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ABSTRACT	OF	THE	THESIS	

	
To	Literacy	and	Beyond:	The	Poetics	of	Disney	Infinity	3.0		

as	Facilitators	of	New	Literacy	Practices	
	
By	
	

Jamie	Kumar	Brown	
	

Master	of	Science	in	Information	and	Computer	Sciences	
	

	University	of	California,	Irvine,	2016	
	

Professor	Joshua	Tanenbaum,	Chair	
	
	
	

							 Video	games,	the	Internet	and	multimedia	are	a	popular	source	of	entertainment	

and	account	for	a	significant	amount	of	time	spent	by	children	and	teenagers.		Researchers	

have	posited	the	concept	of	“New	Literacies”	to	account	for	the	processes	of	meaning	

making	and	creation	that	occur	within	these	spaces.		New	Literacies	are	increasingly	

valuable	in	being	able	to	communicate	in	the	twenty-first	century.		

This	research	examines	a	commercial	video	game,	Disney	Infinity	3.0,	as	an	

interesting	site	of	emerging	new	literacies.		I	employ	a	close	reading	of	the	game	focused	

through	two	analytical	lenses	to	explicate	potential	poetics	that	drive	these	interactions.		I	

conclude	that	narrative-infused	content	combined	with	a	strong	community	driven	system	

through	which	players	can	share,	examine	and	remix	creations	creates	a	fertile	ground	for	

cultivating	New	Literacy	practices.	
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INTRODUCTION	

	“It’s	not	a	mess	-	it’s	a	battleground!”	

This	was	my	mantra	from	around	the	age	of	five	to	fourteen	years	old.		My	mother	

or	father	would	enter	my	room	and	bemoan	the	clutter	they	saw	as	action	figures	lay	about	

the	carpet.		I	would	immediately	rebuff	any	attempts	to	move	them	-	what	was	a	“mess”	to	

the	untrained	eye	was	a	battle	in	progress	to	the	skilled	observer!		There	was	a	rich	and	

complicated	storyline	woven	between	the	heroes	that	lay	presently	motionless	on	the	

ground.		One	did	not	simply	move	them	to	a	new	location.		Lion-O	and	Superman	were	busy	

fighting	Dark	Phoenix	in	what	was	clearly	an	intense,	climactic	battle	between	good	and	

evil.		Of	course,	while	my	logic	was	certainly	infallible,	parental	authority	was	a	formidable	

force	and	inevitably	the	battle	was	dismantled	(though	not	without	loud	complaints	and	

attempts	to	hastily	remember	the	progress	of	the	storyline).		If	only	they	knew	what	was	

really	going	on	there!		If	only	they	could	see	how	close	Lion-O	was	to	retrieving	the	

powerful	Sword	of	Omens,	or	how	useless	it	would	be	against	the	telekinetic	fury	Dark	

Phoenix	planned	to	unleash	as	Lion-O	and	his	team	approached	her	lair.		There	was	a	depth	

to	the	battle	scene	strewn	across	the	floor	that	I	didn’t	have	a	way	to	communicate	to	my	

parents.1	

Similarly,	video	games	have	often	been	maligned	as	empty	forms	of	entertainment	–	

a	type	of	digital	“junk	food”	that	is	tolerated	at	best	and	damaging	at	worst.		Fortunately,	

researchers	and	scholars	have	turned	an	interested	eye	towards	the	medium	as	it	has	

grown	and	transformed	into	a	legitimate	cultural	pastime.			

The	growth	of	video	games	has	seen	the	medium	evolve	from	its	military-complex	

origins,	through	its	rebellious,	counterculture	adolescence	in	the	early	arcades	of	the	

1980s,	and	into	a	young	adulthood	of	complex,	home-based	systems	that	are	connected	to	a	

global	network.		Video	games	currently	occupy	a	significant	amount	of	time	for	many	

children	and	teenagers.		A	recent	study	performed	by	the	Pew	Research	group	reveals	that	

over	80%	of	children	and	teenagers	own	a	gaming	console	and	75%	have	access	to	a	
                                                             
1 To be fair to my parents, depth or not, there were times where I was simply lazy and didn’t feel 
like putting away my toys.  They know me well. 
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smartphone,	whose	pre-installed	app	stores	allow	for	easy	access	to	games	and	other	

software	(Pew	Research	Center,	2015).		Studies	have	revealed	many	facets	of	our	video	

game	play	and	challenged	the	perception	of	gaming	as	a	“minds-off”	activity.		Researchers	

like	Steinkuehler,	Black,	and	Gee	have	examined	the	ways	players	are	able	to	make	

meaning	in	these	digital	spaces	–	spaces	that	involve	making	sense	not	just	of	letters	and	

numbers	but	multimodal	components	(music,	sound	effects,	pictures,	animations,	etc.).	

This	meaning-making	can	be	understood	to	be	a	form	of	literacy,	using	a	

sociocultural	frame	of	reference	that	positions	literacy	not	simply	as	encoding	and	

decoding	text,	but	the	broader	ability	to	make	meaning	in	a	given	space.		A	sociocultural	

frame	situates	meaning-making	as	an	act	taking	place	not	just	inside	a	person’s	head	but	

within	a	broader	context	of	factors.		The	concept	of	“New	Literacies”	posits	that	the	

advancement	of	digital	technologies	provides	new	vehicles	for	meaning	making.		These	

new	literacies	provide	a	new	and	valuable	way	of	being	able	to	exist	in	a	world	that	

increasingly	relies	not	only	on	text	but	other	varied	forms	of	communication	afforded	by	

digital	technologies.		Knobel	and	Lankshear	further	refine	the	concept	of	New	Literacies,	

explicating	two	main	categories	of	characteristics	that	new	literacies	must	contain	–	the	

“new	ethos	stuff”	and	the	“new	technical	stuff”	(Knobel	&	Lankshear,	2007).		From	their	

position,	as	will	be	discussed	further	in	the	literature	review,	the	“new	ethos	stuff”	is	

fundamental	to	new	literacies.		This	“new	ethos”	addresses	a	paradigm	shift	in	ways	that	

authority,	authorship	and	participation	are	structured.	

This	thesis	examines	one	work,	Disney	Infinity	3.0,	in	an	attempt	to	explicate	the	

poetics	(the	mechanisms	behind	how	something	works)	of	specifically	and	deliberately	

embodying	and	encouraging	new	literacies	practices	within	an	interactive	work.		Disney	

Infinity	3.0	is	a	console	and	computer	game2	that	allows	players	to	experience	narrative-

driven	gameplay	around	Disney’s	iconic	characters	and	stories	as	well	as	open-world	

construction	and	exploration.		As	part	of	the	core	gameplay,	players	are	encouraged	to	

create	and	share	game	worlds	called	Toy	Boxes	with	other	players.	This	thesis	contends	

that	narrative-infused	content	coupled	with	an	easily	accessible	community-driven	system	

through	which	players	can	share,	examine	and	remix	texts	creates	fertile	ground	for	
                                                             
2 Mobile versions also exist that allow the open-world construction aspect but do not contain the 
ability to play the narrative sections.) 
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cultivating	New	Literacy	practices	in	players.		In	my	investigation,	I	sought	to	answer	the	

following	research	questions:	

	

R1:	What	factors	hinder	or	facilitate	Disney	Infinity	from	supporting	New	Literacy	

practices?	

R2:	How	can	narrative	construction	be	used	as	a	catalyst	to	encourage	New	Literacy	

practices?	

To	answer	these	questions,	I	ground	myself	in	the	epistemologies	of	hermeneutics	

which	treats	knowledge-claims	as	arising	from	an	act	of	reading.	I	perform	a	close	reading	

of	the	Toy	Box	Hub	–	a	microcosm	of	the	Disney	Infinity	experience.		To	accurately	situate	

my	reading,	in	Chapter	2	I	briefly	review	the	literature	surrounding	literacy,	New	Literacies	

and	video	games.		In	Chapter	3	I	discuss	the	history	of	Disney	Infinity	as	well	as	provide	

more	information	about	the	game	and	its	functions.		Chapter	4	provides	details	about	

hermeneutics,	close	readings	and	introduces	the	analytical	lenses	that	focus	my	reading	of	

Disney	Infinity,	while	Chapter	5	contains	the	data	from	the	reading	itself.		Chapter	6	closes	

out	the	thesis	with	my	discussions	and	conclusions,	followed	by	a	list	of	references.	
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CHAPTER	1	–	LITERATURE	REVIEW	

What	is	Literacy?	
	

The	definition	of	literacy	is	often	contested.		A	search	on	Webster’s	Dictionary	

proposes	two	definitions:	(1)	the	ability	to	read	and	write;	(2)	knowledge	that	relates	to	a	

specified	subject(“literacy,”	2016).		Even	within	this	fairly	simple	definition,	a	bit	of	

contention	is	apparent.		These	two	definitions	are	different	in	substantial	ways.		

“Knowledge”	is	different	than	“reading	and	writing”.		There	are	many	six-year-olds	that	

possess	quite	the	knowledge	of	popular	culture	–	the	names	of	various	Pokémon	or	

perhaps	the	recipes	for	creating	various	items	in	Minecraft.		Yet	it	is	entirely	possible	

(perhaps	even	likely)	that	the	same	six-year-olds	still	struggle	with	writing	their	own	

names	correctly,	or	writing	down	the	names	of	their	favorite	Pokémon.		This	raises	a	

question	–	how	can	one	be	literate	in	one	sense	and	not	in	the	other?		Are	they	literate	or	

not?		Research	has	prompted	the	definition	of	literacy	to	undergo	an	evolution	–	allowing	

the	term	to	become	more	capacious	and	inclusive	as	we	have	expanded	our	understanding.		

This	same	research	has	also	led	to	a	much	more	critical	examination	of	how	we	define	

literacy,	teasing	out	the	political	and	social	assumptions	that	underlie	these	definitions.		

Fiction	writers	are	often	told	to	begin	their	story	at	the	point	at	which	something	

happens.		I	will	follow	this	advice	as	well	and	start	our	conversation	at	a	significant	point	of	

change	–	when	the	definition	of	literacy	began	to	pivot	away	from	the	idea	of	being	solely	a	

cognitive	process	and	towards	one	that	included	the	influence	of	factors	that	existed	

outside	the	head	of	the	individual.	

	

The	New	Literacy	Studies	(NLS)	
	

Early	composition	studies	in	the	1970s	and	1980s	provided	a	foundation	for	

beginning	to	understand	the	process	of	writing	and	reading,	activities	commonly	

associated	with	literacy.		Foundational	papers	by	researchers	such	as	Linda	Flower	and	

John	Hayes	situated	the	process	of	composing	as	a	process	taking	place	between	the	head	

of	the	writer	and	the	task	environment	(Flower	&	Hayes,	1981).		While	this	model	proved	

to	be	useful,	it	also	proved	to	be	incomplete	as	Hayes	would	revise	the	model	later	(Hayes,	
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1996).		Scholars	such	as	Judith	Langer	and	Arthur	Applebee	based	their	studies	of	reading	

and	writing	on	the	work	of	Lev	Vygotsky	and	Jerome	Bruner.		Vygotsky	and	Bruner	noted	

that	young	children	learning	language	was	a	social	act	that	took	place	between	the	children	

and	their	parents/caregivers.		From	this	foundation	Langer	and	Applebee	posited	that	the	

social	aspects	of	language	are	fundamental	to	reading	and	writing.		The	researchers	assert,	

“we[do]	not	simply	learn	to	read	and	write:	[we]	learn	to	read	and	write	about	particular	

things	in	particular	ways”(Langer	&	Applebee,	1986).		This	turn	towards	a	sociocultural	

perspective	was	not,	of	course,	a	single	simultaneous	maneuver	performed	instantaneously	

by	an	entire	field.		Rather,	it	is	more	useful	to	understand	it	as	a	series	of	smaller	

movements	that	began	to	expand	from	the	cognitive	science	origins	of	literacy	studies	

focused	mostly	around	reading	and	writing	print	and	towards	a	way	of	dealing	with	how	

meaning	is	made	through	our	interactions,	politics,	history,	etc.				Many	of	these	changes	

can	be	grouped	under	the	banner	of	New	Literacy	Studies	(NLS),	an	umbrella	term	coined	

by	linguist	and	game	scholar	James	Gee.		Gee	traces	other	relevant	transformations	and	

research	that	lead	to	a	sociocultural	frame	(not	an	exhaustive	list,	but	constrained	to	focus	

on	the	most	relevant	developments	for	the	direction	of	this	thesis.		Those	interested	can	

find	the	larger	list	in	(Gee,	1999)):	

• Gee’s	own	contribution	to	the	New	Literacy	Studies	with	the	theory	of	“Big	D”	

Discourses.		“Big	D	Discourses”	are	essentially	the	ways	we	communicate	our	

membership	(through	words	as	well	as	signs,	dress,	actions,	etc.)	of	a	socially	

recognizable	position	(Gee,	1999).		Gee	divides	“Big	D”	Discourses	into	two	

parts	–	primary	and	secondary.		The	primary	Discourse	is	the	one	a	person	is	

born	into.		This	provides	the	young	child	with	a	default	lens	through	which	

they	can	make	meaning.		Secondary	Discourses	are	those	that	are	learned	

later.		Using	the	idea	of	Discourses,	Gee	defines	literacy	then	as	“the	mastery	

of	or	fluent	control	over	a	secondary	Discourse”	(Gee,	1989).3		Using	this	

definition,	a	child	that	excels	in	their	role	on	a	basketball	team	yet	is	

                                                             
3 Winograd and Flores’ theory of communicative competence touches on similar ideas – the idea 
of taking responsibility for the social implications of one’s use of language suggests that 
language exists not on its own but situated in a larger domain that contributes to its meaning; this 
“larger domain” is essentially a type of “Big D Discourse” (Winograd & Flores, 1986). 
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enthralled	with	the	concept	of	singing	and	dancing	on	stage	(and	perhaps	

participates	in	school	musicals)	might	not	be	considered	literate	in	what	it	

means	to	be	a	basketball	player	(if	one	subscribes	to	the	stereotypical	

concept	of	being	a	sports	enthusiast	and	its	antithetical	relationship	to	the	

performing	arts).		Their	game	may	be	spectacular	–	but	being	a	basketball	

player	means	more	than	just	shooting	a	ball	–	it	involves	certain	ways	of	

acting,	certain	ways	of	dressing,	certain	ways	of	doing	and	not	doing.4		It	is	

important	also	to	note	that	Discourses	can	and	do	evolve.		The	

aforementioned	example	is	only	one	possibility	for	a	Discourse	surrounding	

high	school	basketball.		It	is	entirely	possible	(and	highly	probable)	that	

basketball	players	performing	in	musicals	is	considered	appropriate	and	

encouraged.		In	this	case,	the	child	would	be	performing	in	the	Discourse	

correctly	by	pursuing	their	performance	dreams.	

• Brian	Street	explicates	two	models	of	literacy	–	the	autonomous	model	and	

the	ideological	model	(Street,	1993).		The	autonomous	model	(an	outmoded	

model	he	argues	against)	views	literacy	as	existing	outside	of	a	social	context	

while	the	ideological	model	claims	literacy	is	situated	within	specific	

historical,	political	and	social	circumstances	that	define	it.		It	is	useful	to	note	

that	Discourses	as	defined	by	Gee	are	inherently	ideological.		For	example,	a	

child’s	primary	Discourse	is	taught	to	them	by	their	family	and	makes	explicit	

decisions	on	what	things	it	values	(e.g.,	not	drinking	soda,	going	to	church	on	

Sundays,	reading	bedtime	stories)	as	well	as	some	implicit	decisions	(a	

working-class	family’s	child	may	not	get	to	experience	a	yearly	summer	

vacation	in	Cabo	and	thus	may	value	vacation	as	a	wished-for	experience	

instead	of	an	experience	that	is	a	routine	part	of	their	existence.)	

• Lankshear	and	Knobel	build	off	the	concept	of	Discourses	established	by	Gee.		

The	theoretical	frame	of	Discourses	proposed	by	Gee	allows	for	multiple	

secondary	Discourses	(just	like	we	all	have	multiple	“roles”	that	we	play,	

                                                             
4 The clever reader may recognize this as an allusion to Disney’s High School Musical, in which 
a young basketball player struggles between his love of performing in musicals with the 
expectations that come along with being a basketball player at East High. 
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multiple	secondary	Discourses	that	we	participate	in	–	the	video	game	nerd,	

the	wife,	the	frazzled	and	absent-minded	researcher)	and,	by	extension	there	

are	multiple	ways	of	making	sense,	meaning	and	often	multiple	uses	of	

language.		Thus,	it	is	more	useful	to	not	simply	talk	about	literacy,	but	

literacies.				Importantly,	Lankshear	and	Knobel	incorporate	the	idea	of	

information	being	stored	within	texts	as	a	central	part	of	their	literacy	

definition.		They	define	literacies	as	being	“socially	recognized	ways	of	

generating,	communications	and	negotiations	meaningful	content	through	

the	medium	of	encoded	texts	within	contexts	of	participating	in	Discourses”	

(Knobel	&	Lankshear,	2007).	

Digital	Media	and	Textuality	
	

As	our	definition	of	literacy	expands	to	encompass	the	multitude	of	ways	that	we	

make	meaning,	the	idea	of	what	is	a	“text”	can	also	expand	beyond	just	printed	words	on	a	

page.		In	referencing	Winthrop-Young’s	argument	of	the	medium	and	the	message	being	

intertwined,	Bizzocchi	&	Tanenbaum	argue	for	the	“textuality”	of	other	forms	of	media.	

“What	does	it	mean	for	something	to	be	a	text	then,	from	this	perspective?		
To	describe	a	text	as	words	on	a	page	or	the	lines	spoken	by	characters	in	a	
film	is	to	describe	the	medium	of	communication	only.		If	medium	and	

message	are	so	entangled,	then	textuality	must	be	likewise	entangled,	not	
just	in	the	apparatus	for	communication	but	also	within	the	message	which	

is	being	communicated”	(Bizzocchi	&	Tanenbaum,	2011).	

Bizzocchi	&	Tanenbaum	and	Winthrop-Young	argue	for	textuality	as	a	property	that	

emerges	from	the	relationship	between	the	medium	and	the	message	being	carried.		The	

affordances	of	different	media	types	allow	for	different	types	of	messages	to	be	carried	and	

in	different	ways.		Thus,	for	example,	the	information	a	reader	gleans	from	the	words	in	a	

textbook	is	certainly	a	type	of	message,	but	a	message	can	also	be	carried	by	the	“text”	

created	by	the	imposing	shots	of	the	Empire’s	gargantuan	ships	in	the	opening	scene	of	Star	

Wars.		

	

The	Internet	and	New	Literacies	
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While	I	avoid	any	claims	that	lead	down	a	path	of	relentless	technological	

determinism,	I	will	cautiously	suggest	that	the	Internet	as	a	communications	medium	has	

played	a	large	and	important	role	in	the	landscape	of	literacy,	communication	and	

meaning-making.		As	a	giant	network	of	computers,	the	Internet	has	many	protocols	for	

shuttling	information	between	the	various	nodes,	such	as	FTP	(File	Transfer	Protocol)	and	

HTTP	(HyperText	Transfer	Protocol)	as	well	as	older	methods	such	as	Gopher	and	Usenet.		

