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imagined a “video” of being discovered as a writer. “They” – an abstract “they” in that 

she didn’t quite know who “they” were – liked her writing and could possibly provide her 

with an opportunity to write for a girl’s magazine. Ms. Ana offered support and stated “It 

will be awesome,” for Luz to consider a future in writing. 

 Luz changes the subject abruptly and tells Ms. Ana about a dream she had the 

night before in which she chased a squirrel up a tree. Once she caught the squirrel, she 

grabbed it’s tail and melted cheese came out of it’s behind. After she told the funny story 

of her dream, Luz said it was her “mission” to catch a squirrel in order to test out the 

“melted cheese” experiment: 
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1:37:05.1 

Ms. Ana  That’s so funny. Well, You’re gonna be able to create Missions. I 
   think you’re gonna be...to be honest, I think you’re probably one 
   of our deepest thinkers in Girls Now so you’re gonna  
   be able to, you’re gonna make some cool Missions I bet too ‘cuz 
   you can create actually what you want other girls to respond to. 
   So it’s kind of a way, of like also you get to be the journalist but 
   you also get to, you know be the writer. But you can also be the 
   journalist in the way you make a Mission, because a journalist 
   which I also think would be an awesome job for you, in some 
   ways, they get to ask the cool questions that like really bring out 
   neat answers. So it’s also about the questions that you ask, that 
   kind of…You know, ‘cuz you can ask really deep questions too, 
   right? 

Luz   [Quietly] Yes 

Ms. Ana  And…and get people to say things 

Luz   Open up 

Ms. Ana  Absolutely, and I think you have a really good talent for that. So 
   I think that’d be really cool
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 Ms. Ana creatively reconfigured Luz’s use of the word “mission” to redirect her to 

a serious conversation about the game. She tells Luz how the game could be a platform 

for her to share her expertise and leadership potential with other girls. Ms. Ana suggested 

that through the game, Luz could connect with other Girls Now participants who might 

take the program time more seriously. 

Example III. Luz Finds the “Creepers” 

 Tommy runs back into the computer lab, interrupts Luz’s conversation with Ms. 

Ana, and asks for more Doritos. Luz sends him away and returns to her computer. A few 

minutes later she confronts me with a problem: 
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1:43:10 

Luz   Ms. Sarah Why does a guy have a Girls Now account? 

Researcher  Who? 

Luz   This guy 

Researcher  Oh, he actually created the game 

Luz   Oh 

Researcher  That’s Jim, he is the maker of the game. He is the 
   game maker 

Luz   Oh. I…I was hoping it wasn’t some creeper or something 

Researcher  A creeper? 

Luz   Yes 

Researcher  [Laughs] Ha! That is never going to get old 
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 After Luz spends nearly twenty minutes typing her detailed Mission and 

exploring other player profiles, she bumps into a problem that the game makers and the 

program stakeholders did not anticipate – a “girls only” empowerment program allowed 

men to: 
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[Figure 46. Luz finds the creepers] 

Luz   He better be the only man I find on…[Raises voice] 

Researcher  Oh, Jeremy is on there too. He is the other guy. Jim and Jeremy 
   from Play Now created the game 

Luz   Why would they create a game for girls? 

Researcher  Well they create a bunch of different games. This is just one of 
   them that they’ve created 

Luz   Um 

Researcher  But all of their games like kind of have this thing where you can 
   play…uh together, like as a group 

Luz   Um hm 

Researcher  Kind of like, like where everybody can come together. It’s like 
   all their games have Missions and stuff on them 
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1. Create the game and game content 

2. Participate and show themselves on the game 

3. “Lurk” on the game and read the personal stories written by adolescent girls 

 Luz found the people who made the rules of the game, and the rules of the 

program, broke them. The game makers, acting as “trusted adults” and Moderators, 

defied their own “code of ethics” and broke the “trust circle” they imagined existed. 

Luz’s tone with me was understandingly skeptical. It took a long time to build a trusting 

relationship with Luz, and she trusted Girls Now and the game to provide a safe space for 

her writing and self-expression. Finding Jim and Jeremy lurking on the game was a threat 

to her safe space. Girls Now program stakeholders imagined the game created “networks 

of girls” but to Luz’s dismay, those networks also included strange men. 

 I must be reflexive as a researcher and member of Luz’s trust circle. I admit that I 

stepped outside my researcher role during this interaction. Luz asked a serious question 

about the men and I did my best to repair her broken trust by stating the game-makers, 

Jim and Jeremy were “good guys” that just happened to make a game for girls. Luz does 

a callback to the joke she and I shared over a month ago, calling Jim and Jeremy 

“creepers.” She felt they were unwelcome men watching, or posing as online 

“lurkers” (Leander and McKim 2003:216). Luz and I built trust when I first made the 

creeper joke in November, but when another type of creeper emerged, it wasn’t funny 

anymore; because the creeper in the Hobby Room window eventually left, but the 

creepers on the game were still there. Luz and I both laughed at her “creeper” joke; Ms. 

Ana overheard the conversation and laughed as well. I tried to ease Luz’s distrust by 
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assuring her the game was good and that her perceived creepers were actually trusted 

adults. But I knew at that time, and reflecting back on this conversation I still know, that 

men weren’t supposed to be on the game. This breach of trust broke the code of ethics the 

program and the game imagined existed. Luz was honest and vulnerable in her response; 

her feelings and expressions were intended for a specific Girls Now audience – one that 

did not include strange and creepy adult men. Luz’s poignant question remains 

unanswered: Why would men create a game for girls? 

 Luz’s first (and only) twenty minutes on the game unveiled several important 

moments. Her play style and focus strategies, her writing, ability to distract her brother, 

multi-task, critique the game, and receive support and engage in a conversation with a 

trusted adult. She wrote a deeply personal and eloquent narrative about strategies she 

used to navigate her difficult high school experiences. She successfully interfaced with 

the game, followed the instructions of the Mission, and submitted her own original prose. 

Ms. Ana further encouraged her by offering immediate, personal, and positive feedback 

and continued support. Luz enjoyed writing the Mission even though it seemed like “a lot 

of work”. It gave her the opportunity to share important information and have meaningful 

interactions. Ms. Ana’s presence and feedback were much more meaningful than the 

abstract Moderator Feedback offered on the game. Because the Moderators existed in an 

abstract online “space” it was sometimes confusing for the girls to imagine who was 

actually reading their work and awarding points. In the case of Luz, she felt “they” might 

be able to help her pursue her future goals of (possibly) becoming a writer for a girls 

magazine.  
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 The assessment of Luz’s very real and personal experiences was condensed into a 

few lines of text, 100 points, and a badge. This reduced Luz’s only interaction captured 

on the game to a few lines from a total stranger. The final product of Luz’s experience on 

the game was the following: 

 

Chapter Summary 

 The Play Now game had a specific set of goals it wished to attain. The game 

makers and stakeholders imagined that the game would operationalize in a particular 

way, and the perceived success of the game and the program was determined through 

moderation, assessments, outcomes, points, and badges. Luz produced exactly what the 
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[Figure 48. Moderator Feedback and badge on Luz’s profile]

[Figure 47. Luz’s “Disguise…Mask Yourself…Why?” Mission]
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stakeholders imagined, and she published reflexive, thought-provoking prose. Still, Luz’s 

educational moments were not what the program stakeholders expected or imagined. 

