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Introduction 

It doesn’t matter if you read the New Statesman, Le Monde, The Wall Street Journal or Fortune, the failures of the ‘information revolution’ are everywhere in evidence. As Canadian commentator Jeffrey Simpson suggested recently, the rise and fall of the information economy has become the morality tale of the millenium framed by “Monumental egos. A bristling new idea. Thrilling technology. The entrepreneurial spirit. But also greed, glitz, stupidity, recklessness, folly and ultimately failure”. Unprepared for the sudden collapse of Nasdaq -- that diminished the value of corporate America by 6 trillion dollars in two years – most commentators are still struggling to understand what went wrong. 

Following Alan Greenspan, many commentators are blaming the current crisis on a rampant incidious wave of greed that swept through corporate America. Pointing their finger at Enron, those wild-west  business cycles experienced in the wired marketplace are attributed to corporate corruption, feulled by shareholder greed, fogged by insider trading, and guided by cynical CEO’s who deceived their directors, boards and workers and shareholders about the profitability of their companies (while drawing huge salaries and trading in their shares before the crash). US President George W Bush too, believes that their deceptive accounting practices is what undermined the dynamic entrepreneurialism of the wired economy: To staunch the wound therefore he warned that “Corporate America has got to understand there is a higher calling than trying to fudge the numbers, trying to slip a billion here and a billion here and... hope nobody notices". To these republican moralists, American capitalism merely succombed to a momentary bout of corporate malfeasance. But by focusing on the greedy accountants these commentators are failing to learn much about this ‘interesting time’: more importantly they are in danger of blaming the priest for the failure of the religion. 

Taking the Hype out of Hypermedia

Once a single library held the knowledge of the world.

Centuries later, data was still controlled by an elite few.

Then Oracle freed everyone to work with databases.

Today, Oracle is putting the knowledge of the world on-line.

“It will forever change our markets and our culture,” (says Oracle’s CEO, Larry Ellison)

Where do you learn about companies whose future is as limitless as our hunger to know?

Exactly: Nasdaq.com.
Oracle Databases TV commercial 1998

The religion of course was the born again modernist faith in technology which permeated the discourses of the waning century just as it did the 1920’s and 1950’s. Perhaps the only difference in the information age hyperbole was that the beleif that human progress had become firmly identified with the infinite possibilities of the computer.
 MIT cyberguru Nicholas Negroponte’s Being Digital  provides one of the crowning examples of this technological hyperbole: 

your  right and left cuff links or earrings may communicate with each other by low orbiting satellites and have more computer power than your present PC. Mass media will be redefined by systems for transmitting and receiving personalized information and entertainment. Schools will change to become more like museums and playgrounds for children to assemble ideas and socialize with other children all over the world. The digital planet will look and feel like the head of a pin (Negroponte, 1995). 

In such futuristic projections the ‘iron clad’laws of history have been inscribed into the protean potential of a silicon chip. In a forthcoming book, Digital Play McGill-Queens Press, we unpack the corporate hyperbole that accompanied the converging trajectories of technology, culture and marketing which have promoted a digital playworld at the focal point of convergent media networks. 
 This critical cultural history examines in detail the production, design and promotion of digital play to help explain why video gaming has become the fastest growing and most profitable sector in the global entertainment marketplace. 

It is possible to trace  the corporate embrace of  convergence to Alvin Toffler ‘s book The  Third Wave which first popularized the faith in computers as a progressive force for social change. History, claimed Toffler, taught that technological invention was the most powerful force for changing the whole of society: the growth of agricultural techniques constitute the first wave, and manufacturing technologies the second, but it was communications technologies that would precipitate the third and most radical wave of social change. Industrial era technologies, such as the mechanized assembly line and mass media encouraged  rigid  hierarchies, harsh class divisions and depersonalized mass  cultures Toffler claimed. Computers on the other hand, were a protean technology capable of vastly enhancing the intelligence of all media – ultimately bringing openness, flexibility and adaptability to the humans who use and work with them. Inevitably, corporate managers would have to be responsive  to users, workers  and consumers who relied on computers – rather than the bending of man to mechanical age rhythms and routines  computers  would help make  mass society more responsive to the range  of human needs and desires. Toffler therefore predicted that a “wave” of social innovation generated by the digitalization of society would  ultimately  overthrow the oppression of  mass society consolidated by television. So if the medium was the message, then  it was computerization that  would set  mass society  on the road to flexibility and change in a flexible  global network. According to Toffler: “The Third Wave of historical change represents  a straight-line extension of industrial society, but a radical shift of direction, often a negation, of what went before. It adds up  to nothing less than a complete transformation at least as revolutionary in our day as industrial civilization was 300 years ago” (ref 8).

