
- 1 -



Learners, Spectators or Gamers? An Investigation of the Impact of DigitalMedia in the Media Saturated Household 

Stephen Kline 

Office: School of Communication, 8888 University Road, Burnaby  BC, V5A 1S6

                                                               604-291-4793/ fax 604 291 4024

                   Home:  310 Osborne  Rd.  East, North Vancouver,  B.C.  CANADA V7N  1M3

                                                                               604-985-9661
kline@sfu.ca

Learners, Spectators or Gamers? An Investigation of DigitalPlay in the Media Saturated Household 

Stephen Kline, School of Communications

Simon Fraser University

Burnaby BC, Canada

Introduction 

The era of Java Enterprise Computing has arrived. No longer must we be tied

to a single master. Today we consider the following to be inalienable and

available to all. The right to harness technology to stay, not just one, but

several steps ahead of the game. The right to a new computing dynamic with

the vision to take you into the future. And not only do you have the right

to information technology that works the way you want it to, you have the

right to change it at will. It is your due, now is the time to realize

significant return on your technological investment. It is not simply about

systems, it's about the emancipation of information. Java Enterprise

Computing is here and it will set you free.

Stretched across the two-page ad is the text: "LIBERTY!"

Taking the Hype out of Hypermedia
The Java  ad is a fine example of the silicon-coated technological hyperbole that captured the public imagination at the gateway of the new millenium.  Around the world this theory of mediated (digital) convergence has not only primed the pumps of a roiling speculative economic bubble but forged a new cyberspace ideology whose Janus gods connectivity and interactivity promised solutions to all our social problems. In this chapter I want to expose the technological determinism that underwrote this ideology,  and to propose a more  critical way  of thinking about the impact of  the virtual playgrounds it has helped construct for our children.

 
It is possible to trace  the Informatics manifesto  declared in  Java’s  advertising 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 ensuring that openness, flexibility and adaptability were afforded to the humans who used them. 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”. Rather than the bending humans to mechanical age rhythms and routines  computers  would help make  mass society more responsive to the range  of human needs and desires. So if the medium was the message, then computers were setting America  on the road towards change, flexibility and adaptation. 

The technological hyperbole of computer revolutionaries gradually diffused from the geeky circles of computering copy writers into the mainstream of corporate economics.  As Bill Leiss notes, their vision of a born-again capitalism permeated the public discourses of the 1990’s  echoing the progressive rhetoric the 1920’s and 1950’s with the only difference being that  human progress now  depended on a computerized ‘de-massification’ rather than brute mechanical power. MIT cyber guru Nicholas Negroponte’s Being Digital  provides one of the crowning examples of the rhetoric of technological hyperbole that bubbled into public consciousness. Computering he claimed will bring greater democracy and freedom to the world: " Like a force of nature, the digital age cannot be denied or stopped. It has four very powerful qualities that will result in its ultimate triumph; decentralizing, globalizing, harmonizing, and empowering. “(1995:229)

As if our future social life were inscribed in silicon, Negroponte offers a vision of  our future re-orchestrated by powers of computerized communications technologies which saturate the whole cultural environment: “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, 1995:6).

Guided by their visions of unending profits, computer entrepreneurs like Sun and Oracle transformed Tofflerian hyperbole into a wired futurism in which  the “unlimited potentialities” of networked interactive multimedia would lead us to prosperity and peace. Frances Cairncross of the Economist wrote with conviction about the promise of convergence. “The death of distance” she said “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”. ( 1998:1) She goes on to predict that “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 convergence if they were to survive in the new economy. 

And embrace it they did. Believing their own copy writers News Corp, Disney, Sony, WorldCom, Vivendi started their march down the information revolution road to unstoppable profitability with vastly overstated expectations. These companies planned for a future based on a wildly optimistic, and ludicrously vague  theory of communication. It imagined rapid social change emerging from a wired marketplace forged from the convergence of computers, television and telecom technologies. The same sense of digital inevitability began to permeate both  government policy -- the guidelines and subsidies that made the web into a commercial medium -- and  corporate advertising where copywriters projected a bold rhetoric of an information age onto the multi-screen collective Unconsciousness. Laptops, cel phones, and digital address books were sold to millions: the average family now spends proportionately more money on cultural, entertainment and communication services to the home than ever before. But demand for information commodities cannot be infinite. In the saturated IT markets, cel phones and computer prices began to drop because most people who wanted them, had them. 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. Indeed, although Amazon.com found it could sell books on line, it could not make American’s into avid readers. The disappearance of 6 trillion dollars from the stock market and with the American economy in  perpetual doldrums, commentators finally struggling to understand just what went wrong in the 1990’s.

