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ABSTRACT The claim that video games are replacing literacy activities that is bandied about in the
American mainstream press is based not only on unspecified definitions of both ‘games’ and ‘literacy’
but also on a surprising lack of research on what children actually do when they play video games. In
this article, the author examines some of the practices that comprise game play in the context of one
genre of video games in particular — massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs). Based on data
culled from a two-year online cognitive ethnography of the MMOG Lineage (both I and II), the author
argues that forms of video game play such as those entailed in MMOGs are not replacing literacy
activities but rather are literacy activities. In order to make this argument, the author surveys the
literacy practices that MMOGamers routinely participate in, both within the game’s virtual world (e.g.
social interaction, in-game letters) and beyond (e.g. online game forums, the creation of fan sites and
fan fiction). Then, with this argument in place, she attempts to historicize this popular contempt
toward electronic ‘pop culture’ media such as video games and suggest a potentially more productive
(and accurate) framing of the literacy practices of today’s generation of adolescents and young adults.

Based on media coverage, one would think that the United States were in a modern-day literacy
crisis, thanks particularly to new digital technologies such as video games. Recent publications
include books with titles such as A is for Ox: the collapse of literacy and the rise of violence in the
electronic age (Sanders, 1995).[1] Survey experts report that video games are now ‘the fourth most
dominant medium, displacing print media’ (Mandese, 2004). Meanwhile, news reports quote
researchers as stating, ‘students will be doing more and more bad things if they are playing games
and not doing other things like reading aloud’” (Wearden, 2001, emphasis added).[2] This concern
about video games somehow replacing literacy activities is perhaps best summed up in a recent
New York Times editorial by Solomon (2004), who states that electronic activities — video games
given as the quintessential example — are ‘torpid’, ‘by and large invite inert reception’, and are one
of the primary causes behind the ‘closing of the American book’ (Weber, 2004). Yet, all the while,
video gaming is only becoming more and more ubiquitous in contemporary American youth
culture, with more than eight out of every ten children in America having a video game console in
the home, and over half having two or more (Rideout et al, 2005). Based on claims such as these,
one might indeed feel cause for alarm.

There are two problems, however, with such arguments. The first is a lack of specificity
about the ‘cause’ of the purported problem. While video games are often singled out as a (if not
the) primary technological culprit of the supposed ‘literacy crisis’, which games are being referred to
is left chronically underspecified. Even when we ignore, for sake of argument, the fact that games
are, by definition, a thoroughly interactive medium and are therefore taken up in dramatically
different ways by different people, we are still left with the problem of their diversity in design.
Games vary wildly in nature, including such diverse forms as: arcade games (e.g. PacMan), first-
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person shooters (e.g. Deus Ex II), sports games (e.g. Madden), adventure games (e.g. Syberia), the so-
called ‘god games’ (e.g. Civilization III), social simulation/doll-house games (e.g. The Sims), survival
horror games (e.g. Eternal Darkness), real-time strategy games (e.g. Age of Empires), massively
multiplayer online games (e.g. World of Warcraft), role-playing games (e.g. Morrowind),
music/rhythm games (e.g. Guitar Hero), and puzzle games (e.g. Bejeweled). Precisely which games are
such denouncements referring to? Without further specifying the ‘cause’, it becomes a bit like
talking about ‘reading’ as a black-boxed variable (Reading what? With whom? In what context?)

The second problem with claims about video games replacing literacy is another lack of
specification: what definition of literacy is being used in claims that it is “at risk’? The term itself is a
contested one, with (from a simplified view) at least two basic schools of reasoning defining it in
markedly different ways. On the one hand, there is the fairly traditional definition of literacy used,
for example, as the basis for determining national literacy rates: ‘an individual’s ability to read,
write, speak in English, compute and solve problems at levels of proficiency necessary to function
on the job, in the family of the individual and in society’ (National Institute for Literacy, n.d.)
Although this definition does go beyond the mere ability to decode and encode alphabetic symbols,
the primary emphasis remains on print-related activities in a singular national language. On the
other hand, and in contrast, there is the definition of literacy espoused in New Literacy Studies (e.g.
Gumperz, 1982; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984, 1993; Kress, 1985; Cook-Gumperz 1986; Cazden 1988;
Gee, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2003; Barton, 1994; Lankshear, 1997; Knobel, 1999; Lankshear & Knobel,
2003):

the increasing multiplicity and integration of significant modes of meaning-making, where the
textual is also related to the visual, the audio, the spatial, the behavioral, and so on ... particularly
important in the mass media, multimedia, and in an electronic hypermedia. (New London
Group, 1996, p. 64)

Here, strong emphasis is placed on the ability to both recognize and produce meanings in a given
semiotic domain, with particular attention given to sense making in multimodal, multimedia
spaces such as those enabled by digital technologies. If we are to claim that video games are in
competition with literacy in some way, we must specify not only which video games but also and
perhaps more crucially which literacy — the ‘mere literacy’, as the New London Group (1996, p. 64)
calls it, of decoding and encoding print (traditional definition) or the ability to make sense out of
semiotic systems that include a diversity of communicative modes (contemporary definition)?

The claim that video games are replacing literacy activities that is bandied about in the
American mainstream press is based not only on unspecified definitions of both ‘games’ and
‘literacy” but also on a surprising lack of research on what children actually do when they game. In
this article, I examine some of the practices that comprise game play in the context of one genre of
video games in particular — massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs). Based on data culled
from a two-year online cognitive ethnography of the MMOG Lineage (both I and II) (Steinkuehler
2005), I argue that forms of video game play such as those entailed in MMOGs are not replacing
literacy activities but rather are literacy activities. In order to make this argument, I survey some of
the literacy practices that MMOGamers routinely participate in, both within the game’s virtual
world (e.g. social interaction, in-game letters and orally delivered narratives) and beyond (e.g.
asynchronous discussion on online game forums, the creation of fan sites and fan fiction). Then,
with this argument in place, I attempt to historicize this popular contempt toward electronic ‘pop
culture’ media such as video games and suggest a potentially more productive (and accurate)
framing of the literacy practices of today’s generation of adolescents and young adults.

Research Context and Methods
Massively Multiplayer Online Games: the case of Lineage

MMOGs are highly graphical two- or three-dimensional video games played online, allowing
individuals, through their self-created digital characters or ‘avatars’, to interact not only with the
gaming software — the designed environment of the game and the computer-controlled characters
within it — but with other players” avatars as well. Conceptually, they are part of the rich tradition of
alternative worlds that science fiction and fantasy literature provide us (e.g. Tolkien’s The Hobbit,
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1938); technically, they are the evolutionary next step in a long line of social games that runs from
paper-and-pencil fantasy games (e.g. Gygax & Arneson’s Dungeons ¢o Dragons, 1973) to main-frame
text-based multi-user dungeons (e.g. Trubshaw & Bartle’s MUD, 1978) through the first graphical
massively multiplayer online environments (e.g. Kirmse & Kirmse’s Meridian 59, 1996) to the now-
common, high-end three-dimensional digital worlds of today (for a complete, if now dated, history,
see Koster, 2002). The virtual worlds that today’s MMOGamers routinely plug in and inhabit are
persistent social and material worlds, loosely structured by open-ended (fantasy) narratives, where
players are largely free to do as they please — slay ogres, besiege castles, craft a pair of gaiters, barter
goods in town, or tame dragon hatchlings. They are notorious for their peculiar combination of
designed ‘escapist fantasy’ yet emergent ‘social realism’ (Kolbert, 2001): in a setting of wizards,
elves, dwarfs, and knights, people save for homes, create basket indices of the trading market, build
relationships of status and solidarity, and worry about crime.