Luz questioned the game and the male program stakeholders. In a real school setting, she 

would not have the opportunity to question those in power; the teachers, those writing 

curriculum, test-makers, the principals, etc. While performing the work of the game, Luz 

also questioned the adults and educational structures embedded within Play Now and 

Girls Now. Even though the adults call it a game, she really saw the game as work. 

 In the space of the lab, and on the game, Luz had the opportunity to question the 

true nature of the game and the people assigned to assess and monitor her. Despite 

the encouragement she received from Ms. Ana, Moderator Feedback, points, and badges, 

Luz did not complete another Mission for the duration of my research. Luz began to 

station herself further away from the other girls, and visit other websites. She also began 

arriving to the program later and later, sometimes not until the last ten minutes of the 

session. She produced what stakeholders saw as valuable yet the game did not “hook” 

her. The game and Girls Now missed an opportunity to allow for Luz to continue 

expressing herself, and to practice writing. We are left with the question: 

 Did she lose the game or did the game lose her? 
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Chapter 9: Jazzy 
  

 

 On the evening of January 16, 2013, Ms. Ana and I received an e-mail from the 

Girls Now Program Director about a Mission Jazzy submitted in which she revealed she 

was cutting her arms. Despite the personal and controversial content of what Jazzy had 

written, the Program Director moderated the Mission and allowed its publication on the 

game. She asked Ms. Ana to have a follow-up talk with Jazzy, to ensure she was safe 

from further self-harm. The above artifact is what Jazzy submitted for the Mission 

“Become Aware of What Depression Really Is”: 
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[Figure 49. Jazzy’s “Become Aware of What Depression Really Is” Mission]

[Figure 50. “Become Aware of What Depression Really Is” Mission]
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Example I. Yareliz Learns Jazzy’s Secret 
January 17, 2013 
  

 The following interaction shows a sequence of events in which the girls learn 

Jazzy’s secret of self-harm. Yareliz is the first to discover Jazzy’s Mission: 

 When Yareliz reads the Mission she scolds Jazzy loudly and curses. Alemania’s 

interest in the dramatic conversation is piqued and she removes the headphone from her 

left ear. Instead of telling her the story, Jazzy redirects Alemania to her profile page on 
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0:38:46.3 

Yareliz    [Reads the Mission] That one’s yours? 

Jazzy    Um hm 

Yareliz    Girl. Don’t tell me that you actually did that shit. You did 
    that? You did that? You did that? 

Jazzy    It was a long time ago 

Alemania   [Removes the headphone from her left ear and turns to 
    Jazzy] What did you do? 

Jazzy    Go on my page and you can see it [inaudible] 
     
Alemania   [to Yareliz] What did she do? 

Jomayra   [Turns around to look at Yareliz and Jazzy] 

Jazzy    You could go on my page and see it 

Yareliz    [Walks over and stands to the right of Alemania] 

Alemania   I’m scared about it
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the game to see the controversial Mission. Alemania bypasses Jazzy’s instructions and 

instead turns to Yareliz for clarification. Jazzy repeats herself, this time loud enough for 

Jomayra to turn and look at Yareliz and Jazzy. Yareliz jumps from her seat and storms 

over to Alemania’s workstation. Yareliz’s urgency and scolding frightens Alemania; this 

is an emergency. Yareliz emerges into camera view and stands to the right of Alemania, in 

front of her workstation. 

  

 

 Yareliz wrangles the mouse out of Alemania’s hand and clicks the “back” button 

on the browser to navigate away from Alemania’s incomplete Mission. Jazzy yells to 

Yareliz “Press save, press SAVE” so Alemania would not lose her work. Yareliz clicks the 

“Back” button again to revisit Alemania’s incomplete Mission and she is relieved to see 

her work was not lost. She clicks the “Save” button and navigates away from Alemania’s 

Mission. She finds Jazzy’s profile page and clicks on the Mission in question: 
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[Figure 51. Yareliz takes the mouse out of Alemania’s hand] 
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 Alemania reads the title “Become Aware of What Depression Really Is”. As she 

reads Jazzy’s entry, her mouth opens slowly. Jazzy is seen partially off camera, with her 

face buried in her hands. Alemania’s reaction to the Mission prompts Jomayra to turn her 

focus away from her work to inquire about the commotion. Alemania tells Jomayra 

Jazzy’s secret just as Yareliz interrupts with a warning: they are not to tell anybody about 

what happens in Girls Now. Yareliz recognizes the need for the girls to respect Jazzy’s 

privacy and reminds Jomayra and Alemania about the privacy of the game and the rules 

of Girls Now. Depression is serious and so is self-harm and the girls knew these issues 

needed to be handled carefully. Jomayra responds defensively that she will uphold the 
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0:39:34.1 

Alemania   [Reads from screen] ‘I have cut my arms before’ 

Jazzy    [Giggles] 

Alemania   [Spins around to face Jazzy] Girl! Girl! 
    [Continues reading] ‘I thought life…’ 

Jomayra   [Turns to face Alemania] What happened? 

Alemania   She cut her arms before 

Yareliz    Don’t [inaudible] con la boca don’t tell anybody else 
    though. This is in-between Girls Now 

Jomayra   I know. I’m not gonna, I never tell anything about  
    Girls Now 

Alemania   Damn [Exchanges glances with Jomayra]
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integrity of the Girls Now program and that she never tells anyone about what happens 

there. Alemania, still shocked, curses in disbelief. In the silence that followed, Jazzy pulls 

up the sleeves of her purple sweatshirt. “Lemme see?” Alemania says as she rolls her 

chair back, and Jazzy comes closer. Jomayra and Alemania huddle around as Jazzy 

reveals the scars on her arms. 

 

 Alemania’s eyes widen and the look of fear and shock on Jomayra’s face is 

painful to describe. Alemania and Jomayra search each other’s faces for an appropriate 

expression or reaction but they do not make eye contact with one another. Alemania’s 

gaze darts over to where Ms. Ana is sitting with Tommy – perhaps hoping she overheard 

the conversation. Jazzy walks back to her seat, curls up into her chair, and looks at her 

computer screen. She clicks on the game and browses Missions. A few silent and 

awkward moments pass.  

