciatingly long minutes repeatedly squirting juices from the stomach, or emitting a cacophony of farting noises from the tongue tool. One undergraduate notes, after playing with a group of girls: “Each different shape or design made it’s own unique sound.  I think the kids get a much better kick out of the sound than anything else.  And they would laugh and laugh when they found the sound they liked best.”  Here is an example of another instance of play, which was captured in our video record.


R = Ralph


UG = Undergraduate
  1
R: Look, I could pick any one of these. This one. (Selects an organ.)

  2
UG: What's that stuff right there?

  3
R: (Squirts juice out of an organ.) I don't know. Squeezing all the juice out of him. 

  4
UG: Lovely.  Now what happens if you grab that one?

  5
R: Big one, the big one.  Blood, brain.  (Continues to select organs and make blobs and squishing and squeaking  noises.) 

  6
UG: Oh, you can do it on here? Oh, it does a print of what the brain looks like.

  7
R: Oh man.

  8
UG: You can do the mouth, you haven't done that one.

  9
R: Spitting, it's spitting.

10
UG: I know there's more down this way too. Skin, oh that just changes the color of it.

11
R: Yup. Do you want to see the nose?

12
UG: Nose. I don't know.

13
R: Gross.

14
UG: Oh, gross.

15
R: Boogers, eww. 


Continues through each organ in a similar manner.
16
UG: Your tongue. Oh wow.

17
R: (Creates long drawn out farting noises.)  Ewww!!!  (Pushes repeatedly on a squeaking, blapping organ.)  OHHHHH!!

18
UG: Wow. 

19
UG: What else is there that you could do? 

20
R: Nothing.  

21
UG: Is that the last one?

22
R: Yeah.

23
UG: Are you sure?

24
R: Yeah.

25
UG: How do you know that?

26
R: (Goes back to the farting noise, and hits it repeatedly.)  It's my favorite.  The tongue.  Watch.

27
UG: Are there any more?

28
R: Oh yeah.  The finger.  (Clicks repeatedly, making more gross noises.)

29
UG: Eww.

30
R: Ewww.  Look.

31
UG: Are there any more after the finger?  Let's see.  Muscles.  Whoa.

32
R: I want to go to the finger again.

33
UG: Why don't we go back and explore the body.

34
R: Okay.  I know why.  I know why.  Cause you didn't like the sounds.

35
UG: No, the sounds were great.

36
R: I don't want to play any more.

This extended sequence of play with interactive special effects is gleefully engaged with by Ralph and tolerated by the undergraduate, but she eventually suggests that they return to the main areas of the game (line 33).   Ralph than suggests that she is discouraging him from playing with gross sounds (line 34), and then decides that he wants to stop playing rather than return to the more educational sections of the game (line 36).  The undergraduate has actually been remarkably patient through a very extended sequence of play with each drawing tool, suggesting on various occasions that he try one or another tool.  Yet the boy still insists that he knows why she suggests that he move on, “Cause you didn’t like the sounds.”  In this case, the boy is more active than the undergraduate in constructing the opposition between the adult stance and kid stance with respect to the orientation to gross special effects.  

Interactional special effects are similar to the manipulations that are possible with materials such as clay and finger paints, but mediated by a computational artifact that uniquely amplifies and embellishes the actions of the user.  Like the visual special effects described earlier, these interactional and auditory effects are not part of a broader game goal structure, but are rather engaged in for momentary and aesthetic pleasure.  These are not the dominant modes of engagement in play with children’s software, but they are small, ongoing breaks in the narrative trajectories of multimedia titles.    They are also sites of micropolitical resistance to the progress-oriented goals and adult values that seek to limit violent and grotesque spectacles in an educational setting like the 5thD.  

Mobilizing Fun: The Micropolitics of Pleasure
Engagements with special effects are not merely an atomized process of individual engagement.  They are part of the political economy of cool, a central source of cultural capital in kids’ peer relations.  Spectacle and “fun” are mobilized as devices to enlist other kids and to demonstrate style and status, as well as a way of demarcating a kid-centered space that is opposed to the progress goals of adults.  A search for all instances of the word “fun” in the our video transcript record revealed many instances of “funny” but relatively few instances of children describing something as “fun.”  More often it got used in questions by adults querying whether a child was engaged: “Are you having fun?” “Is this a fun game?” 