While	many	of	these	methods	continue	to	exist,	the	dominant	form	of	communication	takes	

place	over	the	HTTP	protocol	and	exists	in	the	information	space	known	as	the	World	Wide	

Web	(	“the	Web”).		The	popularity	of	the	Web	has	become	such	that	it	and	the	Internet	(the	

larger	space	that	houses	the	Web	along	with	other	information	spaces)	are	often	referred	

to	as	the	same	entity.		Since	the	vast	majority	of	interaction	over	the	Internet	now	takes	

place	within	the	World	Wide	Web	information	space,	the	well-categorized	paradigm	shifts	

documented	in	the	media	as	well	as	academia	are	usually	shifts	in	how	we	interact	within	

the	Web.		Scholars	and	laypeople	alike	often	refer	to	these	shifts	in	version	numbers,	a	

customary	way	to	demarcate	changes	in	software	applications	(e.g.,	Microsoft	Word	6.0	or	

iOS	9.1).		Unlike	software,	the	Web	is	not	an	application	and	the	shifts	are	not	discrete	

moments	as	much	as	gradual	changes.		These	shifts	are	loosely	categorized	as	follows:	

• Web	1.0	–	Typified	by	static	pages	that	often	consisted	of	graphics,	text	and	

hyperlinks	to	other	pages.	

• Web	2.0	–	Typified	by	interactive	pages,	social	media	and	user-constructed	

content.		

	Lankshear	and	Knobel	assert	that	the	affordances	highlighted	by	the	Web	2.0	

evolution	(technical	affordances	as	well	as	a	shift	in	the	cultural	values	around	

information)	have	created	new	texts,	meanings	and	ways	of	being	that	benefit	from	a	new	

theory	to	better	to	understand	them.		The	authors	define	certain	stipulations	that	identify	

what	are	“new”	about	New	Literacies.			

• New	Ethos	–	Literate	practices	that	possess	the	“new	ethos”	reveal	a	

fundamental	shift	in	how	authority,	ownership	and	interaction	are	

perceived.		Lankshear	and	Knobel	describe	the	“new	ethos”	as	being	more	“	
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‘participatory’,	‘collaborative’	and	‘distributed’	in	nature	than	conventional	

literacies”(Knobel	&	Lankshear,	2007).			

• New	Technical	–	Literate	practices	possessing	the	“new	technical”	are	

typified	by	their	ability	to	combine	various	types	of	multimodal	elements	

(text,	video,	music,	images,	etc.)	with	ease.		Education	researcher	Bill	Cope	

refers	to	the	“elementary	particle	of	composition”		of	text	being	reduced	

from	a	character	to	a	pixel	–	essentially	putting	multiple	forms	of	encoding	

onto	the	same	plane	of	access	and	enabling	ease	of	use	(Cope,	Kalantzis,	&	

Lankshear,	2005).	

It	is	possible	for	activities	and	practices	to	be	subjected	to	the	“New	Literacies”	lens	

and	only	meet	one	of	the	criteria	(the	“new	ethos	stuff”	or	the	“new	technical	stuff”)5.		Cases	

that	present	with	only	the	“new	ethos	stuff”	are	known	as	paradigm	cases,	while	those	that	

only	present	with	the	“new	technical”	stuff	are	not	considered	part	of	the	New	Literacies.			

Essentially,	New	Literacies	attempts	to	recognize	and	explicate	ways	of	being	and	making	

meaning	that	are	afforded	and	facilitated	by	the	development	of	information	and	computer	

technologies	(ICT).		These	literacies	possess	a	character	that	reflects	the	changing	attitude	

around	authority,	information	and	expertise.		They	are	also	characterized	by	a	usage	of	

multiple	forms	of	media	that	treats	the	various	forms	as	if	they	all	consisted	of	the	same	

material	(manipulating	text,	images,	audio,	video,	etc.	with	the	same	level	of	ease	thanks	to	

their	digital	representations).	

The	Rise	of	the	Video	Game	and	Literacy	in	Video	Games	
	 	

In	the	fifty	years	that	have	passed	since	one	of	the	earliest	video	games,	Spacewar,	

emerged	from	the	same	military-industrial	complex	that	gave	rise	to	the	Internet	(Dyer-

Witheford	&	Peuter,	2009),	video	games	have	evolved	significantly	and	are	a	common	

fixture	in	many	homes.		The	Nielson	gaming	report	from	2014	details	that	children	and	

teenagers	13	and	up	are	spending	approximately	6	hours	a	week	gaming	on	any	platform,	a	

number	that	has	been	rising	steadily	(“Multi-Platform	Gaming:	For	the	Win!,”	2014).			

As	video	games	gained	popularity	and	increased	attention,	it	perhaps	was	inevitable	

that	some	of	that	attention	would	less	than	positive.		Video	games	have	often	had	the	finger	
                                                             
5 Stuff is indeed a term the researchers themselves use.  See (Knobel & Lankshear, 2007, p. 7) 
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pointed	at	them	as	a	potential	reason	for	the	purported	“literacy	crisis”	that	gripped	(and	

some	argue	still	grips)	our	nation.6			There	is	research	that	suggests	video	games	have	

potential	negative	effects.	A	study	by	Weis	and	Cerankosky	demonstrated	a	possible	

correlation	between	video	game	ownership	and	decreased	academic	performance	(Weis	&	

Cerankosky,	2010).			A	meta-analysis	of	studies	performed	by	Anderson	and	Bushman	

shows	a	significant	correlation	throughout	the	literature	between	violent	video	games	and	

increased	aggression,	though	it	admittedly	was	conducted	in	2001	with	a	literature	base	

situated	mainly	in	other	media	studies	such	as	film	and	television	(Anderson	&	Bushman,	

2001).		While	much	of	the	negativity	surrounding	video	games	has	gotten	media	attention,	

it	hasn’t	been	until	fairly	recently	that	video	games	started	to	receive	positive	attention	as	

well.		James	Gee	turns	his	critical	eye	to	games	with	his	foundational	text,	What	Video	

Games	Have	To	Teach	Us	About	Learning	and	Literacy.		In	it,	Gee	posits	video	games	as	not	

only	positive,	but	as	academically	interesting	sites	of	learning.		Gee	opens	his	book	quite	

possibly	as	straightforward	as	possible:	“I	want	to	talk	about	video	games—	yes,	even	

violent	video	games—	and	say	some	positive	things	about	them”	(Gee,	2007a).		Gee	praises	

video	games	as	examples	of	situated	learning	sites,	allowing	players	to	utilize	what	they	

know	to	make	meaning	in	a	contextualized	setting	(for	example,	utilizing	a	sequence	of	

numbers	as	a	numerical	code	when	presented	with	the	correct	situation	within	a	game)	

(ibid).	In	order	to	know	any	information	about	the	game	or	the	situation	they	are	in,	the	

player	will	probably	have	to	“read”	the	system	(for	example,	deciphering	the	meaning	of	

the	music	playing	faster	when	the	player	starts	running	out	of	time	in	a	Mario	game	level,	

or	recognizing	the	abundance	of	power-ups	and	items	might	foreshadow	a	large,	difficult	

battle	coming	up	next).		This	exemplifies	the	second	of	Gee’s	assertions,	which	is	that	

“when	people	learn	to	play	video	games,	they	are	learning	a	new	literacy”	(emphasis	

original)	(ibid).	

                                                             
6 While there is some evidence that argues our students are in the midst of a literacy crisis, there 
is also evidence that problematizes this assertion.  An in-depth review of the literature 
surrounding the topic is outside the scope of this thesis, but interested readers can find 
information regarding the crisis (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Jacobs, 2008; US Department of 
Education, 2015) as well as challenging it (Gee, 2008; Watson, Kehler, & Martino, 2010; 
Williams, 2007). 
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This	idea	of	being	able	to	“read”	the	system	and	make	sense	of	it	parallels	nicely	

with	Eric	Zimmerman’s	concept	of	“gaming	literacy.”		Both	Gee	and	Zimmerman	advocate	

using	video	games	as	potential	models	for	activities	and	practices	in	life.		Placed	alongside	

Gee,	Zimmerman’s	theory	of	gaming	literacy	is	the	application	of	Gee’s	literacy.		

Zimmerman	takes	the	“magic	circle”	created	by	games	(Huizenga,	1955)	and	uses	it	as	an	

examination	tool	–	essentially	asking	“how	game	playing	and	game	design	can	be	seen	as	

models	for	learning	and	action	in	the	real	world”	(Zimmerman,	2009).		

Both	Zimmerman	and	Gee	advocate	the	expansion	of	the	concept	of	literacies	

beyond	just	print-based	decoding	and	encoding.		While	these	concepts	are	certainly	

important	and	very	often	found	within	these	expanded	literacies	(for	example,	information	

inside	a	game	is	often	delivered	in	text),	merely	focusing	on	the	print-based	encoding	and	

decoding	neglects	crucial	pieces	of	meaning-making	that	are	becoming	increasingly	

important.		Gee	states,	“In	the	modern	world,	language	is	not	the	only	important	

communicational	system.		Today	images,	symbols,	graphs,	diagrams,	artifacts	and	many	

other	visual	symbols	are	particularly	significant”	(Gee,	2007b).		Through	this	lens,	video	

games	become	a	semiotic	domain	filled	with	their	own	symbols,	meanings,	images,	etc.		

They	are	an	accessible	domain	that	allows	the	player	to	contextually	make	meaning	and	

experiment.		Zimmerman’s	lens	shows	how	lessons	learned	from	the	game	can	be	applied	

to	situations	and	experiences	in	real	life.		

	

Video	Games,	Participatory	Culture	and	New	Literacy	Education	
 

In	his	book	Confronting	the	Challenges	of	Participatory	Culture,	Henry	Jenkins	

establishes	games	as	sites	that	exemplify	participatory	culture.		Participatory	culture	is	

defined	by	Jenkins	as	a	culture	which	features	mentorship,	social	connections,	easy	access	

into	creating	and	sharing	things	and	a	sense	that	their	creations	are	important	(Jenkins,	

Purushotma,	Weigel,	Clinton,	&	Robison,	2009).		This	culture	of	participation	often	leads	to	

learning	spaces	(James	Gee	refers	to	these	learning	spaces	as	“affinity	spaces”	(Gee,	

2007b))		that	are	different	from	traditional	education	spaces.		These	spaces	are	flexible,	

experimental	and	decentralized	unlike	traditional	education,	which	makes	new	literacies	a	

fitting	model	for	explicating	the	actions	within	(ibid).			Jenkins	also	highlights	a	common	



 

 
 

12 

misconception	-	that	children	and	teenagers	are	inherently	familiar	and	able	to	learn	these	

new	literacies	without	explicit	instructions.	This	erroneous	assumption	suffers	from	three	

important	flaws:	

1. That	all	children	can	experience	or	are	exposed	to	these	literacies	

2. That	all	children	are	“actively	reflecting	on	their	media	experiences”.		

3. That	all	children	are	“can	develop	the	ethical	norms	needed	to	cope	with	a	

complex	and	diverse	social	environment	online”.	

To	address	these	shortcomings,	Jenkins	recommends	that	new	literacies	be	

specifically	taught	to	children.		It	is	also	worth	noting	that	new	literacies	are	not	positioned	

as	a	replacement	for	what	Jenkins	describes	as	traditional	or	“core”	literacies	involving	the	

reading	of	print-based	material.		Rather,	new	literacies	change	our	relationship	with	text,	

much	as	“the	emergence	of	written	language	changed	oral	traditions	and	the	emergence	of	

printed	texts	changed	our	relationship	to	written	language”	(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009).	

Jenkins	specifically	enumerates	the	new	literacies	he	argues	are	essential:	

• Play	–	the	capacity	to	experiment	with	the	surroundings	as	a	form	of	problem	

solving	

• Performance	–	the	ability	to	adopt	alternative	identities	for	the	purpose	of	

improvisation	and	discovery	

• Simulation	–	the	ability	to	interpret	and	construct	dynamic	models	of	real-

world	processes	

• Appropriation	–	The	ability	to	meaningfully	sample	and	remix	media	content	

• Multitasking	–	the	ability	to	scan	the	environment	and	shift	focus	onto	salient	

details	

• Distributed	cognition	–	the	ability	to	interact	meaningfully	with	tools	that	

expand	mental	capacities	

• Collective	intelligence	–	the	ability	to	pool	knowledge	and	compare	notes	

with	others	toward	a	common	goal.	

• Judgement	–	the	ability	to	evaluate	the	reliability	and	credibility	of	different	

information	sources	
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• Transmedia	navigation	–	the	ability	to	follow	the	flow	of	stories	and	

information	across	multiple	modalities	

• Networking	–	the	ability	to	search	for,	synthesize	and	disseminate	

information	

• Negotiation	–	the	ability	to	travel	across	diverse	communities,	discerning	and	

respecting	multiple	perspectives,	and	grasping	and	following	alternative	

norms	(ibid).	

These	literacies	are	ways	of	making	meaning	that	reflect	the	various	mediums	and	

modalities	available.		Twenty-first	century	students	must	contend	not	only	with	books	and	

print-based	texts	but	are	challenged	to	make	meaning	from	images,	sound,	and	texts	that	

contain	all	of	these.		Furthermore,	literacies	like	negotiation	and	collective	intelligence	

acknowledge	and	embody	the	changing	view	around	authority	and	participation	that	

underlies	many	interactions	that	arise	from	the	advent	of	digital	technologies	and	the	

Internet.		Enumerating	these	forms	of	meaning-making	allows	for	discrete	concepts	that	

are	able	to	be	identified	and	specifically	taught	to	students.	

	

Other	Literate	Practices	in	Video	Games	
	

Other	researchers	have	been	interested	in	the	various	ways	that	literacy	can	be	

examined	in	video	games.		Constance	Steinkuehler	performed	a	two-year	ethnographic	

research	study	on	the	massively	multiplayer	online	role-playing	games	(MMORPG)	Lineage	

I	and	II	and	noted	the	“constellation	of	literacy	practices”	she	found	players	undertaking	as	

they	interacted	with	each	other	and	the	game.		Steinkuehler	examines	the	games	from	the	

expanded	view	of	literacies	as	multiple	and	socially	situated	(for	example,	looking	at	how	

players	make	sense	of	the	multimodal	interface	of	the	Lineage	series),	as	well	as	from	a	

traditional	literacy	point	of	view	(analyzing	the	actual	text	that	players	produce	in	the	game	

via	chat,	messaging,	etc.)	(Steinkuehler,	2007).		Rebecca	Black	examined	online	fan	fiction	

forums	where	students	who	were	learning	English	as	a	second	language	used	the	their	

fiction	and	interaction	with	others	to	create	a	safe	space	to	practice	their	skills	(Black,	

2009).		Members	of	the	FanFiction.net	(FFN)	voluntarily	engaged	in	literacy	practices	such	

as	“peer-reviewing	and	collaborative	writing,	improving	fans’	writing	skills,	developing	
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connections	between	fans	who	are	interested	in	particular	media	canons,	exploring	certain	

genres	of	writing,	and	facilitating	substantive	discussion	surrounding	composition”	(ibid).		

Black’s	study	is	interesting	when	viewed	through	a	New	Literacies	lens	–	the	usage	of	ICT	

and	the	participatory,	collaborative	design	and	operation	of	FFN	make	it	essentially	a	

textbook	case	featuring	both	the	“new	technical”	and	the	“new	ethos”	stuff.		Children	and	

teenagers	voluntarily	engaging	in	literate	practices	facilitated	by	ICTs	suggests	a	potential	

opening	for	educators	and	others	interested	in	literacy	to	pursue.		Steinkuehler	and	her	

team	did	something	similar	in	another	study,	creating	an	afterschool	games	club	that	would	

serve	as	an	incubator	of	the	literacy	practices	seen	in	her	previous	studies	(Steinkuehler	&	

King,	2009).	

	

I	began	the	literature	review	with	a	proposed	dictionary	definition	of	literacy,	

arguing	that	even	the	simplistic	definition	offered	by	the	dictionary	suggested	a	concept	

that	needed	some	unpacking	and	clarification.		If	we	wish	to	talk	about	literacy,	it	is	

important	to	understand	its	multifaceted	nature,	which	is	what	I	have	briefly	covered	

above.		Our	exploration	has	suggested	that	reading	and	writing	print	is	but	one	piece	of	the	

puzzle	–	literacy	is	how	we	as	humans	are	able	to	communicate	and	make	sense	of	the	

world	around	us.		Traditionally,	much	of	this	communication	has	taken	place	through	the	

act	of	writing	–	a	technology	that	has	been	with	us	for	so	long,	its	usage	is	often	conflated	

with	the	very	idea	of	being	human.		Yet	our	technology	does	not	stand	objectively	outside	

of	the	practices	that	define	what	it	means	to	be	a	human	being	that	exists	with	and	

communicates	with	other	human	beings.		Thus	we	examined	literacy	from	a	sociocultural	

view	–	we	situated	literacy	within	these	practices	–	asserting	that	how	we	make	meaning,	

communicate	and	make	sense	of	the	world	is	influenced	by	the	practices	humans	do.				We	

also	use	more	than	simply	words	on	a	page	to	communicate	with	each	other.		Our	

communication	can	be	wrapped	up	in	the	music	a	teenager	choses	to	share	with	their	

significant	other,	or	in	the	clothes	a	sports	fan	choses	to	dress	in.		Our	ability	to	understand	

these	types	of	communication	are	facilitated	by	an	expanded	definition	of	text	-	which	

allows	meaning	and	message	to	be	wrapped	up	in	various	mediums.		As	technology	

continues	to	develop,	it	is	critical	we	are	able	to	recognize	and	explicate	the	ways	humans	

continue	to	communicate	and	make	meaning	–	whether	it	be	through	writing	a	novel,	
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constructing	a	YouTube	video	or	parsing	the	interface	of	a	video	game.		With	this	

foundation,	we	now	have	a	way	to	examine	Disney	Infinity	as	a	text	and	attempt	to	uncover	

the	ways	it	can	encourage	New	Literacy	practices.			
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CHAPTER	2	–	Disney	Infinity	3.0	

Disney	Infinity	3.0	is	the	third	iteration	of	Disney’s	entry	into	what	has	recently	

been	dubbed	the	“toys-to-life”	genre	(Crecente,	2015).		Toys-to-life	games	involve	physical	

toys	(figures,	pieces,	etc.)	that	unlock	and	activate	digital	counterparts	within	the	software.		

This	communication	between	software	and	physical	toys	is	usually	accomplished	through	

some	sort	of	base	that	relays	information	back	to	the	software	(through	a	wired	or	wireless	

connection).	

Often	these	toys	are	referred	to	as	“smart”	toys	owing	to	their	ability	to	

communicate	with	the	software	as	well	as	store	rudimentary	information	(such	as	the	

amount	of	experience	a	toy	has,	the	name	of	the	owner,	etc.).		Other	members	of	the	toys-

to-life	genre	are	Skylanders(“Skylanders	Video	Game	-	Official	Site,”	n.d.),	Amiibo	(“amiibo	

by	Nintendo,”	n.d.),	and	Lego	Dimensions(“Lego	Dimensions,”	n.d.).	

Infinity	consists	of	two	basic	game	modes:	narrative-driven	Play	Sets	that	revolve	

around	a	specific	set	of	smart	figures	or	intellectual	property	and	open-ended,	freeform	

play	in	the	Toy	Box	which	allows	players	to	use	smart	figures	from	any	property	as	well	as	

digital	set	pieces,	blocks,	logic-based	digital	toys	and	more	to	create	an	almost	innumerable	

amount	of	worlds	and	adventures.	