Confused, Jomayra turns to Alemania and mumbles: 
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[Figure 52. Jazzy shows Alemania and Jomayra 
her arms]
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 Alemania bursts out into laughter and repeats Jomayra’s question to Jazzy. 

Jomayra repairs her embarrassment by stating “I’m so relieved,” but Alemania continues 

to chastise her. In this conversation we see Alemania is shocked and confused about 

Jazzy’s revelation but is also confused with Jomayra’s Pollyanna-ish inquiry if cutting 

“hurt.” Alemania laughs sarcastically and eases the tension of the moment by turning 

Jomayra’s ignorance into a joke. 

 As I have demonstrated throughout this work, the use of humor was a welcome 

and significant part of what it meant to be a member of Girls Now at the Teen Program, 

and joking around was tactic they used to make sense of difficult moments and solidify 
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0:40:14.9 

Jomayra Um...did it hurt? 

Alemania Uh...[Laughs] Jazzy you heard her? She’s like 
 ‘did it hurt’? No, it didn’t... 

Jomayra Oh I’m so relieved 

Alemania ...it was easy peasy. It felt like heaven 

Jazzy [Laughs] 

Jomayra I was just wondering 

Ms. Ana Wow Jazzy come here. Wanna sit down? Do you 
 wanna sit? This is a pretty serious one...wow 

Jazzy [Stands up and walks over to Ms. Ana] 

Jomayra and Alemania [Exchange glances and return to the game]
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friendships. In this interaction something very serious happens; Jomayra, asking an 

honest question, is confronted with a degradation ceremony (Garfinkel 1956), from 

Alemania in the form of teasing. Eder (1987), paraphrases Garfinkel: 

  [T]he meaning of an act is brought out by the response to it. The response lets  
 both the initial actor as well as the audience see how the previous act was   
 interpreted. The meaning of an act can then be further negotiated by the next  
 response (1987:276).  

 Alemania’s response reconfigured the meaning of Jomayra’s act, despite her 

honest intention, into a joke (Sacks 1974). Drawing from Bateson (1972), Eder states that 

in order to tease, adolescents need sophisticated meta-communicative skills. In that, when 

one is teasing or joking they must know “this is play” and how the statement should be 

interpreted. They need to know the “subtle cues necessary to correctly interpret the 

playful intent behind teasing and to respond in an appropriate manner” (1987:301). 

Jomayra’s feelings were not hurt by Alemania’s sarcastic teasing and Jazzy responded 

with a playful giggle. The three girls in this instance knew, despite the serious nature of 

the previous events, and Jomayra’s ignorant statement, that Alemania’s sarcastic teasing 

was meant in jest. Despite the seriousness of the situation the girls organized themselves 

to make sense of what was happening around them. They exchanged glances, worried, 

yelled, and communicated with each other.  

 While the girls are laughing, Ms. Ana sees an opportunity to confront Jazzy about 

her controversial Mission. Ms. Ana was on the periphery during the interaction, watching 

(but not lurking). She did not disrupt the conversation the girls were having, but rather let 

the girls close the conversation themselves before she confronts Jazzy. 
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Below is the Moderator Feedback for Jazzy’s Mission: 

Chapter Summary 

 From the perspective of the stakeholders and the feedback from the Program 

Director, the Mission that Jazzy completed demonstrates “evidence for learning” on the 

game. Yet, the work the girls produced does not fully capture what really happened. 

While confronting Jazzy about her painful history of self-harm the girls also learned: how 

to save Missions on the game, why one should not ask stupid questions in serious 

situations, and a trusted adult was always close by to step in and talk to their friend. The 

friendships and the space of the lab provided many moments for the girls to think about 

the meanings of trust, friendship, and how to make sense of serious issues. But as we 

have seen from the examples presented in this research, the contexts through which all of 

the Missions the girls completed occurred simultaneously while many other educational 

moments took place. 
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[Figure 53. Moderator Feedback and badge on Jazzy’s profile]
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Conclusion: The Successful Failure of Girls Now 
  

 The Play Now game ended unexpectedly in early February 2013. In June of that 

same year, the game was removed from the Internet and was unaccessible, even with 

administrative credentials. My tenure at Girls Now ended in early April 2013, along with 

the Girls Now programming at the Center, and information regarding the fate of the game 

was not revealed. 

 In late April 2013, Mr. Antonio, Ms. Ana, and I had a meeting with Alemania, 

Ashanti, Jazzy, Jomayra, Luz, and Yareliz, in the Hobby Room to explain that Girls Now 

would no longer be part of the Teen Program. Luz sat in the corner and did not look up 

from her phone. Alemania blinked once and tears burst from her eyes. Jomayra began to 

cry and buried her face in her hands. Yareliz commented that it was “fucked up” and 

Jazzy agreed. The girls were heartbroken and confused.  

 It was in this instance that I truly saw the fallacy of Girls Now and the networks 

and spaces it imagined it created. The disappointment the girls felt wasn’t because Girls 

Now ended, it was because the space they created would not longer be recognized, 

supported, staffed, legitimized, moderated, or funded, by the adults who gave them the 

opportunity to create it in the first place. The space Alemania, Ashanti, Jazzy, Jomayra, 

Luz, and Yareliz created was not defined by points, badges, or a few lines of text. It was 

defined by the girls and what they did together. 

 With the help of Mr. Antonio and the staff at the Center, I was allowed to continue 

my research with the girls at the Teen Program. I was hired as an unpaid volunteer and 
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continued to spend time with the girls until the Teen Program ended in June.  On a lighter 1

note, the program would no longer be assessed or monitored by adults and stakeholders 

and the girls were truly free to do what they wanted. With Girls Now no longer at the 

Teen Program, and the girls still upset and disgruntled that their program ended, they 

decided to continue the model of “Snack and Chat” and instead of following Girls Now 

protocol, they watched movies, played card games, hung out, and had free-time in the 

computer lab. Jazzy jokingly called Girls Now “The Program Formerly Known as Girls 

Now” and “Voldemort Now” after the Harry Potter character, Lord Voldemort.  2

The Broken Window 

It was late afternoon in May, and the girls decided to host a nail-painting party in 

the Hobby Room. I rolled a large sheet of butcher paper onto the table, and brought my 

limited collection of nail supplies. Jomayra and Alemania brought a rainbow of colors 

along with stencils, stamps, and assorted glitters to make intricate designs. Ms. Maribel, 

one of the Teen Program volunteers, was also there along with Jazzy and Yareliz. 

Alemania stenciled sparkly blue seahorses and palm trees onto my nails and 

Jomayra painted black mustaches on Jazzy’s thumbs (ironic mustaches were very 

popular). Yareliz looked out the window and noticed a man climbing the fire escape on 

the building across from the courtyard. He wore a black suit, thin red necktie, had a black 

  In late May, Ms. Ana graduated with a MSW degree and would occasionally stop by the Teen 1

Program to see the girls.