In undergraduate fieldnotes, “fun” most often appears as a descriptor of play characterized by high-energy and committed engagement.  “This was a fun day.  Everyone was really into the new game.”  “She told me she wanted to play more and so did I.  It was a fun game.”  “She found that to be something fun because she was really excited.” “What we ended up doing was just working as long as we could on the same game in an effort to finish it.  It was easy to do this because [he] had fun with this game in particular.”  Less frequently, “fun” gets used as a descriptor of activity that is opposed to the progress goals of the site.  For example, in one fieldnote, an undergraduate says, “Today the kids got to play games for fun,” meaning that they did not have to play according to the activity system of the maze that day.  Sometimes undergraduates see kids’ singular commitment to fun as a problem. Another undergraduate writes critically of one boy who would not share the mouse.  “For kids, their own fun tends to come first before others, and helping out others may not be their idea of fun.” “I reminded Ian that it is never any fun when one person is playing a game and everyone else has to watch that person have all the fun”
In the small number of instances in our transcripts where children use the term, it described activity that was spectacular in nature, and non-functional. In one instance of play, one girl has taken a liking to SimTown, a more child-oriented version of SimCity. Another child appears and a discussion of taste and style ensues.  “I like SimCity better,” declares the boy.  The girl counters by saying the more open-ended structure and lack of instrumental logics of financial accountability make the game more fun.  ”No, this is much funner, you don't have, you don't have a debt or anything. “  The debate does not end here.  “So. Who cares. Debts are cool,” counters the boy.  He decides to test the coolness quotient however and pushes the girl to check out if there is a disasters function on the game.  “Oh, disasters? What are the Disasters?” Like “cool” effects that code for spectacle, in this exchange, “fun” describes playful non-instrumental game features.  The same girl describes the function where a player can trigger cute animations in the buildings as “fun spots” in contrast to the functional roles of buildings in structuring the town.  Another instance of talk between some kids exhibits a similar dynamic. Three kids are playing SimTown together for some time, and the one occurrence of the term fun happens when they are trying to squash some people riding bikes.

A: Oh, look people are coming out of their houses and riding their bikes

B: I'm going to squash them.

A: I know. 

C: Oh, no. 

A: This looks like a fun game.

C: I know.

“Fun” between kids is a device to enlist peers into a space of shared pleasures.  “This the fun part, look.”  By contrast, when speaking to adults, fun can create a boundary between adult goals and child pleasures.  In two instances, kids authenticated their activity by describing what they are doing as “having fun,” appealing to adults to let them engage in activity that is not progress-oriented.  Activity that is not directed toward a particular adult’s goals are described as “just for fun” even though that same activity might in other contexts be an achievement-oriented task.  Children can be politically savvy about the uses of fun, realizing that it is a legitimate form of child-identified activity that can provide a space of self-determination.  In one example, Chris is playing a new game.  The site director stops by and there is a discussion of whether this game counts in “the maze” that structures children’s movement through the club activity system.  “Well you may never become a Wizard’s Assistant,” he warns.  “I don’t care,” Chris replies as he continues playing.  “I am just going to have fun.”

In another instance, Ian is playing a game of Solitaire, and a video ethnographer comes to set up on the machine he is playing on.  The ethnographer works to get his attention, and eventually moves to the machine to quit the program.  “I am going to exit you.”  “Why?  I’m having fun,” Ian protests, but in this instance, he fails to claim a space of indulgence and is called to participate in the sanctioned activities of the club.  “Unless you want to help somebody play a game, then get off it,” she insists.  “No,” she replies flatly to his suggestion that he will help someone play this game, “It isn’t a game in the maze.”  These two examples are suggestive of kids’ awareness of fun as a legitimate site of resistance to certain adults goals.  The adult narratives of the 5thD also reinforce this sense of fun as a site of authentic and natural child-like agency that can be harnessed to promote engagement, but that can also overpower the play setting if not channeled in a prosocial way.  In the micropolitics of the 5thD, just as in the packaging of entertainment for children, fun appears as a cultural fact that is part of the contemporary construction of childhood, a political tool that gets mobilized to appeal to adults to suspend their own agendas.  

Disobedience, Disasters, and Action Entertainment

In the 5thD, an orientation to entertainment (i.e., "fun") is actively encouraged, but ultimately in the service of a reformist educational project.  Children mobilize fun as a way of indicating authentic engagement, and fun is celebrated in the 5thD to the extent that it happens in the context of a prosocial learning task.  "Entertainment" is clearly not a monolithic category within mass media forms.  While some entertainment idioms are legitimized within the 5thD project, action gaming idioms are explicitly excluded as too patently non-educational.  Action entertainment idioms are constantly lurking in the ambient culture that kids participate in. These cultural elements are largely excluded from the 5thD through the selection of non-violent games and persistent adult surveillance, but they are still present.  Due to their illegitimate status in the 5thD, they become a resource for subverting dominant (educational) codes in this local context.  I close this paper with a case of play with SimCity 2000 that exhibits this complicated relational dynamic between educational and entertainment idioms.  

