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Game Studies Connecting to the World at Large: An Academic, and Activist use of the Blogosphere
Introduction

This presentation will cover the use of blogs in game studies, a new field that often operates as a subfield within English. Because of the relatively new nature of game studies and because of its interdisciplinary nature, game studies as a field began largely in relation to several online journals like Game Studies, JoDI, and NMEDIAC. In addition to these, game studies has also grown at an astonishing rate, with several available and forthcoming edited collections and manuscripts on game studies along with a new journal Games and Culture. While growing at such a quick pace, game studies has tried to bridge interdisciplinary boundaries and boundaries between academia and the rest of the world through the use of blogs. 

Beginning with my own experience working on the collaborative blog Academic-Gamers, I explain how Academic-Gamers has connected multiple fields and allowed for theory that operates actively, connecting to members outside of game studies and outside of academia. This presentation will cover several academic game studies blogs to determine the elements that allow and situate these blogs as academic and professional discussion areas. First, I then turn to methods of using blogs and other Open Systems for the development of shared knowledge that connects academia internally, connecting multiple disciplines, and externally, with both industry and non-academics. Using the examples of game studies blogs like GrandTextAuto, Ludology, Ludonauts, PrintCulture, and AcademicGamers, I suggest possible models for other academic discussions using technology like blogs and Google discussion groups because of the manner in which these technologies open and connect academic discussions to members of the community at large, to graduate and undergraduate students, and to professors and other scholars. 

Blogs, the Blogosphere, and Academia 
Blogs are web logs, which are normally websites that function as journals or newsletters and that are updated frequently with short posts. Their ease of access—through sites like Livejournal.com, Myspace.com, Facebook.com, Blogger.com—as well as their ease for linking sites together combine with their reading ease for a system that has rapidly developed into a popular and mainstream media form. Blogs represent much of the same potential as zines. Blogs have the added benefit of contextualizing themselves immediately with other blogs and with being completely free to create. Adela C. Licona argues for the power of feminist zines for building communities, producing knowledge, and sharing information. The same factors are applicable to blogs, but blogs use the internet, making them widely available instead of only locally. 

