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CHAPTER FIVE: Massively Multiplayer Online Games AS A CONSTELLATION OF LITERACY PRACTICES

Based on recent media coverage, one would think that the nation is in a massive literacy crisis thanks to new digital technologies, particularly videogames. Recent publications include books with titles such as “the collapse of literacy and the rise of violence in the electronic age” (Sanders, 1995)
. Survey experts report that videogames 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 [italics added]” (Wearden, 2001)
. This concern about videogames somehow replacing literacy activities is perhaps best summed up in a recent New York Times editorial by Solomon (2004), who states that electronic activities – videogames 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, videogaming is only becoming only more and more ubiquitous to contemporary American youth culture, with more than eight out of every ten kids in America having a videogame console in the home, and over half having two or more (Rideout, Roberts, & Foehr, 2005). Based on claims such as those above, 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 videogames are often singled out as the primary technological culprit of the supposed “literacy crisis,” which games are being referred to is left completely unspecified. 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 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), simulation/toy 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., Lineage), role playing games (Morrowind), abstract rhythm games (e.g., Rez), and puzzle games (e.g., Bejeweled). Precisely which games are such denouncements referring to? Without specifying the “cause,” it becomes a bit like talking about “television watching” (Watching what? With whom? In what context?) or “reading” (where the very same questions apply).

The second problem with claims about videogames replacing literacy is, again, about a 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 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 read and write,” 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., Barton, 1994; Cazden 1988; Cook-Gumperz 1986; Gee, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2003; Gumperz, 1982; Heath, 1983; Knobel, 1999; Kress, 1985; Lankshear, 1997; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Street, 1984, 1993):

…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 spaces. If videogames are in competition with literacy, which literacy are we talking about? The “mere literacy” (New London Group, 1996, p. 64) 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 videogames are replacing literacy activities that is bantered about in mainstream books and press is based not only on unspecified definitions of both “games” and “literacy” but also on a surprisingly lack of research on what kids actually do when they game. In this chapter, I examine some of the practices that comprise gameplay in the context of one game genre in particular – massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), which are highly graphical 2 or 3-D videogames that are played online, allowing individuals, through their self-created digital characters or “avatars” within the game world, 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. Based on data culled from a two-year online cognitive ethnography of the MMOG Lineage (both I and II), I argue that forms of 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 fansites and fan fiction). I then argue that, if we compare what individuals do within these spaces to national reading, writing, and technology standards (e.g. the standards published by the National Council of Teachers of English, n.d.), it turns out that much of their activity can be seen as satisfying what we say we want our children to be doing. Based on such research, it would seem, then, that popular claims about “videogames replacing literacy” may very well be rooted in long-standing fears of technology (Williams, 2003), fears of youth culture (Jenkins, 1999), and fears of what kids are reading and writing, not whether they are engaged in such practices per se.

The Literacy Practices of MMOGS

From the Contemporary Point of View

Let’s begin with the New Literacies Studies definition – the notion that literacies crucially entail sense making within a rich, multimodal semiotic system, situated in a community of practice that renders that system meaningful in the first place. Figure 1 shows the interface of the MMOG Lineage II. We might ask ourselves, how many adults (nay, tenured professors) can “read” such a space? Without prior experience in Lineage II, or at 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, a prerequisite to successful play, it is a completely transparent (albeit dense) semiotic system.

______________________

Insert Figure 9 about here.

______________________

Bar graphs (top left corner) show the status of your avatar in terms of health points, mana points, and experience points, where your avatar’s current level is 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 behaviors 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 the bottom left corner lies 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. 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 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 9 depicts 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, all this is to say nothing about the actual sociocultural norms for “reading” the game interface and the shared practices that tie them together into one coherent surface on which each gamer “writes” their own on-going 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 aspects within the first few hours of play.

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 belie 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 Literacy Studies 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’s start again, but this time with a more restricted definition of literacy as the “ability to read and write print text.” Are videogames (MMOGs in particular) in competition with print 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 kids play MMOGs, they read and write copious amounts of print text. Figure 10 diagrams various forms of textual practices that make up online games
. At the core of the diagram are the text chat channels 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 “l334 speek” sentence “afk g2g too EF ot regen no poms.” – for a complete analysis of this utterance, see Steinkuehler, in press) but also as icons (e.g., “@>~~~~~” to represent a flower) and indexes (e.g., “*sniff*” to signal public pouting). 

______________________

Insert Figure 10 about here.