Lineage, the MMOG context of this research, is now in its second incarnation. Lineage I: The
Blood Pledge was first released in Korea in 1997. After three years of domination in the Korean
gaming sphere, it expanded to the USA and currently boasts roughly 1.5 million global subscribers
despite its steady decline in population since the 2004 release of its sequel (Woodcock, 2006). Its
three-dimensional sequel, Lineage II: The Chaotic Chronicle, released in Korea in November 2003 and
expanded to the USA in April 2004, currently claims over 1.2 million concurrent subscriptions
globally (Woodcock, 2006). Within the game, members of all races (human, orc, elf, dark elf,
dwarf) and classes (fighter, crafter, mage, etc.) join forces in the form of guilds to compete for castle
control in server-wide sieges and battles. In both incarnations, the Lineage clan system is tightly
coupled to both the guiding narrative of the game and the virtual world’s economic system,
resulting in a complex social space of affiliations and disaffiliations, constructed largely out of
shared (or disparate) social and material practices.

Methods for Research

Lineage constitutes a robust social and virtual-material world, one that warrants full investigation in
its own right, much as a new country or culture in the tangible geographic world might. As an
educational researcher, I am keenly interested in the intellectual substance of such virtual worlds:
What do people learn through participation in such spaces? And how is it that such learning
happens? How do the intellectual practices entailed in successful MMOG play align (or fail to align)
with our educational standards? And how might the knowledge and skills leveraged in virtual
worlds ‘pay off in the purportedly ‘real’ one? Toward answering those questions, I conducted a
qualitative study of cognition and learning in MMOGs (Steinkuehler, 2005). This study consisted of
a two-year ethnography of the MMOG Lineage (first I, then II) conducted from a sociocultural
perspective that views cognition as ‘a complex social phenomenon ... distributed — stretched over,
not divided among — mind, body, activity and culturally organized settings (which include other
actors)” (Lave, 1988, p.1). The goal of this project was to explicate the kinds of social and
intellectual activities in which gamers routinely participate, including individual and collaborative
problem solving, joint negotiation of meaning and values, and the coordination of people, (virtual)
tools and artifacts, and multiple forms of text.

Cognitive ethnography (Hutchins, 1995) — the description of specific cultures in terms of
cognitive practices, their basis, and their consequences — was chosen as the primary research
methodology as a way to tease out what happens in the virtual setting of the game and how the
people involved consider their own activities, the activities of others, and the contexts in which
those activities take place (Steinkuehler et al, 2005). This ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) included
24 months of participant observation in the game, several thousand lines of recorded and
transcribed observations of naturally occurring game play, collections of game-related player
communications (e.g. discussion board posts, chat room and instant message conversations, emails)
and community documents (e.g. fan websites, community-authored game fictions, company- and
community-written player manuals and guidebooks), and both unstructured and semi-structured
interviews with multiple informants (a snowball sample of 16 key informants throughout the
course of the investigation). In this article, I analyze Lineage game play as a constellation of literacy
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practices, based on my two-year participant observation in the daily life of the game and critical
reflection on the data set in light of interviews and discussions with my informants.

The Literacy Practices of MMOGS
From the Contemporary Point of View

Let us begin with the New London Group (1996) definition — the notion that literacies (plural)
crucially entail sense making within a rich, multimodal semiotic system, situated in a community of
practice that renders that system meaningful. Figure 1 shows the interface of the MMOG Lineage II,
one of the primary virtual world contexts in which the ethnographic data described herein was
collected. We might ask ourselves, how many adults (let alone tenured professors) can ‘read’ such a
space? Without prior experience in Lineage II, or at a minimum in some other MMOG design, few
could make sense out of the seeming sundry assortment of images, bar graphs, texts, icons, and
symbols. Yet, for gamers who have mastered this interface, it is a completely transparent (albeit
dense) semiotic system. Such mastery is a prerequisite to any successful game play, yet little is
known to date about how gamers manage to parse such visual arrays so quickly and adeptly.
Knowledge of and facility with other game interfaces surely facilitates such learning; further
research is necessary, however, for us to better understand how gamers come to so easily ‘read’
such dense representations in order to use them as mediating tools for virtual action.

Exchange
Window

|
1
I

i

Figure 1. Interface of the MMOG Lineage II.

In Figure 1, bar graphs (top left corner) show the status of your avatar in terms of health points,
mana points, and experience points, with your avatar’s current level denoted by a number in the far
top left. Below that is the status bar of all members of your current party, which allows you to
monitor their overall health and adjust your own behavior accordingly. To the immediate right of
your avatar status window (top, mid-left of screen) are icons and symbols denoting magic spells
cast upon your avatar, each of which has its own unique function and therefore changes what you
can and cannot do. At the top right corner of the interface lies the radar, which displays your
position in relation to the in-game cardinal directions and other members of your current party. In
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the bottom left corner is the chatbox containing multiple threads of conversation (denoted in
different colors), each of which serves a different communicative function as determined by in-
game community norms (Steinkuehler, 2006a). At the bottom of the chat window itself are buttons
that denote the various ‘chat commands’ used to engage in said chat channels, such as trade
solicitations (on global channels), party chat, and alliance chat — each of which engages a different
although overlapping group of other gamers, used for different purposes and in different contexts.
On the bottom right of the interface are hotkeys that provide access to various management
screens, each containing another complex set of symbols and text, that in turn provide access to the
game system settings, your avatar’s current inventory, your character screen, elaborate maps of the
virtual kingdom (and your current location within it), and even in-game threaded discussion
boards. To the right side of the interface are action icons and symbols that, when clicked, enable
your avatar to take various specific actions related to monsters you are hunting, other players in
your party, or your own virtual self. In the main game window, on the right-hand side, is the
exchange window that allows players to give or trade various items in their avatar’s current
inventory such as potions, raw materials, money, or supplies.

The particular scene portrayed in the main game window of Figure 1 is an instance of the
Lineage II community ritual of gift giving. It was my ‘real life’ birthday (Adeleide is my avatar) and
therefore in-game friends were giving me celebratory symbolic tokens — gestures of good will, hard
work, and camaraderie. Thus, despite the length of the above translation of the gaming interface, it
still says very little about the actual sociocultural norms and the shared practices that tie them
together into one coherent surface on which each gamer ‘writes’ their own ongoing narrative
(Clinton, 2004; Robison, 2004), let alone the meaning of the avatars of other players that act on
screen or how one comes to successfully inhabit the virtual kingdom of the game. The official
strategy guide to Lineage II is a daunting 288 pages, yet most experienced gamers master these
semiotic aspects within the first few hours of play.