It was obvious from the 1970’s that whoever manufactured and controlled the digital means of production and communication would profit enormously from the synergies and spin offs generated from  a wired info-structure. Imbued with these same prognostications, in 1994, the US government attempted to accelerate the information age through its N.I.I policy which commercialized the internet. Guided by their visions of unending profits, computer entrepreneurs turned Toffler’s techno-hyperbole into a plan for the future in which  the “unlimited potentialities” for social progress would be unbound by networking interactive multimedia. Tofflerian rhetoric of technological revolution gradually diffused from the geeky circles of computering entrepreneurs, into the mainstream of corporate economics. Frances Cairncross of the Economist wrote with conviction that “The death of distance as a determinant of the cost of communicating will probably be the single most important force shaping society in the first half of the next century. It will alter, in ways that are only dimly imaginable, decisions about where people work and what kind of work they do, concepts of national borders and sovereignty, and patterns of international trade”. (pg 1). “The changes sweeping through electronic communications will transform the world’s economies, politics and societies – but they will first transform companies. They will alter the ways companies reach their customers, affecting advertising, shopping, distribution, and so on; they will create new businesses; and they will change the way companies communicate with one another and with their staffs. For this reason the corporate world had to embrace connectivity before they could bring the promised peace and harmony of the new economy. 

And embrace it they did. The dot.com folly involved more than a misrepresentation of the businesses bottom line, for the profit picture was projected from a wildly optimistic, if vague business trajectory traced by converging computer, television and telecom technologies. Believing their own technological hyperbole however, the predicted social revolution and unstoppable profitability that motivated the  formation media of oligopy of News Corp, AOL-Time Warner- Disney, Sony, WorldCom, Vivendi where vastly overstated. The demand for their information commodities was not infinite – and the transformations of social life that was meant to underwrite this demand, never really happened. 

Laptops, cel phones, and digital address books were sold to millions of kids: but in the saturated IT markets, cel phones and computer prices began to drop because most people who wanted them, had them. Indeed, although Amazon.com found it could sell books on line, it could not make American’s into avid readers. Profit projections fell and massive debts  acquired the status of junk bonds, which is why doom and gloom invades the high-tech boardrooms of the nation. Which is why AOL wrote down 54 billion dollars of shareholder investment last year (the largest ever) and World Com is in receivership. As Jeffery Simpson says  “like Tolstoy’s unhappy marriages, the disappointments and disasters of convergence differed in each case” 
 but the end result was similar: the limitations of communication technologies to revolutionize our cultural practices. Their hype would leave us laughing now if  it wasn’t for the fact that it was precisely this rhetoric which galvanized the looming crisis of confidence in the American version of free-range high tech capitalism. If our analysis stops at falsified accounting, we will not expose the deeper problem in this promotion of  digital convergence and ignore the  many ways it has deeply impacted our schools and children.

Growing Up Digital

 What is often overlooked in recent accounts of the burgeoning information economy is how the public discourses on the computer revolution quickly became intertwined with the debates about mass mediated childhood. The debates about children’s use of communication media dates back to Plato and the birth of writing -- which he suspected would weaken children’s memory: Yet during the last century, as books, toys, comics, radio, TV, computers and then internet permeated our schools, communities, and households, the way children use, and  their lives are effected by media, has figured ever more prominantly in the public debates about mass mediated children’s culture. Perhap’s Neil Postman’s  (1982) lament for the passing of literate childhood, and his later rejection of the computer as a tool of education, are the best known of examples of media panic mongering.  But as a  cultural historian, we note that both the optimism and the panic, came to a head in the contested constructions of childhood and valorizations of children’s media cultures precipitated by commercialized television in the 1950’s.
 