  Harry Potter’s archenemy was purportedly so evil that one should not even speak of his name and 2

was referred to the books as “You-Know-Who” and “He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named”. According to the 
Lord Voldemort Wikipedia entry, Harry Potter series author J.K. Rowling described Lord Voldemort as 
a:“‘[R]aging psychopath, devoid of the normal human responses to other people's suffering’, whose only 
ambition in life is to become all-powerful and immortal. He believes he is superior to everyone around him. 
Rowling also stated that Voldemort is ‘incredibly power hungry. Racist, really’.”
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brace on his arm (the kind used for sports injuries), and carried a clear plastic box. The 

girls abandoned their painting projects and crowded around the window to watch.  

Alemania posited because it was prom season, the man was climbing to the top 

floor of the building to surprise his girlfriend with a croissant (I did not have the heart to 

correct her with the proper term corsage.) When he was about half-way up the fire 

escape, Alemania stepped outside and asked what he was doing. When he did not 

respond, Jazzy and Yareliz asked him in Spanish. I chimed in, but louder (the girls were 

timid, and a little scared). He ignored us, climbed to the top floor of the building, and 

tried to open a window. When the window didn’t budge, he descended the fire escape, 

placed the plastic box on the ground and walked away. The commotion and excitement 

was over, and Alemania’s romantic prom proposal did not come to fruition.  

Ten minutes later, with his sports coat removed, the man ascended the fire escape 

again. We watched intently, this time from indoors.  

“What the hell is he doing?” I mumbled to myself as I stepped into the hallway to answer 

a phone call. Suddenly I heard Yareliz scream: 

“He broke the damn window! Coño!”  

“Ms. Sarah he just smashed the window!” Jazzy laughed and reveled in the excitement of 

the moment. 

“What?” I exclaimed and ran back into the room. 

Ms. Maribel, who was just as surprised as the girls, excitedly rehashed the sequence of 

events. After several attempts to pry open the window, the man used the arm brace to 

smash through the window with his elbow. 

“Call 911!” Yareliz screamed. Before I could comment, Alemania was already on her 
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phone. 

 “9-1-1 what’s your emergency?” I heard the voice on speaker phone. Alemania 

panicked and shoved the phone into my face. The girls huddled around me wide-eyed as I 

reported the incident to the operator. 

 Three minutes later I was running down the street, directing a squad car to the 

front of the building. When I arrived, there were already two unmarked vehicles and a 

police van parked in the middle of the block outside. A cluster of neighbors gathered onto 

the sidewalk to watch the commotion. I looked over my shoulder and saw the disheveled 

perpetrator being led out of the building in handcuffs. He cursed and threatened the 

officers, and I noticed a long scar from his temple down to his chin.  

 Approximately 15 police officers surrounded the building, which I felt was 

excessive for a mere break-in. As a young officer took down my information, I 

commented about the number of vehicles called to the scene. He told me the 

neighborhood had been plagued by break-ins and it was rare that one was actually 

witnessed in-progress. He said they wanted to make a scene to send a message to the 

people in the neighborhood that if they committed a crime, they would be caught. 

After further inquiry, I learned that the man was breaking into his own apartment, 

but was arraigned on other charges – authorities had been pursuing him for a few weeks 

and thanked me for reporting the crime. I told the officer that I had absolutely nothing to 

do with it and that a group of 12-year-old girls took the matter into their own hands. 

When I returned to the Center, the girls were gathered outside. Jomayra’s mom 

was with them asking about the commotion. I tried explaining to her in Spanish what had 
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happened, but I was too flustered, so Jomayra translated. The girls told me they saw the 

police officers climb the fire escape and enter the apartment. They were very excited 

about reporting the crime. I told them they should be proud. 

“Ms. Sarah, do we get a badge for this?” Jazzy asked. 

“We should get police badges.” Yareliz joked. 

 I recall the above anecdote fondly, but it is also quite significant: the girls took a 

proactive role in neighborhood safety. They broke the stereotypical “snitches get stitches” 

and “see nothing, say nothing” rules that many believe plague crime-ridden 

neighborhoods. The girls worked together to make a decision about what to do in an 

emergency. They took action, collectively, to stop a crime in-progress. Even something as 

simple as dialing 911 (for a 12-year-old, is still pretty intense) is being a neighborhood 

advocate.  

 Embarrassingly, I have seen many crimes in-progress in New York City, yet I 

have never called 911 nor reported a crime to police. I was always told to stay out of 

other people’s business. Even when my own apartment was robbed, I hesitated to call the 

police. Informed by what I have learned from teenagers, I did not necessarily trust police 

officers, and I did not want to get in trouble meddling in other people’s business, (or 

worse, tattling on them). But in that moment, the girls did what they felt was right, and 

demonstrated that they were concerned for the safety of their neighbors. All of this 

without the guidance, curriculum, or badges, or the approval of (“Voldemort Now”) 

Moderators. 

*** 
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Power, Authority, and Technologies of Adolescence 

 In 1928, Margaret Mead, still virtually an adolescent herself, described 

adolescence as a time of “rebellion against authority, philosophical perplexities, the 

flowering of idealism, conflict and struggle – ascribed to a period of physical 

development” (1928:6). Especially for girls: “as your daughter’s body changes from the 

body of a child to the body of a woman, so inevitably will her spirit change, and that 

stormily.” (1928:4), She asked “Were these difficulties due to being adolescent or to 

being adolescent in America?” (1928:6), Nearly ninety years after Mead’s proclamation, 

the “problematization”  and “social fact”  (Bakan 1971), of American adolescence 3 4

continues. Many of the perceived problems of adolescence are rooted in and attributed to 

historical perceptions of poverty, race, socio-economic status (SES), and gender – 

specifically for Black and Latina teens (Burdell 1995). Inner-city children and 

adolescents are disproportionately labeled as “problems,” “failures,” or “at risk”.  5

Stakeholders and funders allocate large sums of money to “help” and assume that youth 

who are troubled and failing are missing something in their lives and are somehow 

culturally deprived of values, (cultural) capital, and motivations that will lead to their 

  Deacon states: “‘Problematization’ refers to ways in which specific historical practices give rise to 3

or condition the emergence of objects of analysis, themselves an amalgam of experiences (such as teaching 
or learning), discourses (such as educational psychology), practices (such as teacher training) and 
institutions (such as schools), and also to ways in which genealogy transforms a ‘given’ into a question and 
in so doing requires the rethinking of power relations, forms of knowledge and moral action” (2006:186).

  Bakan describes the “social fact” of American adolescence: “A major factor which has sustained 4

the social fact of adolescence in our society has been the belief, so pervasive in our success-oriented 
culture, in ‘the promise.’ The promise is that if a young person does all the things [s]he is ‘supposed to do’ 
during adolescence, [s]he will then realize success, status, income, power, and so forth in 
adulthood.” (1971:989).