A	Brief	History	of	Disney	Infinity	
	

The	idea	for	Disney	Infinity	(or	at	least	the	major,	differentiating	component	that	is	

the	Toy	Box,	which	will	be	discussed	in	detail	later)	was	born	out	of	an	earlier	game	

released	by	Avalanche	Studios	based	on	the	Toy	Story	3	license	(“Disney	Infinity	Parents	

Information	|	Disney.com	Official	Site	-	United	States,”	n.d.).		Alongside	the	narrative-driven	

content	that	followed	the	movie’s	plotline,	a	“Toy	Box”	island	existed	that	allowed	players	

to	engage	in	open-ended,	unstructured	play	with	a	variety	of	toys.		Successful	user	testing	

of	this	Toy	Box	Island	encouraged	Disney	to	develop	the	concept	even	further,	resulting	in	

creation	of	the	Disney	Infinity	1.0	software.			

Disney	Infinity	1.0	(referred	to	simply	as	Disney	Infinity	then)	debuted	on	August	

18,	2013	in	a	“starter	pack”	consisting	of	the	Disney	Infinity	software	disc,	the	Disney	

Infinity	base,	3	characters:	Sully	from	the	Monsters,	Inc.		movie	series;	Captain	Jack	
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Sparrow	from	the	Pirates	of	the	Caribbean	movie	series	and	Mr.	Incredible	from	the	movie	

The	Incredibles.		The	software	also	came	with	Power	Discs	that	allowed	players	to	change	

character	attributes	as	well	as	add	textures	and	objects	to	the	Toy	Box	(“Disney	Infinity,”	

2016).	

Disney	Infinity	2.0	expanded	the	software	with	the	introduction	of	Marvel	Super	

Heroes	to	the	platform.	To	accommodate	players	who	had	purchased	a	starter	pack	already	

with	1.0,	Infinity	2.0	was	released	as	a	digital	download	as	well.		In	response	to	the	

demands	of	the	community,	Disney	made	other	changes	to	the	release,	such	as	offering	two	

different	types	of	starter	packs	for	players.	One	starter	pack	focused	on	Toy	Box	

interactions	and	enhanced	gameplay	options	available	in	the	Toy	Box	while	the	other	

resembled	the	original,	coming	with	a	Marvel	Super	Heroes	based	playset	and	coming	with	

three	characters;	the	Norse	god	Thor,	the	spy	turned	Avenger	Black	Widow	and	the	

armored	Avenger/billionaire	industrialist	Iron	Man.		

Disney	Infinity	2.0	featured	some	mechanical	improvements	such	as	an	improved	

interface	for	the	Toy	Box	Editor	and	the	introduction	of	“builder”	characters	to	help	with	

construction,	as	well	as	some	notable	social	improvements	including	the	ability	to	share	

your	Toy	Box	creations	directly	with	friends.	

Disney	Infinity	3.0	was	announced	approximately	a	year	later	and	included	the	long-

rumored	and	anxiously	awaited	introduction	of	Star	Wars	characters	to	the	mix.		Infinity	

3.0	also	continued	to	improve	the	functionality	of	the	software,	adding	among	other	things	

improved	combat	mechanics	to	the	new	characters	and	a	central	Toy	Box	Hub	to	facilitate	

entry	into	either	of	Disney	Infinity’s	main	functions.	
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Play	Sets	
	

Figure	1	illustrates	a	Play	Set	piece	and	its	corresponding	spot	on	the	Disney	Infinity	

base;	in	this	case	the	piece	activates	the	Star	Wars:	The	Force	Awakens	Play	Set.		Play	Set	

packages	come	with	the	Play	Set	piece	as	well	as	two	smart	figures	representing	main	

characters	from	the	film.		The	Force	Awakens	Play	Set	comes	with	Finn,	the	“solider	on	the	

path	to	adventure”	and	Rey,	the	“resourceful	and	capable”	survivor	(Disney,	2016).		Placing	

the	Play	Set	piece	on	the	base	and	launching	the	software	takes	you	into	a	narrative-driven	

world	based	around	the	adventures	taking	place	in	the	titular	movie.		The	player	controls	a	

third-person,	three-dimensional	representation	of	the	character	placed	on	the	base	as	they	

complete	missions	at	locations	represented	in	or	inspired	by	the	movie.	

All	the	items	within	the	game	(and	the	physical	figures	as	well)	are	designed	with	a	

distinctive	art	style	to	convey	a	“toy”	aesthetic.		That	is,	these	toys	are	not	toys	designed	to	

be	hyper-realistic	and	mimic	the	style	depicted	in	the	movie.		Rather	they	are	toys	that	

wholeheartedly	embrace	the	ethos	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	toy.		Thus,	each	of	the	

characters	is	molded	(both	physically	and	its	virtual	counterpart)	in	a	slightly	exaggerated,	

cartoony	style.		Seams	that	indicate	moveable	joints	appear	both	on	the	physical	figure	

(ironically,	since	the	physical	figures	are	actually	unable	to	be	moved	or	posed)	and	the	

Figure 1: Luke Skywalker figure and Star Wars: The Force Awakens Play Set piece atop 
the Disney Infinity base. 
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virtual	one.		When	characters	are	defeated,	they	break	apart	at	the	seams,	complete	with	a	

sound	of	plastic	pieces	colliding	with	each	other.		Since	they	are	toys,	they	are	never	killed,	

only	defeated	and	easily	brought	back	for	another	adventure.		This	toy	aesthetic	allows	the	

game	to	portray	limited	amounts	of	violence	(lasers	firing,	melee	attacks,	etc.)	while	

remaining	accessible	to	a	wide	audience.		

Completing	missions	within	the	Play	Set	unlocks	important	set	pieces,	minor	

characters,	textures,	and	building	blocks	for	use	in	the	Toy	Box	Mode.		Play	Set	adventures	

are	also	limited	to	the	characters	that	are	approved	for	usage	in	the	Play	Set.		This	is	often	

limited	by	narrative	logic	-	the	Play	Set	worlds	do	not	cross	over	with	other	media	

properties	(e.g.,	the	narrative	storyworld	of	Star	Wars	is	separate	from	the	narrative	

storyworld	of	Toy	Story)	and	thus	it	would	not	make	sense	for	Buzz	Lightyear	to	be	

playable	in	the	Star	Wars	Play	Set.		Narrative	logic	is	not	always	a	hard	and	fast	rule	-	some	

violations	of	narrative	arc	are	allowed	for	gameplay	sake.		For	example,	after	collecting	a	

certain	object,	you	can	play	through	the	Force	Awakens	adventure	as	the	villain	Kylo	Ren.		

Despite	playing	as	the	villain,	your	experiences	remain	the	same	and	cut-scenes	do	not	

reflect	your	altered	identity	-	the	adventure	plays	out	in	the	same	general	manner	as	the	

film.		This	functionality	also	exists	for	select	characters	who	do	not	necessarily	fit	into	the	

narrative	arc	of	the	Play	Set	(for	example,	it	could	be	argued	that	playing	as	Kylo	Ren	still	

fits	into	the	narrative	arc	of	the	Force	Awakens	–	from	a	certain	point	of	view.		But	there	

also	exists	the	ability	to	play	as	Yoda	or	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	–	characters	who	are	no	longer	

alive	during	the	Force	Awakens	time	period).		One	can	draw	parallels	between	the	Toy	Box	

Hub	(which	will	be	described	in	greater	detail	later)	and	Gee’s	primary	Discourse	–	the	Toy	

Box	Hub	being	the	area	that	players	encounter	first	and	is	used	to	inform	players	how	

things	operate.		We	can	think	of	the	Play	Set	worlds	even	as	secondary	Discourses	–	new	

spaces	that	require	certain	forms	of	interaction	and	understanding	in	order	to	perform	

successfully.		Of	course,	one	would	expect	these	interactions	and	understanding	to	be	

similar	to	what	one	learns	in	the	Toy	Box	Hub.		If	not,	the	Toy	Box	Hub	will	have	not	done	a	

very	good	job	as	a	tutorial	section!		Much	as	Gee	describes	literacy	and	challenges	with	

literacy	in	terms	of	a	lining	up	between	a	person’s	primary	and	secondary	Discourses,	the	

alignment	between	concepts	and	information	you	glean	from	the	Toy	Box	Hub	(how	to	

navigate	the	word,	combat	instructions,	driving	instructions,	etc.)	and	concepts	and	
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information	experienced	in	the	Play	Sets		determines	your	success	in	the	secondary	

Discourses	of	the	Play	Sets.		It	certainly	behooves	the	player	to	become	literate	in	the	Toy	

Box	Hub’s	various	functions	–	success	in	the	Play	Sets	yields	not	only	narrative	progression	

but	unlocks	exciting	pieces	and	content	the	player	can	use	in	constructing	their	Toy	Boxes.		

In	the	following	section,	I	will	discuss	in	more	detail	the	concept	of	Toy	Boxes	and	how	they	

represent	the	main	texts	players	can	create.	

	

Toy	Box	
	

The	Toy	Box	removes	all	the	narrative	limitations	imposed	by	Play	Set	pieces	and	

instead	strives	to	reflect	its	real-world	counterpart	-	it	aspires	to	allow	characters,	building	

pieces,	set	pieces,	vehicles,	themes,	etc.	to	be	mixed	and	matched	however	the	player	would	

like.		From	a	New	Literacies	standpoint,	the	Toy	Boxes	players	create	are	the	main	vehicle	

through	which	players	are	able	to	create	meaning.		The	Toy	Boxes	are	the	player’s	canvas.		

By	utilizing	the	various	pieces,	non-player	characters	(NPCs)	and	logic	connections	

afforded	by	special	types	of	toys,	the	player	is	able	to	create	a	world	that	reflects	their	

desires.		Toy	Boxes	can	be	viewed	as	a	prototypical	instantiation	of	a	New	Literacies	text.		

Players	are	able	to	utilize	traditional	print-based	literacies,	for	example	using	toys	like	the	

Text	Creator	and	Text	Displayer	to	communicate	information	(“Disney	Infinity	Wiki,”	n.d.).		

But	just	as	easily	they	are	able	to	communicate	information	through	their	choice	of	sky	

textures	using	Power	Discs,	their	choice	of	buildings	and	larger	set	pieces,	the	logic	

connections	they	assemble,	the	NPCs	they	populate	the	Toy	Box	with,	etc.		Henry	Jenkins’	

concept	of	game	design	as	“narrative	architecture”	gives	a	way	to	frame	these	options	

available	to	the	player.		By	choosing	certain	pieces	or	placing	them	in	certain	ways,	players	

are	able	to	engage	in	“spatial	storytelling”	and	provide	“staging	[grounds]	where	narrative	

events	are	enacted”	(Jenkins,	2004).		Toy	Boxes	are	also	designed	to	be	shared	and	

interacted	with	by	multiple	people.		These	interactions	include	the	typical	and	expected	

(moving	your	avatar	around	the	Toy	Box	in	various	fashions,	participating	in	challenges	

and	events	programmed	by	the	player),	but	they	also	extend	to	interactions	less	commonly	

available	to	players.		Players	also	have	the	ability	to	manipulate	the	pieces	of	a	Toy	Box	

created	by	another	player	using	a	special	instrument	called	the	Magic	Wand.		The	Magic	
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Wand	allows	players	to	edit	and	remix	pieces	of	the	world	as	well	as	view	pieces	of	the	

“source	code’	(rules	and	settings	on	special	types	of	toys	that	have	been	enacted	to	make	

the	Toy	Box	behave	in	certain	ways).		These	latter	interactions	are	emblematic	of	the	“new	

ethos	stuff”	Knobel	and	Lankshear	refer	to	as	fundamental	for	New	Literacies.					

As	of	Disney	Infinity	3.0,	there	are	a	multitude	of	different	“types”	of	Toy	Boxes	a	

player	can	create.		The	most	basic	Toy	Box	is	the	Empty	Toy	Box,	which	places	the	player’s	

character	on	a	single	piece	of	land	surrounded	by	empty	space.		The	player	is	then	able	to	

add	various	pieces	of	terrain,	buildings,	non-player	characters	(NPCs),	etc.	to	shape	the	

space	as	they	see	fit.		While	expansive	both	horizontally	and	vertically,	Toy	Boxes	are	not	

infinite	worlds;	a	gauge	on	the	right	hand	side	of	the	screen	monitors	the	limitations	of	the	

Toy	Box	and	warns	the	player	when	these	limitations	are	being	reached	(Figure	2).

.	

	

Toy	Box	Hub	
The	Toy	Box	Hub	(Error!	Reference	source	not	found.)	provides	a	bridge	between	

the	Play	Set	worlds	and	the	Toy	Box	functionality.			This	is	true	in	both	a	figurative	and	

literal	sense.	Figuratively,	the	activities	of	the	Toy	Box	Hub	are	designed	to	acclimate	

players	to	the	various	pieces	of	Disney	Infinity,	with	an	emphasis	on	Toy	Box	functionality.		

Literally,	the	Toy	Box	Hub	allows	the	player	to	access	all	functions	related	to	the	Toy	Box,	

Figure 2: The gauge on the right hand side of the screen (indicated by the red arrow) contains status indicators for 
various aspects of the Toy Box like complexity, potential download speed, etc. 
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including	creating	a	new	Toy	Box,	sharing	it	with	others,	etc.	as	well	as	Play	Set	

functionality	all	from	one	central	location.		

The	Toy	Box	Hub	consists	of	a	central	location	where	the	player	first	appears,	

surrounded	by	six	“spokes”	that	make	up	the	hub.		Each	of	these	“spokes”	allows	the	player	

to	investigate	the	different	activities	that	make	up	the	core	of	Disney	Infinity	gameplay.		

These	“spokes”	are	as	follows:	

Figure 3: The "spokes" of the Toy Box Hub 
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• Combat	

• Driving	and	Racing	

• Exploration	and	Platforming	

• Designing	an	INterior	(the	capital	IN	is	a	stylized	reference	to	the	“IN”	used	as	the	

Disney	Infinity	logo)	

• Sidekicks	

• Main	Street	(Building-based	Toy	Boxes	and	Community	features)	

While	the	central	circular	location	where	the	player	begins	is	not	a	“spoke”	per	se,	it	

is	the	direct	gateway	into	building	your	own	Toy	Box.	

Toy	Box	Hub	is	also	the	player’s	initial	destination	after	the	opening	introductory	

sequence.		It	is	this	section	of	Disney	Infinity	that	we	will	apply	the	techniques	of	close	

reading	to,	using	the	lenses	of	New	Literacies.	
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CHAPTER	3	–	METHODOLOGY		

	
Hermeneutics	and	Epistemology	
	

My	interest	as	a	scholar	has	been	focused	in	the	areas	of	education,	games,	literacy	

and	computer	science,	with	the	goal	of	being	able	to	build	tools	and	games	that	would	be	

situated	in	research	and	also	thoroughly	enjoyable	by	the	mass	market.7		As	an	amateur	

creative	writer	I	had	long	been	interested	in	the	power	of	narratives;	potentially	building	

tools	that	dealt	with	improving	reading	and	writing	motivated	me	to	turn	my	attention	

towards	learning	more	about	literacy.		My	research	revealed	that	when	viewed	through	a	

sociocultural	lens,	what	literacy	is	and	isn’t	is	highly	contested	and	mutable	–	it	is	

intertwined	with	politics,	culture,	class	and	more.		How	we	define	what	is	important	in	our	

literacy	definitions	depends	to	some	extent	on	what	qualities	we	value	at	a	given	time	

(Does	being	literate	require	knowledge	of	how	to	write	an	essay?		How	about	the	

knowledge	of	how	to	write	a	function	in	a	programming	language?).		Thus	it	seemed	

appropriate	that	the	knowledge	claims	I	was	interested	in	making	were	rooted	in	

epistemologies	that	revolved	around	reading	and	interpreting	a	text.		In	the	following	

section,	I	will	take	a	brief	sojourn	into	the	details	of	hermeneutics	and	how	it	allows	for	its	

knowledge	claims	and	what	claims	I	am	allowed	to	make.		I	will	then	discuss	my	methods	of	

close	reading	Disney	Infinity.	

	

Hermeneutics	and	Close	Reading	
	

The	close	reading	pulls	from	the	ideas	of	hermeneutics	to	provide	“an	

epistemological	stance	that	treats	knowledge	as	arising	from	the	act	of	reading”	

(Tanenbaum	and	Bizzocchi,	2009).		Hermeneutics	acknowledges	and	embraces	the	

preconceived	meanings	and	biases	one	inevitably	brings	to	their	analysis,	dictating	that	we	

use	the	text	to	challenge	and	adapt	them;	to	“adapt	our	anticipations	to	the	object”	and	

“revise	our	anticipations	of	what	is	expressed	in	the	text	until	we	find	an	interpretation	

                                                             
7 I had hoped that I would be the one who would develop a game that simultaneously enthralled a 
generation of kids as well as educators.  This dream probably began somewhere between 2007 
and 2009.  Then Minecraft happened.  The rest, as they say, is history.   
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that	seems	to	us	to	be	true	or	at	least	reasonable”	(Follesdal,	2001).		This	constant	iteration	

means	that	meaning	is	“continually	being	produced	through	this	action”	(ibid).		Thus,	the	

close	reading	is	merely	one	interpretation,	grounded	in	the	text,	but	not	the	interpretation.	

Applying	the	technique	of	close	reading	to	video	games	can	be	challenging.		Games	

like	Skyrim	(Bethesda	Game	Studios,	2011)	or	Final	Fantasy	VII	(Square	Enix,	2013)	can	

easily	involve	40+	hours	of	gameplay	and	thus	become	unwieldy	if	not	plain	impossible	to	

read	as	a	complete	and	cohesive	whole.		Tanenbaum	and	Bizzocchi	identified	this	and	two	

other	challenges	that	make	close	reading	games	difficult	(Bizzocchi	&	Tanenbaum,	2011).		

One	suggested	approach	to	make	reading	games	manageable	is	the	use	of	analytic	lenses	to	

focus	the	reading	and	establish	boundaries	around	the	potential	possibility	space	(J.	

Tanenbaum,	2015).	

	

Close	Reading	and	Poetics	
	

The	purpose	of	my	close	reading	is	to	identify	the	core	poetics	of	Disney	Infinity.	

Professor	Joshua	Tanenbaum	distills	film	scholar	David	Bordwell’s	definition	of	poetics	as	

“a	kind	of	formalist	reverse	engineering	of	a	work,	seeking	to	articulate	the	mechanisms	by	

which	it	achieves	its	aesthetic	effects”	(J.	G.	Tanenbaum,	2015).		Poetics	allow	us	to	pull	

“observable,	empirical	details	[from]	within	a	text”	in	support	of	an	argument	or	claim.	