As blogs have emerged as a major media form for communication and community building, they have also emerged as a method to distribute academic information into the public sphere. Blogs like Weblogs At Harvard Law, seek to connect to the public sphere while also offering meta-commentary on the blog form. Weblogs at Harvard Law  is a relatively newer blog designed to promote discussions on law provides an entire blog entry that attempts to define blogs (“What Makes A Weblog A Weblog”). In doing so, it shows that blogs as an evolving form are perhaps best characterized by certain attributes or uses than by a stricter, formal definition, which is offered on another page of Weblogs at Harvard Law where Donna Wentworth defines a blog as a, “website updated frequently with links, commentary and anything else you like. New items go on top and older items flow down the page. Blogs can be political journals, news digests, and/or personal diaries” (“About”). The range of blog forms also showcases their different uses—some are personal diaries, some are news aggregators, and others like Weblogs at Harvard Law are academic and research oriented. While the form of weblogs or blogs and their uses change regularly, academia has adapted and embraced blogs largely for purposes of collaborative discussion and for the dissemination of information into the public sphere.
For the technical aspects of information dissemination, Graham Lampa notes that the technical is wedded to the communal. In “Imagining the Blogosphere,” Lampa states that “For forming community, hyperlinks become essential for creating the central core of the blogosphere. Bloggers have the ability to publicly debate issues back and forth by directly linking to one another’s posts as well as news articles” (para. 7). While Lampa addresses the possibilities of the blogosphere, Andrew Ó Baoill takes a more pragmatic view in “Weblogs and the Public Sphere” where he argues: 
Thus, while the blogosphere is technically inclusive-anyone can start a weblog-the propagation network serves to privilege some over others (with external relationships a significant factor). Further, the time commitment needed is a significant barrier that makes blogging most attractive to students, academics, and certain professionals. Finally, the method of story propagation means that discussion centers around a small number of topics, and disadvantages discussion of locally-focused topics, meaning that not all topics are equally subject to rational debate.
Ó Baoill’s points are important to note because, as in any discussion of technology, enthusiasm for the new possibilities needs to be tempered by the possible misuse of technology and by the re-acclimatization of technology into normal operating modes. While blogs are just one of the newer entries into innovative technical solutions, they are a form that many scholars in academia, many students, and many not in academia have embraced.  
Students have embraced blogs largely through social networks like Facebook. As my ENC 1102 class tells me, seventy percent of all UF students are on Facebook, as are all but one of my ENC 1102 students. While students tend to spend more time on social network blogs, academics have embraced blogs largely through university or professional, research-oriented blogs like Weblogs at Harvard Law and game studies blogs like GrandTextAuto and Academic-Gamers. Students, non-students, academics, and non-academics all read and host a variety of other sorts of blogs, including news blogs and personal commentary blogs. Fortunately, general overlap between the different groups does occur and is increasing. Seeing the potential for discussion and open communication, in 2002 Henry Jenkins argued, “We’re at a lull between waves of commercialization in digital media, and bloggers are seizing the moment, potentially increasing cultural diversity and lowering barriers to cultural participation” (91).  Jenkins’ underlying argument—that academia should open lines of communication with those outside of academia in a manner that allows for actual communication instead of a trickle-down-theory of information—parallels Brendan Riley’s and my argument that educational methods and research should parallel Open Source development in being open to students and to those outside of academia.
Like Open Source development, blogging culture is akin to fan cultures and networks. These cultures themselves exist as what Jenkins has termed “participatory culture,” and which he argues derives from the connection between several aspects, including new tools that are available to manipulate media and fan cultures that promote media production (“Interactive Audiences?” para. 4-5). Similarly, Zach Whalen will address the use of new tools to increase discussion and the availability of information in his presentation. For this presentation, it is important to note that blogs represent aspects of fan and participatory cultures like Open Source development communities. In these cultures, open discussion and share information are pivotal factors that help sustain and expand the cultures.
Model
Given the varied possibilities for using blogs and the intersection of multiple communities and cultures reading and creating blogs, a model for activist academic blog use becomes necessary. Game studies is a rather new field. As such, it emerged after the rise of the internet to have its first journal take an online-only form. Game studies and game studies scholarship has thus almost completely lived in an open, online space. Given game studies intersections with other new media studies, studies of fan cultures, and given its relative youth, game studies also quickly developed blogs. These blogs—ranging from GrandTextAuto, WaterCoolerGames, TerraNova, Ludonauts, Academic-Gamers, and others—all focused on game studies within a public framework. Game studies blogs immediately connected the highest game studies researchers with gaming fans, students, researchers, and general interested people through the interlinking blogs (which increased Google rankings and brought readers to multiple sites) and through the accessible and inviting format. Game studies is by no means the only field to use blogs—composition already readily uses blogs for discussion and news items—yet game studies is one of the few fields to use blogs so effectively. 
My argument is that game studies blogs serve as a model for possible collaborative spaces for other fields. Using game studies blogs as a model would create new spaces where readers could read real information instead of only having access to mass media while also creating spaces where readers and scholars can engage so that information, theory, and concepts connect across discourses. The majority of game studies blogs function in similar manners, presenting a fairly unified model. 
The game studies blog model normally includes: 
· A small group that posts topics, to avoid insanity (as Phil Sandifer addresses in his presentation);
· Short topics on news items, upcoming events, thoughts, and longer topics on book reviews, conference presentations, game reviews, thoughts, and more;
· Free and open comment system so that anyone from any field can comment on posts;
· Email addresses for blog members so that readers who may not want to post a specific comment still have contact information for discussion;
· A small group of links to other blogs and reference sites so that all are cross-referenced. Makes for a small community of gatekeepers that, while problematic, allows for fast-paced guided discussions of current issues in the field. The links also increase cross-pollination of ideas, readers, and increase Google rankings for an overall increase in readership and discussion;
· Resources that allow new people to quickly learn about the field, current issues and topics, and more through the list of resources which include quick links to book reviews, articles, links to journals, links to game studies schools, and more.
This blog format, which Academic-Gamers utilizes, allows for discussions to be interdisciplinary and to connect scholars to the general populace. The interdisciplinary discourse allows game studies blogs to discuss games with other critical readers, whether those readers are players, journalists, teachers, or other game studies scholars. This blog format has been incredibly useful in promoting game studies and critical discussions on games. While the format varies for different game studies blogs, the format is essentially that of a well-developed, collaborative blog. Other fields could similarly use this model to connect to other readers and students, engaging in discourse and discussion across disciplinary, cultural, and other boundaries.
Currently, Printculture perhaps best navigates the possibilities between blogging and academic journals. It uses its online blog-like format to present articulate longer articles that offer spaces for the discussion of topics ranging from changes between print and digital media, perceptions of family, teaching, and other topics that resound for readers inside and out of academia.
Conclusion