______________________

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 mastery not only of each text chat channel individually but also the ability to “surf” across them such that the one can read and write text appropriate to each in each
. From the individual’s perspective, this means negotiating multiple threaded conversations across multiple chat channels, oftentimes while carrying on activities with one’s avatar in the main game window. 

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 10); for example, the titling of avatars (e.g. “[LoA]Princess to denote guild membership and rank), letter writing (discussed below), “orally” delivered narratives and poetry (also discussed below), 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, 2004b), 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 rectangles on the left of Figure 10). Online fandom is comprised of a vast array of beyond game literacy practices such as the development and maintenance of game-related fansites and blogs; discussion and debate of game-related issues on threaded discussion boards; the creation and distribution of fan fictions, fan art, annotated game screenshots and cartoons; and diliberation via game-specific chatrooms, instant messaging, in-character emails, and even voice over IP (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” 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, for example, 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 gameplay, participation means movement among multiple “attentional spaces” (Lemke, n.d.), as shown in Figure 11. Thus, the literacy practices that comprise MMOGs are not isolated and autonomous but rather interrelated in complex and mutually defining ways (cf. Lemke, 2002, 2005). 

______________________

Insert Figure 11 about here.

______________________

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 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: Riddled with abbreviations (e.g.,  “g2g” for “got to go”), truncations (e.g., “regen” for “regenerate”), typographical (e.g., “ot” for “to”) and grammatical errors (e.g., the adverbial form “too” in place of the prepositional form “to”), syntactic erosions (e.g., the omitted initial string “I have” from “[I have] g2g,” Thrasher, 1974), and 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), typed utterances such as the one examined here 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 (and other MMOG variants) serves the same range and complexity of functions as language does offline (Steinkuehler, in press). It’s simply forced to do so within the tight constraints of the given medium of communication (one small chat window, as shown in Figure 9, 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 do 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., “o_0” for curiosity or disbelief) and bodily gestures (e.g. “,,i,,(-_-),,i,,” for flipping someone off with 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, 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 gameplay, 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 following transcript of in-game chat that transpired over roughly one minute of game play:

I am standing in Giran city with two guild members, (Liadon and Emperor), planning a group hunt for cyclopes, when a conversation about Lysander, the avatar name of my “real life” boyfriend emerges on guild chat because I have titled myself "Lysanderv" which is a traditional title in our guild for individuals who are married in the game. 

PUBLIC:
Liadon
Greetings, [Emperor]

GUILD:
BlueReason
ill same some braves [a type of potion] fur u next time i hunt ^_^

GUILD:
FireBall
Who is lysander?

GUILD:
Adeleide
my rl bf [real life boyfriend]

PUBLIC:
Emperor
how are u this evening?

PUBLIC:
Liadon
Very well, and yoruself?

GUILD:
OriginalSin
Adel's r/l b/f [real life boyfriend]

YELL:
HoHumm
MARCO

GUILD:
IronFist
eww

WHISPER:
Liadon
gah, you told them

PUBLIC:
Emperor
great ^^

GUILD:
Adeleide
is that enuf info?

GUILD:
FireBall
that cant be his name?

PUBLIC:
HoHumm
there you are

GUILD:
Liadon
of course it's his name

GUILD:
IronFist
he play lin [Lineage]?

YELL:
Emperor
POLO

GUILD:
Adeleide
nope, but its his lineage name

GUILD:
OriginalSin
ive heard that name b'fore

GUILD:
Liadon
you dont' date bob, and then get a tattoo that says 'tom'

YELL:
Emperor
hohumm i cant see u!!!

GUILD:
FireBall
he plays lineage?

PUBLIC:
HoHumm
...

GUILD:
Adeleide
lol!!

YELL:
Stranger
selling sealed forgotten scale mail

GUILD:
IronFist
he dosn't play lineage but its his lineage name?

GUILD:
Adeleide
liadon u too funny!

GUILD:
Liadon
:)

GUILD:
OriginalSin
hehe

GUILD:
IronFist
Adel u broke the rules for title... we gotta ban u

GUILD:
OriginalSin
haha

GUILD:
HoHumm
yea well be happy u got a title

GUILD:
Liadon
Princess is exempt

GUILD:
OriginalSin
 /banished

GUILD:
IronFist
nobody can outgame me sry [sorry]

GUILD:
Adeleide
yall r so funny!

PUBLIC:
HoHumm
adel, u still ignorin me?

WHISPER:
Liadon
So when do the wedding notices go out?

PUBLIC:
Emperor
we killing cycls?