	

Methods	
	

It	is	important	to	establish	my	approach	to	this	game,	as	the	player’s	biases	and	

preconceived	notions	affect	the	reading	of	any	text.		I	approach	this	game	as	a	fairly	avid	

fan	of	the	Disney,	Star	Wars	and	Marvel	properties.		Each	version	of	Disney	Infinity	was	

released	as	a	standalone	product	and	I	own	each	one	of	these.		While	currently	Play	Sets	are	

tied	to	the	software	versions	they	are	released	with	(e.g.,	the	Cars	Play	Set	was	released	

with	Disney	Infinity	1.0	and	is	not	playable	as	an	adventure	in	2.0	or	3.0),	the	smart	figures	

are	not;	they	are	forward-compatible	in	the	Toy	Box	modes8	and	as	a	result,	I	have	a	

                                                             
8 The Play Sets are able to unlock many of their respective objects, characters, textures, etc. in 
the newer software versions for players to use in constructing Toy Boxes. 
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substantial	number	of	figures	to	choose	from	for	play.		As	mentioned	earlier,	progress	in	

the	Play	Sets	unlocks	objects	for	use	in	the	Toy	Box	mode.		Since	I	had	played	Infinity	3.0	

before	this	reading,	many	objects	had	been	unlocked	due	to	my	progress	in	current	Play	

Sets	and	utilizing	past	Play	Set	pieces	to	unlock	their	corresponding	objects.		To	establish	as	

rigorous	a	reading	as	possible,	I	undertook	a	few	measures	to	establish	a	consistent	

baseline:	

	

1. To	experience	the	game	from	a	fresh	perspective,	I	took	on	the	role	of	the	
“naive	interactor”	(Bizzocchi	and	Tanenbaum,	2011).		This	role	is	an	

imaginary	construct	designed	to	allow	the	researcher	to	interact	with	the	

text	as	if	it	was	the	first	time.		Since	Infinity	does	not	allow	for	multiple	save	

files	on	one	disk,	I	deleted	all	previous	Infinity	3.0	data.		This	also	allowed	me	

to	experience	the	opening	sequence	again	and	its	segue	into	the	Toy	Box	hub.		

Deleting	my	save	game	data	also	reset	the	Toy	Box	objects	that	were	

unlocked	so	that	I	again	started	off	with	the	default	number.	

	

2. I	utilized	the	Luke	Skywalker	figure	for	most	of	the	gameplay	and	progressed	
through	most	of	the	gameplay	alone.		As	they	are	smart	figures,	Luke	kept	the	

experience	and	extra	abilities	he	had	gained.		I	was	not	able	to	find	a	way	to	

reset	this	information	until	after	I	had	begun	my	playthrough	-	thus	to	

maintain	consistency,	I	did	not	perform	the	reset.		There	are	a	few	

playthrough	sessions	where	I	utilized	a	different	character	and	involved	a	

second	player	to	observe	interactions	between	characters.	

	

Setup	and	Data	Collection	
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Data	collection	was	performed	using	the	Xbox	360	console	attached	to	a	high-

definition	television.		While	capturing	video	footage	consumes	a	fairly	large	amount	of	

storage	space,	the	cost	of	storage	had	decreased	enough	at	the	time	of	analysis	to	justify	the	

purchase	of	a	1	terabyte	(TB)	external	hard	drive.		I	utilized	the	Elgato	Game	Capture	HD	

device	to	transcode	the	signal	from	the	Xbox	onto	my	computer.		The	Game	Capture	HD	

device	also	came	with	software	that	allowed	for	rudimentary	editing	as	well	as	screenshot	

creation	from	video	files	and	basic	organizational	tools	(Figure	4).		

Each	play	session	was	named	with	the	session	number	and	date,	stored	and	

organized	automatically	using	the	software.		A	small	headset	with	microphone	or	the	built-

in	computer	microphone	was	used	to	record	my	audio	commentary	for	each	playthrough.		

The	audio	commentary	consisted	of	what	I	was	experiencing,	what	I	was	searching	for,	as	

well	as	on-the-spot	preliminary	analyses.		I	kept	an	iPad	Air	nearby	for	note	taking	both	

Figure 4: Screenshot of the Elgato Game Capture HD software used for recording and organization 
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during	and	after	the	play	sessions	(Figure	5).

	

Figure 5: The data capture setup.  Included is the Xbox 360 console on which the game was run, the computer which records the 
gameplay session and the iPad on the left for notetaking during the play session 

 

	 	Playthrough	sessions	were	also	accompanied	by	a	digital	set	of	analytical	lens	

“cheat	sheets”,	which	consisted	of	questions	designed	to	focus	my	reading	of	the	

playthrough	(J.	G.	Tanenbaum,	2015).			

I	took	notes	during	each	of	the	playthroughs	on	my	iPad	to	accentuate	the	audio	

data	I	was	also	collecting	(and	to	act	as	a	backup	in	case	the	audio	recording	did	not	work).		

Playthroughs	were	re-watched	as	necessary	and	summaries	of	the	actions	were	written.	

	
Analytical	Lenses	
	

My	analytical	lenses	are	theoretical	constructs	based	on	the	classwork,	classes,	

papers	and	ideas	I	have	encountered	during	my	graduate	student	career.		My	initial	
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direction	was	driven	by	a	desire	to	design	an	educational	game	yet	not	quite	clear	on	what	

the	subject	of	said	game	should	be.		This	direction	was	clarified	a	bit	after	deciding	to	

examine	writing,	narratives	and	literacy,	subjects	that	I’ve	always	enjoyed	and	been	

passionate	about.		My	research	into	literacy	specifically	provided	new	insights	into	how	

literacy	can	be	conceptualized	and	provided	the	overarching	framework	for	how	I	

proceeded.	

	
Analytical	Lens	1:	Authority	and	Community	as	New	Literacy	Catalysts	

	
The	first	lens	is	grounded	in	the	theory	of	New	Literacies	as	defined	by	Lankshear	

and	Knobel.		As	discussed	earlier,	New	Literacies	are	literacies	that	possess	what	the	

authors	call	the	“new	ethos	stuff”	and	the	“new	technical	stuff”.		From	this	lens,	I	derived	

questions	related	to	the	fundamentals	of	New	Literacies	that	would	affect	how	Disney	

Infinity	could	encourage	or	discourage	their	practices:	

	

1. How	is	authority	structured	in	Disney	Infinity?	

2. What	role	did/does	the	community	play	in	the	development	and	evolution	of	

the	game?		

3. What	is	the	role	of	other	players	in	the	Disney	Infinity	experience?	

4. What	are	the	ways	Disney	Infinity	allows	the	player	to	construct/"write"	

texts?	

5. What	tools	does	Disney	Infinity	provide	the	player	with	for	construction	and	

dissemination	of	their	texts?	

In	his	book	Confronting	the	Challenges	of	Participatory	Culture,	Henry	Jenkins	

outlines	a	set	of	new	literacies	he	positions	as	important	(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009)	:	

• Play	

• Performance	

• Simulation	

• Appropriation	

• Multitasking	

• Distributed	cognition	
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• Collective	intelligence	

• Judgement	

• Transmedia	navigation	

• Networking	

• Negotiation	

	
Analytical	Lens	2:	Narrative	Construction	in	Games	as	a	New	Literacy	Catalyst	

	
Jenkins	proposes	thinking	about	viewing	games	and	game	design	as	a	form	of	

narrative	architecture	(Jenkins,	2004).		In	this	way,	we	steer	away	from	the	struggle	of	

reconciling	the	conflict	between	interactivity	and	the	need	for	rigid	control	that	defines	a	

strong	narrative	arc.		Similarly,	Tanenbaum	and	Bizzocchi	propose	an	analytic	framework	

for	examining	games	and	narrative	by	focusing	on	pieces	of	the	game	that	play	a	strong	

part	in	the	players’	story	construction:	story	world,	characters,	emotion,	narrative	interface	

and	micro-narrative	(Bizzocchi,	2007).		Peterson,	Jesso	and	McCabe	performed	a	study	that	

showed	that	preschoolers	that	received	narrative	encouragement	showed	continued	

improvement	in	vocabulary	and	narrative	skill	(Peterson,	Jesso,	&	McCabe,	1999).		

Similarly,	Vygotsky’s	idea	of	the	zone	of	proximal	development	(ZPD)	(Vygotsky,	1978)	and	

the	concept	of	scaffolding	propose	assistive	activities	that	help	children	move	to	the	next	

stage	of	learning.		These	concepts	taken	together	suggest	that	providing	forms	of	“narrative	

encouragement”	can	act	as	important	stepping	stones	on	the	path	to	greater	usage	and	

mastery	of	literacy	practices.		Similarly,	providing	digital	methods	of	“narrative	

encouragement”	may	act	as	important	precursors	to	enhanced	usage	and	mastery	of	New	

Literacies	practices.		My	questions	were	created	to	examine	the	different	ways	narrative	

can	be	examined,	encouraged	and	constructed	in	interactive	works,	based	around	the	

aforementioned	framework	provided	by	Tanenbaum	and	Bizzocchi:	

	

1. What	are	the	ways	Disney	Infinity	encourages	players	to	construct	a	narrative?	

2. What	do	the	various	characters	in	Disney	Infinity	provide	to	the	player	in	terms	

of	narrative	encouragement	and	construction?	

3. How	is	information	about	the	player	character	communicated	to	the	player?	
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4. How	is	information	about	other	characters	encountered	communicated	to	the	

player?	

5. What	items	does	Disney	Infinity	use	to	construct	its	narratives?	
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CHAPTER	4	–	CLOSE	READING	OF	THE	TOY	BOX	HUB	

INTERLUDE	–	Disney	Infinity	Discontinued	
	

While	writing	this	thesis,	on	or	about	May	10,	2016,	Disney	announced	the	

cancellation	of	the	Disney	Infinity	series.		This	has	led	to	a	couple	of	confusing	changes	and	

issues	that	highlight	some	of	the	challenges	in	reading	games,	especially	games	that	rely	on	

connections	to	the	Internet	for	full	functionality.		I	highlight	this	development	and	briefly	

discuss	some	of	these	changes	to	account	for	potential	differences	that	may	arise	if	other	

scholars	attempt	to	replicate	or	reproduce	parts	of	this	analysis.9		These	changes	include	

but	are	not	limited	to	the	following:	 	

• The	ability	to	connect	with	others	remotely	over	the	Internet	and	share	

creations	will	be	disabled	in	the	near	future.		

• While	the	console	versions	of	Disney	Infinity	will	continue	to	function	

indefinitely	locally,	other	versions	such	as	mobile	(iOS,	Android,	Windows),	

Apple	TV,	and	PC	will	lose	all	functionality	and	will	no	longer	be	available	for	

purchase	

• Certain	characters	released	later	in	the	life	of	Disney	Infinity	(i.e.	Marvel’s	

Vision,	Black	Panther)	will	not	work	with	the	mobile,	Apple	TV,	or	PC	version	

of	the	software.	

If	this	seems	slightly	confusing	and	problematic	for	a	player	(or	scholar),	I	would	

have	to	agree.		I	will	not	spend	an	extensive	amount	of	time	critiquing	game	companies	or	

industry/business	practices.		Yet	a	fundamental	part	of	many	gameplay	experiences	

(including	scholarly	investigations)	is	the	pure	ludic	enjoyment	that	comes	from	engaging	

in	a	form	of	play;	many	of	the	aforementioned	elements	constitute	for	me	a	significant	hit	

to	that	enjoyment.		While	inconveniences	and	complications	often	come	with	the	twilight	of	

a	game,	the	rapid	degradation	of	major	features,	unequal	parity	of	versions	and	confusing	

choices	point	to	the	inherent	dangers	of	any	games	that	are	not	self-contained	and	act	more	

                                                             
9 More detailed information about the closure of Disney Infinity can be found here: 
https://infinity.disney.com/closing 
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as	a	service	than	a	product.		There	are	also	elements	of	the	aforementioned	decisions	that	

suggest	not	only	technical	challenges	but	a	tension	between	managing	a	difficult	transition	

and	economics.	

Toy	Box	Hub	–	Authority	and	New	Literacies	
	

One	of	the	first	lenses	I	used	to	examine	Disney	Infinity	was	the	New	Literacies	lens.		

I	sought	to	find	areas	or	practices	within	the	Toy	Box	Hub	where	players	could	encounter	

or	interact	with	the	fundamental	tenants	of	New	Literacies.		One	way	we	can	examine	New	

Literacies	is	to	look	at	how	authority	is	structured	within	the	Toy	Box	Hub.	

Close	Reading	of	the	Theater	and	Flynn’s	Arcade	–	How	Can	the	Player	Perceive	Community	
Authority	vs.	Disney’s	Authority?	
	
	 The	Arcade:	
	

Flynn’s	Arcade10	is	visible	but	not	accessible	after	talking	to	the	Main	Street	Host.		

The	entire	Main	Street	section	fills	in,	changing	from	a	translucent,	featureless	shape	into	a	

colorful	and	interactive	section	of	the	Toy	Box	Hub.		The	Main	Street	section	is	deliberately	

evocative	of	Disneyland’s	Main	Street	section	which	itself	is	a	homage	to	the	turn-of-the-

century	American	downtown	sections	Walt	Disney	grew	up	with.		The	downtown	Main	

Street	section	is	populated	with	small,	one-story	shops	that	line	the	left	and	right	sides	of	

the	street.		Most	of	these	buildings	are	digital	facades;	the	player	is	not	able	to	enter	or	

access	most	of	the	buildings.		Though	most	of	this	section	is	filled	in	and	detailed,	there	are	

a	couple	of	areas	that	remain	un-textured	and	translucent,	with	Hosts	standing	near	them.		

Upon	speaking	to	a	Host	who	resembles	a	character	from	the	more	recent	Tron	movie	the	

building	fills	in	and	the	Arcade	shimmers	into	its	fully	textured	existence,	complete	with	a	

glowing,	swirly	pink	vortex	for	a	doorway,	indicating	that	this	doorway	is	somehow	

                                                             
10 The name Flynn’s Arcade is a reference to the 2013 film Tron: Legacy as well as the original 
Tron; it pains me to say I have seen neither as of this writing. 
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different	than	the	other	buildings	which	appear	static	(Figure	6).	

	

Figure 6: The exterior of Flynn's Arcade in the Toy Box Hub. 

As	if	to	confirm	this	suspicion	the	narrator,	an	invisible,	non-diegetic,	disembodied	

yet	affable	voice	speaks	into	the	void:	

“You’ve	unlocked	the	Arcade.		In	the	Arcade,	you	can	experience	the	Toy	Box	

together	with	Disney	Infinity	fans	from	all	over	the	world.”	

This	is	our	first	glimpse	at	the	way	Disney	Infinity	structures	authority.		The	arcade,	

much	like	it’s	real-world	namesake,	is	to	be	a	place	of	community.		A	place	to	meet	and	

interact	with	others.		In	this	instance,	the	narrator	makes	it	clear	that	this	arcade	will	

connect	you	with	other	Disney	Infinity	fans,	though	it	is	currently	unclear	exactly	what	that	

interaction	will	be	like	and	how	it	will	be	mediated.		Nonetheless,	Disney	is	acknowledging	

the	larger	community11	of	players	that	exists	and	demarking	a	space	which	will	allow	

players	to	gather	and	interact.	

                                                             
11 The word community does have certain connotations, suggesting perhaps a tight-knit group of 
people.  While anecdotally, I feel I can vouch for the community’s closeness, I lack any 
empirical evidence.  Furthermore, the connectedness of the community can also be brought into 
question.  I use the word loosely to merely suggest people that play the same game and are 
interested in playing with others. 
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Approaching	and	interacting	with	the	door	triggers	an	explanatory	dialog	box,	

which	contains	the	following	information	and	clarifies	a	bit	of	the	Arcade	(Figure	7):	

“Visit	the	Arcade	to	enter	a	Toy	Box	where	you’ll	become	automatically	linked	with	

up	to	3	other	fans	from	around	the	world!”

	

Figure 7:  A screenshot of the description of Flynn's Arcade. 	

	Within	this	small	quote,	we	can	tease	out	a	few	interesting	details.		First,	by	

indicating	there	will	be	some	sort	of	automatic	connection	between	three	other	players,	

there	is	a	necessary	understanding	that	who	you	will	be	connecting	to	will	be	done	at	

random.		There	is	no	other	mechanism	to	suggest	otherwise.		Within	this	implementation	of	

community,	in	regards	to	who	you	will	be	interacting	with,	Disney	holds	the	authority.		It	

will	be	their	servers	matching	you	with	other	community	members	and	deciding	with	

whom	you	will	be	playing.	

After	a	brief	loading	screen,	the	player	finds	themselves	within	what	might	best	be	

described	as	a	standard	arcade	(Figure	8).		The	room	is	populated	with	arcade	machines	of	

various	shapes	and	sizes	for	the	player	to	investigate.		On	the	walls,	neon	signs	advertise	

the	Tron	arcade	game.		Like	the	arcade’s	name,	these	decorations	are	a	nod	to	the	

storyworld	from	which	this	arcade	has	come	and	not	a	literal	description	of	the	games	
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available	to	the	player	(storyworld	will	be	a	topic	we	will	revisit	in	a	later	analytical	lens).		

A	few	stylized	Disney	Infinity	non-player	characters	(NPCs)	bounce	here	and	there	within	

the	arcade	and	the	background	is	punctuated	with	the	appropriate	bleeps	and	warbles	that	

imitate	the	sounds	of	active	gameplay	occurring.

	

Figure 8:  The interior of Flynn's Arcade. 

		In	the	center	of	the	arcade	are	five	machines,	each	labeled	with	the	generic	title	of	

Disney	Infinity	and	the	screen	of	the	arcade	machine	showing	the	Disney	Infinity	logo.		

Walking	up	to	these	machines	triggers	an	interactive	prompt	–	the	word	“use”	appears	over	

the	machine	with	the	corresponding	button	needed	to	confirm	the	player’s	action	(the	

button	displayed	varies	depending	on	the	player’s	chosen	platform).		Upon	confirming	their	

action,	the	player	is	presented	with	an	informational	screenshot	and	box	(Figure	9).				
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The	informational	screenshot	is	an	image	from	the	Toy	Box	the	player	is	potentially	

about	to	join.		The	following	section	contains	the	title	of	the	Toy	Box	followed	by	two	other	

names,	presumably	the	creators	of	the	Toy	Box.		Next	to	each	name,	a	small	image	is	

displayed.		In	Figure	9,		the	two	names	featured	are	“inf11074029”	and	“kib	jandar”.		To	the	

left	of	each	name,	an	icon	displays	the	cursive	“D”	and	a	green	X	emblazoned	upon	a	white	

sphere,	respectively	icons	for	Disney	and	Xbox.		It	is	not	clear	what	if	anything	the	icons	

represent.		On	the	left	side	of	the	box	across	from	the	names,	there	is	a	white,	downwards-

facing	arrow	inscribed	within	a	green	circle	and	the	number	“2622”	beside	it.		While	it	is	

not	immediately	clear	what	this	number	means,	conventional	usage	of	the	downwards	

facing	arrow	in	computer	parlance	generally	indicates	some	sort	of	download.		Using	this	

information	as	a	guide,	the	“2622”	number	would	indicate	the	number	of	times	this	

particular	Toy	Box	has	been	downloaded.	Below	this	there	is	a	short	description	of	what	

the	Toy	Box	consists	of	and	farther	down	in	a	separate	section,	the	commands	to	either	

proceed	or	cancel	this	interaction.	