  For a socio-historical account on the label “at risk” see Fine (1993).5
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success. 

 Girls Now was an example of a nonprofit institution that allocated large sums of 

private-sector donated funds to solve “girl problems” and support “appropriate behavior 

in adolescence as a form of capital investment” (Bakan 1971:990). Nancy Lesko (2001), 

labels the formal and informal practices and programs of keeping adolescent “urges” 

and “delinquency at bay” technologies of adolescence.  These technologies include “the 6

techniques of naming, studying, diagnosing, predicting, and administering an identifiable 

adolescent population” (2001:69). Early turn-of-the-century technologies of adolescence 

included the development of clubs, organized sports, educational programs, the Boy 

Scouts of America (Macleod 1983), and in the examples presented in this work: after-

school programs that award badges for good behavior. 

 I have described the Play Now digital badge game as a social reality that lives 

within dispositions mediated by the software, networks, the computers, stakeholders, and 

the work of the participants. The game and power relations of the stakeholders created a 

collective narrative and imagining of the girls’ class, race, gender, and socio-economic 

statuses. Holland et al. argue that figured worlds exist within pre-existing structures of 

power and authority. Urreita summarizes: “Relationships, practices, acts, courses of 

action, people, and cultural resources within figured worlds are tied to the powerful trans-

local institutions” (2007:110). Girls Now also existed within the power structures of the 

LMNC and other stakeholders. Those power structures were embedded within the 

  Lesko states: “A technology refers to a complex of mechanisms through which authorities have 6

sought to shape, normalize, and make productive use of human beings. Technology is an assemblage of 
heterogeneous elements: knowledges, types of authority, vocabularies, practices of calculation, architectural 
forms, and human capacities” (2001:17).
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institution of Women Now, an artifact of larger nonprofit systems designed and 

maintained by powerful stakeholders, funders, and organizations. These authoritative and 

powerful structures are expressed within and maintained by the goals of the game, the 

roles of Moderators, and the perceived outcomes it aimed to produce. Although not “total 

institutions” described by Foucault (1977), heuristically Girls Now had the same 

motivations as schools. The educational components of Girls Now and Play Now had 

timelines, organized lessons, and perceived outcomes. Stakeholders had a subversive (and 

perceived) authority over the girls lives, bodies, and knowledge by dictating what was 

“best” for them, including openly trying to change their decisions, actions, thoughts, and 

most disturbingly, their behaviors. Foucault believed the discursive power of artifacts 

created by institutions imposed discipline and control over subjects. Play Now created a 

game that uses Missions, points, badges – all of which are artifacts, or symbols of status 

and achievement. These artifacts have meaning within the figured worlds of Girls Now, 

and Play Now, but have little value outside of these worlds. Missions, points, and badges 

signify stakeholders’ understanding of “success” within the power structures of their own 

“technology of adolescence”. Stakeholders and Moderators (or lurkers) evaluated the 

actions of the girls and awarded “legitimate” productions of knowledge. Collecting points 

and badges signifies to the stakeholders that the girls are producing work, and that their 

system works. Stakeholders re-purposed these artifacts as indicators that their program 

and curriculum “worked to fix” the girls and demonstrate how they maintained their 

authority and symbolic power. 
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Closing Thoughts 

 I have demonstrated that the girls in this research educated themselves and each 

other on a variety of issues including performing work, performing friendship and trust, 

how to be a proper fangirl, how to interact and use technology, and how to address and 

make sense of self-harm.  

  The girls had fun, laughed, ate fruit snacks, danced, and shared experiences with 

one another. The girls created a space to talk seriously, play, make jokes, and share their 

stories and passions. The game was gateway for Luz to write an advice column and 

express herself, Jomayra to show off her nail art, Alemania to learn grammar, Ashanti to 

fangirl, and Jazzy to share an important secret. They created a space to collaborate, share 

ideas, and to question, negotiate, and re-purpose the game. Moderation, points, and 

badges were believed to be the key to successful implementation of Play Now. Yet the 

real “success” of the game and program was found within relationships, problem solving 

strategies, and building trustworthy friendships. 

 Play Now and Girls Now did not adequately capture the powerful connections the 

girls made with friends, trusted adults, and their experiences as adolescents in New York 

City. I have shown that the girls in this research are not just demonstrating a 

technological skill, a writing skill, or knowledge base, they are also negotiating, and re-

imagining their lives and futures. The girls did the work of the game while doing the 

work of being an adolescent, taking on multiple roles and dispositions in the process. 
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*** 

 In early 2014, I learned that the Girls Now program was officially canceled by the 

funding LMNC organization and the host nonprofit program, Women Now. The Girls 

Now website was removed from the Internet and nearly five-hundred girls in New York 

City no longer had an after-school program to attend. The adults, Moderators, and Center 

Directors who became important parts of their lives, were suddenly gone, without 

explanation. Similar to the Lehman Brothers Health Promotion Learning Lab, where 

Davon and thousands of adolescents in Central Harlem brushed (or didn’t brush) 

Mouthy’s teeth, funding is pulled and programs end, often without explanation. Yet the 

teens affected (or disaffected) by these programs continue to thrive and improvise 

educational moments, even in the absence of those who try to assess their abilities or 

change their behaviors. 

 I believe the most effective educational programs are those in which people have 

the freedom to play around, improvise, and manipulate spaces to pursue their own 

educational inquiries. We must see all adolescents as complex, creative, and articulate 

social actors doing the best they can with the tools, networks, and resources they have. 

Adolescents will continue to use digital technologies, games, and computers, and they 

will continue to do so in creative and unexpected ways. Positive and transformative 

learning comes out of unexpected places and activities, and adolescents who truly need 

help will likely find it, most often in ways unimagined by powerful people who have 

developed specific resources, curricula, or “technologies of adolescence” to do so.  
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 Alemania, Ashanti, Jazzy, Jomayra, Luz, and Yareliz have taught me they really 

do know what is going on around them, and they are quite capable of solving their 

problems both playfully and seriously together in the real world. 
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Appendix A: Research Methods 

I. Timeline 

 This ethnography is based on two years of participation in Girls Now activities 

related to the after-school program and the Play Now digital badge game. Phase 1 

research began with a volunteer position I acquired during the summer of 2011 as a Girls 

Now Youth Advisory Council member. I served on the Girls Now Youth Advisory 

Council and the Girls Now Curriculum Subcommittee, for which I attended quarterly 

meetings with other Council members from various teen outreach programs, nonprofit 

institutions, health centers, and school-based initiatives. After four months of volunteer 

work, I chose Girls Now as my research site because of their mission to work with youth 

in New York City, and their digital game-enhanced approach to learning. After receiving 

permission from the Girls Now Program Director, preliminary research on Girls Now and 

the Play Now digital badge game began in early fall 2011. I attended several trainings, 

meetings, and group discussions related to the launch of the Play Now game, including 

discussions with the Center Directors, Program Directors, Play Now software designers, 

as well as representatives from the LMNC funding organization. From October 2011 – 