Thus, if we take the contemporary definition of literacy as ‘sense making’ within a
multimodal, socially situated space, then surely the most mundane versions of MMOGaming
demonstrate fluency and participation in a thoroughly literate space of icons, symbols, gestures,
action, pictorial representations, and text. Gamers must continually ‘read and write’ meaning
within this complex semiotic domain as every successful move within the virtual environment
requires participants to both recognize and produce meaning out of the overwhelming array of
multimedia, multimodal resources that make up the game. Thus, there is a strong argument to be
made, based on the New London Group (1996) definition, that playing an MMOG is itself a literacy
activity, albeit one that the non-gaming but vocal public may find a bit too opaque to readily
participate in and appreciate. Such a definition of literacy, however, for some may seem too liberal.
It is worthwhile, then, to interrogate MMOGaming as a literacy practice from the more restricted
definition espoused by more traditional crowds.

From the Traditional Point of View

Let us start again, but this time with a more restricted definition of literacy as the ‘ability to read
and write print text’. Are video games (MMOG:s, in particular) in competition with text literacy?
My goal here is to make the stronger argument that, even with a narrowed definition of what
literacy is and means, MMOGs are indeed a constellation of literacy practices. When children and
adults play MMOG:s, they read and write copious amounts of text. Figure 2 charts various forms of
textual practices that make up online games. Despite its complexity, this diagram is actually based
on those literacy practices found in Lineage I, an MMOG now considered fairly ‘retro’ in its
simplicity, and contains only a selected subset of the core literacy practices that constitute game
play. At the center of the diagram are the text chat channels discussed previously, through which
players communicate with one another while in the virtual world (center square). Through these
channels, participants engage in (inter)action using alphabetic and keyboard characters not only as
symbols (e.g. to form morphemes such as those found in the 1334 speek’ sentence, ‘atk g2g too EF
ot regen no poms’ (for a complete analysis of this utterance, see Steinkuehler, 2006a) but also as
icons (e.g. ‘@>~~~~~"to represent a flower) and indexes (e.g. *sniff*” to signal public pouting).
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Each of the text chat channels themselves (whispers, party chat, guild chat, alliance chat,
public chat, yells, global) has a defined function and social norms for use in different contexts. For
example, the whispering channel is used for private conversation between two people whereas the
public channel is used to communicate with others in your immediate virtual vicinity. Successful
MMOGameplay requires not only mastery of each text chat channel individually but also the
ability to ‘surf across them such that one can read and write text appropriate to each in each.[3]
From the perspective of the individual, this means negotiating multiple threaded conversations
across multiple chat channels, often while carrying on activities with one’s avatar in the main game
window.
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Figure 2. The constellation of literacy practices that constitute game play in the MMOG Lineage I.
Selected practices discussed within this article are starred.

Out of these basic resources — the shared conventions of ‘Lineagese’ and multiple chat channels for
communication — participants engage in multiple forms of recognizable and coherent literacy
practices within the game’s virtual world (the center oval in Figure 2); for example:

e the titling of avatars (e.g. TLoA]Princess to denote guild membership and rank);

e letter writing (discussed below);

e ‘orally’ delivered narratives and poetry (also discussed below);

e formal conventions for holding meetings (e.g. introductions, agenda setting, discussion and
debate, and collaborative decision making);

rituals (e.g. weddings, rites of passage, celebrations of individual and group successes);

the coordination of joint expeditions (e.g. procedures for gathering supplies, coordinating
targets, dividing up any riches obtained, and debriefing afterward in order to improve
coordination the next time around);

social sports (e.g. games of ‘marco polo’ and ‘ritual insult’ [Goodwin, 1990]); and

instructional practices (e.g. apprenticeship [Steinkuehler, 2004]).

This is only to name a few. All such practices are accomplished through in-game actions and
profuse amounts of reading and writing of in-game typed talk.

Other literacy practices, however, go beyond the in-game virtual environment itself and spill
out into world of the online fandom that surrounds it (the array of smaller boxes on the left of
Figure 2). Online fandom is comprised of a vast array of beyond-game literacy practices such as the
development and maintenance of game-related fan sites and blogs; discussion and debate of game-
related issues on threaded discussion boards (Steinkuehler & Chmiel, 2006); the creation and
distribution of fan fictions, fan art, annotated game screenshots and cartoons; and deliberation via
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game-specific chat rooms, instant messaging, in-character emails, and even Voice over Internet
Protocol (VoIP) forums. Many important literacy practices, such as metagaming (described in
greater depth below), actually span both the virtual in-game world and online fandom beyond it,
shifting seamlessly from in-game conversation to online interactions in other forums and back
again.

Thus, the ‘magic circle’ (Huizinga, 1938) that purportedly bounds the game world from
everyday life is, in practice, a fuzzy boundary. At the macro level, participating over time in MMOGs
entails not only (inter)action in the game’s virtual environment but also the production and
consumption of online fandom content in the form of discussion boards, website contributions,
creative endeavors such as writing stories, and the like. At the micro level of a given moment in an
individual’s game play, participation means movement among multiple ‘attentional spaces’
(Lemke, n.d.), as shown in Figure 3. Thus, the literacy practices that comprise MMOGs are not
isolated and autonomous but, rather, interrelated in complex and mutually defining ways.
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Figure 3. Desktop during a typical moment in game play in which the virtual environment
of the MMOG is only one window among several in which the individual reads and writes.

In what follows, I examine a selected subset of these literacy practices for closer examination,
beginning first with in-game practices and then moving out beyond the game’s virtual world into
the fandom that surrounds it.

In-game text talk. As Turkle (1995) notes, the specialized linguistic practices that online gamers use
to communicate appear to a non-gamer much like the “discourse of Dante scholars, “a closed world
of references, cross-references, and code™ (p. 67). It is a sort of hybrid writing, ‘speech momentarily
frozen into ... ephemeral artifact’ (p. 183). At first blush, the use of language within such digital
worlds appears rather impoverished: It is riddled with:

e abbreviations (e.g. ‘g2g’ for ‘got to go’);

e truncations (e.g. ‘regen’ for ‘regenerate’);

e typographical errors (e.g. ‘ot’ for t0’);
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e grammatical errors (e.g. the adverbial form ‘too’ in place of the prepositional form ‘to”);

e syntactic erosions (e.g. the omitted initial string ‘Thave” from I have] g2g’, [Thrashes, 1974[); and

o specialized vocabulary (e.g. ‘poms’ for ‘potions of mana’, a liquid potion that increases the rate at
which one’s ‘mana’ or magic power is restored after depletion from repeated spell use).

Such typed utterances appear to be a meager substitute for everyday oral and written speech.
However, its code-like appearance is misleading: Closer examination of such talk reveals that, in
fact, Lineagese (like other MMOG variants) serves the same range and complexity of functions as
language does offline (Steinkuehler, 2006a). It is simply forced to do so within the tight constraints
of the given medium of communication (one small chat window, as shown in Figure 1, with a
maximum turn of 58 characters allowed per turn) and the fact that communication typically occurs
in tandem with ongoing activity (e.g. hunts, battles, trades) that require keyboard and mouse
commands of their own.