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 now 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 millennium framed by “Monumental egos. A bristling new idea. Thrilling technology. The entrepreneurial spirit. But also greed, glitz, stupidity, recklessness, folly and ultimately failure”. As Simpson explains  “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”. Nowhere is the hubris of this hi-tech drama better exemplified  than in the spectacular rise and fall of AOL-Time Warner ‘s chief architect of synergy Steve Case who once stood as the lion king  gazing out across the e-commerce jungle. As AOL’s  CEO, Case was one of the most effusive exponents of convergence and the man responsible for the merger of the  old media empire of Time Warner and the new media empire of AOL. On January 17th Case resigned and on January 29, 2003 AOL-Time Warner announced loses of 98.7 billion dollars for the accounting year 2002 – the largest ever recorded in American history.

Of course we  should have known better. As Kevin Robins (1995) states, the belief in the coming Information Age demanded a profound leap of faith into vague social theory: “All this is driven by a feverish belief in transcendence; a faith that, this time round, a new technology will finally and truly deliver us from the limitations and frustrations of this imperfect world”. He goes on to say: “There is a common vision of a future that will be different from the present, of a space or a reality that is more desirable than the mundane one that presently surrounds and contains us. It is a tunnel vision. It has turned a blind eye on the world we live in”(135). Since the 'cyber-bubble '  economy took a nosedive  at the end of 2000, there has been  a growing sense of realism about  this convergent mediascape and a  willingness to  accept the limitations of  a digital world still at war. Obviously, the rhetoric of converging technology was hideously vague and ungainly – its promises were all based on poorly thought out and never tested  promotional concepts. 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.  Indeed, their puffery would leave laughing now if  it wasn’t for the fact that it was precisely this rhetoric which galvanized the looming crisis of confidence in the hi-tech free-range capitalism it prophesized. (Kline et. al. 2003) 

Amid the shards of our wired utopia, the pundits are renouncing the  promotional buzz words of the information age – convergence, synergy, interactivity, multimedia, artificial intelligence, flexibility, responsiveness. Some have sold their dot.com shares and donned a critical tone, mocking those euphoric promises of an wired world of peace and prosperity forged by the diffusion of computers, the commercialization of the internet, and the globalization of media industries. Perhaps we should be content that their hubris has  defined the morality play of the infant millennium. But that would mean ignoring the profound ideological confusions that  underwrote the digirati’s prophesy that networked playgrounds would liberate the next generation.

Growing Up Digital

 
A 1998 Intel ad featured a group of pastel space-suit clad chip-makers dancing gaily in the factory to rock music while they install “fun” into the MMX chips. Intel’s tale neatly recapitulates the origin myth of video gaming – the moment of realization that computers are not just destined for use in the workplace, but have a place in the streets, in the homes, and in the communities of the global information society as instruments of domestic entertainment and social communication. In a sequel ad, the dancing Intel workers move out of the factory and hit the Information Highway in their space capsule-like roadster, to bring these playful machines to kids around the world. 'MMX Technology' is just one more exciting digital innovation on the road to interactive entertainment and global connectivity. Driving through the global marketplace, however, they discover with surprise that “kids already get it”. Indeed, the happy throngs of postmodern youth have welcomed this networked virtual playground with an enthusiasm. Like other promotional discourses on the information age, this ad offers a rapturous vision of the effect of new communication infrastructures being laid down in the wired society, ending with what might be called the 'primal scene' of the information economy: future generations happily locked in the embrace of connected interactive media.

What is often overlooked in recent accounts of the information economy is how the public discourses on the computer revolution quickly became intertwined with the debates about mass mediated childhood and children’s video game play. So impressed with children’s fascination with domestic computers, in 1981 Time magazine declared the computer the “man of the year”. Time quotes mathematician and computering educator Seymour Papert who promised that children were not only the pioneers, but would be the main beneficiaries of this cultural revolution because computers facilitated active problem solving. Papert's 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: 

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

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

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. 

Papert’s pedagogical theories promised that the national embrace of computers would quickly replace the paternalistic infrastructure of mass education with a constructivist student-centred learning.

In 1994 president Clinton announced his National Information Infrastructure Initiative -- the so-called ‘information superhighway’ policy-- which commercialized the internet in an attempt jumpstart the information age. This policy set out to consolidate the already-existing network of fiber optic, copper wires, cable radio waves and satellites into an integrated web of computerized channels of two way data flows between computerized communication hubs. It was the day, he said that America was taking a giant step into the information age. Three promises underscored Clinton’s commitment to commercialized networked multimedia: 1) networked media would galvanize creativity in the entertainment industry,  2) it would provide citizens with unlimited access to all kinds of information, and 3)  it would reinvigorate schooling by providing potent new ways of  teaching. 