April 2012, I volunteered at the Girls Now site at the Teen Program in Washington 

Heights. During this time, I participated in bi-weekly Girls Now Center Meetings, co-

facilitated workshops with the Center Director, and mentored participants. I also provided 

technology resources, participated in discussions, and co-chaperoned group outings.  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 During Phase 2 [June 4, 2012 – September 28, 2012] I trained forty hours per 

week as a Girls Now Center Director. I focused on administrative planning for the 2012 – 

2013 Girls Now program which included participant recruitment, staff trainings, 

curriculum design, and Play Now game implementation strategies. I also participated in 

several workshops on Girls Now curriculum, which included lessons on positive youth 

development, mental health, gender and sexuality, urban poverty, and financial literacy. I 

also collected and studied guidelines from Girls Now meetings, trainings, and internal 

documents such as game manuals and program reports.  

 I must acknowledge my role as a paid Center Director at Girls Now from June 

2012 – December 2012. My work focused on reviewing 2011 – 2012 Play Now game 

outcomes and the potential 2012 – 2013 game platform changes. I also consulted on 

curriculum design, technology implementation, website design, and social media 

communications. This full-time position transitioned to part-time from January 2013-

April 2013. I was compensated 20 hours per week to consult on curriculum, mentor Girls 

Now participants at four sites, moderate the game, and manage social networking sites 

such as Twitter, Facebook, and the Girls Now website. I did not receive compensation for 

the research work I performed with the cohort featured in this dissertation. 

 Phase 3 [October 15, 2012 (the official launch of the Girls Now program year) – 

February 5, 2013] I returned to the field to observe Girls Now participants at the Teen 

Program in Washington Heights. Beginning on January 5, 2013 I directly observed six 

girls playing the game for a total of six 90-minute sessions. Although my responsibilities 
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at Girls Now continued until April 2013, the core research conducted for purposes of this 

dissertation ended on February 5, 2013, the official end date of the game. 

II. Barriers to Research 

 Most of the technical barriers to this research stemmed from the use of multiple 

recording devices. One technical barrier was the production of clear audio recordings; 

despite using a professional-grade digital voice recorder, many problems persisted. 

Recorded observations took place during Teen Program hours and there were often noises 

in the hallway directly outside the lab. Closing the door to the lab usually solved this 

problem, but echoes from the gymnasium and noises from outside were often captured in 

my recordings. The girls also sang, yelled, and danced around which was difficult 

(although entertaining) to transcribe. Loud music also made clear recordings difficult to 

capture – sometimes each girl would play a different song from her computer, creating a 

jumble of various pop and hip-hop songs throughout the lab. This caused (in some cases 

severe) noise pollution in my audio recordings. 

 The inability to video record all of the action was also a constant barrier. Despite 

my creative and multi-angle camera work, there were many interactions that went 

unrecorded. I anticipated the placement of three separate cameras in the small space of 

the lab would capture most of the action. The girls were so active, loud, playful, and 

talkative, many moments were missed, muffled, or blocked by other actions. The office 

chairs in the lab created one of the biggest recording challenges; the girls liked to roll 

around the room, jump out of their seats to dance, and spin around in circles. I did my 
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best to adjust recording devices to capture these actions, but I missed many that could 

have contributed to this study. 

Data Storage 

 As more digital ethnographic methods and tools emerge, researchers must back up 

digital files and safely store hard drives and other devices. Two of my Flip Cams 

malfunctioned during the final phases of this research. Also, in mid-summer, both of my 

research laptops were stolen from my apartment. Thankfully, I had all of my audio and 

document files backed up onto the external cloud server Dropbox.  Large data storage 1

remains a research problem, especially with increasingly high-quality video formats. In 

order to preserve the visual integrity and quality of my research recordings, I did not 

compress video files. Large video files take a very long time to upload to an online 

server, even with high-speed Internet access. For ease of file access and data transfer, I 

utilized two 1TB hard drives for data storage; one for data, and the other to mirror, or 

back-up, the data from the first drive. I followed the “rule of threes” for file back up; all 

data must be saved in at least three places. It must be noted that laptops and hard drives 

crash frequently and data can be easily corrupted or worse, lost. To adequately back-up 

data, I saved all files onto my MacBook Pro laptop and to the 1TB external drives. Extra 

video files were saved on another external hard drive that was stored in a separate 

location – to ensure the protection of video files. Due to a lack of home security, and the 

use of my apartment as a research office, I also downloaded Time Machine software onto 

my laptop. This software offers a fast and easy way to automatically back up all data files 

 There are debates on the security of Dropbox data encoding, however I believe this password-1

protected online resource is safer than storing data in a locked filing cabinet. 
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to the 1TB hard drives by plugging the MacBook directly into the devices. Time Machine 

also sent frequent reminders to back up files every week. Implementing these strategies 

ensured that if something happened to my computer all research files would be safely 

stored on the external devices. 

Privacy 

 Another barrier to this research was the request of privacy from some of the girls. 

None of the girls objected to being video recorded; many were intrigued by my camera 

configuration and sometimes (secretly) performed dances in front of the cameras at the 

end of each observation. If the girls chose not to be recorded on a particular day (or at all) 

they would position themselves out of the view of the camera. My audio-capture devices 

recorded several instances of the girls talking about boyfriends and secret crushes; but my 

video recordings captured them glance down at my DVR and slap their hands over their 

mouths. I assured them the secrets were safe, and even though they understood the 

anonymity of the research, they still did not want their secrets reported. I did not record 

the girls if they did not feel comfortable and I did not divulge any of their secrets in this 

document. 

Game Logistics 

 The game launch and timeline were also unexpected barriers to this research. 

There was often confusion about the launch of the game, the duration of the game, and 

the implementation of a game timeline. The start date of the game shifted several times, 

and the official end date changed nearly a half-dozen times while I was in the field. There 

was even a terrifying moment when the Program Director told me the game might last for 
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only one week. Data collection of game artifacts continued through early June 2013 until 

I found that the game was unexpectedly offline, and no longer accessible. I knew that 

Play Now wanted to remove the game platform from the Internet but I was not told an 

official date when this would happen. Thankfully, I collected screen-shots of the 

completed Missions and data from all the girls in this study before the game was 

removed. 

Myself 

 I must address challenging moments as an educator and researcher, to resist the 

urge to intervene as an educator, rather than step aside as a researcher. Episodes occurred 

wherein computers froze, passwords were forgotten, cameras did not work, or a badge 

was not awarded. My instinct from working in computer labs for several years was to 

troubleshoot the problems immediately. I delegated many of these responsibilities to Ms. 