As any student of communication knows, most of Postman’s reflections can be traced back to the the confusing voice of Marshall McLuhan. In the Gutenberg Galaxy, he provided a brilliant and detailed account of the ways the invention of the printing press  reverborated through the modern world laying cultural foundation for the enlightenment which helped define the forms and patterns of modern culture. Yet it was Understanding Media (1964) which provided many of the catchy aphorisms, as well as a growing acknowledgement of the ways that the modern world was in  turn impacted by electronic communication technologies. As extensions of ourselves, television he argued was having profound and sometimes ambiguous  effects on our social interactions, our cultural knowledge, our arts, habits and perceptions (McLuhan, 1964: 26). Television he claimed fostered  the instantaneous in-depth tribal culture linking modern nations separated by vast distance into a global village. But it  was also eroded those literate rational sensibilities forged by the print media -- book, newspaper and magazine as it replaced them with synesthetic and interactive electronic media. Following Harold Innis McLuhan argued, that the best way to understand the impact of media within social environments, is through addressing the cultural disturbances and realignments that follow the invention and adoption of new media. Contemporary culture was riven by the competing cultural sensibilities fostered by different media. As a literate person himself, McLuhan was sensitive to the subtle ways that television’s instantaneous global reach undermined the particularistic and sequential experiential biases of our modern print culture over time. It is of course this theme that Postman picks up as the basis for the erosion of our whole civilized culture of literacy.

Indeed, McLuhan’s phrase the medium is the message is perhaps the most misunderstood and misquoted argument in all of cultural theory. As careful readers will note, McLuhan was well aware that television’s impact on modern culture was ambiguous and sometimes paradoxical: The metaphor which he used to characterize the changing cultural environments of the electronic era, was the rear view mirror: we marched into the future, accustomed to thinking in and to some degree blinkered by, the cultural patterns of meaning making established by past uses of media. To awaken us to effects of our electronic media, McLuhan liked  to oppose the images of a rationalist visual culture of the book with the participatory oral culture of the television audience, regardless of how paradoxical they  seemed. But this was a self concious rhetorical device, for he believed that the paradoxical exposition was necessary to break the hold of modern media effects theories: he therefore refused to see the television audience as the passive and docile spectator. Whether on the phone, listening to music, or watching the screen, McLuhan understand that audience for electronic media were not just processing information, but engaging in active social communication. TV spectators therefore are not just decoding the world, but engaged in an active social meaning making process which strives for an intense re-tribalized involvement with their world. 

The Plays the Thing
Although McLuhan is not generally thought of as a play theorist, he was among the first  to draw attention to the growing cultural appeal of games delivered through the mass media as a sign of important changes taking place. He argues “If, finally we ask, ‘Are games mass media?’  the answer has to be ‘Yes’. Games are situations contrived to permit simultaneous participation of many people in some significant pattern of their own corporate lives.” (pg. 210.) McLuhan therefore urged us to see games and sports “not just self-expression” of players but as “deeply and necessarily a means of interplay within an entire culture that is, as media that communicate specific cultural values and sentiments”. He goes on to say that “like our vernacular tongues, all games are media of interpersonal communication and they could have neither existence nor meaning except as extensions of our immediate inner lives." It is important therefore to understand our motivations for playing. McLuhan goes on to suggest that “as extensions of the popular response to the workaday stress, games become faithful models of a culture.  They incorporate both the action and the reaction of whole populations in a single dynamic image. . . . The games of a people reveal a great deal about them.
 

McLuhan in these passages is at his most prescient. As Raymond Williams was to later point out,  McLuhan’s technological determinism was not iron clad: but his major fault as a historian of culture was that he failed to adequately contextualize the tensions that existed within our dominant institutions  which guided and shaped the uses to which different media are put. In Television: Technology and Cultural Form Williams provides a detailed account of the institutional and cultural  contexts within which television’s use was forged putting in historical context the specific events  whereby technological defined potentiality were transformed into historical cultural practice. Similarly I have noted the parting clouds of gloom about postmodern children’s  culture that accompanied the emergence of home  computers as a new play space for children.  So impressed with children’s fascination with domestic computers, in 1981 Time magazine declared the computer the “man of the year”. Time quotes mathmatician and computering educator Seymour Papert who promised that children were not only the pioneers, but would be the main benefitiaries of this cultural revolution brought about by computers because they facilitated active problem solving. Paperts’ pedagogy of constructivism, was developed  throughout his career promoting a technologically enhanced version of Piagetian developmental theory. In a series of books he asserted his faith in computers as learning tools based on postulates about the medium: 