PUBLIC:
HoHumm
i'll take that as a yes

PUBLIC:
Liadon
Sure are

Notice that, within the space of roughly one minute of gameplay, there are several overlapping conversational activities happing at once. In the public chat channel, a group of guild members 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, the author) and guild members about the addition of a new member to the group (who happens to be the “real life” partner 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 weren’t for the fact that she herself broke the rule. In the whisper channel, the author (Adeleide) and a close friend (Liadon) engage in personal banter only between the two. Meanwhile, in the yell channel, a game of “marco polo” transpires, followed by a stranger’s announcement in Giran of equipment for sale. Note too, toward the end of the transcript, when the author (Adeleide) fails to respond to a public statement from HoHumm (see the public channel of talk). 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 once is presumed such that failure to do so successfully is interpreted not as lack of ability but lack of intent.
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 the troops) to very informal (e.g., personal accounts for absences from the game, playful bantering among friends). Figure 12 shows two such letters, both of 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 12 also contain periodic abbreviations (i.e. “CST” in the first, “ wud gr8tly” in the second). What is most curious about the two artifacts in Figure 12 in particular is that both authors identify themselves 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.

______________________

Insert Figure 12 about here.

______________________

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” story-telling performances
. In the following excerpt, Liadon, a highly skilled gamer within Lineage, orally narrates the origins of fairies, small pixie-like butterflies that populate the Elven Forest within the game to Adeliede (here, a low-level elf)
:
Liadon and I are hunting together on our elven avatars. His is over level 40, mine is quite new and barely level 15. We are in the Elven Forest, talking idly in the party chat channel while hunting together so that I might have practice playing an elf.

1
Liadon
you know how the fairies originally came into

2
Liadon
being, right?

3
Adeliede
no how?

4
Liadon
Oooh, story time!

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

6
Liadon
gods roamed the world as mortals, Einhasad

7
Liadon
was in the forest

8
Liadon
and decided to create the race of elves

9
Liadon
none of the other creatures wanted to help

10
Liadon
because they did not know it was Einhasad in

11
Liadon
her mortal form

12
Adeliede
oh!

13
Liadon
But 4 exceptionally kind creatures did give

14
Liadon
their assistance

15
Liadon
that is another story entirely, but one was

16
Liadon
the humble butterfly

17
Liadon
She did not have much to offer, but spared

18
Liadon
some dust from her wings to allow Einhasad

19
Liadon
to make the elves.

20
Liadon
As a reward, those butterflies who assisted

21
Liadon
were given the gift of immortality and made

22
Liadon
fairies

23
Liadon
The fairy queen was the original butterfly

24
Adeleide
how did u know all that?

25
Liadon
I’m smart   :p [joking face]

26
Liadon
Every elf knows that.

27
Liadon
Seriously, though. the mother tree told me

First, Liadon sets up the motivation for telling the story by inquiring as to whether or not Adeleide (the author) knew about the origin of the fairies (lines 1-2). The topic is situationally relevant since (a) we are hunting together in the Elven Forest were fairies are quite prevalent, and (b) Adeleide is a very young elf (barely level 15) and Liadon is in the process of helping her gain experience (through a joint hunting expedition), so it is safe to assume the addressee is unfamiliar with the story – and ought to be, as it is part of the “history” of being an elf in Lineage. In line 3, Adeleide indicates that no knowledge of the tale, thereby prompting the “orally delivered” narrative (“Oooh, story time!” line 4). Liadon then goes on to produce a narrative has all the classical structural features (Labov, 1972): orientation (lines 5-8), complicating action (lines 9-11 – here, followed by the addressee’s acknowledgement of the complicating action in line 12), result or resolution (lines 13-19), and coda (lines 20-23, which answer the question posed at the very beginning of the sequence as motivation for the tale, thereby negating the need for an additional evaluation sequence). 

Liadon’s story is based on a piece of text narrative built into the game – what “the mother tree told [him]” (line 27) – the first part of which is shown in Figure13. Compared to the original text, Liadon’s narrated version is abbreviated (several details included in the game text are left out) and structured in a markedly different manner. The interaction immediately subsequent to Liadon’s oral delivery provides a partial clue as to why this may be the case (lines 24-27). In it, Liadon states that story is one that “every elf knows” (line 26). Given the mentoring context in which this narration was produced, it seems that one reason for the structural differences between Liadon’s version of the story and the one built into the game may be that, in this interaction, the goal is a pedagogical one – to educate a “newbie” elf on history that all elves ought to know – rather than merely an expository one. Such performances within the virtual world are not uncommon, as gamers tend to place a high value on textually produced verbal interaction and, therefore, on story-telling, one of our most important forms of “making sense.”

