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· A sharpened thesis

· An updated and extended outline

· 10 printed articles with brief annotations connecting with your outline

Sample: 

(Imagining a thesis and basic outline for Spencer’s Paper on the ESRB ratings…)
Thesis : While the ESRB is reasonable, it remains too vague and contains a fatal flaw.

I. Pre-ESRB

a. Before ratings systems – problems

b. Early ratings systems – problems

II. Creation of ESRB

a. Formation of committee

b. Rules

III. Reasonable qualities of ESRB

a. Popularity with parents

b. Better identification for consumers

IV. Problem 1 – vague definitions

a. Examples

V. Problem 2 – violence vs. sexuality

a. Examples

VI. Future of ESRB

a. Creation of new rules refining vague definitions

· Below are copies of articles found on our database.

· I’ve made sure to include the bibliography/source information to put together my Works Cited page later.

· I’ve made some annotations as to where information would fit into my outline
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Sep. 11--These days, managing the media your kids interact with can seem overwhelming, but video games are actually among the easiest of entertainment products for parents to control. The first thing parents should know about choosing video games is that they have changed a lot since the days of Pac-Man, Pong and Frogger. The average video game player today is 35 years old (that's no typo), so it stands to reason that some games are not intended for children. That's why, just as with movies and TV shows, there are age and content ratings for video games. ESRB VIDEO GAME RATINGS The ESRB (Entertainment Software Rating Board) video game ratings appear on the packaging for virtually every game sold in the U.S. and Canada, and provide a clear and effective way for parents to determine which games they deem appropriate for their children. One of six rating symbols on the front of the box suggests age appropriateness for the game. On the back of the package, next to the rating symbol, are content descriptors that are assigned relative to the rating category and indicate elements in a game that may have triggered the rating or might just be of interest or concern. Together, the two parts of the ESRB rating system allow parents to make informed choices about the games they consider to be right for their children and families. ESRB ratings have been assigned to computer and video games since 1994, and are today considered by many parents to be the most useful among the various media ratings (i.e. TV, movies, music and video games). In fact, the PTA endorses the ESRB ratings as "an extremely useful and informative tool," and 78% of parents with children who play video games regularly check the ESRB rating when purchasing games. You can find out the rating of a game before heading to the store by checking the ESRB website at http://www.esrb.org. Once there, you can search not only by game title and platform (such as Xbox 360, PLAYSTATION3 or Wii from Nintendo), but also by rating category and content descriptor. You can also download the free ESRB ratings search widget (seen at right) by visiting http://www.esrb.org/widget. 

BEYOND THE RATINGS As with any choice a parent faces, the more information you have, the better decision you'll be prepared to make. Additional information about the games your kids want can be found on numerous websites and in game enthusiast magazines, many of which provide extensive reviews and details about game content. Some may even offer screenshots (pictures from the gameplay), interactive demos and trailers, which can give you a good sense of a game's content. The Parent Resources section of the ESRB website offers links to some of those websites, along with a few that recommend family-friendly video games. Another good source of information can be employees at your local video game store. They are often gamers themselves, and are likely to be familiar with the games your child is pulling off the shelves, so don't be afraid to ask them for their recommendations or any other questions that you may have. And many stores have kiosks with playable demos of recently released games, which are a great way for parents to get a feel for them. Finally, one of the most important things you can do as a parent is to be involved. Use this Family Discussion Guide to help structure a conversation with your child about the games he or she likes. And even though it may be intimidating to some of you, you might even try to play games with your children. Go ahead. Try it! You just might like it! Playing games together is a wonderful way to learn about your children's video games while at the same time having a lot of fun. For more information about choosing appropriate video games or to sign up for ESRB's e-newsletter, visit http://www.esrb.org. 

To see more of the Opelika-Auburn News or to subscribe to the newspaper, go to http://www.oanow.com. 
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Byline: Erika D. Smith and Denise Grollmus 

AKRON, Ohio _ Navigating the sea of video games that come out every week hasn't been easy for parents _ especially for those worried about exposing their kids to violence. 

But that could change now that the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) has added four new terms to better describe the content of games. It also convinced software makers to put bigger, bolder labels on the back of their boxes draw attention to those warnings. 

"The goal was to give parents as much information as possible," said Marc Szafran, senior vice president at ESRB, a self-regulatory agency that rates games. Linda Kearns said she could have used more information about "Airblade" when she let her sons play it last Christmas. 


As Kearns watched Josh, 13, and Eli, 10, take on the Playstation 2 title, she was shocked by what she saw. (The game is rated "T" for "Teen.") 

"I couldn't believe the sexual nature, bad language, and violence of the game, so I made them return it and I felt so bad because it was their Christmas present," said Kearns, of Diamond, Ohio. "Everything seems to be rated Teen, but you never know. We (now) rent everything before we buy it." 

The new content descriptors, which already are on a handful of games, only apply to violence. Twenty-six other descriptors covering everything from mature humor to nudity already exist. They work in conjunction with rating symbols similar to those used by the movie industry. 

Instead of the old descriptors of "violence" and "mild violence," new games will have labels that say "cartoon violence," "fantasy violence," "intense violence" or "sexual violence." 

Szafran would not cite examples of games that could get a "cartoon violence" or an "intense violence" label, but the latter probably will apply to popular games like "Grand Theft Auto" and "Max Payne." 


And that's just fine with Scott Miller, chief executive of 3D Realms, which developed "Max Payne." 