1) That computers, like toys had the ability to fascinate and therefore motivate children by making learning fun;

2) That they were intelligent and therefore adapted the assimilation of knowledge to the capacities and interests of the learner;

3) And that as a part of everyday play cultures multimedia cultivated an autonomous zone free from parental control, in which like toys children constructed and bonded through self-made play interactions. 

The image of children liberated by computers quickly bolstered the corporate embrace of the techologies of digital communication. 

Three promises also underscored Al Gore’s commitment to networked multimedia: networked media would galvanize creativity in the entertainment industry,  it would provide citizens with unlimited access to all kinds of information, and it would reinvigorate schooling by providing potent new ways of  teaching. Other media of course had also promised to rock the cradle –toys, comics, and TV in turn were heralded as revolutions in youth culture too. Even though each became popular with children, and found their way into schools, social change happened slowly. So why should we believe that computers were different?

But increasingly educators believed computers would radically change how schools thought about and managed teaching: The reasons, according to Telstra, lay in the fact that multimedia were amalgam which synergized  previous learning tools – television, books, toys, and films – into a more powerful multimedia technology. As a ‘new’ medium, multimedia were not an extension of historical processes of modernization but a force for its overthrow and reversal: “Unlike these earlier technologies, multimedia is interactive. It has the ability therefore to replicate some teacher/learner interaction. It also has the ability to link the student with tutors, his or her peers in other places, and with remote sources of information.” (Telstra, 1994: 1) The networked society that Gore promoted was based on assertions about their impact on users: computer intelligence transformed the mass audience of passive spectators into interacting networks of learners.  Since young people were to be  the pioneers in this brave new digital world we could look to them to understand what was happening argued Negroponte, for their lives were the  first to be transformed: 

We are not waiting on any invention. It is here. It is now. It is almost genetic in its nature, in that each generation will become more digital than the proceeding one. The control bits of that digital future are more than ever before in the hands of the young. Nothing could make me happier (1995:231).
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Children’s culture commentators like Douglas Rushkoff too, clambered onto this youth oriented bandwagon. In Media Virus (1994) he quotes Timothy Leary in defence his belief that video game play was merely a release of children from the top-down control of the mass media: “The importance of the Nintendo phenomenon is about equal to that of the Gutenberg Printing press. Here you had a new generation of kids who grew up knowing that they could change what’s on the screen.” (30) In his subsequent book, Playing the Future he boldly predicts an empowered and competent Nintendo Generation “While their parents may condemn Nintendo as mindless and masterbatory, kids who have mastered video gaming early on stand a better chance of exploiting the real but mediated inter-activity that will make itself available to them by the time they hit techno-puberty in their teens”. (1996: 31). 

To this enthusiasm for gaming, Don Tapscott added his faith that the networking of computers in schools and home  would be the final catalyst democratizing education. By pushing the computer access into the farthest reaches of childhood we enabled savvy young learners to search the net for information and self organize as playful knowledge building communities around interactive web sites. The web was the ultimate tool of social learning: Freed from the top down world of formal schooling, children established their own codes and styles of interaction in the learning forums, that were provided on line. Insert tapscott quote