Gradually many educators came to believe that computers were protean devices which could radically change how schools thought about and managed learning. 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, and schools adjusted their programmes only marginally. So why should we believe that computers were revolutionary pedagogical tools? The reasons, according to Telstra, lay in the fact that multimedia  represented the convergence of  previous learning tools – television, books, toys, and films. 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) Children’s culture commentators like Douglas Rushkoff too, climbed on the digital bandwagon extolling the control over learning processes. In Media Virus (1994) he quotes Timothy Leary in defense his belief that computers were about to release a whole generation 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) The silicon apostles of the coming digital era claimed that Toffler was right: 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).

New media were already challenging the authority and paternalistic values of mass society, widening the generational divide between computer literate youth and their parents claimed the wired guru’s. Even Japanese management guru Ken Ohmae speculated on the generational implications arising from this medium’s rapid diffusion to youth in Japan. “Nintendo kids”, Ohmae asserts, “are making new connections with the tens of millions of their peers throughout the world who have learned to play the same sorts of games and have learned the same lessons” (1995). “The web of culture”, he says, “used to be spun from the stories a child heard at a grandparent’s knee. Today it derives from that children’s experience with interactive multimedia. Commenting especially on the enormous popularity of video gaming in Japan, Ohmae notes “a cultural divide growing between young people and their elders”. But he is enthusiastic about this break with tradition because he believes it will lessens the social isolation of the next generation and internationalize their attitudes. He goes on to speculate:

That experience has given them the opportunity, not readily available elsewhere in Japanese culture, to play different roles at different times, of asking the what-if questions they could never ask before. ... Perhaps most important, Nintendo kids have learned, through their games to revisit the basic rules of their world and even to reprogram them if necessary. ... The message which is completely alien to traditional Japanese culture is that one can take active control of ones situation and change one’s fate. No one need submit passively to authority.

This may only be the beginning claims Douglas Rushkoff (1996), in Playing the Future where he boldly predicts that ‘interactivity’ and ‘connectivity’ will become the forces of generational liberation. Computers were now so prevalent that  they were already beginning to reverse the alienation and isolation created by the mass broadcast technologies of past he claimed. To understand the difference between interactive media and television we need to realize that in playing video games, unlike watching television, users gain control of the flow of information from the screen:  “thanks to video games, kids have a fundamentally different appreciation of the television image than their parents... Rather than simply receiving media they are changing images on the screen” (Rushkoff, 1996:182).  Teenagers from around the world, he claims, now assemble in ‘virtual communities’, using networked multimedia to make their own culture, playing on-line games and socializing in chat rooms. For Rushkoff, today’s “screenager sees how the entire mediaspace is a co-operative dream, made up of the combined projections of everyone who takes part” (269). “While their parents may condemn Nintendo as mindless and masturbatory, 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). 

Similarly enthusiastic about networked computers, Don Tapscott emphasized the role that connectivity played in the liberation and leveling of the digital generation. Donald Tapscott argues that today’s kids are growing up in a society and economy which is very different than that of the boomers. Therefore the way they are educated and prepared in schools must change to keep up with the world they are connecting with. He argues  that the only way out of the crisis in modern education is a "shift from broadcast learning to interactive learning". And the tool for achieving that shift was the internet.

Tapscott believes that "digital media is creating an environment where such activities of childhood are changing dramatically and may, for better or for worse, accelerate child development. Child develop is concerned with the evolution of motor skills, language skills, and social skills. It also involves the development of cognition , intelligence, reasoning, personality and through adolescence, the creation of autonomy, a sense of self and values. …all of these are enhanced in an interactive world. When children control their media, rather than passively observe, they develop faster". (Tapscott 1978:7)  The new media , because of its distributed interactive and many to many nature, has a greater neutrality. A new set of values is arising as children begin to communicate, play, learn, work and think with the new media. More than ever before, a generation is beginning to learn. Call it generational learning". (1998:9)  The N-Generation as Tapscott calls them already exhibit a strong preference for the interactive media to the older broadcast technologies that don't respond to their needs or their way of learning.  This is because he claims "N-Geners "view it as a natural extension of themselves. It is in fact the specific medium that will follow and perpetuate the force of their youth, just as television has traced the lives of the boomers". (1998:31)

It was the networking of home computers which changed the one-way passivity of television audiences into a dynamic network of active learners.  The internet enabled these savvy young questers for knowledge to search the web for the latest information and to self organize into playful communities, even to set up their own web sites and forge their own peer cultures. The web was the ultimate tool of informal learning he concluded: Freed from the top down world of formal schooling, children established their own codes and styles of interaction in the digital playgrounds  that were being provided on line by far thinking entrepreneurs in cyber-savvy organizations. 