Proceeding	with	the	confirmation	takes	the	player	to	a	similar	screen	where	the	

aforementioned	screenshot	and	informational	box	remain,	but	are	shifted	to	the	right	side	

of	the	screen	(Figure	10).		On	the	left	half	of	the	screen,	an	informational	box	entitled	

“Flynn’s	Arcade”	holds	the	player’s	name.		In	the	example	shown	in	Figure	10,	the	text	

“Waiting	for	player…”	can	be	seen	two	times,	with	a	blank	image	box	to	the	left	of	the	text	

(the	image	box	to	the	left	of	my	name	shows	the	character	I’m	currently	using	–	Luke	

Skywalker).		To	the	right	of	each	of	the	“Waiting	for	player…”	spots,	dots	animate	around	in	

Figure 9:  The informational box and screenshot of the Toy Box the player has selected. 
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a	hexagonal	pattern	repeatedly.		From	this	information,	I	can	discern	that	the	green	

checkmark	that	is	to	the	right	of	my	name	(as	contrasted	to	the	hexagonal	moving	dots)	

indicates	that	I	have	been	connected	successfully.		From	repeated	playthroughs	(as	well	as	

encountering	similar	interface	elements	in	other	games)	I	recognize	these	indicators	as	

indicators	of	activity.		These	elements	are	designed	to	communicate	to	the	player	that	

activity	is	continuing	in	the	background;	the	game	is	actively	searching	for	other	players	to	

add	to	the	session.

	

Figure 10: The screen presented to the player as they attempt to join a Toy Box with random players in the Arcade. 

At	this	point	the	player	has	initiated	some	sort	of	mechanism	to	signal	to	the	Disney	

Infinity	software	that	they	are	ready	to	meet	up	with	others	in	the	community	and	begin	to	

play	in	the	Toy	Box	listed.		As	mentioned	earlier,	it	is	not	clear	what	the	mechanisms	are	for	

selecting	other	members	of	the	community.		Will	the	level	of	my	chosen	character	indicate	

to	the	system	that	I’m	perhaps	a	novice	player	and	match	me	with	similar	players?		Will	the	

system	look	at	the	amount	of	Toy	Boxes	I’ve	built	or	the	amount	of	time	I’ve	spent	playing	

and	match	me	based	on	those	characteristics?		Or	is	it	simply	a	random	selection	of	

whoever	might	be	in	the	Arcade?		This	setup	casts	Disney	as	the	gatekeeper	that	mediates	

between	the	players.		All	heuristics	and	selection	criteria	are	known	only	by	Disney	and	can	
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only	be	changed	by	Disney.		At	first	glance	it	appears	Disney	Infinity	is	encouraging	players	

to	simply	play.			By	play,	I	mean	not	only	engage	in	a	ludic	sense	of	enjoyment,	but	also	play	

as	Jenkins	describes	it:	“…a	mode	of	active	engagement	that	encourages	experimentation	

and	risk	taking,	one	that	views	the	process	of	solving	a	problem	as	important	as	finding	the	

answer…”	(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009).			By	randomly	matching	up	people	quickly,	Disney	removes	

the	barrier	of	having	to	find	or	wait	for	others	and	allows	the	players	to	simply	jump	in	and	

experience	a	Toy	Box.		While	the	initial	screenshot	provides	a	quick	bit	of	contextualization	

and	orientation	(try	to	become	King	of	the	Hill!),	it	doesn’t	provide	any	other	information.		

How	will	the	player	accomplish	this	task?		Will	scaling	the	mountain	require	lots	of	

jumping?		Or	can	I	use	my	flight	abilities?		Will	I	be	able	to	use	ranged	weapons	to	keep	

people	off	the	hill?		Or	will	the	Toy	Box	creator	have	provided	silly	objects	like	oversized	

basketballs	to	assault	the	enemy?		None	of	these	answers	are	immediately	clear	–	and	that	

is	what	makes	the	Toy	Box	exciting!		Players	will	have	to	play	with	whatever	they	find,	

create	strategies	on	the	fly	and	work	together	(or	NOT	work	together)	to	become	King	of	

the	Hill.	

Unfortunately	in	practice,	Disney	has	designed	a	system	that	very	much	reflects	the	

previous	mindset	which	relies	on	“expertise	and	authority	[being]	‘located’	in	individuals	

and	institutions”	(Knobel	&	Lankshear,	2007).	There	is	no	mechanism	for	the	player	to	

express	preferences	or	control	the	matchmaking	–	they	must	experience	and	interact	with	

the	community	on	Disney’s	terms.		Furthermore,	there	seems	to	be	no	way	to	actively	

request	changes	to	be	made	within	the	Disney	Infinity	software.		Given	the	nature	of	the	

software	product	–	a	disc-based	application	that	requires	purchase	through	retail	locations,	

even	if	there	was	a	way	for	the	community	to	somehow	request	more	authority	over	their	

interactions,	rapid	iteration	is	unlikely	and	challenging.				Yet	there	are	also	indications	that	

bits	of	the	“new	ethos”	have	worked	their	way	in	as	well.		The	download	icon	indicates	that	

while	Disney’s	method	of	interfacing	with	the	community	does	not	hand	over	control,	there	

are	other	ways	to	experience	the	content.		It	can	be	downloaded	locally	to	the	player’s	

machine,	in	which	case	the	player	will	have	full	control	over	the	selection	of	local	users	that	

he	or	she	may	invite	to	participate.		The	content	the	player	is	attempting	to	play	is	also	

created	by	members	of	the	community.		In	each	of	these	cases	we	see	Disney	distributing	

authority	to	the	community	and	embracing	participatory	elements.			
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Despite	a	few	attempts,	I	was	never	actually	able	to	successfully	connect	with	three	

other	people	and	play	a	Toy	Box	with	other	players.		The	exact	reasons	for	this	are	difficult	

to	discern.		It	is	possible	the	Arcade	implementation	is	simply	broken.		Or	maybe	the	

number	of	people	actively	playing	Disney	Infinity	has	decreased	with	the	impending	online	

shutdown	and	there	were	simply	no	people	around	for	the	system	to	match	with.		

Regardless,	because	of	the	choices	Disney	has	made	in	consolidating	authority	within	itself,	

when	the	Arcade	fails	at	matching,	my	interaction	with	the	community	through	this	

structure	simply	is	not	able	to	occur.	

The	Theater:	
	

The	Disney	Infinity	El	Capitan	Theater	is	also	located	on	Main	Street,	across	from	

Flynn’s	arcade	(Figure	11).		Like	the	Arcade,	the	theater	is	also	un-textured	and	pearlescent	

after	unlocking	the	rest	of	Main	Street,	but	can	be	“activated”	by	talking	to	the	Host	in	front	

of	it,	who	bears	a	stunning	resemblance	to	Jiminy	Cricket.

	

Figure 11: The El Capitan theater in the Toy Box Hub 

		The	theater	becomes	accessible,	with	the	omnipresent	narrator	giving	a	brief	

description	of	what	makes	the	theater	unique:	
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“Visit	the	Theater	to	experience	the	very	best	Toy	Boxes	that	have	been	
created	by	other	Disney	Infinity	fans.”		

Upon	entering	the	building,	the	player	finds	themselves	in	a	stylized	rendition	of	a	

movie	theater,	complete	with	concession	stand	area.		There	are	three	main	features	of	the	

theater:	

1. The	doors	that	lead	to	the	area	where	in	real	life	one	would	go	to	sit	and	watch	a	

film	leads	the	player	to	an	in-game	implementation	of	Toy	Box	TV(Figure	13).		

Figure 13: The entrance to Toy Box TV (center) and posters leading to currently featured Toy 
Boxes (right) 

Figure 12: Posters that lead to Toy Boxes that are going to be featured next. 
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Toy	Box	TV	(TBTV)	was	a	web	series	created	on	YouTube	to	share	various	clips	

from	Disney	Infinity,	promote	characters	and	interact	with	the	fan	community12.		

2. The	posters	on	the	wall	next	to	the	TBTV	area	lead	to	currently	featured	Toy	

Boxes	created	by	the	community	(Figure	13).	

3. The	posters	on	the	opposite	wall	across	from	the	TBTV	area	showcase	the	Toy	

Boxes	that	are	going	to	be	featured	next	(Figure	12).	

The	player	is	free	to	explore	each	of	the	aforementioned	sections	as	they’d	like.		In	

my	playthrough	I	again	engaged	with	Jiminy	Cricket,	which	provided	me	with	two	

questions	that	I	could	ask:	

1. What	can	I	do	in	the	theater?	

2. Which	Toy	Box	worlds	can	I	download?	

Selecting	the	second	option	opens	up	an	informational	box	entitled	“Community	

Content”,	which	gives	the	player	various	places	from	which	they	can	download	a	Toy	Box	

level,	as	well	as	submit	a	Toy	Box	to	Disney	(Figure	14).

	

Figure 14: Accessing the various ways of interacting with the community content (Toy Boxes created by other players). 

                                                             
12 As of this writing, episodes of Toy Box TV remain available to watch on the Disney Infinity 
YouTube channel, but the show is no longer in active production.   
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		I	explored	each	of	the	Community	Content	sections	to	get	a	better	understanding	of	

the	options	available:	

• Special	Access	Toy	Boxes	–	These	Toy	Boxes	appear	to	all	be	part	of	a	

promotion	Disney	did	with	the	World	Wildlife	Foundation	(WWF).13	Each	of	

these	Toy	Boxes	have	been	specially	created	by	the	Disney	Infinity	Team	to	

allow	the	player	to	engage	with	content	that	emphasizes	various	aspects	of	

nature	and	wildlife	(clean	up	oil	spills	in	“Tundra	Trials”,	participate	in	a	

quest	to	feed	animals	with	King	Louie	of	The	Jungle	Book	in	“Jungle	Jog”,	etc.).		

Selecting	each	title	brings	up	a	screenshot	of	the	Toy	Box	as	well	as	an	

informational	box	that	contains	the	title	of	the	Toy	Box,	a	description	of	the	

Toy	Box	and	the	number	of	times	it	was	downloaded.		There	is	also	a	blue	

“thumbs	up”	icon	with	a	number	next	to	it,	indicating	there	exists	a	

mechanism	to	designate	a	Toy	Box	as	“liked”.		The	mechanism	for	“liking”	a	

Toy	Box	was	not	immediately	clear	and	did	not	appear	to	be	available	

through	this	menu.	

• Friends	–	Accessing	the	Friends	section	is	preceded	by	a	warning	dialog	that	

says	the	following:	“Warning:	Toy	Boxes	created	by	your	friends	are	not	

reviewed.		They	may	contain	offensive	content.”		Selecting	OK	allows	the	

player	to	proceed	to	a	list	of	friends.		This	list	contains	the	friends	you	have	

added	through	your	console’s	online	service	who	also	own	the	Disney	Infinity	

software.		As	I	have	not	created	any	Toy	Boxes,	none	were	available	to	share	

with	my	friend	(only	one	of	my	online	friends	has	the	Disney	Infinity	

software).		

• Disney’s	Toy	Boxes	–	These	Toy	Boxes	have	been	created	by	the	community,	

submitted	to	Disney	and	are	available	for	the	player	to	download.		This	

section	contains	seven	subsections:		

§ Developer	Picks	

§ Most	Liked	

§ Most	Downloaded	
                                                             
13 Not to be confused with the other, arguably more well-known WWF, the World Wrestling 
Federation. 



 

 
 

44 

§ Newest	

§ Trending	

§ All	Toy	Boxes	

§ Search	results	

• Disney	Infinity	Prestige	–	Prestige	is	an	attempt	to	gamify	community	

participation.		As	the	player	performs	certain	community-based	tasks	(like	

uploading	a	Toy	Box	to	Disney	or	achieving	“likes”	on	a	submitted	Toy	Box),	

they	are	able	to	gain	more	points	and	badges	that	reflect	their	increased	

status.			

	

There	are	number	of	options	here	that	each	provide	a	way	for	the	player	to	interact	

with	the	community.		We	can	examine	how	authority	is	structured	in	each	one	of	these	

options	to	gain	a	clearer	understanding	of	how	Disney	Infinity	affords	engagement	(or	does	

not	afford	engagement)	with	New	Literacy	practices.		The	Community	Content	options	

listed	above	are	summarized	below	in	the	table.	

Table	1:	Breakdown	of	Authority	in	the	Community	Content	Section	

Community	Content	

Option	
Brief	Description	

How	is	Authority	

Structured?	

Disney’s	Toy	Boxes	
Allows	player	to	download	Toy	Boxes	

approved	by	Disney	in	a	number	of	ways.	
Complicated	

Friends	
Allows	player	to	share	Toy	Boxes	with	

friends	directly.	
Community/Player	

Submit	To	Disney	

Allows	player	to	submit	their	Toy	Box	

creation	to	Disney	for	approval	and	

availability	to	the	community	at	large	

Disney	

Special	Access	Toy	Boxes	

Selected	Toy	Box	creations	highlighted	by	

Disney.		Currently	a	promotional	for	the	

World	Wildlife	Foundation.	

Disney	
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Disney	Infinity	Prestige	
Gamification	of	community-related	tasks	

player	can	take.	
Disney	

Inbox?	

Messaging	center	for	Disney	Infinity.	

Messages	come	in	from	both	friends	and	

Disney.	

Neutral	

My	initial	read	of	the	theater	placed	the	majority	of	the	authority	within	the	

community	content	as	being	localized	mostly	with	Disney,	with	the	exception	of	the	Friends	

option,	which	allowed	the	player	to	directly	share	Toy	Boxes	with	friends.		Yet	as	I	

reengaged	with	my	data	to	clarify	the	subcategories	available,	I	discovered	settings	I	did	

Figure 15: Screenshot of the interaction options available to the player in the "Disney's Toy Boxes" 
section 
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not	see	before	(Figure	14)!		This	complicated	my	initial	read	of	the	“Disney’s	Toy	Boxes”	

community	option	and	the	theater	as	a	whole.		Initially,	I	had	critiqued	the	theater	for	

lacking	options	to	actively	participate	and	shape	the	community	through	the	theater.		Here	

are	these	Toy	Boxes	that	are	listed	as	being	“most	liked”	but	yet	the	player	has	no	obvious	

way	of	influencing	that?		How	does	the	player	affect	“trending”	Toy	Boxes?		While	I	was	

aware	of	the	ability	to	interact	with	the	community	through	the	Disney	Infinity	website,	my	

focus	for	this	thesis	was	solely	on	what	was	available	through	the	game	and	not	the	larger	

context	in	which	the	game	is	situated.	

The	options	available	in	“Disney’s	Toy	Boxes”	add	some	interactivity	that	puts	some	

of	what	I’m	going	to	call	the	“authority	currency”	back	into	the	hands	of	the	community.		

The	“like”	option	allows	the	player	to	basically	attach	a	thumbs	up	badge	to	the	selected	

Toy	Box,	adding	a	“stamp	of	approval”	that	other	members	of	the	community	are	able	to	

see.		Even	more	interesting	is	the	“More	Toy	Boxes	from	the	Creator”	option.		This	option	

allows	the	player	a	further	level	of	depth	–	the	player	can	now	not	only	find	an	interesting	

Toy	Box,	but	engage	with	the	entire	submitted	body	of	work	of	another	player.		And	while	

the	body	of	work	will	have	been	cleared	by	Disney,	the	increased	freedom	to	navigate,	and	

the	authority	to	navigate	in	more	dimensions	allows	for	more	choices	to	lie	with	the	player.	

With	this	information	in	mind,	we	can	deconstruct	the	“Disney’s	Toy	Boxes”	

category	as	follows:	

Table 2: Breaking out “Disney’s Toy Boxes” section of Community Content. 

Disney’s	Toy	Box	

Section	
Brief	Description	

How	is	Authority	

Structured?	

Developer	Picks	

Disney	selects	the	Toy	Boxes	they	think	are	

awesome.		As	of	this	writing	Disney	is	no	

longer	selecting	Toy	Boxes	to	be	featured.	

Disney	

Most	Liked	

Toy	Boxes	are	sorted	according	to	how	

many	“likes”	they	receive.		Likes	are	

assigned	by	the	community.	

Community/Player	

Most	Downloaded	 Toy	Boxes	are	sorted	according	to	how	 Community/Player	
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Disney’s	Toy	Box	

Section	
Brief	Description	

How	is	Authority	

Structured?	

many	downloads	they	have	received.		

Newest	
Toy	Boxes	are	sorted	according	to	when	

they	were	uploaded.	
Neutral	

Trending	

The	exact	mechanics	behind	the	algorithm	

for	trending	are	unclear.		It	is	possibly	a	

measurement	of	likes	and	downloads	

within	a	certain	limited	time	frame	(i.e.	

Trending	Toy	Boxes	are	those	that	receive	

a	certain	number	of	likes	and/or	

downloads	each	day).	

Community/Player	

All	Toy	Boxes	
A	listing	of	all	Toy	Boxes	uploaded	to	the	

Disney	servers.	
Neutral	

Search	Results	
Allows	players	to	search	for	Toy	Boxes	that	

fit	certain	criteria	
Community/Player	

	

If	we	consider	the	authority	currency	to	be	discrete	units	that	can	be	added	to	either	

the	Disney	side	or	the	Community	side	of	a	metaphorical	scale,	our	account	is	as	follows	

(Table	3):	

Table 3: A Summary of Authority in the Community Content section 

Community	Content	 How	is	Authority	Structured?	

Developer	Picks	 Disney	

Most	Liked	 Community/Player	

Most	Downloaded	 Community/Player	

Newest	 Neutral	
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Trending	 Community/Player	

All	Toy	Boxes	 Neutral	

Search	Results	 Community/Player	

Friends	 Community/Player	

Submit	To	Disney	 Disney	

Special	Access	Toy	Boxes	 Disney	

Disney	Infinity	Prestige	 Disney	

Inbox?	 Neutral	

	

• 5	units	of	authority	currency	to	the	Community	

• 4	units	of	authority	currency	to	Disney	

• 2	neutral	units	of	authority	currency	

While	there	are	elements	of	the	theater	that	allow	Disney	to	maintain	some	measure	

of	consolidated	authority,	the	availability	of	multiple	channels	for	players	to	exercise	

community	authority	is	available,	simple	and	fairly	extensive.	

The	“authority	currency”	metric	is	not	a	perfect	one.		Authority	can	be	complicated,	

contested	and	even	change	over	time.		Authority	currency	is	best	when	thinking	about	

authority	in	broad	strokes	rather	than	examining	for	a	finer	granularity.			

	
Close	Reading	of	the	Magic	Wand	and	Toy	Box	Editor	–	Constructing,	Editing	and	Remixing	
Texts	
	 	

I	now	turn	my	attention	to	the	Toy	Box	Editor,	which	is	a	fundamental	system	

within	Disney	Infinity.		I	undertook	a	close	reading	of	the	first	Toy	Box	level	that	introduces	

the	player	to	the	Toy	Box	Editor	and	the	Magic	Wand	tool.		The	Toy	Box	Editor	has	been	

around	since	Disney	Infinity	1.0	and	underwent	small	interface	changes	in	2.0	and	3.0,	but	

the	basics	have	remained	the	same.		The	Editor	is	integral	to	the	Toy	Box	functionality	of	

Disney	Infinity	–	it	is	the	tool	which	the	player	will	use	to	build	and	manipulate	their	world.		
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It	is	also	a	tool	through	which	we	examine	not	only	how	Disney	structures	authority,	but	

we	can	also	examine	how	Disney	Infinity	allows	players	to	construct	the	fundamental	texts	

of	the	game	–	Toy	Box	levels.	