Many ads were made to convey these  promises of interactive media for children’s learning and development: Even sober educators, developmental psychologists and children’s media researchers rallied around this  vision of wired childhood because it seemed to promise children the autonomy from parental influences and a freedom to pursue their own leisure embedded in play ethos. Digital enthusiasts promoted a vision of childhood that  promised that interactive media would bring together the  educational benefits of computers, the  entertainment fascinations of TV, and the social connectivity of telephones for the benefit of children’s education, their culture and their fun. We are now all familiar with this promotional hype:
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In spite of all the excitement about educational computers the only bright spot in the corporate firmament of falling stars is interactive play media: video game makers and their on-line gaming products continued to expand significantly with Sony, Nintendo and Microsoft seeing their core markets expand. Not only has the console gaming industry grown significantly with the launch of  graphically upgraded consoles into the perpetual upgrade marketplace exceeded $10.6 billion in America alone in 2001, a figure which surpasses total annual box office movie sales in all of North America.
 Impressive as this may, this figure omits two other significant aspects of the interactive entertainment industries – arcades and computer based systems that have established a firm beachhead on the internet. Although on-line gaming was around in the 1970’s this part of the market expanded rapidly in the 1990’s as Doom and Ultima laid the foundation for Multiplayer gaming genres – the shooter and the role play adventure. Although Ultima started as a PC game it was one of the first to move on line: 125,000 subscribers now pay $10 US monthly after their $40 to $70 initial costs to play Ultima Online.
 The average Ultima Online player logs 17 hours per week playing the game, and frequently far more.  Saved characters and items are frequently sold to other players for amount up to and exceeding $3,000 US.
 Currently more than 350,000 individuals are paid subscribers of the online game Everquest at the price of approximately $10 US per month – grossing 3.5 million per month.  This is in addition to the roughly $50 US initial price for each game, and $30 US each for the three expansion programs which brings in a revenue of 350 million per year.

Doom too, which used modems to enable two person dungeon hunt and shoot, has been followed by the Quake multiplayer on-line series. Fast-paced online action and combat games such  as Quake 3 and Unreal Tournament have become major driving force behind the computer hardware market with the constant need for faster and more sophisticated video, sound and interface hardware.
  The Quake games, arguably the most successful series of action computer games ever, has grown to become exclusively online in its latest incarnation named Quake 3, with no single player capabilities whatsoever.  Game publishers and analysts at the Jupiter Communications Online Game Conference estimated that games with online play sell 20 percent better than traditional games.
 Not even Richard Garriott, the 38-year-old Texan who created Ultima . . . expected that his imaginary world would develop an economy so robust that there would be a floating exchange rate between Britannia gold and U.S. Dollars."

High-speed fiber-optic networks and PC-Bangs have made Korea a leader in internet policy and the capitol of broadband gaming in the world.
  Lineage, the predominant online role-playing game in Korea, enjoys annual revenues of $223 million U.S. and x has sold over 10 of its 12 million copies in Korea. Further its record 110,000  players at a time has all other games beaten for now thanks to the popularity of publically accessible internet sites called PC Bangs
. On-line gaming is so popular that competitions have supported a growing cadre of professional players. One study found that “over half of all Korean Netizens (56.8%) are using games and a quarter (25.4%) are using instant messaging. (NetValue Korea, 2001).  But as a second more recent study of PC bangs discovered they are used mostly by males because other on line activities like email and chats do not need high- speed Internet, whereas many games do.

Regional and international tournaments with very substantial prizes drive the competitive sport of online gaming.  A teenage boy called "Thresh" gained notoriety for winning a nearly one million dollars custom turbo Ferrari in a Quake tournament.   Without qualifications beyond his skills as a gamer, Thresh landed a lucrative job as an online columnist at the PC Gamer magazine - the dominant computer gaming magazine in North America. With a flood of new on-line games which require constant play to maintain characters freelance game players such as Josh Griffiths are paid substantial fees by other gamers to baby-sit their online characters. Others have earned monthly incomes by selling items, money, magic spells or well established characters online.
  " 

Beyond the games themselves, people associated with popular online gaming web sites, comic series', secondary programs and newsletters have made literal careers out of their affiliation to and knowledge of these games. The popular press has made stories of on line romance and families reunited through playing together into urban legends, but also on-line gaming addiction, tales of marriages broken, family relations strained, jobs lost, classes failed and friends alienated by players' obsessive play abound. Indeed it is the virtual communities of gamers that have most fullfilled the augurs of an information age.
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Misreading the Multi-Media Youth Audience 

Though predictions of reinvigorated schooling and democratized culture have disolved into a laughable puffery, our schools remain larded with useless networked computers and our homes are wired like a NASA coms center. Yet for all the public investment in educational multimedia how have children’s lives really been changed? At schools multimedia are mostly used for word processing and email – mostly their screen savers blinking advertisements for MacDonalds happy meals in empty wired classrooms. Evaluation research on the wired classroom have failed to show significant educational benefits given the enormous costs of installing, maintaining and upgrading the informatics infrastructure.
 We are also  beginning to understand that in North America at least, although chat and email enjoy some popularity, the primary driver of internet use among teens was the availability of free music and the emergence of a gamer sub-culture. 

