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Playing the Game by the Rules








The Gambit





“For it is to be truly noted, that children’s plays are not sports, and should be deemed as their most serious actions.”  -- Michel de Montaigne (1533-92), French essayist.





Faced with an increasing pace of lifestyle and placed under the constantly changing demands of an increasingly technological culture, parents today find themselves obsessed with their concern for ensuring their children’s preparedness to enter what they themselves find a difficult society.  In their concern for their children, parents have found a sort of ally in the position of the child development professional.  From Piaget to the present, the play-life of children has been studied and guided for the purpose of leading the child to develop as a “whole” person.





Judith Van Hoorn writes, “Play fosters all aspects of the child’s development:  emotional, social, intellectual, linguistic, and physical.”  and asserts that “play supports children’s growth in broad, inclusive competencies such as self-direction and industry.  These are competencies valued by parents and educators, and ones that children will need to develop in order to function as adults in our society.”  (Van Hoorn, p. 3)





All of this is true, but the question arises:  How is a child “supposed” to play?  Adults have given a lot of different answers to this question over the centuries, and have even used “tools” to guide their children to the type of play desired, which as often based on gender identities.  Girls were given dolls to nurture and boys were given sticks and balls to improve their coordination and to sharpen their competitiveness.  Until recently, that a boy or girl should want to engage in play which was not considered appropriate was anathema.  In this society, we now find it desirable to cultivate teamwork well as a competitive spirit in our children.  Girls are now encouraged to compete in sports, and boys are less often discouraged from exploring their nurturing skills if they show an interest in dolls.  The rules of the game seem to have changed.  Does that mean that all other generations were wrong in the ways they taught their children?  Does that make modern parents right?  I believe that children are more adaptive and resilient than commonly thought.  Guiding their play and teaching them important skills are positive ways of staying involved in their lives, and I believer there are few ways of doing this “wrong.”





Given that the desire to play is almost instinctive for a child, it is not hard to encourage them if the game is fun.  Since their play helps them to interpret their sense of self, and can teach them skills which will serve them well as adults, it is not surprising that children often mimic what their favorite adults do.  So, if a child sees their parents and role-models using computers, then they are going to be attracted to the opportunity of using the machines as well.  As with any tool, parents then need to assess how and why they should introduce their children to the computer.  





Answering why seems easy enough at first.  Computers are fun as well as necessary, and children do need to adapt to technology.  There are many valuable skills to be gained from their use.  But there can be disadvantages.  Computers have the potential to replace television as an electronic baby-sitter, while providing parents with the illusion that their use is altogether beneficial.  (Aycock, p. 3)  There is a concern that the commercial competition for children’s interest will overwhelm their individuality by dictating to the children what they are supposed to want.  (Gill, p. 62)  Finally, some experts believe that many adventure games do not promote learning so much as they promote violence and stereotypical thinking.  (Gill, p. 38-40)  Therefore, choosing a software product which presents healthy values and challenging educational materials becomes vital for a parent who wishes to responsibly introduce computer technology to their children.





There are a number of qualities to assess when comparing software packages. The purpose of the software, relative to the targeted age of the players, will affect their usefulness.  A common type of software popular with parents now is known as “edutainment” software.  These programs combine information and skills into entreating forms which are designed to draw children to play and learn with them repeatedly.  In order to illustrate the criteria which parent and teachers should consider when buying these edutainment packages for their seven to ten year olds, I will compare three popular games which use puzzles to teach and amuse.








The Rules





There are at least three main categories of evaluation to consider when purchasing software for children.  The game’s technical qualifications, its benefits to the curriculum being taught, and its overall value as a product should be considered.  The following tables illustrate the criteria in more detail.








�
                       Technical Merit�
�
System  Requirements�
Are the hardware requirements described clearly and prominently?�
�
Installation�
Is the software easy enough for a child to install?


Is it easy enough for an adult to install?�
�
Documentation�
Are the instructions to the installation and/or games thorough?


Is the documentation easy to understand?  Age appropriate?