The range of communicative activities one can accomplish through alphabetic and keyboard
characters alone is rather remarkable, although for MMOGamers such facility with typed talk is
simply par for the course. For example, one can dismiss another’s argument without stating so
outright (and therefore becoming accountable for the action) through the use of onomatopoeic
expletives such as *pfft*’. One can convey facial expressions (e.g. ‘0_0" for curiosity or disbelief) and
bodily gestures (e.g. “,,i,,(-_-),,i,’, for making a rude gesture to someone using both middle fingers)
with the use of only alphabetic characters and punctuation marks. And too, in such virtual spaces,
distinctions among various national languages are, at times, blurred due to ready borrowings from
one to another. For example, in Lineage I, which originated in Korea, English speakers readily
borrow the romanized Korean word ‘babo’, which translates as ‘idiot” or ‘stupid’, and conjugate it
into a variety of forms, such as “‘What you just did is total baboage’. The use of such borrowings,
within the game, tacitly signals a kind of social status: Korean players on American servers are
generally seen as more ‘hardcore’ than their western counterparts; thus, the use of Korean
borrowings integrated into English dialogue in social interactions displays status by implied
affiliation with advanced players in the game.

At any given point during game play, an individual must negotiate not only the diversity of
forms of typed communication described above but also multiple text chat channels, each with its
own function and social norms for use. For example, consider the transcript shown of in-game chat
in Figure 4 that transpired over roughly two minutes of game play.[4]

Notice that, within the space of roughly two minutes of game play, there are at least five
overlapping conversational activities happening at once. In the public chat channel, a group of guild
members exchange greetings as they gather in the virtual town of Giran to engage in a joint
hunting expedition in the nearby forests. In the guild chat channel, there is negotiation between the
guild leader (Adeleide) and guild members about the addition of a new member to the group (the
‘real-life’ husband of the leader) and the subsequent self-designated titling of said leader as
‘Lysanderv’. This particular form of title (partner’s name followed by v’ to represent a heart) is
reserved within the guild for members who have gone through an in-game marriage ceremony.
Adeleide and Lysander have not; therefore, the group conversation shifts from inquiry into the
identity of the new guild member (Lysander) to comedic debate about the legitimacy of Adeleide’s
self-designated title. Note, toward the end of the guild conversation, the playful use of the feigned
game command /banished’. Within the game world, individuals can accomplish various actions by
issuing DOS-like commands (*/” followed by text). In this case, only the leader can ‘banish’ another
member from the guild; therefore, the use of this command is ‘feigned” and functions as a playful
imitation of what the leader would do to someone who assumed a guild title without appropriate
authorization (in this case, formal marriage), if it were not for the fact that she herself broke the
rule. In the private whisper channel, the author (Adeleide) and the general (Liadon) engage in
personal banter. Meanwhile, in the yell channel, a game of ‘marco polo’ transpires, followed by a
stranger’s announcement in Giran of equipment for sale. It is also worth noting what happens
toward the end of the transcript when the author (Adeleide) fails to respond to a public statement
from HoHumm. When her response is delayed due to the cognitive demands of keeping up with
multiple simultaneous strands of typed interaction, Hohumm presumes not that she is unable to
keep pace with the ongoing talk but rather that she is ignoring him. In the context of MMOGs, the
ability to successfully negotiate multiple threaded conversations across multiple chat channels at
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once is presumed such that failure to do so successfully is interpreted not as lack of ability but lack of
intent. Such constant conversation through this myriad of chat channels is not only necessary to
navigate the virtual world’s diverse challenges but is the very fodder from which individuals create
and maintain relationships of status and solidarity and, in part, in-game community and cultural
norms.

Liadon Greetings, [Emperor]® o

BlueBeason 111 same some braves fur u next time(l hunt * *

FireBall Who is lysander?

Adelelde my rl bf [real 1life boviriend] . . .
Emperor how are u this evening?e— | Guild D_|5I|:u55|0n
Liadon Very well, and yoruself®™ ] {ﬁ partlmpantE]
OriginalsSin ABdel's rfl b/f [real life bovfriend]

HoHuomm MARCOm

IronFist =

Liadon gah, you told them =

Empercr great A4 e Pupblic Social Banter
Adelelde 1s that enuf info?

FireBall that cant be his name? Game pf Marco Polo

HoHumm there vou arc® . .
Liadon of course 1t's his name Private WhlsperEd
IronFist he play lin [Lineage]? Exﬂha"ge

Emperor BOLO =

Adelelde nope, but its his lineage namg

OriginalSin ive heard that name b’ fore

Liadon you dont’' date bob, and then get a thttpo that =says ‘tom’
Emperor hohumm 1 cant see u!!le——}

FireBall he plays lineage?

HoHumm .

Adeleide loll!

Stranger selling sealed forgotten scale mail® In-Town Bartering
IronFist he dosn’'t play lineage but i1ts hisz llmepge name?
Adelelde liadon u teoo funny! =

Liadon I

OriginalsSin hehe

Liadon i)

OriginalSin hehe

IronFist 2del u broke the rules for title... we fotta ban u
OriginalSin haha

HoHumm vea well be happy u got a title

Liadon Princess 1s exempt

OriginalSin fbanished

IronFist nobody can cutgame me sSry [sorry]

Adelelide vall r =0 funny! Q

HoHumm adel, u =still ignorin me? s——

Liadon 50 when do the wedding notlces go oufp?ed

Emperor we killing cycls? e M blzck=public chat
HoHumm i'll take that as a ves &=— | Wlred = vell
Liadon Sure are e [ green=guild chat
ntjon an o W blus=private chat

Figure 4. Transcript of roughly two minutes of multiple-threaded conversation during a typical evening in Lineage I.

In-game written letters. In MMOGs such as Lineage, individuals also read and write letters to one
another (or to entire guilds) as a way to communicate asynchronously within the game world.
Such artifacts can serve a variety of functions, ranging from very formal (e.g. invitations to guild or
alliance meetings, orders from leaders to their troops) to very informal (e.g. personal accounts for
absences from the game, playful bantering among friends). Figure 5 shows two such letters, both of
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which fall on the more formal end of the spectrum. The two share common features one might
find in contemporary business letters or other official correspondence, such as an opening greeting
line, a closing signature, and a date (automatically added by game system). Both use rather
antiquated language such as “assist to a meeting’, ‘if you wish’, ‘m’lady’, and ‘granted the honor of
acceptance’. Letters, like turns of talk within the chat channels, allow only a set number of typed
characters per page; therefore, both documents in Figure 5 also contain periodic abbreviations (i.e.
‘CST for “central standard time” in the first, “‘wud gr8tly’ for ‘would greatly’ in the second). What is
most curious about the two artifacts in Figure 5, however, is that both authors self-identified in
interviews as ‘poor writers’ — the first speaks English as a second language, the second works in
technology and claims to be a ‘poor speller’ — yet both display an observable mastery of the genre
of in-game formal correspondence, including structural conventions, forms of address, and use of
grammar and abbreviation (given spatial constraints).