Amid the shards of the wired economy, those of us who study the manufacture, diffusion and acceptance of new technology are having a field day correcting the corporate worlds’ rosy picture of a multi –mediated future for our children while they shift their own pensions into government bonds and property. The pundits are now renouncing the  promotional buzz words of the new economics – convergence, synergy, interactivity, multimedia, artificial intelligence, flexibility, responsiveness – that were the signposts to profitability. Even Don Tapscott, having sold his company before bankrupcy has donned a critical tone, mocking his own euphoric promises of an wired childhood precipitated by the diffusion of computers, the commercialization of the the internet, and the globalization of media industries. But what few are doing is taking a critical look at the media theories that guided the corporate merging of television, computers and telephone businesses into a networked interactive entertainment system.

So we might well ask why World.com, Nortel, BCE, Intel, IBM, Microsoft and AOL so badly missed the mark when they projected computers as a technology that would educate and enlighten children. Obviously, the rhetoric of converging technology was hideously vague and ungainly – its promises were all based on poorly thought out buzz words that were never subjected to critical analysis. This new media theory assumed that the combined technical capacities of multimedia would replace the established cultural practices formed by books, music, TV, games and phones but was never validated by empirical research. Their media theory was technological determinism of the worst sort: it mistook the possibility of the medium for the message, while  ignoring the specific cultural practices that embedded media use in the dynamics and social relations that conscribe contemporary households. Which is why it is so tragic that so many commentators on digital childhood have  succombed to the imaginary discourses of digital possibilities: let us not forget that our gulibility was as great as their overstated promises. 

I have listened to innumerable talks where colleagues have told me how connected multimedia media offered inumerable advantages and none of the disadvantages of TV, phones and toys: writing off the violence of gaming, the cyberstalking on the chat rooms, the insistence of porn merchants and  the unwanted merchandising. The arrival  of the digital generation has not that radically altered childhood, but it has reaffirmed that the escalating mediatization of children’s lives is intimately bound up with the material (mostly corporate) conditions supporting the commodification of children’s play cultures as well as the conflicted and sometimes confusing valorizations of play cultures
. The threefold promise of democraticized access to information, powerful new opportunities for learning, and active leisure were never confirmed by those who bothered to look at how children actually use the new media. Our willing, and uncritical acceptance of the promise of educational redemption by new media has helped to produce a world where children are mostly being entertained by it.

This is why hard nosed audience researchers among us are now exposing the false assumptions of this heady roller coaster ride into the  millenium. And though it was once possible to claim that because children were fascinated with the technology they would do everything and anything associate with  multi-media, including their homework and exercising their democratic rights the Annenberg studies have shown that this is clearly not the case. (ACCP 2000)  Empirical studies repeatedly find that at home young people use the networks to download music, to cruise the fansites, and mostly to play games (Kline 2001). In a recent Canadian study conducted by the Media Awareness network, although 50% of children had used the internet for homework, this was mostly done at school; At home their use of the internet is based on downloading free music and software, playing games and chatting. In short, there is very little evidence that young people use the media for educational purposes, unless they are required to. 
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Indeed, more teens reported being regular users of porn sites than use information sources for homework or self-development on a daily  basis. Meanwhile theft of software, cyber stalking and unsolicited marketing have become serious problems that make both parents and young people wary. Around the world, inundated by porn site solicitations and concerned about Quake addiction, concerned parents and schools are severing the electronic umbilical cord because these dreams of networked learning have disolved into a XXX wired playground. Not suprisingly, there has been a growing disillusionment with the web in Canada, one of the most wired nations in the world, where 200,000 subscribers logged off forever in the last 6 months: The reason they consistently gave was that they were worried about porn and security or they just never used the service because it doesn’t provide value for themselves or their children (Statistics Canada 2002).