One day of Ian's play with SimCity 2000, captured on video, is a rare case in which action entertainment appears as a social resource in the 5thD, and it enables us to see the tensions around this cultural domain as it appears in an informal learning setting if this sort. The scene opens with Ian sitting in front of the computer, interacting with a well-developed city marked by an enormous airport and waterfalls stacked in a pyramid formation.  There is another boy sitting next to him, observing his play and making occasional suggestions, as well as an audience of other club participants, including the videotaper, undergraduates, and other kids and adults walking in and out of the scene.  He busily makes a railroad system, water pipes, buildings, and a power plant, and worries about such things as whether his people are getting enough water, or whether power plants need to be replaced.  Soon, the director of the club appears, and tries to get Ian to teach others how to play (line 1), but Ian deftly deflects this accountability to the club norm of collaborative learning, with the support of another kid (line 2):


I = Ian


M = Mark (a younger boy)


D = site director
  1
D: Because you're not going to be sitting here all day just doing it by yourself. So other people watch you.  It's not fair to other people. 

  2
M: No, we, we, we, we're not supposed to be able to play. We're not supposed to play.

  3
D: Why aren't you supposed to play?

  4
I: They're not.

  5
M: If you're not a Young Wizard's you can't play this.

  6
D: But if you're a Young Wizard's Assistant and you're not teaching anybody else the game then you can't play it either. 

  7
M: He's teaching me.

  8
I: (Unintelligible) said I could.

  9
D: OK good, allright, check it out then. 

10
I: Anybody ask me any questions. 

Ian's tactic is momentarily successful; he passes as a teacher, and resumes his game play.  After about twenty minutes, however, he is interrupted by the director of the club again and asked to teach a new undergraduate how to play the game.  "I'm not kidding either," the director stresses, "her grade depends on what you teach her, so she'd better do a good job, okay?"  After a few moments, Mark suggests, "Show her a disaster.  Do an airplane crash."  Ian responds with enthusiasm, saves his city, and announces, "Ha ha ha disaster time!!" 

In this sequence of activity, Ian finds himself in the center of a series of interventions and a great deal of social attention, positioned as an expert and asked to teach both an undergraduate and a large audience of other kids about the game.  The videotaper and the site director have already intervened a number of times to orient him to his community role as game expert and teacher.  His companion is the first to suggest doing a disaster, and he takes it up with a characteristic virtuosity and anti-authoritarianism. Disaster time involves an escalating series of special effects in which the city is first invaded by a space alien, then flooded, set on fire and subjected to an earthquake and plane crashes. The undergraduate remains pleasant and amused. The videotaper, a longtime participant at the club, is the first to intervene, addressing the undergraduate first.  “So, have you figured out how to play?”  And then she turns to Ian.  “Remember Ian, that Anne has to… Ian?!”  The videotaper and the undergraduate’s protests punctuate this instance of play, and though they do not specifically deny the appeal of destruction, they are clearly trying to redirect the activity.  They are overpowered as Mark cheers Ian on and they jointly delight in the spectacles of destruction.  “Do another airplane crash!”  “Destroy it.” Another boy joins the spectacle.  “Please do a fire engine.” “Put more fire.  Fire’s cool.”  “Just burn it all.  Burn it.  Burn it.  Just burn it. Burn it.  Burn it.  You need more fire, more fire.”  The site director appears again.  “Is he teaching you how to be a constructive citizen?” he jokes.  “Another five minutes, and then put Anne on and see what she can do.”  “Do riots,” the third boy continues, not responding to the director’s comment.

After the city is in flames, Ian begins to build large buildings within burning areas, to induce more and more spectacular explosions.  He turns from blowing up the most expensive of the possible buildings to blowing up colleges, fusion plants, gas power plants, and microwave power plants.  His final achievement is to blow up a row of fusion plants lined up in domino formation. “Ian, time, put Anne in there,” insists the site director at the conclusion of this performance.  “He’s into mass destruction at the moment,” says Anne, worried.  The director assures her, “Yeah, but these guys know a lot about the game.”  Then he turns to Ian.  “I don’t want to turn the machine off on you.  Be nice to Anne and give her a turn.”  That is enough of a credible threat for Ian to start a new city for Anne. Here I would like to point to the role of action entertainment idioms in enlisting an audience of other boys and the role of computational media in enbling a virtuosity of the spectacular in the hands of a player.  The adults at the club are in the difficult position of trying to validate Ian’s technical knowledge, but not wanting the destructive scenario to continue.  Ian is quite aware of the boundaries of participation in the 5thD, and plays to his moment in the spotlight, until he is on the verge of disciplinary action.  Far from being a regressive and antisocial act, Ian is engaging in a process of enlisting a large and engaged audience in a shared spectacle of technical virtuosity.  The unique context of the 5thD enables this to play out in a way that is negotiated rather than either univocally repressive or celbratory; Ian retains his status as game expert and teacher while enlisting the agendas and interests of both adults and kids at the site.