Figure 5. Two in-game letters written by two different authors in Lineage.

In-game ‘orally delivered’ narratives. Another form of reading and writing that MMOGamers engage
in when they play is the production and consumption of ‘orally delivered’ narratives and poetry. In
such performances, individuals adopt and adapt designed-in elements of the game narrative to craft
their own ‘oral” storytelling performances. (Here, ‘orally delivered’ simply means adapted for in-
game speech, which must still be accomplished within the virtual environment as written text.)
Figure 6 shows an example of such oral narration. Here, Liadon, a highly skilled gamer within
Lineage (an elf avatar over level 40) orally narrates the origins of fairies, small pixie-like butterflies
that populate the Elven Forest within the game, to Adeliede (a very low-level or ‘newbie’ elf). The
episode occurs when the two characters are out hunting together in an area called the Elven Forest
in order to give the less-experienced elf practice hunting with a bow.

First, Liadon sets up the motivation for telling the story by inquiring as to whether or not
Adeleide knew about the origin of the fairies (lines 1-2). The topic is situationally relevant since the
two are hunting together in the Elven Forest where such computer-generated fairies are quite
prevalent. The activity under way is one of apprenticeship (cf. Steinkuehler, 2004) in which Liadon,
the master elf, engages Adeleide, the learner elf, in the joint activity of a normative elven hunting
expedition in elven territory. Thus, it safe to assume that the addressee is not familiar with the
story but should be, as it is part of the ‘shared history’ of being an elf within the virtual world. In
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line 3, Adeleide indicates no knowledge of the tale, thereby prompting the ‘orally delivered’
narrative (‘Oooh, story time!” line 4). Liadon then goes on to produce a narrative that has all of the
classical structural features (Labov & Waletzky, 1967; Labov, 1972): orientation (lines 5-8),
complicating action (lines 9-11), evaluation (lines 13-19), resolution (lines 20-23), and coda (lines
25-27).

1 Liadon yvou know how the fairies originally came into

2 Liadon being, right? Motivation
3 Adeliede no how?

4 Liadon Oooch, story time!

5 Liadon once, back when the world was young and the

& Liadon gods roamed the world as mortals, Einhasad Orientation
T Liadon wasa in the forest

g Liadon and decided to create the race of elwveas

9 Liadon none of the other creatures wanted to help

10 Liadon because they did not know it was Einhasad in Complicating
11 Liadon her mortal form Action

12 Adeliede oh!

13 Liadon But 4 excepticonally kind creatures did giwve T

14 Liadon their assistance

15 Liadon that is ancther story entirely, but one was

16 Liadon the humble butterfly Evaluation
17 Liadon She did not have much to offer, but spared

18 Liadon some dust from her wings to allow Einhasad

1% Liadon to make the elves. .

20 Liadon As a reward, those butterflies who assisted

21 Liadon were given the gift of immortality and made Resolution
22 Liadon fairies

23 Liadon The fairy gueen wasa the original bubterfly

24 BAdeleide how did u know all that?

25 Liadon I"'m smart e [Joking face] Coda
26 Liadon Every elf knowa that.

27 Liadon Seriously, though. the mother tree told me

Linl f03. 29,03

Figure 6. Transcript of an in-game ‘orally delivered’ narrative explaining the origin of the
fairies in the Elven Forest. Stanza breaks and line numbers have been added for ease of reference.

While the structural features of the ‘oral’ narrative are not surprising, the way in which Liadon
transforms the original game text into a situated performance is non-trivial. His story is based on a
piece of narrative text built into the game (what ‘the mother tree told [him]’, line 27), the first part
of which is shown in Figure 7. Compared to the original text, Liadon’s version is highly
abbreviated, with all non-elf related details removed and restructured in a way that reorients the
evaluation (lines 13-19) toward elves (foregrounded) and their relationship to fairies
(backgrounded) rather than fairies (foregrounded) and the full set of creatures the story is originally
about. In this way, Liadon adapts the original narrative to the situated needs of the apprenticeship
episode under way: the need to explain what fairies are and, tacitly, why one ought not hunt them
as one would other creatures.

In contrast to media claims, here gamers are going one step further than simply ‘reading
aloud’ (cf. Wearden, 2001); they are rewriting the story for situated oral performance, surely a
literacy practice no less worthwhile than simply orating another author’s text. Such performances
within the virtual world are not uncommon, as gamers tend to place a high value on textually
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produced verbal interaction and, therefore, on storytelling, one of our most important forms of
‘making sense’ (Bruner, 1986, 2003). As Cherny (1999) concludes in her study of MUDs, the
technological predecessors of MMOGs, ‘In all such systems, linguistic interactions have been
primary: users exchange messages that cement the social bonds between them, messages that
reflect shared history and understandings (or misunderstandings) about the always evolving local
norms for these interactions’ (p. 22, emphasis added). Such authored and adapted narratives play an
especially important role in in-game apprenticeship episodes, as this example illustrates, by
enculturating newcomers into the game lore that constitutes the community’s shared knowledge
and history.

BloREai o Bhep | cuxl and | ke

B, WAy

35K

[T el FEeT]

Ripster: selling 30/ 20 ring Ti0k

ot lafaah : selling Zeawa pais Lk

1 Basdailaak : selliwg Zmowa pads 1L

Ripetar! wadld G e Tk

i D snehel ¥ by wdain

b 1]

Figure 7. The original in-game source of Liadon’s ‘orally delivered’
narrative explaining the origin of the fairies in the Elven Forest.

Metagaming practices. Metagaming is a common literacy practice for game communities of all forms
in which participants theorize their own game, both within the virtual environment of the game
world itself and also beyond it in the online fandom space (e.g. website, discussion forums, chat
rooms, blogs, wikis, and sundry other online text) that envelops every successful title to date. In the
context of MMOGs, such practices include, for example:

e strategy development for group or guild endeavors (e.g. the creation of research documents
about a given location of interest and planning documents based on them that provide a guide
for future action);

e the development of game ‘exploits’ (e.g. the construction, evaluation, and revision of
mathematical models of game mechanics based on data collected in-game, such as what
combination of player characteristics is most effective in specific collaborative problem-solving
endeavors such as hunting a particular boss monster [Steinkuehler & Chmiel, 2006]); and

e long deliberative discussions through which game communities actually theorize themselves,
their own social network structures and functions, and what will and won’t ‘count’ for
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appropriate social engagement (e.g. moralizing on game discussion boards or within guild chat,
or the development of and reflection on in-game norms for social interaction).

Consider, for example, the in-game exchange from Lineage II shown in Figure 8, which occurred in
the guild chat channel. After several hours of ‘solo” game play in which fellow guild members
banter idly in the guild chat channel while pursuing their own solitary in-game activities, a
conversation emerged in which guildmates develop a new ‘unit of measurement’ by which
efficiency within the game might be calculated.