As	a	brief	recap,	Toy	Boxes	are	essentially	“worlds”	that	the	player	is	able	to	

construct	using	the	Editor	and	the	Magic	Wand	tool	along	with	set	pieces,	NPCs,	vehicles,	

and	more	that	are	unlocked	as	the	player	progresses	through	Play	Sets.		Certain	content	

such	as	player	characters	and	some	textures	and	objects	are	available	only	through	

purchasing	external	Power	Discs	to	place	on	the	Disney	Infinity	base.			

Since	the	Editor	is	a	fundamental	piece,	it	is	unsurprising	that	the	Toy	Box	Hub	

contains	an	entire	section	of	Toy	Box	adventures	that	are	specifically	designed	to	introduce	

the	player	to	the	functionality	of	the	Toy	Box	Editor	and	construction.		To	access	these	

adventures,	players	must	talk	to	the	Main	Street	host.	(which	I	have	already	done	in	the	

previous	section).		After	the	Main	Street	downtown	area	materializes	into	view,	the	player	

must	speak	to	the	Creation	Host,	who	is	dressed	as	Merlin	the	Magician.			Speaking	with	

Merlin	will	unlock	another	portal	similar	to	the	one	that	leads	to	Flynn’s	Arcade	and	the	

Theater.		This	is	the	Building	and	Logic	Portal	(Figure	16).		Approaching	and	interacting	

Figure 16: The Building and Logic Portal 
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with	the	portal	brings	up	an	informational	box	that	details	the	type	of	content	found	within.		

The	player	is	presented	with	a	list	of	Toy	Boxes	that	will	teach	them	about	the	different	

skills	needed	for	building	and	using	logic	within	the	Toy	Box.		Only	the	first	item	in	the	list	

is	accessible	from	the	start	–	the	player	must	complete	this	level	to	access	the	others	

(Figure	17).	

	

Figure 17: Tutorial Toy Boxes in the Building and Logic Portal Section.  Notice the first Toy Box level is highlighted and the 
ones beneath it are grayed out. 

“Droids	in	Distress”,	the	initial	Toy	Box	level	listed	begins	on	a	barren,	sandy	world	

where	two	suns	hang	in	the	sky.		Fans	of	the	Star	Wars	mythos	will	instantly	recognize	the	

level	as	Tatooine	–	the	moisture-starved	home	planet	of	Luke	Skywalker.		The	player’s	first	

encounter	with	another	sentient	being	is	the	famous	protocol	droid	C-3PO,	another	
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mainstay	of	the	Star	Wars	universe	(Figure	18).

	

Figure 18:	Luke	Skywalker	meets	C-3PO	(Threepio) 

		Threepio	informs	the	player	that	his	companion	R2-D2	has	gone	missing	and	that	

he	requires	our	help	to	track	him	down.		This	scenario	becomes	our	first	introduction	to	

the	Toy	Box	Editor,	as	Threepio	asks	the	player	if	she	has	any	beacons	in	her	inventory	to	

alert	them	if	Artoo	returns.	

The	Toy	Box	Editor	(INSERT	FIGURE	REF)	is	defined	by	the	blue,	ribbon-like	

structure	at	the	bottom	of	the	screen.		Within	the	blue	strip	are	items	the	player	can	place	

down	into	the	world.		The	cross-shaped	directional	pad	icon	at	the	very	left	of	the	ribbon	

indicates	the	player	is	able	to	move	the	selection	rectangle	either	left	or	right	to	choose	

from	different	objects	with	a	particular	group,	or	change	groups	by	pressing	up	or	down.		

Informational	dialogs	on	the	screen	inform	the	player	they	can	use	buttons	on	their	

controller	(or	mouse/keyboard)	to	control	both	the	location	as	well	as	the	spatial	height	of	
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the	object.

	

Figure 19: The Toy Box Editor 

As	I	attempted	to	cycle	through	the	various	objects	that	might	be	in	my	inventory	

and	place	the	beacon	in	random	places	the	editor	prevented	me,	highlighting	areas	of	the	

world	in	red	when	my	choices	were	not	allowed	and	preventing	me	from	changing	groups	

of	objects	when	I	attempted	to	press	up	or	down.	

Disney	Infinity	is	introducing	players	to	the	language	of	creation	–	and	the	Toy	Box	

Editor	provides	them	with	a	preview	of	some	of	the	“words”	and	how	they	can	be	used	to	

“write”.			In	this	instance,	the	player’s	abilities	are	greatly	limited	during	this	instructional	

Toy	Box,	but	even	within	these	limits	the	player	is	being	exposed	to	the	idea	that	Toy	Boxes	

are	mutable.	Simultaneously,	Disney	Infinity	is	explicitly	instructing	players	on	some	of	the	

places	where	play	can	occur	within	the	Toy	Box	creation	system.		There	is	room	for	self-

expression	and	choice,	even	if	only	the	slightest	during	this	example.		The	two	beacons	

provided	to	the	player	to	place	down	are	both	equally	effective	–	other	than	looking	

different	on	the	outside,	either	beacon	allows	the	player	to	complete	the	required	task	and	

progress	forward.		The	player	is	given	a	few	various	spots	where	the	beacon	can	be	placed,	

though	all	are	equally	effective	in	accomplishing	the	goal	laid	out	by	Threepio.			
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As	mentioned	earlier,	it	can	be	useful	to	conceptualize	the	Toy	Box	as	the	player’s	

primary	Discourse	–	essentially	enculturating	them	into	how	to	be	inside	Disney	Infinity.		

Thus,	it	is	appropriate	part	of	that	enculturation	would	involve	learning	the	mechanisms	

for	creating	Toy	Boxes	–	what	I	am	positioning	are	the	“texts”	of	Disney	Infinity.		There	are	

also	elements	of	a	secondary	Discourse	that	permeate	this	interaction	–	the	Discourse	of	

“Star	Wars	Fan.”		The	player	is	not	required	to	be	fluent	in	this	secondary	Discourse	–	they	

can	operate	without	knowing	what	a	“Hoth	Warning	Beacon”	is	versus	a	“Mos	Espa	

Antenna.”		But	for	one	fluent	in	the	Discourse	of	Star	Wars,	the	names	could	potentially	

influence	the	player’s	choice.		Hoth	is	a	wintry,	isolated	planet	in	the	Star	Wars	saga	where	

members	of	the	rebellion	hide	to	avoid	detection	from	the	Empire.		Mos	Espa,	on	the	other	

hand,	is	a	settlement	on	Tatooine.		Perhaps	a	player	familiar	with	Star	Wars	lore	would	be	

influenced	by	the	Toy	Box’s	Tatooine	setting	and	select	the	Mos	Espa	beacon	as	the	

“proper”	choice.		Or	perhaps	they	would	assume	a	beacon	tuned	to	penetrate	the	blizzards	

of	Hoth	might	be	stronger	and	thus	select	the	Hoth	beacon.		Neither	choice	is	incorrect,	but	

a	fluency	within	the	secondary	Star	Wars	discourse	makes	the	experience	all	the	richer.		

After	a	few	more	of	these	types	of	scenarios,	where	the	player	is	asked	to	place	an	

object	into	the	world	and	manipulate	it	various	ways	(rotation,	alignment,	etc.),	the	player	

reaches	a	spot	where	they	are	told	a	“strange	block”	is	blocking	their	path.		With	a	bit	of	

fanfare,	the	narrator	introduces	the	player	to	the	Magic	Wand	tool	()	–	declaring	it	“the	Toy	
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Box’s	most	powerful	item!”.	

	

Figure	20:	Introducing	the	Magic	Wand	to	the	player	

	The	Magic	Wand’s	outward	appearance	does	not	particularly	suggest	“powerful”.		

It’s	simply	a	thin,	red-and-white	cylindrical	object	that	sparkles	around	the	top,	much	as	a	

fairy’s	stereotypical	wand	might.		The	player	is	asked	to	target	the	“strange	rock”	and	make	

it	disappear	by	pressing	the	corresponding	button	listed	on	the	screen.		

As	I	began	to	target	the	object	in	question	(the	targeted	object	becomes	highlighted	

by	a	glowing	green,	mostly	translucent	box)	I	noticed	that	objects	other	than	the	one	in	

question	also	highlighted	as	I	moved	my	wand	around.		This	immediately	intrigued	me	–	

would	I	be	able	to	make	an	“unauthorized”	object	disappear?		It	initially	seemed	unlikely;		

my	attempts	at	trying	to	place	beacons	in	random	locations	at	the	beginning	were	

prevented.		Yet	even	during	that	section	there	was	a	bit	of	play	–	a	bit	of	free	movement	in	

the	system	(Salen	&	Zimmerman,	2004).		I	was	able	to	select	from	two	different	types	of	

beacons	–	both	were	equally	valid	choices	and	did	not	affect	the	progression	of	the	mission	

if	I	chose	one	or	the	other.		I	selected	a	wandering	elephant-like	animal	called	a	bantha	
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(Figure	21)	and	pressed	the	button.		With	a	shimmer,	the	bantha	was	gone.

	

Figure	21:	Selecting	and	banishing	a	bantha.	

The	Magic	Wand	allows	the	player	to	experience	both	principles	of	the	New	

Literacies.		The	ability	to	remove	a	bantha	is	not	just	ludic	play	in	the	system,	but	also	an	

enabling	of	the	player’s	authority.		By	handing	the	player	the	Magic	Wand	(or	placing	it	in	

their	Packs	and	Tools	as	it	were),	Disney	is	essentially	granting	the	player	a	significant	

amount	of	“authority	currency.”		Together	with	the	Toy	Box	Editor,	players	are	granted	the	

power	to	remix	–	the	ability	to	manipulate	the	world	not	just	by	adding	in	new	objects,	

which	is	certainly	significant,	but	by	also	changing	the	objects	that	are	currently	there.		

Some	objects	are	still	locked	down	–	as	this	is	an	explicitly	tutorial	world,	it	makes	sense	for	

some	objects	to	be	immutable	for	the	instruction	to	proceed	as	smoothly	and	correctly	as	

possible.		But	some	ancillary	objects	that	don’t	directly	affect	the	progress	of	the	tutorial	

are	fair	game	for	removal.		The	Toy	Box	Editor	and	the	Magic	Wand	together	are	the	tools	

to	manipulate	the	“elementary	[particles]	of	composition”	needed	for	the	players	to	make	

multimodal	texts	with	the	Toy	Box	(Cope	et	al.,	2005).		Players	can	construct	worlds	

consisting	not	just	of	text	descriptions	(though	as	mentioned	earlier	there	are	toys	

available	in	the	Toy	Box	that	allow	for	text).		Using	the	Toy	Box	Editor,	they	are	able	to	add	



 

 
 

56 

in	toys	that	allow	manipulation	of	sounds,	textures	and	even	the	ability	to	animate	objects	

and	characters.		The	Magic	Wand	allows	for	an	even	greater	amount	of	fidelity,	giving	

players	the	ability	to	remove	objects	as	well	as	change	settings,	texture	colors	and	positions	

of	objects	already	placed	within	the	world.	

The	Magic	Wand	is	an	instantiation	of	a	new	literacy	Jenkins	describes	as	

appropriation	–	“the	ability	to	meaningfully	sample	and	remix	media	content”	(Jenkins	et	

al.,	2009).		At	its	core,	appropriation	is	what	the	Toy	Box	is	all	about.		There	are	a	few	toys	

that	allow	the	player	to	introduce	brand-new	content	in	the	form	of	text	and	music	but	at	

the	most	elementary	level,	Toy	Boxes	are	created	using	resources	that	are	pre-designed.		

From	a	certain	point	of	view,	even	the	music	that	the	player	is	able	to	create	(using	a	

specialized	toy	in	the	Toy	Box	called	the	Music	Note	Creator)	is	a	reworking	and	re-

arrangement	of	sounds	that	have	been	pre-recorded.		The	player	is	not	able	to	plug	a	

musical	instrument	into	their	console/device	and	began	recording	new	music.	
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Toy	Box	Hub	–	Narrative	Construction	as	a	New	Literacy	Catalyst	
	
Close	Reading	of	Player	Characters	–Character	Details	as	Facilitators	of	Narrative	
Construction	
	

The	second	lens	that	I	applied	to	my	reading	of	Disney	Infinity	was	the	lens	of	

Narrative	Construction	as	a	New	Literacy	catalyst.		Character	permeates	numerous	facets	of	

Disney	Infinity	-	one	interesting	way	to	look	at	character	is	through	the	interactions	of	the	

player	characters.		Each	of	the	avatars	possess	unique	moves,	actions	and	personality	

quirks	that	define	them	as	a	specific	individual	from	a	specific	universe.		As	mentioned	

previously,	I	approach	Disney	Infinity	as	a	fan	of	the	Star	Wars,	Marvel	and	Disney	

properties.		As	such,	I	bring	with	me	intricate	knowledge	about	many	of	the	characters	and	

their	stories.	

In	my	playthrough,	most	of	my	participation	was	done	using	the	Luke	Skywalker	

figure.		From	the	moment	Luke	Skywalker	is	placed	on	the	Disney	Infinity	base	and	appears	

in	the	world,	little	details	communicate	much	about	who	he	is	and	suggest	the	backstory	he	

brings	with	him.		As	with	the	placing	of	beacons	in	my	earlier	example,	a	knowledge	of	the	

secondary	Discourse	of	Star	Wars	is	not	a	requirement	and	does	not	make	gleaning	

information	from	the	characters	impossible,	but	being	literate	in	the	Star	Wars	Discourse	

does	make	for	a	richer	experience.			

The	Disney	Infinity	Luke	Skywalker	is	a	Luke	Skywalker	who	is	still	young	and	

slightly	impatient	(there	are	idle	moments	where	Luke	will	say	something	along	the	lines	of	

“The	Empire	won’t	rest.		We	should	move!”).		He	is	garbed	in	a	white	robe-like	garment	–	

the	“farm	boy”	outfit	from	his	home	planet	of	Tatooine.		Familiarity	with	archetypes	can	

substitute	for	Star	Wars	familiarity	here	–	white	or	lighter	colors	are	often	indicative	of	

purity	and	heroism.		Those	literate	in	Star	Wars	lore	may	recognize	the	garment	to	be	the	

same	one	Luke	wore	on	Tatooine	when	he	is	first	introduced	to	the	audience	in	the	1977	

film	(A	strong	adherence	to	archetypes	is	quite	common	in	Star	Wars	and	is	one	of	the	

reasons	the	saga	so	is	often	credited	as	being	accessible	and	timeless).		This	familiarity	

allows	the	player	to	situate	Luke	within	a	certain	time	period.		The	Luke	Skywalker	we	first	

encounter	is	an	enthusiastic	but	still	inexperienced	and	slightly	naïve	Luke.		When	

attacking,	Luke	wields	a	sapphire-blue	lightsaber	(a	sword	whose	beam	is	composed	of	
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energy)	that	can	make	short	work	of	enemy	characters	inside	the	Toy	Box	Hub	().		Once	

again,	players	who	are	familiar	with	the	secondary	discourse	of	Star	Wars	will	recognize	

the	lightsaber	as	the	weapon	originally	owned	by	his	father	Anakin	Skywalker,	who	

eventually	gives	into	evil	and	becomes	the	villainous	Darth	Vader.		Luke	loses	this	weapon	

(and	his	hand)	in	a	climactic	duel	with	Vader	as	he	attempts	to	rescue	his	friends	from	

Vader’s	clutches.		These	details	paint	an	image	of	a	Luke	before	his	Jedi	training,	who	is	just	

Figure 23: Darth Maul ferociously attacking an enemy NPC 

Figure 22: Luke Skywalker in his "farm boy" robes from Tatooine	
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starting	to	learn	of	his	pivotal	role	in	the	struggle	for	the	galaxy’s	freedom.	

	

Darth	Maul,	as	one	might	expect	from	the	name	alone,	is	an	entirely	different	

individual	and	quite	the	contrast	to	the	young	and	idealistic	Luke	Skywalker.		A	player	need	

not	be	familiar	with	Star	Wars	lore	or	even	with	the	definition	of	the	word	“maul”	to	

discern	that	Darth	Maul	might	be	a	“bad	guy.”		Even	before	watching	Maul	come	to	life	in	

game,	the	player	can	see	the	sneer	crossing	the	figure’s	plastic	lips.		Maul	is	dressed	from	

head	to	toe	in	flowing	black	robes	and	carries	a	blood-red,	dual-bladed	lightsaber.		Much	of	

Darth	Maul’s	design	evokes	familiar	archetypes	of	evil	–	horned	head,	red	skin,	black	

clothing.		It	is	no	accident	that	many	of	his	physical	characteristics	parallel	those	of	Satan,	

the	Christian	embodiment	of	evil.14		When	Luke	swings	his	lightsaber	to	attack,	he	grunts	

with	the	physical	exertion.			When	Maul	swings	his	lightsaber,	he	growls	with	ferocity.		His	

attacks	are	much	more	acrobatic	than	Luke’s,	involving	flashy	flourishes	and	balletic	

dodges.		While	this	certainly	provides	quite	a	bit	of	information	about	the	brooding	

warrior,	familiarity	with	the	Star	Wars	discourse	again	provides	a	deeper	and	richer	

experience.		As	all	the	player	characters	do,	Darth	Maul	will	periodically	utter	dialogue.		

One	particular	line	that	gave	me	chills	occurred	when	Darth	Maul	said	“Do	you	know	an	

Obi-Wan	Kenobi?”		In	the	theatrical	release	of	Star	Wars	Episode	1:	The	Phantom	Menace,	

Darth	Maul	is	gravely	injured	in	a	battle	with	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	and	presumed	to	be	dead.		

Yet	Maul	makes	his	surprise	return	in	the	Star	Wars:	The	Clone	Wars	TV	show.		Darth	Maul	

was	already	a	cunning	and	powerful	warrior	–	the	Maul	that	returns	retains	these	

characteristics	but	remerges	with	a	dangerous	instability.		The	traumatic	wounds	suffered	

at	the	hands	of	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	have	left	Maul	unhinged	and	driven	only	by	an	all-

consuming	desire	to	exact	revenge	on	those	responsible	for	his	defeat.		Maul’s	dialogue	

seems	to	hint	that	this	is	a	character	who	has	already	been	bested	by	Obi	Wan,	a	character	

                                                             
14 As a counterpoint, it should be noted that Darth Maul is of a race of beings called the Zabrack; 
all members of the race possess the same frightening characteristics, though they are not all evil.  
While much of this maybe a type of retconning – creating a race of people after the creation of 
Darth Maul to explain his origins, it is worth mentioning if only to suggest that physical 
appearances are not always what they seem. 



 

 
 

60 

whose	driving	force	is	no	longer	power	or	superiority	but	an	almost	unquenchable	thirst	to	

destroy	one	of	the	main	agents	in	his	downfall.			