Does the game or the documentation include a description of the game’s educational goals or address the concerns of the parent?�
�
Navigation�
Are exits clearly marked, and other options clear?


Can the player easily retrace his or her steps?


Is information quickly retrieved from screen to screen?


Are icons and menus understandable on an intuitive level?�
�
Presentation�
Is the design aesthetically pleasing?


Is the information presented in a way to engage the imagination/curiosity?


Are graphics and text legible enough for the targeted audience?


Does the game employ current technologies to present quality audio/visual elements in an appropriate context?�
�
�



�
                 Curriculum Objectives�
�
Contents�
Is the data accurate, relevant, and correct?


Are the games age appropriate?  


Are the games truly interactive, simulating curiosity and increasing in difficulty as the child masters the material?


Are a variety of activities provided?�
�
Curriculum 


Support�
Which areas of the educational curriculum will be enhanced?


Is the content or presentation of materials unique to the program?


Does the course of the game follow a logical progression of topics or difficulty?


What philosophical or theoretical basis underlies the game’s presentation?


Does the information adequately cover the desired topic?�
�












�
                 Overall Value�
�
Skills�
Does the game provide multiple difficulty levels in order to appeal to more than one child, if necessary?  Will it develop with the child?�
�
Entertainment�
How long will the program reasonably hold the child’s attention?  Does it provide a number of interesting aspects?


Is the package fun to play?


Does the program complement the players’ interests and abilities?�
�
Productivity�
Will a child be motivated to finish the game?


How easy and effective will it be for parents to monitor progress?�
�












Scoring





Jump Start 4th Grade:  Haunted Island





The company Knowledge Adventure produces a series called Jump Start Adventures, and for the fourth grade level, they present a package subtitled, Haunted Island.  The premise of this game is to rescue a fourth-grade class which has been imprisoned by an evil substitute teacher named Mrs. Grunkle.  The player must travel to each part of the island in order to retrieve the hidden possessions of each classmate and accumulate points which are exchanged for keys to the attic door, where the children are imprisoned.  Once the possessions are restored, Mrs. Grunkle and the class return to normal.





This game provided the least about of documentation (which I could find) of the three games I examined.  A review I read mentioned a manual, which I didn’t find in the box.  The instructions consisted only of the few pages inserted into the jewel case for the CD, and I found the writing of these instructions to be rather sophisticated for the targeted audience.  Children with no previous computer experience may have problems starting or installing the game from these instructions.  Fortunately, without the documentation the game is still simple to install.  Also fortunate was the fact that the hardware requirements were found prominently on the box.  The documentation found in the case, also, did not contain any instructions for the actual play of the game.  However, the game does supply clear instructions for each game and each screen, both in the character of the bat who narrates and with a help menu found in the toolbar.  If the player doesn’t need the instructions the bat volunteers, then the bat flies away once clicked off.  My only problem with the game play is that I never actually found any of the class’s possession, and never found any clues which were fruitful for my search.





The graphics used in this game are very sharp and attractive.  Although the backgrounds were dark, and filled with ghosts and shadows, the settings are appropriate for a haunted island.  Most kids will find the setting appealing, considering the popularity of scary stories among children of this age group.  None of the characters or environments are too intimidating.  The music was appropriate, and relatively non-intrusive, even if there appeared to be no way of turning it down or turning it off.  At the bottom of the player’s screen, a toolbar remains more or less constant throughout the play.  From here, the player can access the help menu, a map of the island, instructions for the next mission/level, clues narrated by the bat/narrator, and the exit icon.  Each icon was easy enough to identify and understand.  





Exiting the game was sometimes annoying, because the player must move through several screens in order to leave the play.  When the player travels from one area of play to another, a cartoon depicting a short walk through a wooded path is often displayed.  At first, these graphics are somewhat interesting, however, they lose appeal rather quickly since they do not allow the player any control in exploring those environments.





I didn’t find any way to actively save the game I was playing, however, my place in the game was automatically stored for my next use.  Parents and teachers can easily check how the player is progressing in each activity by checking the player’s journal.  Here, the progress of the player is recorded and evaluated with a grading system.