Zara 1 dunno if it'es just me bumt this lvl [level] seem= =so slooooow
Zara 1'm not at 63% [of current avatar lewel]

Adelelds yvea [lewvel] 39 is really slow

Duncan it only makes gense...1% wae painful it makes sense by
Duncan LZ [Lineage II] logic that 3% would be 100x moreso
Zara 1'm lucky to get &% [of a level] per hr

Adelelds Cruma would give u 10% / hr but not much better

Duncan Yea 10%/hr 1= what I expect from Cruma. It's becoms
Duncan my marker for progress everywhere.

Adelelds yea. .. cruma i evll that way

Ihncan I think we should make 1t a unit of measurement.
Duncan 1 cruma, 7.8 crumas

Zara lal

Lin2 10.06.04

Figure 8. Transcript of Lineage II in-game conversation in which guildmates develop
anew ‘unit of measurement’ by which efficiency within the game might be calculated.

In Lineage II, efficiency in experience points per hour (the mechanism by which you level your avatar
and therefore gain more strength, better skills, etc.) is a highly valued and sought after goal. In
order to maximize efficiency, many gamers actually time their rate of experience increase while
hunting various territories in order to keep track of how well they are doing, on average, in
different areas given their avatar’s current level. Cruma Tower is a notoriously efficient hunting
area within the virtual world of Lineage II; it is also, however, famous for grief play: gankers, player-
killers (PKers), trash talkers, kill-stealers (KSers), and sundry other unpleasant personae. Thus, few
gamers care to stay there for very long periods at a time, despite how productive it is as an area for
leveling one’s character. In the exchange shown in Figure 8, one guild member initiates troubles-
telling with a remark about how slowly he is currently progressing. In response, guildmates first
sympathize, then compare their current progress to hunting in Cruma Tower. What emerges is a
new ‘unit of measurement’ by which efficiency within the game might be measured in terms of
‘crumas’ — the amount of leveling experience one would get, on average, per hour, within that not-
so-pleasant area. The result is simultaneously entertaining and functional: if one knows how one’s
current hunting territory compares with the most efficient area in the game, then one can gauge
whether or not the pleasure of hunting in the given non-Cruma area outweighs the decrease in
economic use of time. Thus, through in situ reflection on in-game activity through the lens of
shared regard for both productivity and pleasure, the guild community arrived at one theoretical
construct (of many) by which to express the relative trade-offs the game design occasions between
efficiency versus freedom of movement.

While the cruma unit ‘meme’ (Blackmore, 1999; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003) largely remained
a local practice, used within a single guild both in-game and within guild discussion forums and
subsequent online conversations, other such metagaming practices have a much broader and
extensive life of their own. Take, for example, the server-based practice of ‘farming the farmers’
that emerged and took hold on the American Lineage II server Bartz (for a complete discussion, see
Steinkuehler, 2006b). In MMOG circles, it is now common knowledge that virtual, in-game money
can be readily exchanged for real, out-of-game money (Castronova, 2001) through online trading
sites (such as eBay), and that some people from Asian countries (and others) play on North
American servers in order to work for real-world pay from companies solely in the business of
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virtual currency trade (such as IGE). The practice in which individuals are hired by a virtual-
currency selling company to spend long hours in-game collecting adena (the in-game currency of
Lineage) has come to be called ‘Chinese adena farming’. The practice continues to flourish, despite
NCSoft’s efforts to stop it (Russell, 2004) and despite intense negative response in the USA, with a
vast majority of the American Lineage II gamers resenting the effects that adena farming has had on
their game (despite the fact that American gamers are, indeed, one of the driving forces behind it).
Most relevant to our discussion, however, is the metagaming practice that so-called ‘Chinese
adena farming’ has occasioned American gamers to develop in response: a practice called farming
the farmers’. Leisure players have forgone the usual between-guild competitions for castle control,
the one game mechanic that made Lineage titles unique, and have instead joined forces in a sort of
‘us versus them’ mentality to wage perpetual field war against all (perceived) Chinese adena
farmers. The waging of this informal war is composed of several key literacy practices, including:

e the in- and out-of-game negotiation and coordination among various guilds to forgo all standard
castle competition among them and instead join hands in scheduled ‘raids’ against purported
farmers in overtaken virtual territories of the game;

e the planning and execution of large in-game ‘extermination’ campaigns called ‘Farm the Farmers
Day’ on all purported farmers within the virtual world itself; and finally (and perhaps more
importantly)

e the documentation of such raids in the form of online debriefing discussions and commentary,
websites, and fan videos.

At last check, the fan videos, numbered chronologically, were up to ‘Farm the Farmers Day VI and
the practice has managed to jump games and spread virally to other MMOG titles (such as World of
Warcraft). Figure 9 shows three screenshots from one such web-posted video from ‘Farm the
Farmers Day II’ (finalEIf, n.d.) that documents one such collaborative expedition. In the left panel is
the title screen of the fan video. The middle panel shows several ‘legitimate’ gamers, including the
video’s creator (a renowned gamer named finalEIf) clearing the Cruma Tower area (a particularly
over-farmed virtual territory in the game) of Chinese adena farmers. In the right panel is the final
screen of the fan video, which reads: ‘Fuck the Farmers. And Fuck the lazy rich boys who pay
them’ (finalElf, n.d.)

Wi e

B o] i il P

Figure 9. Screenshots from the fan-generated digital in-game movie entitled ‘Farm the Farmers Day II’ (finalEIf, n.d.)

Obviously, metagaming practices such as these are thoroughly caught up with both local (server)
and global politics. But then, all literacy practices, even when defined narrowly as ‘the reading and
writing of print text’, are caught up with politics as such (Gee, 1996). They are also potentially quite
transformative in terms of the context in which they are situated. Here, for example, the
metagaming practice of ‘farming the farmers’ has effectively transformed core game mechanics for
which Lineage was once famous (between-clan sieges for castles in the virtual world) into
Americans-versus-Chinese raids on said farmers by a community desperately trying to rid
themselves of what they see as a ‘cancer’ in the virtual world (Steinkuehler, 2006b). Gamer
communities are necessarily in a perpetual state of development that crucially includes the
development, maintenance, and transformation of thoroughly literate practices in order to
maintain their fitness relative to the systems they co-evolve with (cf. Van Valen, 1973) — game
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designs and redesigns, economic realities, legal regulation, and even the emerging global
technologies and practices that make up the broader online world, to name a few.

Official versus unofficial fandom. MMOGaming is participation in a domain of literacy, one with fuzzy
boundaries that expand with continued play: what is at first confined to the game alone soon spills
over into the virtual world beyond it (e.g. websites, chat rooms, email) and even into life off-screen
(e.g. telephone calls, face-to-face meetings). The online fandom that surrounds successful game
titles is a rich yet nebulous sphere of multimodal multimedia including websites, blogs, threaded
discussion boards, fan fictions, fan art, annotated game screenshots, cartoons, chat rooms, instant
messaging, in-character emails, and even VoIP. A selected subset of the fandom terrain is ‘official’
and linked to the corporate website (http://www.lineage2.com/), having met the company’s
purported standards of:
o relevance, defined mostly in terms of exclusivity, as no multigame sites are allowed;
e quality, meaning they cannot contain incomplete web pages, outdated game information, or
broken links);
decency, meaning no offensive material;
originality, defined as containing new information, not simply repeats of content from other
sites; and
e compliance with the game’s End User License Agreement (among other things, containing no
references to trade of virtual items for real cash outside the game, despite the prevalence of the
practice, as discussed above).

