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What is the “ICS/CSF Interface” all about?


ICS now stands for the Interactive Communications & Simulations enterprise at UM’s SOE. The “et al” in the program refers to the fact that a number of people in this room know more about the present ICS offerings than I do, Maurita, Gary and Jeff  K. (Kupperman) as contrasted to Jeff S. (Stanzler) who knows intimate details about how CSF has facilitated ICS activities in recent years. Jeff S. would be here too except for his commitment to be at Summers/Knoll School on ICS business and the fact that his father passed away this week.


But ICS used to stand for the International Conflict Simulation prior to the addition of non-simulation activities like the International Poetry Guild. That ICS (the International Conflict Simulation version) began in 1974 when Edgar Taylor started the Arab-Israeli Conflict, a “character playing” game as a “TA” in LS&A’s Pol Sci 353.

It was in 1975 that Bob Parnes started developing CONFER, a “two-dimensional store and forward communication” program on the UM mainframe computer, long before the Internet or the World Wide Web became publicly available. CONFER began to be used to expedite communication in the on-campus Arab-Israeli Conflict game and in 1984 we started offering the exercise to high schools and soon to middle schools. So the first “ICS/CSF Interface” occurred 25-35 years ago because if then CSF Trustee Merrill Flood and I hadn’t cooked up a scheme for Merrill’s return to UM at a CSF Board Meeting, Bob Parnes would never have been assigned the challenge of building what became CONFER in Merrill’s first UM seminar.


By way of describing what distinguishes an ICS exercise from others, I want to take a quick tour through history and mention the name James Coleman. His 1966 report, Equality of Educational Opportunity, usually just called the Coleman Report, inspired to a large extent by Brown v. Board of Education is often referred to as the most important research report in the history of education. Few people know that Jim Coleman also pioneered the use of games in education while still at Johns Hopkins. Fewer still probably know that both of these activities grew quite directly from Coleman’s book called The Adolescent Society published in 1961, a profound analysis of the sociology of high schools. Influenced by an extension of his research for that book, he observed in the Coleman Report that of the three elements present in any classroom, the teacher, the curricular materials, and the students themselves, more of the variance in achievement can be attributed to the influence of the other students than anything else. The fateful policy of “cross-district busing” was at least to some extent influenced by this. But Coleman also recognized the extraordinary importance of extracurricular activities as a distributor of rewards to students and he formed the Johns Hopkins Games Program in an attempt to harness this sort of energy for academic purposes. What does all this have to do with ICS and perhaps even with CSF?


By asking students in a given school to interact with students in other schools ICS extends the sociological power of the adolescent society beyond the walls of any one school. In a very real sense ICS builds a community of students larger than any one geographical community, something that might be of interest to anyone working with “community systems.”


But there is another way to build bridges between the ICS-approach and the CSF-approach to problem solving. Illustrating the paucity of alternatives at the time, I was invited in 1972 to write the “Gaming and Simulation” chapter in AERA’s Second Handbook on Learning and Teaching. I huddled with my dear friend and colleague Layman Allen and we quickly decided to use John VonNeumann’s definition of games in developing the article but we had much more trouble arriving at a way to define simulation in the context of simulation games. Finally Layman came up with the following idea: If the rules incorporated by reference by the game rules are clear and there is a great deal of consensus on them, a game could legitimately be called a non-simulation game. He had in mind, of course, his game Equations. The Equations rule book does not include the rules of algebra; it incorporates them by referring to them as the rules that govern whether an expression is correct or not. If a game’s rules referred to rules that were not clear and/or lacked consensus, it would be a simulation game. Thus ICS’s multi-decade trip down the road of “character playing” exercises falls nicely into the category of simulations in the spirit of simulation games even though they are not really games at all. That is because the rule we incorporate by reference is simply that of requiring the students to think like and write like this that or the other political or historical character with as much clarity and consensus as possible … clearly a struggle worth attempting despite its inherent difficulty.

But relative to the “ICS/CSF Interface,” it occurs to me that the modus operandi of CSF’s DevInfo involves its extraordinary effort to generate descriptive statistics in countries around the world with as much clarity and consensus as possible, no small task as any veteran CSFer knows. Thus it is a logical step to merge the ICS experience with the CSF experience as we are doing with the Game Works project funded by the MacArthur Foundation. This is an effort to pioneer a repertoire of non-simulation games (or as I now call them, literal games) to make the study of countries involved with DevInfo attractive to students across this country and around the world.

In a kind of flashback to the earliest years of CSF, I can remember talking on the phone with Bart, rambling on incoherently about the need to create a different kind of conglomerate than those springing up in the mid-1960’s when IBM bought SRA (the firm that pioneered breaking reading materials down to less than book size “bites” allegedly tailored to specific student needs); XEROX bought “My Weekly Reader”; and CBS bought not only the New York Yankees but the book publisher, Holt, Rinehart and Winston, as well as Creative Playthings. CSF was intimately involved with UM’s then URP Program, now known as UTEP, and Bart and I were increasingly conscious of the need for cross-fertilization between a university and a non-profit organization. But I wondered even then if we weren’t missing something by not taking the role of for-profit institutions into account as we speculated about the need for bona fide “community systems.”

Now with the 2008 Super Bowl played at the University of Phoenix Stadium despite the fact that the on-line for-profit University of Phoenix not only doesn’t have a football team, they don’t even have a campus, and Sylvan Learning Centers tutoring school kids for a fee in communities across the U.S., and companies that support Charter Schools, and companies that provide full-service college counseling including travel for campus visits and workshops on how to write successful college application essays, maybe its time to recognize John Dewey’s prescient definition of public education, namely “educating the public.”

I don’t have a clear idea of what such a “3-dimensional conglomerate” would look like (the 3-dimensions being universities, non-profits and for-profits), but I think it’s worth thinking about how to support the incipient CFS (Character Forum Simulation) activity, the creation of Proxima-Intercultural (i.e. Michael Fahy and Daniela Gobetti’s for-profit brainchild). I have also started communicating with ICS veteran Karen Schwartz about how to cash in on her “in-house journalism” experience with a NYC merger and acquisition firm on the exploding entry of for-profit firms as well as non-profit firms into every nook and cranny of the education and training “industry.”

Maybe I should just close these comments with a quote from the late Barbara Johnson, a Harvard Professor of English and Comparative Literature, “… teaching is a compulsion to repeat what one has not yet understood.” 