______________________

Insert Figure 13 about here.

______________________

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 as well as beyond it in the online fandom space that envelops every successful title to date. In the context of MMOGs, such practices include 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 such research, that provide a guide for future action), 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 types and equipment is most effective against a particular boss monster in the virtual world), and long deliberative discussions in which game communities actually theorize themselves (e.g., moralizing on game discussion boards or within guild chat, the development of and reflection on in-game norms for social interaction). Consider, for example, the following in-game exchange:

After several hours of solo gaming with little interaction beyond socializing on the guild chat channel, the following conversation emerges among three members.

Zara
i dunno if it's just me but this lvl seems so slooooow

Zara
i'm not at 63% [of current avatar level]

Adeleide
yea [level] 39 is really slow

Duncan
it only makes sense...19 was painful,it makes sense by 

Duncan
L2 [Lineage II] logic that 39 would be 100x moreso

Zara
i'm lucky to get 6% [of a level] per hr

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

Duncan 
Yea 10%/hr is what I expect from Cruma. It's become 

Duncan
my marker for progress everywhere.

Adeleide
yea... cruma is evil that way

Duncan 
I think we should make it a unit of measurement. 

Duncan
1 cruma, 0.8 crumas

Zara
lol

In Lineage II, maximum efficiency in experience points per hour is a highly valued and sought after goal. In order to maximize efficiency, it is customary for gamers to run stopwatches while they hunt in various territories in order to keep track of how well they are doing, on average, in various areas given their avatar’s current level. Cruma Tower is a notoriously efficient location within Lineage II to hunt; however, it is also famous for grief play: gankers, player-killers (PKers), trash talker, kill-stealers (KSers), and sundry other unpleasant folk. Thus, few gamers care to stay there for very long periods at a time. In this particular excerpt, a member initiates troubles-telling, remarking on how slow his current leveling progress within the game is going. In response, other members 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 her current hunting territory compares with the most efficient area in the game, then one can gauge whether or not the pleasure of hunting there outweighs the drop in economic use of time. Thus, through reflection on in-game practice, communities develop theories for how the game is and ought to be played.

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, chatrooms, email) and even life off-screen (e.g., telephone calls, face-to-face meetings). The online fandom that surrounds successful game titles are a rich yet nebulous sphere of multimodal multimedia including websites, blogs, threaded discussion boards, fan fictions, fan art, annotated game screenshots, cartoons, chatrooms, instant messaging, in-character emails, and even voice over IP (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 relevance (defined mostly in terms of exclusivity, as no multi-game sites are allowed), quality (they cannot contain incomplete pages, outdated game information, or broken links), decency (no offensive material), originality (containing new information, not simply repeats of content from other sites), and 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, Steinkuehler, 2004a). The primary fansites to make the company’s cut are, in fact, vast database-backed research sites 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 to which quests are and are not worthwhile to complete.

This official fandom, however, barely scratches the surface of fandom entire, 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 gameplay. As one interview participant aptly points out, “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, not only for social interaction but for research and development as well. 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 fansite for the clan in which I personally participated is a case in point. Built originally by a guild 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 the past three years of gaming together as one group (see Figure 14). 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 (roughly 130 members throughout most of the guild’s history), our site is considered fairly standard, no more elaborate than most guilds sustain.

______________________

Insert Figure 14 about here.

______________________

As a community shared document, the LoA guild website includes such diverse forms of writing as formal statements about recruitment rules and the code of honor (social rules that guide members’ behaviors); a list of the hierarchical ranks within the guild and their responsibilities (Figure 15); members pages, which include posed screenshots of each members’ avatar and a brief write up on who they see themselves to be; 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; links to public and private discussion forums (discussed below); annotated screenshots of significant in-game events; collections of guild members’ fan fiction; (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 nonmembers 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 as a time, are all logged on from different places; the solitary author is displaced and distributed” (p. 185).

______________________

Insert Figure 15 about here.

______________________

Game discussion boards. Although Lineage II 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. Figure 16 shows an early version of the LoA guild discussion board. 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 war with another guild), from persuasive writing to jokes, stories, explanations, accounts, thank you letters, and even the occasional five paragraph essays at times. 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.