In short kids did get the message of digital revolution. So it is hardly surprising that the one remaining star in the e-commerce firmament has been  ‘interactive entertainment’: Video game makers Sony, Nintendo and Microsoft and their on-line gaming products continue to expand even while the rest of the dot.com world has drifted into a funk. (Canadian Press 2001)   With the launch of  graphically upgraded consoles and superfast  graphic computers, U.S. game revenues swelled to $10.6 billion in 2001, a figure which surpasses total annual box office for movies and matches the amount spent on computers  for schools. Although the N.I.I  was meant to  propel the American educational system into the information age, the real  benefitiaries of interactivity are the digital entertainment industries. Ultima, one of the first PC  games to successfully move on line has 125,000 subscribers who pay $10 US monthly after their $40 to $70 initial costs to play Ultima Online. (Kranz 1999) The average Ultima Online player behaves like a member of a cult,  logging 17 hours per week on line, and frequently far more.  Saved characters and items can be sold to other players, or traded at ancillary web sites for amount up to and exceeding $3,000 US. (Gunter 1999) 

Indeed,   the  on-line entertainment market expanded rapidly  throughout the 1990’s as Doom and Counter-strike pioneered the multiplayer metagenre which blended the shooter and the role play adventures into an on-line war game experience. One of the  most profitable of these networked games is Everquest. Currently more than 350,000 individuals are paid subscribers 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.

Children’s Media Cultures in Transition?

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

Negroponte, Tapscott, and Rushkoff -- portray the coming of  ‘cyber gaming’ as a revolutionizing force in children’s lives over-throwing  the authoritarian, centralized, elitist model of mass media in favor of emancipatory, decentralized, distributed and populist “republic" of networked interactivity where digital kids will feel most at home surfing the net and playing video games.  Having analyzed several hundred magazine and television ads for this emerging genre  of interactive entertainment, it is impossible not  to  notice  the  same Toffleresque tropes: Video game advertisers portrayed interactive media as embodying the  educational benefits of computers, the immersive liveliness of TV fantasy, and the social connectivity of telephones. (Kline and de Peuter 2002) In  promotional missives to parents and teachers interactive media  promised to  enhance children’s enthusiasm for learning, provide accessible resources for  knowledge and motivate young people with fun. (Selwyn et al 2001).  As illustrated in the Oracle ad, against a backdrop of feared mass  media passivity, “interactivity” and “connectivity” are taken to be libratory because immersion in ‘virtual’ worlds  was both intellectually challenging yet fun ways to skill children for the inevitably wired  future.  Even sober educators,  developmental psychologists and children’s media researchers rallied behind this utopian promise that video  games would help children discover autonomy and a freedom in the pansophic world  of cyberspace. 

I have listened to innumerable talks where optimistic researchers promised that free explorations of connected multimedia products like on-line web sites, encyclopedia, and educational games offered innumerable advantages and none of the disadvantages of past educational media – books,  toys and films. Children  they claimed explored these complex cyber worlds willingly and therefore  are motivated to learn better, inspite of the marginal proof. (Becker 2000)  They dismissed the violence of gaming, the cyber stalking in the chat rooms, the insistence of porn merchants, banality of ‘cut and paste’ homework assignments, the encounters with racism and hate sites, and  the perpetual Spam as incidental to the logic of networked computers and the inherent ‘potentialities’ interactive media bring to children’s learning. I have also visited classrooms where proud teachers show me students aimlessly ‘texting’ to each other about rock stars, surfing fanzines or even playing videogames in the classroom, as if these were ways of fulfilling the IT curricullum because no legitimate educational strategy has been developed for using the networked computers. Viewing digital culture through rosy lenses, the ICT enthusiasts not only ignored the various risks (and the costs) but  willingly put  the future of both schooling and children’s leisure into the hands of  the various global corporations and organizations that can afford to design and distribute interactive entertainment worldwide. 

Perhaps the most protean feature of the information age lies  in  the discursive practices of the  cyberguru’s who describe children’s entertainment experiences with interactive media as if anything and everything was made  possible by computerizing television. Video gaming is  taken as the exemplary interactive experience because gaming is  assumed to be a dynamic, social and self-motivated type of communication activity: In this digital version of the play  ethos, gaming is endlessly enobling; making menued choices is the expression of creativity; any response to simulated challenge is a strategic ‘action’ based on a ‘decoding’ of the problem; the  movement  through virtual mazes is  tantamount to exploring and mastering ones own imaginations; the fantastical settings are providing exposure to other perspectives and points of view; and any kind  of exchange between players entails the consolidation of the on-line player community. These afficiando’s speak as if computers re-invented play: a graphic spatial representation is now a ‘virtual reality’; audio-visual presentations of text,  image  and sound  on the TV screen are  ‘multimedia experiences’; and iconic representations of characters are ‘computer  presences’ or ‘avatars’. Most importantly  video games are ‘immersive’ (rather than ‘escapist’) because users  can  imagine that  they control  flow of fantastical images from the screen. 