Ana, and she was eager to help. While observing girls in the lab, I was rarely a passive 

observer of the play. I am often heard throughout my audio recordings bouncing between 

various conversations. This created a somewhat choppy feel to my field notes and 

transcriptions because, especially early on, I was trying to observe and capture everything 

at once. I often interacted with the girls, because I had questions, or because the girls had 

questions about the game, or wanted to share something with me. I constantly moved 

around the lab where the girls were positioned and I sometimes missed many interactions. 

Thankfully the use of video cameras captured many moments that I would have 

otherwise missed. 
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III. Introduction of Research to Participants 

 The Play Now game was introduced to the girls at the Teen Program via a Power 

Point presentation five days before the launch. The Power Point presentation, created by 

Girls Now, was shown to all program participants at every site. The presentation 

demonstrated the point and badge system, how to add friends, and how to complete 

Missions. Parents already signed release forms for the game when they submitted Girls 

Now permission slips in October. I explained this research, although related to Girls Now, 

was separate from the program.  2

 When I met with the parents, Ms. Ana helped me converse in Spanish, as my 

language skills were sufficient, but not advanced enough to fully convey all the details of 

this study. Once IRB forms  were signed and returned, I collected e-mail addresses for 3

each girl. Addresses were forwarded to the Girls Now Program Director who created their 

game accounts. When the girls received the e-mail, they could follow the link, create a 

password, and begin to play. I told them to check their e-mail and notify me if they did 

not receive the invitation. The girls were excited and eager to play the game and 

participate in this study.  4

IV. Data Collection 

 The following devices were used to record the girls in the lab and Hobby Room: 

  All participants were required to submit signed consent forms for the Teen Program, Girls Now 2

(including the digital badge game), and a third consent to take part in my study.

  Before meeting the parents I hired a professional to translate the IRB forms from English to 3

Spanish.

  None of the parents objected to the research, although Yareliz opted to sit out of camera view for 4

the majority of my observations. After the second observation, Luz also sat out of camera view.
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1 Zoom H2 Handy Portable Stereo Recorder (DVR) 
1 Panasonic HDC-SD90 digital camcorder 
2 High Definition Cisco Flip MinoHD Cameras 
1 iPhone 4 (Voice Memo App) 
1 Cannon PowerShot camera 
11 Dell OptiPlex 390 computers equipped with Logitech web cams   5

 I used both video and audio recording devices to capture interactions and 

conversations of the girls in the lab the Hobby Room. I used three digital camcorders, one 

main camera positioned to capture the wide-angle view of players, another to capture the 

side view of game play, and the third to capture what happened in front of computer 

screens from an over-the-shoulder perspective. These camera configurations were 

modified over the course of the study to adapt to the seating arrangements of the girls. I 

placed the digital voice recorder (DVR) between the two workstations closest to the main 

camera, and configured the device to record audio from all angles. I also utilized the 

iPhone 4 Voice Memo App to provide a back-up audio recording of conversations and 

play interactions. The devices were placed in separate sections of the room to capture 

vocal overlap.  6

 In addition to DVR and video recordings, I also took observational field notes of 

the girls in order to capture what the devices might miss. Following Minneman (1991), 

Jordan and Henderson (1995), state that writing field notes is necessary to parallel video 

and audio recordings of subjects. However, writing field notes while observing the girls 

posed a problem; the girls felt uncomfortable that I was staring and “writing stuff down” 

about them. To resolve this issue, I jotted brief notes in my notebook with an approximate 

  Computers and peripherals were property of the Center computer lab.5

  See Appendix B for camera configurations.6
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timestamp indicator. At the end of each observation, I recorded a ten minute voice memo 

to reflect on the observation and to clarify the jottings in my notebook. 

 I also collected artifacts the girls produced on the game, which included screen-

shots of completed Missions, player profiles, and Moderator Feedback. I did not collect 

screen-shots of the Missions the girls produced while they were playing because I did not 

want to disrupt their work. Instead I used Grab software to capture screen-shots of 

completed Missions after the girls left the computer lab, or on my own time. I also played 

the Play Now game as both a player and Moderator. Playing and moderating the game 

helped me learn the game interface and operations. I spent twenty hours of screen time on 

the game in order to experience the Mission approval process, and the feeling of actively 

completing Missions and being awarded points and badges. I also “friended” other 

players, commented on profiles, and “liked” Missions. 

V. Analysis 

 As I stated, recording devices captured an overwhelming 300 GB of data, so it 

was imperative that all data were backed up on external hard drives immediately 

following each observation. I organized all the files from each game play observation into 

“data packets”. Each packet (a designated folder with the date and time of the lab 

observation) included data taken from: video recordings from all camera angles, MP3 

audio recordings from the DVR and iPhone 4, typed field notes, transcribed voice 

memos, digital photographs, and images of game play artifacts. I organized each packet 

into several levels of analysis for greater ease in data triangulation. The first level of 

analysis began with a loose transcription of DVR and iPhone audio recordings for each 
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session. I aligned these audio recordings with the field notes and the transcribed voice 

memos to clarify the ethnographic setting and create a context for the interactions. After 

aligning the loose transcriptions and field notes, I turned my attention to the video 

recordings. I watched each recording, from each camera angle, and wrote observational 

field notes. I aligned the field notes with the loose transcriptions and created an 

ethnographic “snapshot” for each session. After I performed these operations for each 

data packet, the content was carefully reviewed and indexed for patterns and emergent 

themes pertinent to this research. During the indexing and editing process, I searched for 

instances when the girls played the game in unexpected ways, or ways not intended by 

the game design. I also searched for, following Garfinkel, the “occurrence of trouble” in a 

particular activity sphere (Jordan Henderson 1995:69). Once these categories emerged for 

each session, I broke the data into “ethnographic chunks” (Jordan and Henderson 1995). 

 After isolating the ethnographic chunks, I transcribed the corresponding audio 

files with precision. I listened to the MP3 audio files generated from the DVR and iPhone 

and then performed thorough transcriptions of the conversations for each session using 

Express Scribe software. When portions of the MP3 audio files were inaudible, audio 

from video files were uploaded to Express Scribe for closer transcription. Express Scribe 

software allowed for precise transcription, as well as audio time-stamping. Once the 

audio for the ethnographic chunks was fully transcribed, I used QuickTime to scan 

coordinating video files to upload onto iMovie software. I used iMovie to edit the 

corresponding video clips of the ethnographic chunks and aligned the files with the MP3 

audio for in-depth analysis and screen capture. I then used Grab software to select visual 
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interactions from the video recordings that I felt would enhance the conversations and 

interactions for the reader. I again returned to the field notes and transcriptions to more 

clearly recreate the ethnographic setting for each of the chunks. I reduced the chunks into 

brief one to two minute interactions that I felt best aligned with my research goals. 