If academia is truly to support blogging and the discussions they allow, academia must also change their system of evaluations to value blogs and collaborative research more effectively. For changing academia, Donald Crafton sees the value of blogs, but also argues that academia must value blogs in order for blogging and academia to be most mutually beneficial. In “Collaborative Research, Doc?” Donald Crafton discusses the collaborative benefits of digital media like blogs, and argues that if collaboration is really what academia wants—as it should be—academia needs to change some of its policies. 

The changes needed within academia for blogs represent needed changes for collaborative research in general; however, this change will be but one change of many.  Like other media forms, blogs too will be co-opted and codified at some point. Currently, major corporations employ official “bloggers” as writers to promote the company’s interests and products, news networks are now reading blogs on the air, and hate groups use blogs to promote their interests. If academics do not engage with the community through blogs, then the leave a possible avenue that is equally open to academics (and perhaps more so) unexplored. Academia needs to connect to the public in more than a trickle-down-theory of critical awareness, as this conference theme addresses, and the game studies academic blog model presents a possible avenue for promoting engagement and awareness.

As blogging becomes a stronger force, new trends in blogging are developing. Audio blogging and podcasting are now readily available (and important factors for multimedia work and for communication with the visually impaired). Given the current methods for computing web search rankings, blogs offer a method for academics and individuals to access mass media in meaningful ways. While blogs do not represent a panacea, they do allow for other voices to be heard in a time of hegemonic media control. For game studies, this is less important because games are big business and make money. Currently, gaming corporations have started supporting game studies endowed chairs. Further, the extremely active player-fan base for games allows scholars to easily speak to non-scholars and non-students in an active format that can be used to communicate information and to communicate questions. Blogs in game studies do represent an important model for other blogs. Legal, political, and news blogs all promote greater dissemination of information. Dissemination alone is not the answer; however, blogs promotes awareness and discussion, discussion which can empower and contextualize information.
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Other Blog Notes

Sauer, Igor M., Dominik Bialek, Ekaterina Efimova, Ruth Schwartlander, Gesine Pless, and Peter Neuhaus. "'Blogs' and 'Wikis' are Valuable Software Tools for Communication Within Research Groups.” 

82 “Appropriate software tools may improve communication and ease access to knowledge for research groups. A weblog is a website which contains periodic, chronologically ordered posts on a common webpage, whereas a wiki is hypertext-based collaborative software that enables documents to be authored collectively using a web browser. Although not primarily intended for use as an intranet-based collaborative knowledge warehouse, both blogs and wikis have the potential to offer all the features of complex and expensive IT solutions. These tools enable the team members to share knowledge simply and quickly--the collective knowledge base of the group can be efficiently managed and navigated."

Robert Godwin-Jones, in "EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES: Blogs and Wikis: Environments for On-line Collaboration," dicusses the possibilities for blogs in education because of their fundamental collaborative structure and the implied interaction and conversations that the blogging format encourages.