I admire their linguistic creativity, but let ‘s remember that interactivity, interpretation, fantasy and exploration are  properties of all communication media --  even television. Television is also a  multimedia possessing all the same  audio-visual potentialities of moving images, music, sound, and text. Television even allows a degree of control over the flow of programming, although this is more true  of the video  game where control  includes  the possibility of maneuvering and navigating through game spaces. The navigational interface enables the player to make choices during the narrative or problem solving action creating the impression of control over the flow of meaning. But choice is experienced as a matter of tactical decisions that are executed within pre-defined scenarios whose strategic parameters are preordained by the programming. But the suspension of disbelief  is as much a  part of the video gaming experience as  it is of all  representational  forms because the choices must be pre-programmed into the game. 

Perhaps it is more than just the optimist’s faith in technology that needs rethinking. Of all the forms of childhood communication activities,  non is more dynamic or ambiguous than game play. A group of children engaged in role play or sports, provides a benchmark for the  self determining creative expressive events, that most  venerate with the word ‘play’.   To equate two way exchanges of digital information within computerized multimedia networks with this idea of social play,  as if the former exhausts the later, is to seriously reduce the dynamism of social  play. Put simply, the practices of technological design and programming sets limits on the possibility of culture making. Indeed, choosing a character or a weapon – rail gun or a chain saw in a Quake Death Match – is hardly a matter of radical openness or ‘real choice’ experienced in playful encounters. In short playing a video game may be more flexible than watching TV but its not identical to a group of kids getting together in a park spontaneously discussing what game they should play next.

Computer technology did create new possibilities for human expression:  No one will deny that interactive media provides the user with  a greater degree of control over the flow of information, the cultural consumer a novel leisure product, or the gamer a  dynamic spielraum enabling social interaction with other players around the world. But this new cultural trajectory depended on  the social institutions which designed and distributed gaming experiences, and the resources and interest of those audiences that used them. Yet when we actually look at what the educational  game producers have invested in, we discover that the design  and  distribution of interactive products has been constrained by marketing imperatives. It can cost  between  2 and 10 million dollars to produce a game, and so although anything can conceivably be programmed into a computer, market economics is a constraining factor narrowing  the potential diversity of interactive  experiences to the games preferred by the most loyal and frequent buyers of games – youthful males. (Kline 1997)  It is difficult to find evidence of those  liberated subjectivities and egalitarian ethics  in  the actual virtual play spaces designed for young males seeking intensified and violent conflict and escapism. (Provenzo 1997) 

It is not surprising therefore, that on the other side of the information highway Neil Postman’s book Technopoly (1993) provided what  is perhaps the clearest expression of neo-luddite skepticism about the potential of computers for kids. For Postman computers, like TV, fostered a mindless escapism which hastened the declining literacy and growing un-civility of the Nintendo generation. Postman laments that another generation was about to be amused to death by vapid entertainment delivered through new electronic channels. The introduction of interactive media into their daily rituals he argues, will continue to erode the “four-hundred year old truce between gregariousness and openness fostered by orality and the introspection and isolation fostered by the printed word”. Postman frowns  upon the unrestrained enthusiasm for computers within educational circles  stating “in the most dramatic terms, the accusation can be made that the uncontrolled growth of technology destroys the vital sources of our humanity. It creates a culture without a moral foundation. It undermines certain mental processes and social relations that make human life worth living. (1993: xiii). Postman's challenges the idea the computers are inherently educational, preferring to point to the commercial institutions and cultural practices that programme and profit from it :“surrounding every technology are institutions whose organization - not to mention their reason for being- reflects the world view promoted by the technology” (1993:18) In  Postman’s view computer technology, like television before it, is part of broader cultural system in moral decline which undermines the four hundred year tradition of productive leisure fostered by the values and belief systems cultivated around ‘literate’ childhood. 