Finally, I returned to the original data packets and scanned for the corresponding 

Missions and artifacts (Jordan and Henderson 1995). 

 I used field notes and IA methods to analyze data presented in this research. 

Jordan and Henderson (1995), state interactional analysis (IA) is a “powerful tool in the 

investigation of human activity that is particularly effective in complex, multi actor, 

technology mediated work settings and learning environments” (1995:79). I believe IA is 

the best tool to effectively convey subtle language use, exclamations, actions, noises, and 

movements of the girls in the lab. The goal of IA is to “identify regularities in the ways in 

which participants utilize the resources of the complex social and material world of actors 

and objects within which they operate” (1995:41). This analysis revolves around the 

“achievement of social order (and ordering) in everyday settings” (1995:41). 

 Following Garfinkel (1967), IA describes learning as a “distributed, ongoing 

social process, in which evidence that learning is occurring or has occurred must be 

found in understanding the ways in which people collaboratively do learning and do 

recognize learning as having occurred” (1995:42). I show how the girls educate each 

other through the game and their conversations and how they maintain and create their 

spaces for learning within their social worlds. IA explores “the ways in which participants 

draw on their bodily, artifactual, spatial, and social resources to mend infractions of 
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projected sequences” (1995:70). These sequences include movements around the lab, 

facial expressions, typing on keyboards, playing with headphones, rolling in chairs, 

jumping, running, dancing, conversations, and produced artifacts. 

VI. Identity Protection 

 All images of the girls have been altered to protect their identity. I used Adobe 

Photoshop to apply a skin tone-matching swatch over photos that could potentially 

identify a participant. I found this alteration of images less distracting than a black bar, 

and clearer than a drawing or sketch rendition of the image. All other non-identifying 

content remains untouched and is taken directly from field notes, image capture of the 

game, video recordings, and digital photographs. The only alterations to artifacts from the 

game are the names of the participants and direct indicators to the Girls Now program. 
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Appendix B: Map of Computer Lab 

 

[Computer lab and recording equipment map 
created by a Girls Now participant] 
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Appendix C: DPD Report Preliminary Findings 

 The Design Principles Documentation Project (DPD) led by Daniel T. Hickey at 

Indiana University’s Center for Research on Learning and Technology (CRLT) created a 

report on each of the thirty digital badge software platforms awarded the MacArthur 

Digital Media & Learning (DML) grant. The DPD report separates badge scholars into 

two camps: “badge evangelists” and “badge skeptics” (2014:39). Badge evangelists tout 

digital badges as the “next big thing” in education. They believe badges are radical new 

way of organizing learning for the digital age and can provide new forms of assessment 

and measurement, motivate learners, and serve as agents for behavior change 

(Abramovich et al. 2013, Anderson et al. 2013, Davidson 2013, Crotty 2012). 

Conversely, badge skeptics (Bissel 2012, Carey 2012, Olneck 2012, Resnick 2012, Singer 

2012, Young 2012), believe badges aim to replace conventional methods of credentialing 

and pose a potential threat to traditional models of education found in schools and 

universities. Like many new educational trends, there is little research if badges actually 

assess learning (Hickey et al.) and the research that does exist is mostly inconclusive 

(Abramovich, Schunn, and Higashi, 2013). 

 Two researchers, also recipients of the DML grant, propose the use of 

ethnographic field methods to explore how badges operationalize in real world settings. 

Katie Davis at the University of Washington plans to interview students and teachers 

using badges as an alternative and supplement to high school credit. Jan Plass at New 
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York University plans to video record players in public settings to compare motivational 

factors of badges to the achievement markers of traditional commercial games. 

 An ethnographic vignette in the 2014 DPD report offers a glimpse into the 

realities of what badges propose: people engaging with digital badges, particularly youth, 

might not care, and the badges might not work. Embedded in the appendix of the January 

2014 report, Dr. Hickey and the DPD project researchers share transcribed interviews 

with teachers using badge software at the Providence After School Alliance (PASA). 

Teachers were frustrated that their students in an urban middle school were not interested 

in badges implemented by the program. One teacher states: 

One of my students didn’t do his weekly task. Another student got a badge for 
doing his, and I said to the first student, ‘But you’ll get this badge!’ And he still 
hasn’t done his task. He just wasn’t interested…The badge didn’t even matter. It 
didn’t matter how cool it looked or that his friend got it. He just didn’t care about 
it (2014:114). 

In other words, offering badges, no matter what they symbolize or potentially assess, do 

not intrinsically motivate all users. In another interview, the PASA program Deputy 

Director Alex Molina adds: 

We’re learning that badges are a cool thing for us adults or those who work with 
technology, but for a lot of urban youth, it’s not there. How do you convince 
young people that a badge has a currency when they’re facing other issues - when 
they’re at a failing school…it has no value to them, especially for urban youth, 
the value is engag[ing] in high quality experiences with an adult that cares…
Young people sign up for programs not because they’re going to get a badge. 
They sign up for programs, because they get to work with a cool adult. They get 
to participate in something that school’s not giving them (2014:114). 
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 This interview supports the argument that digital badges must be explored using 

ethnographic methods in order to fully understand how they operationalize in the real 

world. As more serious educational games are developed and implemented across various 

settings, my questions expand: What assumptions do these games make about their 

intended audiences? How do developers and designers imagine users will engage with 

their software and what are their perceived outcomes? What happens when users actually 

play serious or digital badge games? How do serious games operate in the “real world” in 

homes, offices, schools, and computer labs? What are some of the unanticipated and 

unexpected moments of education not captured by the software? 
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Appendix D: Play Now Badges 

Junior Moderator You’ve been promoted to Junior Moderator for your amazing participation 
and enthusiasm in the game. Your continuous display of kindness, courage 
and passion has been recognized. With the power of this badge, you will 
extend your talents and creative touch as you guide and encourage other 
players on their Missions.

Ambassador For mediating a dispute and bringing two parties closer together.
Supporter Support each other – like 5 Missions.
Photographer For being an amazing photographer! Keep it up!
Change Agent For doing something transformative. You changed a person, place, or thing 

for the better.
Inter-Generational For an accomplishment with someone from another generation.
Popular They love you! Receive at least 10 likes for a Mission.
Gold Star For being awesome.
Mindblower For demonstrating stellar, mind-blowing intellectual acumen.
Connector For making 15 friends!
Writer Your writing is amazing. Keep it up!
Prolific 10 Completed Missions already! Wow.
Courage For demonstrating courage.
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Appendix E: Participant Game Stats 

Alemania Ashanti Jazzy Jomayra Luz Yareliz

Total Points 1080 375 1467 1597 145 410

Likes 8 4 15 17 6 6

Completed Missions 6 3 16 14 1 4

In Progress 5 10 3 4 2 3

Friends 12 12 11 16 14 8

Badges 2 0 3 6 1 0