Learners, Spectators or Players?

As any student of communication knows, most commentators on children’s media – from Postman to  Rushkoff – derive their inspiration from Marshall McLuhan and his confusing portrait of our post-war culture traumatized by colliding cultural traditions. Although it can be said of McLuhan that in half of what he said meant something else and the other half meant nothing at all, a close reading of his work discovers he was not a hard line technological determinist. Clarifying his most famous slogan in the introduction to his masterwork Understanding Media (1964), McLuhan states that the medium is the message implied only that "any understanding of social and cultural change is impossible without a knowledge of the way media work as environments".  McLuhan’s polemics sometimes overemphasized the tensions in culture. But he recognized that television’s communication was itself a convergent form -- an amalgam of the novel, the magazine, vaudville and drama. Since cultural forms and practices were not being destroyed but reworked, it was more important in order to understand how people adapted to new media, to look in our cultural rear  view mirror to understand how forms and contents migrated into new media and how genres became hybridized when media competed. 

It is my view that however faulted, McLuhan’s rear view mirror helps us understand the tensions created in the media saturated childhood between three mass mediated communication experiences. As the title of this paper suggests, three media  have  especially featured in the controvery surrounding the changes taking place in young peoples domestic communiation environments – books, TV and digital games. The three images below are intended to provoke a deeper reflection on those sometimes confusing valorizations of children’s media use that frame these debates. As Walter Ong has noted, the invention of schooling was based on a growing valorization of the book, and the literacy that made reading and writing them possible: books were the best means by which we could cultivate enlightened citizens for the modern world. The scene in the first reminds us of progressive educators growing reliance on books (as opposed to repitition and speech) as the best way of prompting learning in the schools. But it also forshadows the hope for an accelerated and efficient way of teaching that accompanied the burgeoning electronic era. It was this ideal of efficiency which we saw above revivified in the marketing of computers as the intelligent heir to the books teaching capacity. 
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The second picture conjures the subsequent postwar debates about children growing up as spectators in the thrall of  mass mediated entertainment. Media panics first arose in the post-war years about the graphic reductionism of the  comics, but the fabulous popularity of TV, subsequently galvanized a long debate about young audiences, imagined as pummeled into a consumerized passivity by the easy pleasures of popular culture. Neil Postman’s  (1982) lament for the passing of literate childhood, focused alarmist voices declare that children were being amused into ignorance by popular culture. Postman argued that by blurring the lines that distinguished childhood and adult, children in the media age were growing up too quickly.  More importantly, he argued,  the accelarated exposure to all cultural knowledge induced waning standards of rational citizenship. TV and the mass culture it popularized, were undoing the benefits of literacy and civility cultivated by the book.

The third reminds us of the emerging play ethos, first associated with toys and games, but now thought to be the underlying spirit of a postmodern culture. In the postmodern world  children are more actively involved in cultural meaning making, taking on the characteristics of dynamic  players  engaged in  healthy self creation of a liberated and socially autonomous children’s culture. These concerns are  reflected in the ambivalence many parents also feel about the so called Nintendo Generation, and the subversion of traditional play cultures of active leisure by the virtual entertainments offered in a wired world.

Insert Newyorker

One thing is sure: Our debates  about the motivations, gratifications and value of  playful communication have become central to our debates about the future of  childhood.
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CONCLUSION: Researching the Media Saturated Household

Researchers are beginning to more critically evaluate the impact of convergent media on children’s lives. It was time to stop speculating, Sonia Livingstone et. al. (1999) argued, and  study empirically the diffusion of new media into the domestic context in which they were used. It was with the impact of converging technologies on children in mind, that Himmelweit project group set out to study how rapidly ‘new’ media, were diffusing into European households and being adapted into children’s leisure practice. Their work has provided a much more realistic assessment of ways children incorporate various electronic information and entertainment sources into their daily routines in the media saturated household. 

Livingstone’s (2002) recent reflections on this  emerging empirical approach to the impact of technology stresses  “the notion of the media environment”. Taking this contextual  approach to the domestic scene helps set children’s use of new media within the complex underlying dynamics of the households, and indeed the local circumstances in which they were assimilated. National policy and SES seem to play an important role in the acquisition, location and use of media technologies. For example, the differences between Britain’s ‘bedroom’ culture and the more traditional familial use patterns found on the continent deserve more attention.