Conclusions

If we resist the impulse to call Ian’s activity antisocial, then we are beginning to query the social functions of dis-functional activity and a certain cultural paradox.  While competitive achievement that individuates learning and produces class distinction is considered prosocial and developmentally correct, hedonistic play that creates peer solidarity in relation to consumer culture is considered antisocial and regressive, an attention deficit to the progress goals of certain authoritative institutions. Sutton-Smith describes this tension in terms of private and public transcripts of childhood:

The adult public transcript is to make children progress, the adult private transcript is to deny their sexual and aggressive impulses; the child public transcript is to be successful as family members and school children, and their private transcript is their play life, in which they can express both their hidden identity and their resentment of being a captive population (1997: 123).

The 5thD is a site that self-consciously works to re-engineer this cultural logic by accommodating both child and adult agendas and creating opportunities for cross-generational negotiation and shared discourse. When we add media industries and high technology to the relational mix, the equation becomes more complicated.  Far from being an unmediated voice of a natural childhood pleasure principle, phantasmagoria and spectacle are distributed, engineered, social productions that unite children and media industries.  They are also sites of virtuosity, connoisseurship and status negotiation among children as well as between children and adults.  What constitutes an authoritative institution is a contingent effect of local micropolitics, where pop culture identification confers status in children’s status hierarchies and “fun” gets mobilized vis-à-vis adults as an authenticating trope of a “natural” child-like pleasure principal.  This is not a simple story of adult repression of authentic childhood impulses, but is a distributed social field that produces the opposition between childhood pleasure and adult achievement norms as a contingent cultural effect, subject to local reshapings as in the 5thD. 

The spectacular dimensions of new media deserve special mention as unique materializations of kids’ popular entertainment.  The atomized consciousness of a player engaging with a special effect is a small moment attached to a large sociotechnical apparatus.  Whether in movies or computer games, special effects are what drive budgets, and bring in large audiences.  This is indicative of a particular kind of industry maturation, where a growing consumer base supports larger production budgets, but also increases investor risk, driving the push towards sure hit products, sequels, formulaic content, and guaranteed crowd pleasers. Special effects also weed out independent developers who don’t have the budgets to compete in production value.  Entertainment industries participate in the production of institutionalized genres that are packaged and stereotyped into certain formulas that kids recognize and identify with as a liberatory and authentic kids’ culture. In the titles I reviewed, these appeared as gross bodily noises, explosions, hyperbole, and increasingly, established licensed characters.  This “junk culture” is a particular vernacular that cross-cuts media and commodity types, making its way into snack foods, television, movies, school supplies, and interactive multimedia.  Just as this junk culture is a site of opposition between adults and kids, entertainment elements in children’s software become opportunities for kids to resist adult learning goals in the 5thD and eleswhere.

The idiom of children’s entertainment finds full expression in action media such as video games, movies, and commercial children’s television, consumed in the home among peers.  My work in the 5thD has allowed me only a small glimpse into these domains.  In children’s software, and in an informal learning setting like the 5thD, the entertainment genre’s hold is more partial, achieving fleeting hegemonies as in the case of Ian’s disaster times.  “Entertainment” is a constant though often latent presence, punctuating game play with appreciative exclamations of “cool,” “awesome,” “Eeeew!” and devilish cackles of delight.  These remarks and moments of play are constructed in interaction with adult efforts to both identify with and resist these idioms tied to a mushrooming media supersystem that embodies the growing strength of the entertainment habitus.  As the pleasure-principal becomes coded and embodied as the domain of an authentic and natural childhood, (boring, dry, dusty) education gets framed as going against this human nature, an act of symbolic and social violence.  The catch-phrase of edutainment that “learning can be fun” reconstitutes this structural opposition between learning and play, while simultaneously working to deconstruct it.  Learning needs to be fun to be authentic, because fun is what kids do best.
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� I was one member of a large research team located at the Institute for Research on Learning, the University of California, San Diego, and Whittier College.  The overall 5thD effort is immense, but I would like to acknowledge those in my immediate research team: my academic advisors, Ray McDermott, Michael Cole, James Greeno, Don Bremme, and Shelley Goldman,  fellow graduate students Vanessa Gack and Katherine Brown, and research assistants Dena Hysell, Natasha Royer, Joy Yang, Raquel Ramirez, and Alla Cherkassky,





Engineering Play

18

