Allison Druin

In the not-so-distant
past, in atime perhaps
easily forgotten, making
educational technology
was hot the fascination
of many. It wasatime
when there was only a
small group of research-
ersin universities and
industry labs that were
just crazy enough to
think about kids and
technology. At thissame
time, there were small
start-up companies dot-
ting the landscape of
business. Money wasnot
plenty, but researchers
and industry profession-
al s hoped to change the
world anyway.
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Times have since
changed. The newspa-
pers now trumpet head-
lines such as: "Mattel Buysthe
Learning Company", "Computer Toys
Worth Billions", "Girl Games: Plenty
and Pink". Companies are being
bought right and left. The world of
kids and technology is big business.
Those of us who make technologies
for children have lots of questions:
Where do wefitin? What will become
of the world we know? Will these
changes make our work easier? Will
we have a difficult time being heard?

One place where people have been
talking about theseindustry changesis
the CHI-KIDS listserv. Recently, a
fascinating thread of discussion was
begun that asked—"Whereisthe Indus-
try going?’ | became so interested by
these discussions, that | asked afew
peopleif | couldincludetheir thoughts
in this column. Each agreed to my
reguest. Each areindividual sthat work
in industry. The thoughts of each per-
son follow below. Their discussion
doesnot represent thethoughts of their
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companies, but the thoughts of indi-
vidualsthat care about what is happen-
ing to their world. They each offer a
personal insight into what they seeis
happening today and what may hap-
pen tomorrow:

Subject: Mattel buys The Learning

Company - Whereisthe Industry

going?

Date: Mon, 14 Dec 1998 10:23:36

From: Ken Kahn
<kenkahn@toontalk.com>

To: chi-kids@acm.org

Hi all.

First nearly every software company
selling kids and educational software
was bought by The Learning Com-
pany or by Cendant (was CUC). Now
TLC is being bought by Mattel. Cen-
dant is selling its software business to
a French company. | seem to recall
Hasbro buying some kid software
companies recently.

| wonder if anyone on thislist has
some insight into why thisis happen-
ing and what it might mean for the
industry.

Best wishes,

Ken Kahn (www.toontalk.com)

Subject: Re: Mattel buys The Learning
Company - Whereisthe Industry
going?
Date: Mon, 14 Dec 1998 20:56:21
EST
From: Cindy Johnson
<cynthj @aol.com>
To: chi-kids@acm.org

Thisisjust the next step in consolida-
tion asthe markets continue to mature.
Thetoy industry is having ahard time
onitsown, so it needsto branch out to
other forms of kids products, and edu-
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cational/edutainment softwareis anat-
ural fit.

The Learning Company bought many
smaller companiesin its fight against
Cendant for marketshare. That's what
it'sall about | believe. Unfortunately
that doesn't seem to bode well for edu-
cation or creative componentsin the
products as the companiesjust try and
make products faster and cheaper to
beat the competition for the mass mar-
ket. But what it can do is spark new
ideas as unfulfilled employees leave
these companies. But going up against
these large companiesis such a huge
challenge, companies will need to do
something different (i.e., internet dis-
tribution of products rather than retail
distribution) in order to survive.

That's my two cents worth...
Cindy Johnson

Former software producer at The
Learning Company

Subject: CHI-KIDSDigestDate: Tue, 15

Dec 1998 17:06:29 -0800

From: Matt Fishbach
<matt_fishbach@broder.com>

To: chi-kids@acm.org

Cindy Johnson's analysis regarding
futuretrendsin the education software
industry is right on target.

» Scales of economy in devel opment,
marketing, and distribution.

» Maturation of market.

* Intense focus on sharehol der-based
drive for marketshare and profit
margin.

These are the elements driving the
education softwareindustry into anew
future.