Such forums also function as a secondary online “virtual environments” where individuals who have gamed together for several years (for some in the LoA guild, more than five years) can keep tabs on old friendships with other members and report out on their own “real” or virtual life. To date, the LegendsOfAden guild, for example, has played across three separate MMOGs and is currently in preparation to “jump games” once again. Guild discussion boards such as the one shown in Figure 16 allow individuals to maintain participation within their guild community regardless of which game they currently play, if at all. Such sites are non-trivial. As of writing this manuscript, the current LoA forum contains nine separate sections (three LoA-members only sections that are password protected, six public sections where anyone can post) and 298 separate topics discussion threads across all sections, for a grand total of 1600 written posts (and counting). 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 print media” (Mandese, 2004), it becomes clear that they have not taken seriously the very activities involved in gaming, nor the unofficial player-generated print content that gamers overwhelmingly consume and produce.

______________________

Insert Figure 16 about here.

______________________

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 (Squire & Steinkuehler, in press; Taylor, 2002, in press). 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 sociotechnical 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 communities… (¶ 32)

Consider, for example, the fan fiction excerpt shown in Figure 17. 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 the eleventh grade level (Flesh-Kincaid score of 11.3), despite the fact that he himself, at the time of writing it, has not yet entered that grade. Note too, that the story is dedicated to the second main characters 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, “I 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...” 

______________________

Insert Figure 17 about here.

______________________

It is difficult to imagine another cultural space in contemporary American society 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 oftentimes 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 is an excellent case in point. In it, a seventh grader 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:
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 An Old Knight'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

School age kids 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 “assignments” but as part and parcel of what it means to game online.

Discussion

Throughout this chapter, I have tried to make 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 activities but rather is a literacy activity. 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 say we want our children to be doing. For example, as recommended by the NCTE (n.d.) standards, MMOGamers: “read a wide range of print and non-print texts” to build an understanding of texts and of themselves (Standard #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 #3); use an equally wide range of strategies to author texts of their own (Standard #5); use their understanding of “language structure, language conventions… media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print” (Standard #6); “gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of sources” in order to conduct research on issues of interest to them (Standard #7); and, perhaps most of all, “use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes [italics added]” (Standard #12). If we compare what the standards call for to what MMOGs, in practice, exact from those who play, it turns out that videogames are not a threat to literacy in contemporary culture but rather one part of how we can, 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 ¶ 32). 

If so, then what lies behind this “literacy scare” that media claim we are currently in the grips of as a result of videogames? Perhaps these claim are rooted in a long-standing fear of technology (Williams, 2003), an equally long-standing fear of youth culture (Jenkins, 1999), and a fear of what kids are reading and writing, not whether they are engaged in such practices per se. The first two have a rich history to them, overwhelmingly ignored by media claiming that popular technologies such as videogames are corrupting our youth. The third, fear of what not whether, has a rich history as well but is perhaps a conversation, unlike the other two, worth resurrecting. Educators such as those represented by institutions like NCTE have already laid the foundations for teaching our kids how to think, not what to think. In the wake of the current conservative administration, however, such efforts seem to be largely thwarted – at best, reduced down to “skill and drill” instead of meaningful, situated practice; at worst, impeded by a slight of hand that makes unsubstantiated claims about “whether kids read and write” (and concluding they do not) instead of anteing up on what the real agenda seems to be– the regulation of “what kids read and write.” In the online world of today, children are engaged with copious amounts of text 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 it is time we have a public conversation again about what that content ought to be rather than allowing the dismissal of some practices seemingly for one reason (supposedly, impoverished practice) when in fact it is for another (unsanctioned content). Surely it would be more honest than to dismiss of entire constellations of literacy practices in popular culture based on unsubstantiated claims and fears.

� Violence is actually declining and has been for the past decade (Catalano, 2004), but that is a different conversation than the one I would like to have here.





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


� Despite the complexity of Figure 10, it actually contains only a selected subset of the literacy practices that constitute MMOGs as a more complete account would require a diagram too large to fit within the space of this manuscript.





� When communications meant for one channel (e.g. whispers) is incorrectly issues 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.


� Transcript excerpts are verbatim save changes for ease of reading, such as expansions of truncated words and supplementation of abbreviations with appropriate referents [in square brackets]. I use pseudonyms in place of all actual avatars names in order to protect (virtual) confidentiality, save my own virtual name Adeleide.


� Here, “orally delivered” simply means adapted for in-game speech, which must still be accomplished within the virtual environment as written text.





� I have removed typographical corrections within this particular transcript for ease of reading and have added stanza breaks and line numbers for ease of reference. Pseudonyms are again used.