Each	of	these	little	details	manages	to	tell	a	story	without	relying	on	or	subverting	a	

grand	narrative	arc.		Rather,	they	rely	on	storytelling	as	a	part	of	the	“narrative	

architecture”	(Jenkins,	2004).		Narrative	is	embedded	in	their	persona,	their	attitude,	and	

their	demeanor.		This	provides	the	player	with	a	rich	tapestry	of	information	to	draw	from	

when	creating	and	editing	a	Toy	Box	level.		While	players	with	knowledge	of	backstory	may	

have	a	greater	pool	to	draw	from,	these	little	details	can	still	inform	the	construction	of	

narratives.		Will	the	player	construct	a	Toy	Box	that	is	dark	and	intimidating	like	Maul?		Or	

will	the	player	be	silly	and	go	for	ridiculousness	–	placing	Maul	in	a	peaceful	fairyland	with	

a	flying	magic	carpet	as	his	vehicle?		Will	the	player	construct	a	Toy	Box	that	allows	Darth	

Maul	to	exact	his	revenge	on	Obi-Wan	Kenobi?		Or	perhaps	the	player	will	build	a	Toy	Box	

that	allows	Luke	to	be	a	villain	despite	his	heroic	backstory	and	suggestion?		Regardless,	

the	details	that	reveal	themselves	in	the	character’s	idle	animations,	audio	statements	and	

actions	can	help	players	establish	a	frame	to	begin	their	creations.		In	this	way,	Disney	

Infinity	affords	players	the	ability	to	practice	a	literacy	Jenkins	refers	to	as	“performance”.		

Performance	involves	players	identifying	with	a	virtual	character	and	using	that	character	

as	an	object	of	both	projection	and	reflection.		Disney	Infinity’s	large	roster	of	well-known	

characters	provides	multiple	opportunities	for	players	to	engage	with	a	variety	of	different	

identities.		There	are	101	characters	for	players	to	experiment	with,	each	with	varying	

abilities,	demeanors,	and	backstories.			

Character	Interaction	As	Narrative	Construction	–	Luke	Skywalker	and	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	
 

For	a	few	select	playthroughs,	I	specifically	chose	characters	other	than	Luke	

Skywalker	to	investigate	how	the	player	characters	responded	to	each	other	when	placed	

in	the	world.		These	playthroughs	also	involved	a	second	player,	though	the	focus	was	not	

on	the	player’s	actions	but	on	the	interaction	between	the	Disney	Infinity	characters.		As	I	

have	played	through	parts	of	Disney	Infinity	before	for	enjoyment	rather	than	research,	I	

was	aware	that	player	characters	would	periodically	acknowledge	the	other	player-

controlled	characters	when	they	were	within	close	proximity	of	each	other.		One	of	my	first	

playthroughs	of	this	nature	involved	investigating	how	two	heroes	from	the	same	universe	
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would	react	to	each	other.		To	try	and	maximize	the	response,	I	drew	upon	my	knowledge	

of	the	Star	Wars	universe	and	placed	Luke	Skywalker	alongside	Obi-Wan	Kenobi.	

In	the	Star	Wars	universe,	Luke	Skywalker	and	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	have	a	close	and	

important	relationship.		Obi-Wan	is	responsible	for	starting	Luke	down	the	path	of	

becoming	a	Jedi	Knight	–	mystic	warriors	who	wield	blades	of	pure	energy	(lightsabers)	

and	protect	the	galaxy.		When	Luke’s	uncle	and	aunt	meet	a	terrible	fate	at	the	hands	of	the	

galactic	ruling	body	known	as	the	Empire,	Obi-Wan	takes	Luke	on	a	quest	to	learn	about	

the	Jedi,	his	father	(who	was	also	a	Jedi),	and	his	ultimate	place	in	the	galaxy.	

Disney	Infinity	has	player	figures	for	both	Luke	Skywalker	and	Obi-Wan	Kenobi.		

Luke’s	figure	is	narratively	associated	with	a	Play	Set	entitled	“Rise	Against	the	Empire”	

while	Obi-Wan	is	associated	with	the	“Twilight	of	the	Republic”	Play	Set,	which	is	set	

approximately	30+	years	before	“Rise	Against	the	Empire.”		Thus,	the	Obi-Wan	figure	is	a	

younger	Obi-Wan	at	the	height	of	his	power,	as	opposed	to	the	much	older	Obi-Wan	Luke	

meets	in	the	actual	Star	Wars	universe.		I	mention	this	as	a	way	to	situate	my	expectations.		

The	rich	history	between	the	two	characters	meant	I	expected	some	fairly	substantial	

interaction	between	the	two,	albeit	curtailed	perhaps	because	of	the	temporal	separation.	

The	results	did	not	live	up	to	expectations.		My	friend	and	I	placed	the	characters	on	

the	Disney	Infinity	base	and	proceeded	to	allow	for	some	interaction.		We	placed	the	

characters	within	close	proximity	to	each	other	and	proceeded	to	participate	in	various	

activities:	battling	enemies,	battling	each	other,	as	well	as	simply	standing	and	allowing	the	

characters	time	with	each	other.			

Figure 24: (Referencing left side of image) Obi-Wan Kenobi (left) and Luke Skywalker (right) together 
in the Toy Box Hub.  Screen is divided to allow for two players to move independent of each other.	
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Both	characters	at	times	uttered	phrases	that	were	befitting	of	them	respectively.		

Obi-Wan	maintains	his	dry	humor	and	British	accent,	wryly	commenting,	“You’re	taking	a	

big	risk”	as	his	lightsaber	makes	quick	work	of	a	cornered	enemy.		Luke’s	confidence	was	

apparent	as	he	boasted,	“I’ve	got	this”	while	finishing	off	an	enemy	with	a	multi-hit	

combination.			Yet	there	are	moments	where	the	Star	Wars	discourse	familiarity	can	make	

for	a	dissonant	experience.		Two	specific	lines	were	painful	to	hear	Luke	and	Obi-Wan	

utter.		At	one	point	after	defeating	a	couple	of	enemies,	Obi-Wan	remarks	to	Luke,	“Are	you	

an	ally	to	the	Republic?”		Earlier	in	their	encounter,	a	few	minutes	after	both	toys	had	

materialized	in	the	Toy	Box	and	were	in	close	proximity	to	each	other,	Luke	remarked	to	

Obi-Wan,	“Are	you	a	member	of	the	Rebel	Alliance?”			

As	a	facilitator	of	narrative	construction,	the	dialogue	generated	by	the	characters	

does	a	require	a	certain	literacy	in	the	Discourse	of	whichever	characters	are	being	

examined	(in	other	words,	to	make	specific	meaning	of	the	dialogue	from	the	sisters	Elsa	

and	Anna	from	the	movie	Frozen,	one	must	be	literate	in	the	Discourse	of	the	movie	Frozen.		

Being	literate	in	the	Star	Wars	Discourse	would	not	gain	you	much).			The	lines	uttered	by	

Obi-Wan	and	Luke	Skywalker	on	the	surface	at	least	suggest	character	appropriate-ness	

and	a	player	literate	in	the	Star	Wars	universe	would	understand	that	Luke	Skywalker	

would	certainly	be	interested	in	people	who	are	friends	to	the	Rebel	Alliance.		As	a	member	

of	the	Alliance	himself,	it	makes	sense	that	Luke	would	concern	himself	with	such	

information.		Similarly,	Obi-Wan	is	a	Jedi	Knight,	whose	role	it	is	to	serve	and	protect	the	

Galactic	Republic	–	the	ruling	body	that	preceded	the	Empire	and,	for	young	Obi-Wan,	is	

still	a	body	to	protect.		His	interests	in	the	Galactic	Republic	are	certainly	expected.		Yet	that	

same	Star	Wars	knowledge	makes	the	aforementioned	lines	stand	out	like	a	droid	in	the	

Mos	Eisley	Cantina	(a	cantina	where	droids	are	not	allowed).	Of	course	Luke	is	an	ally	to	the	

Republic!		Obi-Wan	is	the	one	who	helped	train	him	to	be	a	guardian	of	the	Republic.		And	

while	Obi-Wan	may	not	specifically	consider	himself	a	member	of	the	Rebel	Alliance,	Luke’s	

question	to	his	mentor	comes	off	much	like	a	member	of	the	United	States	Army	asking	the	

President	if	they	were	an	“ally	of	America”.		While	these	seem	like	trivial	concerns,	from	the	
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perspective	of	narrative	construction,	it	feels	like	a	missed	opportunity	to	draw	players	

into	using	more	and	various	characters	to	tell	stories.		This	feels	especially	true	for	

characters	with	such	a	strong	and	rich	backstory	attached	to	them	–	something	Disney	

certainly	plays	up.		While	the	player	is	encouraged	to	tell	their	story,	these	are	not	blank	

slates	upon	which	the	player	is	tasked	with	writing.		The	toy	of	Luke	Skywalker	is	meant	to	

represent	Luke	Skywalker,	and	thus	there	are	certain	actions	and	behaviors	we	expect	from	

Luke.		Viewed	through	the	lens	of	Big	D	Discourses,	the	Luke	Skywalker	toy	is	not	

performing	fluently	in	the	Discourse	of	“being	Luke	Skywalker.”		The	character	design	and	

details	work	to	establish	a	kind	of	“embedded	narrative”	(Jenkins,	2004)		that	can	be	used	

to	hook	players,	but	ends	up	not	following	through.		Admittedly,	this	can	be	a	tricky	and	

complicated	issue.		In	fairness	to	Disney,	these	Obi-Wan	and	Luke	characters	are	toys	from	

different	time	periods	and	not	the	“actual”	Luke	and	Obi-Wan.		Perhaps	too	much	of	a	

familiarity	between	characters	would	have	triggered	the	same	type	of	dissonance	this	

event	did.		How	can	Obi-Wan	know	a	character	who	in	his	timeline	has	not	even	been	born	

yet?		And	how	would	Luke	react	to	meeting	an	Obi-Wan	Kenobi	who	is	30-ish	years	

younger	than	he	should	be?		This	is	compounded	by	the	fact	that	the	Play	Sets	to	which	the	

characters	are	linked	have	their	own	timelines,	similar	but	often	divergent	from	their	

movie	or	TV	counterparts.		While	major	movie	events	are	often	paralleled	in	games,	the	

plot	sometimes	diverges.		There	are	many	reasons	for	movie	and	game	events	to	differ	

slightly	such	as	a	desire	for	greater	interactivity	or	simply	the	chance	to	tell	a	different	

story.		Nonetheless,	the	characters	that	exist	in	Disney	Infinity	are	not	direct	analogues	of	

their	movie	and	TV	show	counterparts.		These	thoughts	help	us	explain	the	discontent,	but	

they	do	not	necessarily	alleviate	it.			Chris	Crawford	gives	us	a	way	to	conceptualize	this	

disappointment	with	his	notion	of	conceivable	versus	accessible	states	(Crawford,	2003).		

Crawford	identifies	the	disconnect	that	occurs	when	“in	their	eagerness	to	expand	the	

universe	of	their	design,	[game	designers]	toss	in	features	willy-nilly	without	recognizing	

the	geometrically	increasing	expectations	that	such	features	instill	in	the	users.”	Through	

the	lens	of	narrative	construction,	the	designer	wishes	to	encourage	players	to	construct	

narratives	and	they	draw	on	secondary	Discourses	to	make	these	“encouragements”	even	

stronger.		Designers	leverage	the	rich	knowledge	many	players	bring	to	the	game	of	iconic	

characters	and	their	motivations,	actions,	dialogue	and	more.		Yet	they	must	tread	a	fine	
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line	between	motivating	the	player	with	rich	material	and	disappointing	the	player	with	a	

lack	of	expected	functionality.	

	

Close	Reading	of	the	Storyworld	–	Toy	Box	Environments	as	Facilitators	of	Narrative	
Construction	
	

Bizzocchi’s	framework	for	analyzing	narrative	in	games	gives	storyworld	as	another	

potential	avenue	to	explore.		To	that	end,	I	undertook	a	close	reading	of	a	Toy	Box	tutorial	

level	called	“Phineas	and	Ferb’s	Platform	Palooza”	to	examine	how	storyworld	can	be	used	

to	help	initiate	narrative	construction.	

The	“Phineas	and	Ferb	Platform	Palooza”	Toy	Box	is	found	first	by	talking	to	the	

Exploration	Host,	who	resembles	the	Chinese	hero	Mulan	in	her	gender-bending	disguise	

as	a	young	male	named	Ping.		After	unlocking	the	Exploration	section,	which	initially	

challenges	the	player	with	a	light	bit	of	platform	jumping,	the	player	is	able	to	step	into	the	

Exploration	Adventure	portal.15		Unlike	the	Building	and	Logic	portal	that	unlocked	Toy	

Box	tutorial	levels	as	you	progressed	through,	this	portal	begins	with	all	the	Toy	Boxes	

unlocked	immediately.		As	a	fan	of	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	TV	show,	I	was	immediately	drawn	

in	to	the	first	Toy	Box,	named	Phineas	and	Ferb’s	Platform	Palooza.		In	the	informational	

box	that	displays	the	Toy	Box	and	description,	the	invocation	of	storyworld	(Figure	25)	is	

immediately	apparent.		The	description	reads	as	follows:	

                                                             
15 The	portal	is	a	glowing,	swirling	blue	this	time	–	I	believe	this	is	linked	to	the	color	of	the	
hub	portion	the	Host	stands	on.		As	it	so	happens,	Ping/Mulan	is	standing	on	blue.).		 
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“I	know	what	we’re	gonna	do	today!		Cross	random	platforms	in	Phineas	and	
Ferb’s	backyard,	and	collect	all	of	the	gnomes	before	time	runs	out.”	

The	first	line	of	this	description	references	the	catchphrase	of	the	titular	character	

Phineas,	which	he	utters	before	embarking	on	an	exciting	way	to	spend	one	of	the	days	of	

his	summer	vacation.		For	those	literate	in	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	Discourse,	this	line	reaches	

into	the	storyworld	of	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	television	show,	using	its	cachet	as	a	hook	to	

grab	the	player.		Including	this	line	has	much	the	same	effect	as	quoting	lines	from	the	Star	

Wars	films	does	for	its	fans	–	it	establishes	the	authenticity	of	the	creation.		It	lets	the	

player	know	that	the	author	is	a	fluent	performer	in	the	current	Discourse,	as	well	as	

situates	the	creation	within	that	same	Discourse.		A	Phineas	and	Ferb	fan	would	be	familiar	

with	the	semiotics	involved	with	Phineas	and	Ferb	–	choice	quotes,	character	names,	

familiar	songs,	etc.		By	beginning	with	such	a	popular	quote,	the	author	is	establishing	their	

competency	as	well	as	suggesting	the	Toy	Box	will	draw	from	the	same	characteristics	that	

make	the	show	enjoyable.	

Selecting	the	Toy	Box	takes	the	player	into	a	cartoony	neighborhood	styled	to	

resemble	the	city	of	Danville,	where	Phineas	and	Ferb	live.		As	a	quick	background,	Phineas	

and	Ferb	are	two	brothers	whose	daily	quest	to	enjoy	the	days	of	their	summer	vacation	

usually	ends	up	turning	into	a	zany	adventure	involving	an	invention	they	created.		These	

Figure 25: A description of the Phineas and Ferb Platform Palooza Toy Box 
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adventures	usually	begin	in	the	boys’	backyard	–	as	such,	when	the	player	arrives	in	the	

boys’	backyard	as	a	starting	point,	it	is	yet	another	way	to	evoke	the	atmosphere	of	the	

show.		Interestingly,	a	subtle	impetus	for	the	player	to	construct	narratives	begins	right	

before	the	player	appears,	as	the	world	is	being	built.		It	is	crucial	to	note	that	unlike	the	1.0	

and	2.0	versions	of	Disney	Infinity,	the	Toy	Box	now	shows	the	actual	construction	of	the	

Toy	Box	“live”	and	appropriately	refers	to	it	as	“Building”	(Figure	26).	

	

Figure	26:	The	"Building"	screen	shown	as	the	Toy	Box	is	constructed.	

	While	the	exact	technical	implementations	are	hard	to	parse,	I	don’t	believe	at	a	

fundamental,	behind-the-scenes	level	that	anything	has	changed.		Objects	and	textures	still	

must	be	loaded	from	the	hard	drive	or	disc	into	memory.		What	has	changed,	however,	is	

how	the	process	is	described	and	shown	to	the	player.		By	using	the	term	“building”	and	

showing	the	construction	as	it	proceeds	(albeit	at	a	faster	pace	than	the	player	will	build	

things),	Disney	Infinity	emphasizes	to	the	player	that	these	Toy	Boxes	are	built	out	of	

objects	–	objects	the	player	can	use	to	create	their	own	Toy	Boxes.		By	emphasizing	this	

aspect	every	time	a	Toy	Box	builds,	the	player	is	repeatedly	exposed	to	the	idea	of	building	

and	their	ability	to	easily	access	the	raw	materials	necessary	to	build.		During	the	building	

process,	music	from	the	television	show	–	specifically	a	song	entitled	“Gitchee	Gitchee	Goo”,	
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which	became	one	of	the	more	popular	tunes	from	the	show	–	plays	repeatedly	in	the	

background.		Once	the	Toy	Box	is	finished	and	the	player	materializes	within,	they	are	

greeted	by	several	elements	that	reflect	the	storyworld	of	Phineas	and	Ferb:			

• The	backyard	of	Phineas	and	Ferb’s	house	–	the	beginning	of	most	every	

television	episode	begins,	ends,	or	features	some	significant	time	in	the	

backyard	(Figure	27).	

• The	Doofenshmirtz	Evil	Incorporated	building	(Figure	28)	–	This	is	the	

headquarters	of	the	loveable	"evil”	scientist	Hans	Doofenshmirtz.		His	

schemes	often	originate	in	this	building,	only	to	be	foiled	by	the	secret	agent	

Figure 27: The backyard of Phineas and Ferb's house 

Figure 28: The Doofenshmirtz Evil, Inc. building 
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Perry	the	Platypus	(also	known	as	Agent	P).	

These	items	add	to	the	narrative	tapestry	that	Disney	Infinity	is	building.		Each	of	

these	instances	help	to	provide	a	layer	of	support	for	the	player	in	their	goal	of	constructing	

a	Toy	Box	and	afford	the	practice	of	appropriation(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009).		Writers	often	

mention	the	trepidation	that	arises	from	staring	at	a	blank	page	and	attempting	to	fill	it	

with	words.		Constructing	a	story	can	be	challenging	especially	when	the	writer	is	unclear	

where	to	start,	or	is	potentially	unfamiliar	with	the	rules	of	construction.		This	is	perhaps	

why	early	elementary	school	children	often	construct	stories	by	filling	in	the	blanks	of	a	

pre-constructed	paragraph	with	words.		The	pre-formed	paragraph	acts	as	a	type	of	

scaffolding,	prompting	and	guiding	the	developing	writer.		We	can	view	the	elements	of	

storyworld	presented	here	as	such	a	tool.		They	act	as	“story	starters”,	prompting	the	

player	with	scenarios,	locations	and	characters	they	are	familiar	with	and	begging	the	

players	to	use	them	in	their	own	ways.			

If	players	were	unsure	as	to	whether	the	impressive	actions	and	pieces	they	may	

have	seen	in	the	tutorial	worlds	were	simply	special	constructions	set	aside	for	developers,	

the	“building”	screen	helps	to	ally	that	concern.		Disney	uses	the	same	pieces	in	the	Toy	Box	

worlds	that	are	available	to	the	player.16		Themed	text,	appropriate	music,	familiar	

characters	and	settings	provide	the	player	with	a	smorgasbord	of	different	media	options	

to	use	in	making	the	most	authentic	and	representative	Toy	Box	possible.		Players	are	also	

encouraged	to	engage	in		what	Jenkins	calls	“transmedia	navigation”	–	“the	ability	to	follow	

the	flow	of	stories	and	information	across	multiple	modalities”	(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009).		