Recall the evolution of featurefilmsin
the United States. Stage 1 started out
as arag-tag collection of individual



creative groups. Stage 2 involved con-
solidation into avery small number of
hugely powerful and influential Holly-
wood studios, which shaped and con-
trolled most genres of film for
generations. And onward to today,
Stage 3, where the power of the stu-
dios has spread and waned, leaving
film viewers with avariety of experi-
ences to choose from—ranging from
esoteric black-turtleneck art films pro-
duced on 16mm, to small charming
professional-quality filmsfrom a
range of independent studios, to the
traditional explosions and pizzazz of
the remaining big-kahuna studios.

Education software, always one step
behind the evolution of the entertain-
ment software industry, isleaving
Stage 1 and entrenching firmly in
Stage 2. It may be some time before
the distributed Stage 3 model is
reached. The Internet and broad-band
cable will aid small development
housesin eventually overcoming dis-
tribution hurdles and finding success-
ful niches, but don't underestimate the
pervasive power (sometimesto a
depressing degree) of Brands on the
minds of the consumer public.

Any small collection of smart dedi-
cated folk can put their heads together
and come up with something clever,
perhaps even brilliant. But people buy
volume quantities of Palmolive over a
trillion other types of soap because,
well, it's called Palmolive.

Similarly, with amillion web sitesto
choose from, most people will go to
the sites which contain the content/
characters/brands with which they're
most familiar. And it is currently the
big companies like Mattel, Cendant,
Hasbro, and Disney Interactive that

arelocking up the brands and licenses
the public knows, trusts, and enjoys.

Of course, new brands and ideas have
to come from somewhere, always
leaving an opportunity for small cre-
ative group to get rolling. But monster
entities like Mattel/TLC are here to
stay for probably the next 5-20 years.

Matt Fishbach

Still aProduct Design Manager for
Carmen Sandiego productsat Broder-
bund Kids Studio...The Learning
Company...Mattel...Whatever

Matt_Fishbach@broder.com

Subject: Mattel, TLC, and thefuture

Date: Tue, 15 Dec 1998 09:22:02

From: Erik Strommen
<erikstr@microsoft.com>

To: chi-kids@acm.org

We spend alot of timeindustry watch-
ing hereat MS, and | am happy to
share my observations.

A price war has driven CD-ROM
prices so low thereisvirtually no mar-
gin of profit. Thereistoo much in the
market, making distribution a prob-
lem, and development costs for CD's
arevery high.

Second, the trend in children's play
patterns is such that they are "becom-
ing older younger," asthe phrase goes.
They are stopping playing with toysat
younger ages, and shifting over to
interactive games (Nintendo, SEGA,
etc.) or the Net or CD-ROMs instead,
and also are responding more to TV-
driven products than before.
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SO WHAT DOES THE FUTURE
HOLD?

Consolidation by the big guys. Mattel
and Hasbro are buying up small com-
panies to give their big companies an
entranceinto theinteractivefield. Has-
bro bought Tiger Electronics a couple
years ago for the same reason. So the
futureis going to be a sort of Land Of
The Giants, whereyou can't play inthe
market unless you have areally big
friend like Mattel who will do the
“heavy lifting” of distribution, devel-
opment, and advertising for you. Its
dreary, but that is what appearsto be
happening. Please note that | have left
the web out of thisentirely. That isa
whole separate issue. :)

Inclosing, if you areinterested in con-
tinuing this discussion or any other
concerning technology and children,
please feel freeto join chi-
kids@acm.org by sending email to
listserv@acm.org. Inthe messagearea
(not the subject area) type: subscribe
chi-kids [Y ourfirstname] [Y ourlast-
name]

Allison Druin
CHI-Bulletin-Kids@acm.org

http://www.umiacs.umd.edu/
~alisond/

Allison Druin is a University of Mary-
land faculty member in the College of
Education and the Human-Computer
Interaction Laboratory (HCIL). Sheis
editor of the book, "The Design of
Children's Technology recently pub-
lished by Morgan Kaufmann.
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