The primary fan sites to make the company’s cut are most commonly, in fact, vast database-backed
research websites that function as unofficial — yet by far the most accurate — user manuals for the
game. Such sites are instantiations of the community’s ‘collective intelligence’ (Levy, 1999): online
repositories in which gamers publish what they know about the game and revise one another’s
findings on a range of topics as diverse as which monsters drop which items, all the way to which
quests are and are not worthwhile to complete.

This official fandom, however, barely scratches the surface of game fandom in its entirety,
not only in terms of the volume of fan-authored content but also in terms of what gamers actually
access and use as a regular part of their game play. As one informant aptly stated, ‘For the most
part I enjoy finding my own information, it feels somehow rewarding because the majority of the
information I come by is from interactive online communities, like fansites and forums’. Unofficial
fandom includes a wealth of resources that support not only social interaction among gamers but
also research (e.g. to find what the most efficient and effective set of equipment for a given
character might be) and development (e.g. inventing novel siege strategies) as well. Lineage fans
(like all MMOG fans) take the resources provided them by the game itself, and building from it,
create a rich culture of text, images, and ideas.

Fan websites. The fan site for the guild in which I personally participated is a case in point. Built
originally by a member who works as a professional web designer in New York City, the
LegendsOfAden (LoA) guild website is a collection of player generated content, created over a period
of roughly three years of gaming together as one group (see Figure 10). Although our guild was
lucky to have a professional designer among its membership who was willing to create the
template for the website which members could then populate (averaging roughly 130 members
throughout much of the guild’s history), our site was considered fairly standard, no more elaborate
than most guilds sustain. In truth, there is a keeping up with the Joneses™ attitude among guild
leaders and their administration (guild members with officer rank of some form) such that novel
online utilities and documents quickly become standard ones as guilds borrow and adapt useful
ideas from one another in creating online out-of-game web content for their members.

As a community shared document, the LoA guild website includes such diverse forms of
writing as:
e formal statements about recruitment rules and the code of honor (social rules that guide

members’ behaviors);

e alist of the hierarchical ranks within the guild and their responsibilities;
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e members’ pages, which include posed screenshots of each member’s avatar and a brief write-up
on who they see themselves to be;

e password protected pages, accessible only to LoA members, that list the guild’s friends and foes,
a shared calendar that tracks various collaborative events within the community such as training
days and sieges, the guild’s pooled wealth from taxation and donations, and graphs of members’
aggregated statistics in terms of character type and strength;
online forms for gathering such information from individual members;

e links to public and private discussion forums (discussed below);
annotated screenshots of significant in-game events which together function as a public
scrapbook of guild triumphs and adventures (which, in turn, helps establish a sense of group
affiliation both internally, among guild members, and externally, with the broader community
of the game);

e collections of guild members” and guild friends’ fan fiction (also discussed below); and links to in-
character email accounts for reaching key leaders in the group.

Here, authorship is thoroughly distributed, with multiple people ‘writing’ the text that others, both
members and non-members alike, then ‘read’ as an instantiation of our guild identity. As Turkle
(1995) notes, ‘Since [virtual worlds] are authored by their players, thousands of people in all, often
hundreds at a time, are all logged on from different places; the solitary author is displaced and
distributed’ (p. 185).

Y : LegendsOiadan
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Figure 10. The LegendsOfAden guild website.

Game discussion boards. Although Lineage has official discussion boards linked to their corporate
website which are highly active, it is customary for guild and fan sites to have unofficial discussion
boards of their own as well. Here, participants discuss a vast range of topics, from which skill path
is best for a given class of avatar to in-game gossip about who-did-what-to-whom. Multiple genres
of writing can be found within such forums, from argumentation to expository writing, from
personal journal-like entries to game reviews, from historical essays (on topics such as the origin of
the clan name) to journalistic accounts of important in-game events (such as the previous evening’s
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war with another guild), from persuasive writing to jokes, stories, explanations, accounts, thank
you letters, and even the occasional five-paragraph essay. In fact, much of the content of the guild
websites themselves begins here, within guild forums, as participants collaboratively propose, draft,
revise, and polish text that later becomes official guild site content.

By providing spaces for social interaction and relationships beyond the workplace and home,
such online discussion forums — much like the virtual worlds with which they are associated
(Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006) — function as one novel form of a new ‘third place’ (Oldenburg,
1999) for informal sociability much like the pubs, coffee shops, and other hangouts of old.
However, unlike bricks and mortar ones, these are composed thoroughly and nearly exclusively in
terms of print text (in close second, digital images, and in more distant third, digital movie and
sound). And as sites for literacy, they are non-trivial: As of July 2005, the LegendsOfAden (LoA)
forum linked to the website shown in Figure 10 contained nine separate sections (three LoA-
members only sections that are password protected, six public sections where anyone can post)
comprised of 298 separate topics discussion threads total across all sections for a grand total of 1600
written posts (and two full years of online text interaction have occurred since that time). Such
reading and writing is part and parcel of what it means to participate in the MMOG guild
community. Thus, when media experts report that gaming is displacing reading and writing text in
the lives of contemporary adolescents, one questions the extent to which they have taken seriously
what successful gaming entails, particularly the unofficial player-generated text content that gamers
overwhelmingly consume and produce.

Fan fiction. Guild and fan websites also feature original creative work that players generate based on
content designed into the virtual worlds they inhabit, such as art, poetry, and fiction. Like all
interpretive communities, MMOGamers take up the symbolic, cultural materials offered them by
media to collectively create the form and substance of their own cultural worlds (Taylor, 2002, in
press; Squire & Steinkuehler, 2006). In this way, they are no different from the folk cultures of old,
except that now the consumers have increasingly user-friendly tools at their disposal to work with,
including online access to socio-technical networks that enable their easy distribution, such as fan
groups and guilds. As Jenkins (1998) points out:

Historically, our culture evolved through a collective process of collaboration and elaboration.
Folk tales, legends, myths and ballads were built up over time as people added elements that
made them more meaningful to their own contexts. The Industrial Revolution resulted in the
privatization of culture ... Fans respond ... by applying the traditional practices of a folk culture to
mass culture, treating film or television as if it offered them raw materials for telling their own
stories and resources for forging their own commounities ... (para. 32)

Consider, for example, the fan fiction excerpt shown in Figure 11.