Learners, Spectators or Players? Researching the Media Saturated Household

Their faith in technology and their ignorance of social history are the twin indications that the cyber-enthusiasts have not bothered to think very carefully about  the specific conjuncture of possibilities in which interactive media have been developed or how contemporary children use, and are effected by this networked playground. This revolutionary rhetoric  of convergence it seems, ignored some of the key lessons of communication theory taught by scholars like Marshall McLuhan (1964). Of the various insights he offered, perhaps his most discussed and least understood is the ‘medium is the message’. This phrase is often taken as a jumping off  point for the digital enthusiasts technological hyperbole who fail to appreciate McLuhan’s paradoxical historical sensibility. New media were not necessarily good or evil; but they did often profoundly alter the course of a culture. Clarifying this aphorism, McLuhan stated that by this  infamous phrase  he implied no technological inevitability, but rather to remind us that "any understanding of social and cultural change is impossible without a knowledge of the way media work as environments". The task of media studies was to examine carefully the bias of experience implicit in media, which as extensions of some aspect of ourselves, expanded our human potential for communication generating unique, and sometimes contradictory  disturbances in  our social institutions, arts, knowledge, attitudes, habits and perceptions (McLuhan, 1964: 26). Historically,  he points out  that television did not overthrow the literate culture which preceded it so  much as absorb and rework old forms of communication as contents and forms migrated into new media or were hybridized as they interacted with each other in the new electronic environment. 

As the title of this paper suggests, computers were developed within a cultural environment with well established modalities of communication forged around three prior children’s media -- books, playthings and TV. Taking  literacy as the measure of civility, a modern conception of progressive childhood emerged in the early 20th Century which made learning to read and write the essential agenda of children’s intellectual development. Books  were  As Brian Sutton-Smith has pointed out toys and games were also to make play the ‘work of childhood’. In becoming players children were encouraged to participate in an socializing  activity which our modernizing world has become the sanctioned form of productive leisure–a healthy way for children to spend their idle time, to express their natural exuberance, and to have fun in a socially acceptable way. (Sutton-Smith 1986). It was against the ideology of toys and books as tools of progress that children’s television entertainments came as a shock.  Rather than educating children, broadcasting seemed to offer, only passive entertainment,   a  flood of popular cultural experiences which attracted child spectators but offered few of the redeeming qualities associated with the ‘productive’ pursuits of play  and learning. 

McLuhan saw the contemporary child as torn between the literate culture of the book and the postmodern culture of mass media. And although he is not generally thought of as a play theorist, he was keenly aware of the growing importance of play cultures. For him the child watching sports or game  shows on TV was not just a passive viewer of an entertainment content, but also a participant in a play ritual.  A game he points out is a very ancient tribal cultural form, a ritual occasion for social communication defined by rules and competition “contrived to permit simultaneous participation of many people in some significant pattern of their own corporate lives”. (1964:210.) The games a people play he points out are themselves mass “media that communicate specific cultural values and sentiments”. In what might be his most prescient observation, he saw the broadcast media as amplifying the modalities of play in the postmodern culture. Yet he also recognized the underlying  tensions created within cultural commentaries as we adjusted to these new   modalities of communication, warning  "We are today as far into the electric age as the Elizabethans had advanced into the typographical and mechanical age. And we are experiencing the same confusions and indecisions which they had felt when living simultaneously in two contrasted forms of society and experience". 

Unfortunately, Marshall McLuhan’s complex portrait of our emerging global village traumatized by colliding media cultures, has all but been forgotten by those optimists who foretell our children’s happy future from the ‘interactivity’ of computers. Yet it was into this mixed and synergistic cultural context pulled in one direction by schools and in the other by electronic media that video gaming was first introduced during the 1980’s. Although they were originally thought about as toys, interactive media have quickly revealed themselves to be a highly convergent medium combining learning, play and entertainment in a synergistic experience. As computers they were programmable books which could deliver learning experiences in a more dynamic user-friendly way.  Yet as high  tech toys, computer games could also stimulate children’s ‘productive play’ and the history of sports, role play, competition and skills training that have become deeply embedded in children’s culture. By linking up players through on-line connections interactive media were forging new channels of communal participation in play. As a text based information distribution system connectivity provided access to information data bases which made books  look like sluggish and forbidding ways of learning. In short interactive media are a hybrid cultural form that combined the story-telling capacities of video, the information processing capacities of computers, with the active participation of toys. This hybrid medium has grown into a rapidly expanding digital entertainment network which complements and competes with other media traditions in children’s lives. The above analysis suggests that it is the hybridization of cultural traditions  rather than the convergence of technologies, that is the most interesting feature of the interactive media environment.