The games found in this package are described on the box as “arcade style.”  Many of the games do resemble those found in other video and CD-ROM games, however they were not all easy to play.  I first tried to play the games without help to find out whether they rules could be ascertained intuitively.  A few were easy to learn.  Some were impossible to decipher without consulting the helpful bat.  Having the manual may have made the games easier to learn, and the help function did ultimately prove very useful, but without these, some of the games may have proven too difficult for some children.





I found all the games enjoyable to play once I finally learned the rules.  They provided solid and useful information needed by children in the targeted age group.  The story completion game found in the cemetery teaches spelling, vocabulary, prepositions, and grammar in an amusing and challenging format.  The game of concentration found in the Mummy’s Tomb presented historical and cultural information in alternative ways, forcing the player to think about why some tiles may or may not have some connection.  Multiplication is taught in the well game, in which a frog must eat insects before they reach the top.  Multiplication and division is taught in the maze game, in which the player must solve math problems to navigate the maze and to avoid enemies.  The use of decimals is used in the Enchanted Forest, in order to mix the contents of spells correctly.  By teaching children how to combine the correct elements together to grow a garden in the Mutant Swamp, earth and nature science is introduced to the player.  In the Clock Tower, the player uses a keyboard to find the notes which appear on the sheet music provided, thus teaching the player how to hear and read music.





When the player makes mistakes, the bat offers a word of encouragement or advice, then the player is given and opportunity to try again.  If the player successfully completes a task, the characters make approving comments or noises, and a new task is provided.  This system of repetition, based on rote learning, falls into a category of education called “drill-and-practice.”  (Druin, p. 6)  Still, because children are given the opportunity to figure out how to solve problems on their own from the elements put before them, the game also delivers its educational content in the “discovery” method as well. (Druin,, 


7)





On the whole, I found the games initially challenging and amusing.  I’m not sure all children will want to return to the game after completing one level of difficulty, however.  The games do not change formats to increase difficulty; the type of information presented changes.  Parents are given a clear indication of how their children are progressing throughout the games in the journal provided.  The real question I have, however, is whether the children will actually play the games on a regular basis after mastering the rules.  Still, if the child shows an interest in puzzle-solving, this software package should deliver entertainment as well as solid educational content.











Dr. Brain Thinking Game:  IQ Adventure





Knowledge Adventure states on the packaging of IQ Adventure that this game is a “brain-building strategy game” for children nine years old and older.  When a child simply looks at the box, he or she will want to play this game, which is full of cool monsters, robots, and high-tech devices.  The hip, sometimes sardonic humor found in the advertising on the box is also reflected in the character of Dr. Brain, and will appeal to the sense of humor of more mature children.  Presented from the point of view of the second person, the object of the game is to retrieve the damaged pieces of your transporter without being killed, so that you can return to Dr. Brain’s laboratory.





The instructions for installation were similar to those found in Haunted Island, however, they were more simplified by being directed only to users of Windows 95 or later.  Parents will find the instructions accessible even if the children do not.  The hardware requirements are clearly stated on the box.  The documentation provided in the from of a manual gives clues and explanations on playing the game, some of which helped me immensely.  For example, without the manual, I would not have intuitively known to click the highlighted text in a character’s dialog box in order to communicate with that character.





Each environment found in the game was attractively designed and interestingly animated where appropriate.  Although I would have preferred an interface that allowed more control with the keyboard, my mouse was usually adequate for maneuverability.  The speed of computer negatively affected my game, in this respect though, because sometimes I couldn’t make my character run away fast enough and would be killed despite my best efforts.  The player can navigate the entire level, retrace steps as needed or desired, until the piece required from that level is found and retrieved.  At that point, the player is taken to the next level, and is given no further access the previous one unless the player saves the game.  





But the game is easy to save, using the icons which remain constant throughout the play.  The player can also save the game multiple times in order to return later at previous points or to accommodate multiple users of the game.