Miller, of Garland, Texas, is a well-known opponent of the ESRB. But that animosity stems from the unfairness of its approach, he said. 

The new descriptors for violence could change all that. 

"It's good they're breaking the (violence) categories down," he said. "We didn't like the fact that cartoon violence was lumped in with real violence." 

(EDITORS: BEGIN OPTIONAL TRIM) 

The "Payne" series is definitely for adults, he said, with blood oozing and guns blazing. But the alien shoot `em up "Duke Nukem," another game 3D Realms developed, is "pure fantasy." It ruffled his feathers when both games received the same rating for violence. "We felt we were unfairly punished," Miller said. 

(END OPTIONAL TRIM) 

ESRB's rating system has two parts. 

The rating symbol, like T for Teen, suggests an appropriate age group for each game and provides general information about its content. Rating symbols are currently on front of every video game package. 

Content descriptors, like the new violence warnings, are on the back of most games to give buyers more specific information. 

Last year, 63 percent of games received an E (for everyone) rating, 27 percent got T (for teenagers), 8 percent were M (for mature audiences only) and 2 percent came in EC (for early childhood). 

ESRB will add suggested ages to the mature and adult rating symbols later this year. 


Although video game ratings are meant to lead parents in the right direction, they can be misleading. 

A study conducted by San Francisco-based Children NOW found that out of 43 games rated E, 34 games still contained some type of violence. 

"The misleading ratings on video games make it difficult for parents to find appropriate material for their children," said Patti Miller, a director at Children NOW. 

Not only can the ratings be ambiguous about violent content, but sometimes video games are even mislabeled. 

"I never buy M for Mature games for my kids," said Sharon Darkow of Akron, Ohio. "But one time Adam came home with "Metal Gear Solid," which in the store said it was Teen, but was actually M for Mature. I couldn't believe they sold my son an M for Mature game! I wouldn't have known if I didn't keep an eye on him while he played it." 

Although ratings are helpful, parents shouldn't assume that they are a substitute for their own judgment, Children NOW's Miller said. 

"They can be incomplete, so it's always useful to keep your video game system in an open space where you can watch them play," she said. 


For the most part, California game developer Noah Falstein said ESRB's ratings are a good thing, and so are the new content descriptors. "Now whether their characterization of what's violent is accurate ... ," he trailed off. 

Falstein is a member of the International Game Developers Association's Violence and Social Issues Committee, which is against censorship but not necessarily against ratings. "I'm in favor of anything that provides the consumer with what they need to know," he said. " ... I'd rather make an informed decision than have some legislator do it for me." 

(EDITORS: BEGIN OPTIONAL TRIM) 

In the mid-1990s, legislators led by Sens. Joseph Lieberman, D-Conn., and Herb Kohl, D-Wis., actually prompted the broader industry effort to rate video games. They had threatened to legislate a rating system if the industry didn't come up with a satisfactory one voluntarily. 

Now a group of "ordinary Americans," hired and trained by ESRB, select ratings and content descriptors for every game on the market, Szafran said. 


(END OPTIONAL TRIM) 

Whether ESRB's ratings are enforced depends on retailers. But the agency does have good-faith agreements with major chains about selling mature games to minors. 

"Most of these games are being developed for older people, said Chad Bosak, 27, an avid gamer and game store manager in Akron. "As the video game generation gets older, the games have to get more mature to maintain our interest. What happens is that younger kids get their hands on games for people like us." 

___ 

Visit Akron Beacon Journal Online at http://www.ohio.com/. 

Distributed by Knight Ridder/Tribune Information Services. 
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RENEE MONTAGNE, host:

Movies are rated and so too are video games. The video game industry decided in 1994 that it needed a ratings system so that consumers wouldn't be surprised by a game's content. Leading game publishers then created the Entertainment Software Ratings Board or ESRB.

Ms. PATRICIA VANCE (President, Entertainment Software Ratings Board): Virtually all games sold at retail in the United States carry ESRB ratings. And that's a function of retailers who believe it's helpful to their customers, and they want to make sure that the product that they carry in their stores carries those ratings.

MONTAGNE: Patricia Vance is president of the Entertainment Software Ratings Board. She says that getting a game rated is not mandatory, but it's difficult to get shelf space in stores without it. Video game publishers can't lobby the ratings board for particular ratings. In fact, ESRB refused to let us talk to a game evaluator. Evaluators don't play the games they rate. Instead, they watch a video of the most extreme moments.

(Soundbite of the video game Halo 2)

Unidentified Voice: Let them have it!

MONTAGNE: This is the game Halo 2 from Microsoft. It's rated M for mature audiences age 17 and up. The ratings range from easy, for early childhood, for the youngest audience, three and older. T is for teen-agers, AO for adults only. Most games are rated E for everyone. Patricia Vance says video game publishers have no direct contact with the board when submitting a game. In addition to the recommended age group, ESRB ratings also describe content, everything from comic relief to blood and gore to sexual violence.

Ms. VANCE: Our criteria has traditionally been more conservative than what we believe is permissible in movies and television. What is appropriate in a teen game, based on my observation, is more restrictive than what we have seen in other media.

MONTAGNE: One powerful voice that has praised the Entertainment Software Ratings Board is Senator Joseph Lieberman. He's called it the best entertainment ratings system. Parents also give the ESRB high marks. More than 80 percent agree with the ratings. Only 5 percent of parents say the ESRB is too strict.

This is MORNING EDITION from NPR News. I'm Rene Montagne.
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