It was also time to stop speculating about how new media impacted kids, Sonia Livingstone and George Gaiskell (1997) argued, and  study empirically the actual use of these ‘new media’ within the domestic context. Livingstone’s (2002) account of the impact of new media shows why we must take seriously   “the notion of the media environment” by providing a more realistic picture of how children incorporate various electronic information and entertainment sources into their daily routines within the media saturated household. This  study of media use in the home situates children’s patterned use of new media within the underlying household social ecologies including the physical organization and social relations of family life. Time spent in mediated (as opposed to personal) communication is at a historical high in the U.K. National policy and commercial environments obviously play an important role in the patterns of use of media technologies in the home. For example, the differences between Britain’s ‘bedroom’ culture (privatized media) and more traditional familial use patterns found on the continent deserve some attention she claims. So do sociological factors, for  as in Himmelweit's original study, media use patterns are contingent on class, region and gender. So for all the promises of universal education, ICT’s remain a socially embedded cultural resource within contemporary British families. 

Young peoples communication patterns are diverse. They include social interaction,  homework, and leisure reading, playing, looking for information and being entertained in various ways, and through diverse media. Yet their use of old media like TV, CD’s, and books for entertainment is not largely altered by the incursions of the digital technologies.  The new media too seem to have been incorporated into the old media cultural patterns, particularly social interaction and popular entertainments. The addition of video game play is perhaps the most significant new communication activity in the media rich household, especially for boys. As Livingstone concludes “While adults wish children would gain from the encyclopaedic knowledge resources of the internet, their children play fantasy games or follow their favorite television and sports stars, or discuss their lives – cautiously, playfully or controversially – in chat rooms.” (Livingstone 2002:241)

American researchers provide a similarly telling picture of the impact of new media on children’s communication routines at home.  Interactive media are found in the vast majority of American households, but the old media still pervade their day. The amount of TV viewing averages 2:45 hours and has not decreased across the youthful population, who continue to read magazines and listen to music.  Although the time spent using all media has increased with wired penetration of the household to 5:29 hours, a digital divide persists with wealthier children owning PC’s more, having more media in their bedrooms, and having access to the internet, while poorer ones rely on TV and video games for their electronic entertainment more, being net consumers of all media for an hour longer. (Kaiser 2000) Time spent with media increases from 3:34 hours among the 2-7 year olds to 6:43 for the 8-18 year olds because children have tended to add up to one hour of new media use to their already stretched leisure schedules. New media are used more by boys than girls. Boys also clearly have access to and enjoy video game play more. Although they spend little time  completing homework assignments on line or researching their hobbies, young people have accepted interactive media as a comfortable place to  spend just under one hour of their leisure time each day. (ACCP 2000). 

A  similar story unfolds in Canada where the number of wired households with children hovers around 79%. Indeed Canadian children live in one of the most wired households in the world and are well on their way to being among ICT’s most avid users. In a recent Canadian study of over 5000 young people conducted by the Media Awareness Network (2001) researchers found that young people still preferred television, which 81% report using every day, compared with 43% who go on the internet every day. Music and video games are also popular with 48% of males but only 16% of girls playing off-line every day. Economic  status and gender are important factors shaping how Canadian children gain access to and routinely use the net (Sciades 2000). At home the internet is primarily used for downloading free music and software (Napster was still free), playing games,  chatting and cruising fan sites. The way children use the internet however is gendered with girls being more likely to prefer messaging and email (68% vs. 45%) and chatting (42% vs. 32%) while boys prefer gaming (56% vs. 37%). Gaming and downloading music remain the most frequently reported use of the internet. Their least favorite activity is using the web for educational purposes which they only do when they are required to. Although 7% of children reported using the internet daily for homework, this was mostly done at school.

My own studies of media saturated families in B.C.
 has more or less replicated Livingstone’s studies finding that teens are spending up to 6.1 hours per day with electronic communication. Similar to those in Europe, these teens  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. Open the door of BC teens bedrooms and you will inevitably find books and music (94% have books, 91% have music), TV’s 42%  and Internet connections in 30%.  Over 80% reported having two or more media in their rooms (14% had six or more). 

Despite these new communication  options, music and television  watching have evidently not lost their appeal as traditional forms of entertainment  taking up the lion’s share of young peoples leisure. Together, watching TV and  listening to music are the main forms of entertainment (24  hours per week): downloading music on the net, and listening to it on MP3, have supplemented  the radio and phonograph. Moreover teens have in the past, and continue to spend a lot of time maintaining social contact (8 hrs/week for girls and 5 hrs./ week for boys). When young people use the internet it is largely to download music, to chat with friends, to cruise the fan sites, and increasingly to play on-line games (Kline 2001).  To the degree that cel phones and ICT’s provide new channels for social interchange they can provide a space for one of teens favorite activities – conversations and hanging out. Although TV time is the same for both genders, boys report reading less than girls.
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Although music, reading, hanging with friends, sports and of course television dominate BC’ teen’s preferred activities,  boys do put video games at the top of their list. New ‘digital’ media fill another 21 hours per week with boys spending at least an hour per day more than girls with them, mainly on the computer or playing video games -- increasingly playing games on line. Girls, report being less enamored with video games, but do explore the fan sites and send messages. The also are more likely to read books and enter chats. For most teens  ICT’s seem to vie with the telephone as a medium for bonding with friends in chat rooms or on-line gaming dens.
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There was a considerable ‘digital divide’ between boys and girls access to new media.  Twice as many boys report having ready access to videogames (43% vs. 17%), PC’s (43% vs. 22%) and internet connections (40% vs. 17%) in their rooms than girls.  Access to media in their own room consistently related to propensity to use them more.