Blinding Twilight
by e ——
for R

Az dawn eclipsed the town of Aden it
seemed that its light would never reach the
end of the grand ecity Bult under the
tyrarui cal rule of Ken Fauhel and the cormupt
mage Cererig, it seemed almost impossible
that such a beautfil city was grounded
in their despotic ideals. [ looked across the
hovizon  and nudged  at s who |
had fallen asleep dwing last night’s wigil

Figure 11. Excerpt of the fan fiction piece written by a Lineage I gamer.
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The piece was featured on the official Lineage website in 2003 and was forwarded to the LoA guild
website for distribution via the ‘LoA short stories’ page. In it, the author writes about a pseudo-
fictional adventure (partially based on an actual occurrence, partially based on the genre
conventions of medieval fantasy stories) in which he and another character participated within the
virtual world of Lineage. The story is written at a grade level appropriate to his age; however, what
is most interesting here is the purpose for which he purportedly wrote it. The story is dedicated to
the second main character appearing in its pages — a Lineage girl gamer roughly the same age as the
author. In the email requesting its distribution via the LoA guild site, the author wrote, ‘T included
a new story if you would like to read or post up, its awesome "~ [raised eyebrows] even though I
just used it to hit on this girl ...”

It is difficult to imagine another context in contemporary American youth culture in which
writing a short story might be viewed as a recognizable way to court girls. In the context of
MMOGs, however, such writing is a central and highly valued practice. Here, adeptness with the
pen, so to speak, carries a certain social status such that those who show exceptional skill in the
creation of content often develop a rather large following. In MMOGs, such writing is not
considered as ancillary to gaming but rather as a central part of participating. The following
transcript (see Figure 12) is an excellent case in point.

SharpPaw oh yeah! to celebrate me coming back to pledge &
SharpPaw being rank ive decided to write another story!
SharpPaw for site!

Adeleide omg do it! we need more stories!

SharpPaw ~* o' course

SharpPaw in fact ive planned it

SharpPaw i got the PERFECT story idea the other day when
SharpPaw its called &n Old Enight’'s Tale

SharpPaw youll see it within the next 2-3months
Adeleide wow! do u like to write in ur spare time?
SharpPaw well na i like to play this in my spare time
Linl/03.01.04

Figure 12. Transcript of Lineage I in-game conversation in which a student
discusses the short story he has recently decided to author over summer break.

In this in-game exchange, a beginning high school student who is on summer break discusses the
short story he has recently decided to author in commemoration of rejoining the guild and being
promoted in rank. When asked whether he likes to write in his spare time, he responds, somewhat
baffled, ‘well na i like to play this in my spare time’. In the context of MMOGs at least, school-age
children are perfectly willing to engage in long, thoughtful writing projects — 2-3 months”
planning, not including the initial work he did prior to this exchange — in their own spare time, not
as isolated literary ‘assignments’ but as part and parcel of what it means to game online.

Discussion

Throughout this article, I have made the argument that, even when based on a restricted version of
what it means to read and write, examination of what gamers actually do during play reveals that
gaming, at least in the context of MMOGs, is not replacing literacy practice but rather is a literacy
practice. If we compare what individuals do within these spaces to national reading, writing, and
technology standards, it turns out that much of their activity can be seen as satisfying what we, as a
nation, say we want our children to be engaged in and capable of. For example, as recommended
by the National Council of Teachers of English (n.d.) standards, MMOGamers: ‘read a wide range
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of print and non-print texts’ to build an understanding of texts and of themselves (Standard no. 1);
use a wide range of strategies to ‘comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts’, including
‘[drawing] on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers and writers” (Standard no.
3); use an equally wide range of strategies to author texts of their own (Standard no. 5); use their
understanding of ‘language structure, language conventions ... media techniques, figurative
language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print’ (Standard no. 6); ‘gather, evaluate, and
synthesize data from a variety of sources” in order to conduct research on issues of interest to them
(Standard no. 7); and, perhaps most of all, ‘use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish
their own purposes” (Standard no. 12, emphasis added). If we compare what such standards require to
what MMOGs, in practice, exact from those who play, it turns out that video games are not a
threat to literacy in contemporary culture but rather one important (albeit novel) part of it.

If so, then what lies behind these claims of a ‘literacy crisis’? They are at least partially rooted
in a long-standing fear of technology (Williams, 2006), an equally long-standing fear of youth
culture (Jenkins, 1999), and a fear of what children are reading and writing, not whether they are
engaged in such practices per se. Games, like all new media before them, have roused deeply
ambivalent feelings in American culture, often masking deeper societal tensions and problems
(Wartella & Reeves, 1983, 1985). Consider, for example, the media attention given to the gaming
habits of the Columbine High School shooters. One could argue, however, that such attitudes are
rooted in societal guilt over the mistreatment of American youth, one that mistakenly casts them
as the source of problems (in this case, violence and crime) rather than the victims of those too-easily
ignored risk factors associated with them (e.g. poverty, neglect, abuse). Without taking a broader
historical view, it is easy to recycle arguments made in the past that technology and/or popular
culture are corrupting our youth, each time simply substituting in the latest ‘menace’ (e.g. rock and
roll, comic books, television, telephone, etc.) to all things cultural and good (typically, fine
literature, the arts, and other expensive pastimes of the white, Christian, middle-class majority).
Such concerns are well intended. Teachers and parents want to provide their children access to
cultural capital. Yet, such presumptions can sometimes mistake past values for future ones and, in
so doing, risk not only thwarting their very intentions but also reproducing social class.

The third potential culprit, a fear of what children are reading and writing, not whether, has a
rich history as well, but perhaps it initiates a conversation, that, unlike the other two, is worth
resurrecting. In today’s thoroughly networked, globalized, increasingly ‘flat” (Friedman, 2005)
world, adolescents and adults are engaged with copious amounts of reading and writing as part of
their everyday lifeworld; they just happen to be doing it in spaces and with content that may not be
always sanctioned by adults. Perhaps the value of such spaces should be reconsidered, though.
There is much concern expressed about youth culture’s seeming engrossment in ‘merely passive’
consumption of corporate-owned and profit-driven content. From that view, MMOGs and other
informal spaces look particularly promising, for it is through such virtual worlds that adolescents,
through the very act of reading and writing, transform increasingly ‘corporate owned’ culture into
the ‘raw materials for telling [our] own stories and resources for forging [our] own communities’
(Jenkins, 1998, para. 32).

Notes

[1] Violence in America is actually declining and has been for the past decade (Catalano, 2004), although
this particular media misrepresentation is different from the one taken issue with here.

[2] Reading aloud? National statistics on the prevalence of this form of activity are lacking, but it is rather
difficult not to imagine this as some form of nostalgia for a world as long gone as the days of Lord
Alfred Tennyson.

[3] Evidence that each chat channel serves a designated social function is that, when communications
meant for one (e.g. whispers) are incorrectly issued in another (e.g. public talk), individuals
customarily signal the error with ‘w/c’ which translates as ‘wrong channel” and reissue the text
within the channel context for which it was meant.

[4] All transcript excerpts are verbatim save changes for ease of reading, such as typographical
corrections and supplementation of deictic references or truncations with appropriate, expanded
referents [in square brackets]. Pseudonyms replace all avatars’ names save the author’s.
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