As a social psychologist and student of Hilde Himmelweit, I also feel it is necessary to  explain why and how new media diffused into Canadian homes, becoming a  routine part of children’s daily cultural practices. In my forthcoming book, The End of Play? I note that Canadian children, similar to those in Europe, now have more scope to choose among more communication options than ever before: they have books, music, games, phones, and screens in abundance – often in their rooms. But their usage patterns are not those promised by the guru’s like Rushkoff: The mass media age  has not been overthrown. Indeed young people continue to watch TV, talk on the phone and listen to music. While a few use computers, and the internet, for doing homework and occassionally, for understanding their  world, mostly digital media are for downloading music,  chatting with peers, for accessing entertainment sites, and especially among boys for gaming. 

Insert report on line http:

Edutainment and puzzles are the least preferred genre among all game players and action and role playing the favourites whether on line on on console. New media do not so much suplant old media as supplement and to some degree feed off of them to consolidate previous cultural interests. Perhaps the best example is the persistance of music as an important part of youth subcultures: downloading music on the net, and listening to it on MP3, augments this long time MTV culture of rock video rather than eliminating it. In short, entertainment wins over learning, and play  wins over all. 

Canadian children are among the most wired and avid users of convergent media in the world. But it is important to acknowledge that the expansion of digital play has been neither educational or  socially leveling. Economic  status and gender are important factors shaping how Canadian children gain access to and routinely use the net. In the data on the Canadian media saturated household, I have been most impressed by the  growing importance of digital play media in children’s lives, in their families and  their peer relations. The growing role that on-line social gaming plays in young peoples daily media routines also needs to be acknowledged in our studies of childrens audiences. But TV has not been transcended as the most used media. In fact, for boys, the heaviest players of console games, and the internet are also the heaviest users of TV as well. 

Anyone trying to understand the media saturated household needs to understand the trade offs that lead young people to choose between these options for learning, entertainment and games. It is important to reflect on the deep fascinations that leads those ever growing gaming audiences to willingly and enthusiastically engage in active meaning-making with these digital play media. Robert Kubey, has suggested that the reasons for heavy use have to do with young peoples need to manage mood states – and achieve through technical means the ‘flow’ experience of total emersion. This experience is clearly valued by the heaviest gamers. But attaining peak experience is not the only emotional  issue facing young people. The patterned trade offs being made by young people in the wired world speak to a wider set of social and emotional problems they face at school, in peer groups and families. The heaviest users of new media for play and entertainment are likely to  trade off reading books and homework for screen entertainment, sleep for gaming,  virtual play for active leisure and social interaction. Heavy gamers are most likely to report that they  make friends by  gaming, and that most of their friends are gamers, although in many cases they also report wanting to socialize with their friends in reality, but not being able to. 

As audience researchers, it is also important for us to put the reasons for this gendered use of mediated communication in its social context of family relations. Children’s freedom to  use media, however  expanded, is not absolute, especially for the very young. Our data show that we  must carefully set young peoples’ active engagement with their media within the constraints of family and peer relations. The supervision of media by parents remains an important part  of the ways children gain access to and navigate the converging media environment, both in terms of encouragement and modelling, as well as contraints and rules. Children with more media in the bedroom, are less likely to report supervision and more likely to engage in risky uses of the internet. Family dynamics and parental attitudes, like peer relations are an important aspect of contemporary  play cultures.
Table 34: Rules around TV.

	Type of rules 
	Total

n=632

%
	Males

n=342

%
	Females

n=292

%


	Limits on how late I can watch
	47
	45
	49


	Had to finish homework and chores before watching*
	46
	42
	50


	Lost TV privileges when I did something wrong
	31
	31
	30


	Rules around who decides what I can watch**
	29
	23
	37


	Rules around the kind of shows I can watch**
	24
	19
	31


	Limits on the amount I can watch
	22
	23
	22


	Parents wanted to know what I was watching**
	22
	17
	28



*Significant gender differences at the 0.05 level using Chi-square.

**Significant gender differences at the 0.01 level using Chi-square.
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