The digital divide reflects the gendered entertainment preferences that were established in children’s play cultures. Boys prefer the action combat, strategy and role play games while girls prefer the adventure, puzzle and classic games. Rather than change children’s play cultures, digital media seem to be consolidating the same barriers that have long existed between the sexes.
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Assimilating new media into their established peer interaction and  entertainment activities, it is in the popularity of video game play that we find the  clearest indication that something is changing in the media saturated household. The interactivity and connectivity has not so much  transformed youthful entertainment cultures as supplemented its play options,  by building on boys interest in war and conflict games, sports and fantasy role play. This is particularly evidenced in the analysis of the heaviest users of the new media environment – the avid heavy gamer who is more likely to play combat and role play games and less likely to play adventure and sports games.  The expansion of video game play  has largely been achieved on the ability of the gaming industry to deliver these entertainment stalwarts in an attractive new way. It is important to reflect on the immersion, play control and flow that gamers report as the active meaning-making experiences of these types of games. Simulation games edutainment and puzzles are consistently among the least preferred genres (Kline 1997, 2001). 

Anyone  trying to understand the media saturated household needs to understand the trade offs young people make when they chose been  learning, entertainment, peer bonding and play. These trade offs speak to a wider set of social and emotional problems young people face at school, in peer groups and families. Our study reveals that the heaviest gamers 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. The virtual sociability created in computer mediated play is a phenomenon in need of study. Although friendship and entertainment seem to win over learning, it appears that  for boys, playing games  wins over all.

But it  is also important to situate young peoples 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 modeling, as well as constraints 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 the analysis of contemporary  play cultures.
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So as in Britain and the U.S. it has hard to find evidence that the diffusion of ICT’s into the Canadian household has been educationally beneficial or  socially leveling. Moreover as this study shows, more teens are regular users of porn sites than use the internet for homework or self-development on a daily  basis. Meanwhile theft of software, cyber stalking and unsolicited marketing have become serious issues that are making make both parents and young people wary of  their use of ICT’s. Around the world, inundated by porn site solicitations and concerned about Quake addiction, concerned parents are severing the electronic umbilical cord because these dreams of networked learning have dissolved into a XXX wired playground. Disillusionment with the web in Canada, was evident in the fact that 200,000 subscribers logged off forever in the last 6 months of 2002. 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).

Conclusion 
The problem with the spin-doctored promises made about the digital generation,  was a failure to actually examine how digital media  impacted children’s culture. We now know that these claims are overstated: interactive media didn’t radically alter children’s culture or displace television and books. In fact new media took their place along side those other traditional ‘new’ media forcing trade offs in some cases and hybridization in others. The convergence in children’s media has resulted in a dynamic and constantly changing domestic entertainment environment, in which video game play has become an attractive alternative play form for many kids –especially boys. But it hasn’t altered the course of history. 

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. Ironically, on the same day that Steve Coles resignation was announced, newspapers reported that the legacy of our digital folly was still with us. Computers were still being ordered for Quebec schools even though evidence had been found that computer assisted learning was of little value (Globe and Mail 2003). This does not mean that computers can not be educationally useful. But it does mean that pedagogical use cannot be driven by a blind faith in technology. Although chat rooms and email enjoy some popularity among digital kids, the primary driver of internet was the free music and games, which they now can and do play at school. Unfortunately, the investment in technologies were traded off against investment in educational software, and perhaps more problematically against proven sports, music and arts programmes in the schools.

Little wonder that studies of public opinion show many parents gradually becoming more  concerned about their schools wasting money on computers and cyber kids spending too much time playing them. New media have simply added to public confusion about  children’s culture, and to anxieties about media’s contribution to school shootings and bullying, addiction, and threats to the security and well-being of the digital generation. No one can predict the future by looking at technology alone, but surely as Sonia Livingstone points out one thing can be prophesized: public debates  about the benefits and risks associated with media saturated childhood will not disappear any more than childhood itself.
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