The icons also provide access to obvious exits and controls over the game’s options.  The sound can be adjusted or turned off, and the difficulty of the game can be increased or decreased.  The character of Dr. Brain, who serves as a guide and as the help function, can be set to help more often or less as required.  During the play of the game, Dr. Brain will offer hints, explanations, and quips.  When a task is completed, he praises the effort.  When the player makes a mistake or hesitates too long, he offers very positive and constructive encouragement.





Although the package advertises that the game presents hundreds of puzzles, they all, more or less, fall into 15 different categories.  Further, several types of these puzzles rely heavily on the kinds of skills required in the game of concentration, or teach some kind of sequence or pattern recognition.  The puzzle described as “Affinity Network Puzzles” were rather difficult to solve intuitively.  The player is supposed to match each puzzle piece to its like, however, as stated in the manual, “they don’t all need to match the same way.  You know you have made a match when the indicator between neighbors turns on.”  (IQ Adventure Manual, p. 10)  I did not understand this until I read the manual, and even then wondered at times whether these puzzles represented some game of chance.  The water pipes puzzles were interesting and challenging.  They represented the other category of skills required:  those puzzles which encourage spatial and pattern recognition.  Basing the puzzles so heavily on these visual qualities was sometimes problematic, when the patterns or sequences were so well hidden as to be hard to see by the player.  Sometimes my attempts at these subjective skills were so unsuccessful that I found it more advantageous to rely on chance than skill or logic, and the review of this game mentioned that some children had the same problem. (Children’s Software Revue)





The player is also supposed to find clues and weapons during the search for transporter parts.  These are not difficult to find, but their uses are often obscure, and sometimes the hints provided are insufficient.  This difficulty will challenge some players to logically decipher how to pull the hints, clues, and pieces together in order to move to the next level, but other players who require more direction may simply give up the game.  In this way, the game may rely too heavily on the constructionist theory of education.  Children are put into a new environment and given the tools to learn (Druin, p. 7-8), but are not necessarily given enough direction to make their efforts fruitful.  But the game doesn’t rely solely on contructivism.  Many of the puzzles are repeated in different configurations so often, they obviously represent a drill-and-practice method of educating.





IQ Adventure was the most addictive of the games I compared for this paper.  Being a role-playing game, the format was very different than Haunted Island, or The Lost Mind of Dr. Brain.  The game was quite enjoyable, but the lack of substantial content, relative to the age of the targeted audience and the lack of any method of monitoring the child’s progress prevent the game from delivering an adequate educational experience.




















The Lost Mind of Dr. Brain





The Lost Mind of Dr. Brain is published by Sierra On-Line for Cendant Software.  The players of this game are given the task of helping Dr. Brain restore his brain to his own body, after an accident in which he exchanges it with a lab rat’s.  Each puzzle area represents a section of the brain which will be restored upon completion of the puzzles in that section.  By completing the puzzles, the player alternately strengthens each of seven “intelligences,” which are aspects of the functioning of the mind as theorized by Dr. Howard Gardner of Harvard University.  The intelligences strengthened by this game are Verbal/Linguistic, Logical/Mathematical/, Visual/Spatial, Bodily/Kinesthetic, Musical, Interpersonal, and Interpersonal.  (Manual, p. 6)





Although the manual suggests that the parent or player read the instructions before beginning, I was able to easily install and start the game with no trouble.  The documentation for the game, written more for the parents than the children, is extensive and thorough.  Each of the ten games is described and explained in terms of each difficulty level and educational goals.  Many of the games provide stimulation to more than one intelligence area of the brain, although solving the puzzles in each category will only complete one aspect of Dr. Brain’s intelligences.





The graphics of the game are attractive, if relatively simple.  Dr. Brain’s niece, Dr. Elaina, and the lab rat, Rathbone, both function as guides to provide hints and positive reinforcements.  I have to admit, though, that I regret that I never found a way to turn off the sound for Rathbone.  I found Rathbone’s poorly delivered and constantly changing accents incredibly annoying.  And if that weren’t enough, sometimes his comments seemed impatient or almost antagonistic to the player.  In IQ Adventure, the character of Dr. Brain possess  sometimes ironic wit, but he never sounded negative.  In The Lost Mind of Dr. Brain, however, the character’s attempts at wry humor sounded almost insulting.





The player is allowed access to nine levels of brain activity at any time to play the games found therein.  Access to these regions can be gained from Dr. Brain’s lab, and the player can return to the lab at any time by clicking on the icon of the wire brain found in the toolbar.  This toolbar frames each game at all times, and provides additional icons for links to hints, scoring, exits, and difficulty levels.  Although the icons are not necessarily intuitively understandable, they are not difficult to figure out, especially after experimenting with the controls.  When the each of the nine levels of the game are completed, the player must then complete a final, tenth, level which contain puzzles found in Dreamland.





The game automatically saves the games of each player, and the total scores are saved as well.  Therefore, although there is not a specific area for parents to monitor their child’s progress, they  can more or less assess their work by noting they child’s scores.





The puzzles presented by this game contained interesting ways of learning the information and skills players need to complement their education.  As well as being taught various subjects through the completion of the puzzles, the game also adds relevant information in the form of comments by Rathbone and Dr. Elaina.  The package contains some interesting games, among which are:  a music section which teaches the player to read and hear music;  a track and train game which teaches memory, coordination, and logic;  a scrambled puzzle game which teaches spelling; a programming game which teaches logic; and a game of concentration which teaches sign language skills and improves memory.  These approaches set the software apart as the most educationally unique and well-rounded of the three packages I compared.  The puzzles utilize the drill-and practice and discovery educational theories mentioned in this paper.   The players are encouraged to repeat each game in order to master them, and to fulfill the restoration of that section of Dr. Brain’s brain.  They are not told too much about how to play the game at once, giving the child the opportunity to discover how to solve it alone.   They are only given additional guidance unless they select the help function, click a character, or wait too long to make the next move, and even then are given hints in increments.





Because the child can move freely between the puzzle sections, and because the games are challenging without being too hard (given the appropriate help and difficulty level), I believe that this game would make an excellent addition to the library of any home or classroom.  Children who are more accustomed to action or adventure games my become restless playing this software.  Other children may find Rathbone’s accents and comments as annoying as I did.  Overall, however, I found the game highly enjoyable and educational.











Endgame





“The great challenge which faces us is to assure that, in our society of big-ness, we do not strangle the voice of creativity, that the rules of the game do not come to overshadow its purpose, that the grand orchestration of society leaves us ample room for the man who marches to the music of another drummer.”  -- Hubert H. Humphrey (1911-78)  Address, 29 June 1966, United States Junior Chamber of Commerce, Detroit, MI.





The play of children can accomplish many things.  They learn to cooperate with and even depend upon other children with whom they learn about teamwork and friendship.  Play allows children to process the world around them in ways they can understand.  Play can also give children practice in activities which improve their motor and intellectual skills.  In other words, play allows for the development of physical, mental, and emotional skills they will later need as adults.  (Van Hoorn, p. 306-307)





Some parents fear the abuse of technology by forcing it on children too early or using it as an addictive sedative rather than actively parenting or teaching their children.  Others seem to tout the use of computers as the most necessary means of teaching children because of the technology’s current and future prevalence.





The real truth of the effectiveness of computers as a teaching tool has to lie with the human interaction that should accompany its use.  Like any tool, a computer will not fulfill an end by itself.  A human must, ultimately, interact with it to make its functioning meaningful.  A computer can present any number of activities and information to a child, but without the socialization and the interpretation a parent or role-model can provide, the experience will prove a wasted exercise.





The games I compared in this paper are all education and entertaining, but, as far as bringing a satisfying complement to a child’s education, they real results will be found when the child applies the skills he or she has learned to his or her daily life.  And, far more rewarding than the educational experience, the best benefit which can be gained from these software packages will lie in the amount of interactivity between parent and child, teacher and student, or among children themselves, which the software may or may not encourage.  In the end, whether as an adult or as a child, true success can only lie in the quality of our best relationships.
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