Recognizing	the	“I	know	what	we’re	gonna	do	today!”	quote	from	the	TV	show	and	

matching	it	up	with	the	aforementioned	Toy	Box	world	allows	players	to	access	the	

information	needed	to	fully	make	sense	of	the	Toy	Box	they	are	in.		Without	accessing	the	

backstory	to	Phineas	and	Ferb,	searching	for	gnomes	on	random	platforms	near	the	

brothers’	house	seems	completely	nonsensical.		But	“connecting	the	dots”	between	the	two	

normalizes	the	task.		Many	of	Phineas	and	Ferb’s	adventures	involve	random	quests	or	

                                                             
16 Mostly.  The player can’t add in voices for characters, so C-3PO can only “speak” by 
displaying text on the screen, for example.  Also, some of the pieces “available” require certain 
Play Sets or Power Discs, which are sold separately.  I discuss this more in the Discussion and 
Conclusion section. 
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occurrences	that	are	silly	and	slightly	ridiculous	(an	episode	of	the	eponymous	show	

features	the	boys	and	their	friends	teaching	the	world	that	“aglet”	is	the	proper	name	for	

the	object	that	coverers	the	end	of	your	laces).		In	this	light,	the	nonsensical	is	what	the	

player	expects.	

There	are	some	slight	disconnects	between	exposing	the	player	to	the	

aforementioned	narrative	elements	and	allowing	the	player	to	implement	them.		Oddly	

enough,	the	player	is	not	given	access	to	the	Magic	Wand	in	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	Toy	Box.		

This	seems	like	an	odd	choice.		While	disabling	or	limiting	the	capabilities	of	the	Magic	

Wand	in	certain	levels	–	such	as	some	of	the	Building-Based	Toy	Boxes,	where	the	aim	is	to	

instruct	players	on	the	usage	of	the	wand	or	other	construction	details	–	makes	sense,	there	

is	nothing	immediately	instructive	about	this	level	that	precludes	the	player	from	using	it.		

The	Phineas	and	Ferb	level	has	a	focus	on	exploration	and	adventure	–	this	focus	does	not	

seem	to	be	antithetical	to	the	manipulative	properties	of	the	wand.		Furthermore,	if	a	

“pristine”	version	of	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	world	were	required,	the	system	could	simply	

refuse	to	write	the	changes	done	to	the	level	when	the	player	leaves.		This	inconsistency	in	

the	availability	of	the	Magic	Wand	and	accessibility	of	the	Toy	Box	Editor	makes	it	more	

challenging	for	the	players	to	be	enculturated	into	the	idea	of	being	able	to	remix,	

transform,	edit	and	add.			 	
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CHAPTER	5	–	DISCUSSION	AND	CONCLUSION		

As	always,	there	comes	the	point	when	after	I	have	laid	out	my	toys	and	finished	

playing	the	game,	I	must	clean	up.		Not	much	has	changed	in	that	respect	and	appropriately,	

my	mantra	has	not	changed;	it	has	if	anything	grown	stronger	and	more	insistent	(though	I	

still	do	not	know	if	it	is	true):	

“It’s	not	a	mess	–	it’s	a	battleground!”	

Throughout	this	thesis,	I	have	attempted	to	illustrate	how	Disney	Infinity	is	an	

interesting,	if	at	times	slightly	problematic	place	that	uses	the	lure	of	strong	narratives	and	

the	community-driven	features	to	incubate	New	Literacy	practices.		Specifically,	I	have	

examined	the	Toy	Box	Hub,	a	new	addition	to	Disney	Infinity.		The	Toy	Box	Hub	is	designed	

to	give	the	player	a	taste	of	what	Disney	Infinity	is	all	about	–	narrative-driven	Play	Sets	

and	open	world	construction	in	the	Toy	Box.		To	this	end,	it	seemed	appropriate	to	apply	a	

critical	eye	to	the	Toy	Box	Hub	as	it	is	a	microcosm	of	the	Infinity	software.			

My	goal	was	to	uncover	poetics	–	mechanisms	through	which	Disney	Infinity	

accomplished	this	incubation	of	New	Literacy	practices	and	illuminate	the	mechanisms	that	

might	work	against	this	goal.		Disney	Infinity	attempts	to	encourage	New	Literacy	practices	

at	two	levels,	though	there	are	instances	where	design	choices	made	actually	prevent	

rather	than	encourage	these	practices.		On	a	more	granular	level,	players	are	encouraged	to	

participate	in	play,	appropriation,	and	transmedia	navigation	to	get	them	to	understand	and	

become	comfortable	with	constructing	user-generated	levels	known	as	Toy	Boxes.		On	a	

higher	level,	the	actual	construction	of	the	Toy	Boxes	requires	practicing	these	same	

literacies.		While	no	one	game	can	generalize	absolute	truths	for	such	a	broad	and	dynamic	

field	as	gaming,	understanding	and	locating	these	underlying	mechanisms	can	give	us	ideas	

and	possibilities	for	designing	games	and	other	types	of	software	for	both	entertainment	

and	education.	

Authority	and	Community	in	the	Toy	Box	Hub		
	

New	Literacies	as	defined	by	Knobel	and	Lankshear	are	defined	by	two	parts	–	the	

“new	ethos”	and	the	“new	technical”,	but	require	the	“new	ethos”	to	be	considered	New	
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Literacies	at	all.		One	of	the	tenets	of	the	“new	ethos”	is	a	more	collective,	distributed	view	

of	authority	rather	than	centralized	and	top-down;	as	such	I	looked	for	examples	of	how	

players	can	perceive	authority	in	the	Toy	Box	Hub.		When	it	comes	to	players	engaging	with	

other	players’	creations,	providing	an	in-game	structure	like	the	El	Capitan	theater	offers	a	

number	of	ways	for	players	to	experience	others’	works,	add	their	own,	or	simply	

download	and	edit	another	player’s	level.		Players	are	enabled	by	the	theater	to	explore	one	

another’s	texts	–	they	are	encouraged	to	play.		They	can	see	how	another	player	

constructed	it	and	use	that	information	to	supplement	their	own	construction	knowledge.	

They	can	even	learn	new	ways	of	constructing	texts	by	examining	other	players’	texts.		In	

essence,	players	are	prepped	for	appropriation.		Players	are	also	given	the	ability	to	

circulate	“good”	texts	–	“good”	being	decided	by	what	the	community	of	players’	values,	not	

just	the	Disney	corporation.		The	deferral	of	authority	from	Disney	to	the	community	is	

what	allows	these	literacies	–	play	and	appropriation	-		to	flourish.			

By	providing	the	player	with	easy-to-use	and	readily	accessible	tools	like	the	Magic	

Wand	and	the	Toy	Box	Editor,	players	are	cast	as	active	creators	–	they	have	been	enabled	

to	become	“readers”	by	learning	the	ins	and	outs	of	a	Toy	Box,	uncovering	its	secrets	and	

even	examining	the	mechanisms	that	make	it	tick.		With	the	Toy	Box	Editor	and	the	Magic	

Wand	tool	the	players	become	“writers”	in	this	space	as	they	manipulate	a	Toy	Box	or	

perhaps	even	create	one	of	their	own	and	share	with	the	community.	These	tools	are	

instantiations	of	New	Literacy	practices	like	appropriation	and	play.			

When	it	comes	to	players	engaging	with	other	players,	Disney	is	less	willing	to	

embrace	the	“new	ethos”	and	distribute	authority	among	the	community.		This	reluctance	

is	best	illustrated	in	Flynn’s	Arcade.		While	there	are	some	elements	that	hint	at	the	

possibility	for	interaction	outside	of	Disney’s	authority	(such	as	the	download	counter	and	

the	names	of	community	members	next	to	the	Toy	Box	they’ve	created),	for	the	most	part	

interactions	within	the	arcade	are	limited	and	opaque.		The	idea	of	the	arcade	affords	play	

by	its	very	nature;	just	like	real-world	arcades	provide	a	space	for	people	to	meet	and	play,	

so	in	theory	does	the	arcade	inside	Disney	Infinity.		It	attempts	to	eliminate	the	difficulties	

of	finding	others	and	facilitate	interaction.		Yet	its	insistence	on	structuring	authority	in	a	

top-down	form	strangles	the	very	play	they	intended	to	cultivate.		Knobel	and	Lankshear	

refer	to	the	“new	ethos”	as	placing	a	value	less	on	information	as	a	commodity	and	more	as	
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facilitator	of	relationships.		From	this	point	of	view,	the	arcade	focuses	more	on	utilizing	

information	(i.e.	it	“knows”	players	that	engage	with	arcade	machines	want	to	participate	

in	a	Toy	Box	with	others)	but	neglects	to	focus	on	using	that	information	as	a	tool	to	form	

relationships.		What	if	the	arcade	allowed	players	to	see	other	players	in	the	arcade	and	

invite	them	to	a	Toy	Box	directly?		Or	what	if	the	arcade	provided	some	of	the	information	

that	the	Theater	did	–	such	as	being	able	to	view	other	Toy	Boxes	the	creators	have	made	

or	add	other	players	who	were	in	the	arcade	earlier	to	a	potential	friends	list?	

There	are	potential	valid	reasons	for	some	of	this	reluctance	–	all	hypothetical	but	

based	on	my	anecdotal	experience	with	companies	and	games	that	deal	with	children.		As	a	

premier	provider	of	children’s	and	family	entertainment,	much	of	Disney’s	reputation	

relies	on	their	ability	to	continue	to	provide	safe	and	enjoyable	forms	of	entertainment.		

Allowing	players	to	meet	and	converse	with	each	other	opens	a	potential	doorway	for	

abuse	and	difficulties	the	company	may	not	want	to	manage.		Even	with	this	limited	system,	

there	are	ways	for	the	knowledgeable	player	to	work	around	the	system	–	perhaps	an	

unintended	and	undesired	instantiation	of	play.		Console	players	can	simply	write	down	or	

remember	the	username	displayed	as	others	attempt	to	connect	within	the	arcade	(Figure	

10)	and	search	for	this	username	on	their	console’s	online	service.	

This	tension	between	community	and	creator	authority	is	certainly	not	limited	to	

Disney.		Blizzard	Entertainment,	creators	of	popular	computer	games	such	as	Starcraft	and	

Overwatch	(“Blizzard	Entertainment,”	2016)	made	headlines	in	2016	as	they	shut	down	a	

privately	hosted	server	running	an	original	(“vanilla”)	version	of	their	massively	

multiplayer	online	role-playing	(MMORPG)	game	World	of	Warcraft.		Unlike	games	such	as	

Minecraft	whose	community	is	encouraged	to	run	private	servers,	only	Blizzard	is	intended	

to	run	servers	for	World	of	Warcraft.		Despite	Blizzard’s	clear	authority	to	exercise	their	

copyright	and	protect	their	intellectual	property,	Blizzard	also	acknowledged	the	

community	that	had	developed	around	the	server	and	welcomed	continued	conversation	

with	the	community	leaders(Ligman,	n.d.).		This	incident	highlights	the	evolving	nature	and	

discussion	around	authority	regarding	computer	game	software.	
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Narrative	Construction	–	Character	Detail	and	Performance	
 

Character	detail	provides	an	excellent	way	for	players	to	engage	in	the	New	Literacy	

practice	of	performance.		Disney’s	massive	roster	of	101	characters	provides	the	player	

with	a	variety	of	different	roles	and	identities	they	are	able	to	try	on	and	practice.		As	

mentioned	earlier,	a	significant	number	of	children	and	teenagers	have	access	to	video	

games.		As	such	video	games	could	potentially	provide	powerful	sites	for	performative	

exploration.		Performance	allows	players	to	try	out	different	identities;	this	practice	is	

similar	to	the	role	an	internship	or	apprenticeship	plays	for	a	job	seeker	looking	to	get	

ready	for	a	new	position.		It	is	a	way	of	sampling	a	secondary	Discourse.		With	children,	

performance	allows	for	a	safe	environment	to	experiment	with	various	roles	in	a	

contextualized	setting.		For	those	familiar	with	the	lore	(children	proficient	in	the	

secondary	Discourse	of	storywords	like	Disney’s	Big	Hero	6	or	Tangled),	character	detail	

provides	rich	material	for	the	player	to	engage	with.		A	player	can	rebuild	Luke	Skywalker’s	

dwelling	on	Tatooine	and	recreate	the	moisture	farm	to	give	Luke	another	shot	at	

protecting	his	family	from	the	Empire.		These	same	details	can	also	provide	material	for	

those	players	who	may	be	unfamiliar	with	a	given	secondary	Discourse.		A	player	

unfamiliar	with	Woody	from	Toy	Story	may	be	able	to	discern	from	his	hat	and	outfit	that	

Woody	is	a	cowboy	of	some	type	and	create	a	Western-themed	Toy	Box	for	Woody	to	

collect	cattle.			

In	Writing	Superheroes,	Anne	Hass	Dyson	notes	that	for	children	“commercial	

culture	often	does	become	semiotic	material	for	making	sense	of	the	social	experience”	

(Dyson,	1997).		Disney	Infinity	has	a	large	advantage	here;	the	brands	that	make	up	Infinity	

are	world-famous	and	instantly	recognizable	(e.g.,	Mickey	Mouse,	Spider-Man,	Princess	

Jasmine	from	Disney’s	Aladdin).		Players	have	access	to	compelling	and	recognizable	

characters	and	environments	from	which	try	on	multiple	roles	and	create	a	variety	of	

different	Toy	Boxes.	

Yet	despite	these	affordances,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	Disney	is	a	for-profit	

company.		My	argument	is	not	to	imply	that	making	money	is	evil	or	suggest	that	Disney	is	

being	dishonest;	it	is	merely	to	underscore	a	fundamental	tension	that	is	inherent	in	every	

for-profit	company.		The	decisions	that	drive	the	development	of	any	product	produced	can	
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often	be	persuaded	not	by	academic	research	but	by	the	whims	of	the	marketplace.		There	

are	certainly	other	things	that	concern	Disney	–	their	reputation	as	a	brand	for	families	is	

extremely	important	–	but	this	reputation	is	also	important	to	their	bottom	line.		Disney	

was	recently	criticized	for	lacking	merchandise	related	to	the	Black	Widow	character	–	a	

female	member	of	the	Avengers	–	when	the	movie	premiered	to	much	fanfare	and	

incredible	success	(Robinson,	2015).		The	article	notes	this	glaring	omission	is	not	the	only	

strike	in	what	seems	to	be	a	fairly	consistent	pattern	of	gender-biased	marketing.			A	

related	article	on	the	feminist	blog	The	Mary	Sue	purports	to	be	written	by	a	former	Marvel	

employee	and	sharply	criticizes	Disney’s	approach.		Annie	Mouse	writes	about	viewing	a	

slide	deck	for	Marvel	brand	marketing	that	positioned	Marvel’s	approach	as	essentially	

uninterested	in	females.		When	the	author	asked	her	supervisor	for	the	reason	behind	this,	

the	answer	was,	“That’s	not	why	Disney	bought	[Marvel].		They	already	have	the	girls’	

market	on	lockdown”	(Mouse,	2015)17.		While	this	may	be	acceptable	from	an	economic	

point	of	view,	it	can	be	problematic	(to	say	the	least)	to	think	representation	is	controlled	

by	profit	margins.		Disney	has	also	been	criticized	for	its	portrayal	of	women	with	the	

Princess	line	–	some	feel	the	Princess	line	encourages	a	regressive	view	of	women	and	their	

role	in	society	(Hains,	2016).		Disney	has	taken	steps	to	address	this;	female	characters	

such	as	Black	Widow	and	Princess	Jasmine	are	not	merely	fawning	flowers	waiting	for	

saviors	within	Disney	Infinity.		They	are	equally	as	capable	as	any	of	the	male	heroes,	able	

to	pummel	enemy	characters	and	wield	weapons	just	like	the	others.		While	I	was	initially	

pleased	with	this	development,	a	discussion	with	a	professor	outside	of	my	defense	raised	

an	interesting	point	regarding	whether	giving	princesses	an	upgrade	in	fighting	moves	is	an	

equally	problematic	choice.	

Disney	is	the	steward	of	numerous	valuable	and	exciting	properties	that	provide	

innumerable	ways	of	enacting	identities	embraced	by	children	and	adults	alike.		Vigilance,	

critical	assessment	and	conversation	is	required	if	we	are	to	have	characters	that	reflect	

modern	values	and	ideas	instead	of	simply	those	that	are	the	most	financially	lucrative.	

Narrative	Construction	–	Character	Interaction,	Performance	and	Play	
 

                                                             
17 The name Annie Mouse is a pseudonym.  The author of the article chose to remain anonymous 
to avoid potential negative repercussions.   
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Character	interaction	encourages	performance	as	well	as	play,	providing	players	

familiar	with	the	Discourse	of	their	chosen	character	with	an	increased	incentive	to	engage	

in	different	performances	and	observe	the	potential	interactions.		With	characters	spanning	

from	the	iconic	Mickey	Mouse	to	the	more	recent	starts	of	the	movie	Zootopia,	and	

including	the	characters	from	the	Marvel	and	Star	Wars	universes,	the	range	of	different	

possibilities	for	interactions	seems	almost	unlimited.		Unfortunately,	these	interactions	are	

limited	by	implementation	as	well	as	player	knowledge.		As	much	of	the	meaning	relies	on	

being	familiar	with	the	lore	of	a	particular	character,	the	interactions	fall	short	when	the	

player	recognizes	responses	that	seem	out	of	character.	Conversely,	the	interactions	

become	much	more	meaningful	with	a	fluency	in	the	Discourse	of	one	or	more	of	the	

characters	interacting.		The	disappointment	is	also	stronger	the	more	literate	the	player	is	

in	the	Discourses	that	Disney	Infinity	relies	upon.			

While	Chris	Crawford’s	concept	of	conceivable	versus	accessible	states	provides	us	

with	one	explanation	for	why	we	as	the	player	feel	a	disappointment,	there	are	also	other	

reasons	to	consider.		The	game	designer	has	a	number	of	different	factors	they	must	

consider	including	realistic	time	constraints,	memory	and	disk	space	to	store	the	

utterances	and	temporal	issues	as	well.	

Narrative	Construction	–	Storyworld,	Appropriation	and	Transmedia	Navigation	
 

Storyworld	construction	in	Disney	Infinity	facilitates	the	practice	of	transmedia	

navigation,	allowing	for	the	creation	of	levels	and	areas	imbued	with	the	essence	of	

storyworlds	that	players	literate	in	the	Discourse	of	Disney	are	familiar	with.		Toy	Box	

levels	feature	recognizable	landmarks,	music	and	dialog	from	properties	within	the	Disney	

family.		This	affordance	comes	from	an	expansive	and	impressively	deep	roster	of	

characters,	items,	vehicles	and	more	for	the	player	to	use	in	constructing	a	Toy	Box	World.	

There	are	“expected”	entries	that	contribute	to	a	convincing	storyworld	such	as	vehicles	

like	the	Millennium	Falcon,	as	well	as	lesser	known	objects	like	the	magical	bed	from	the	

1971	Disney	film	Bedknobs	and	Broomsticks	(also	a	vehicle).		Transmedia	is	not	limited	to	

movies	and	TV	shows.		Disney	Infinity	3.0	was	the	first	version	to	include	the	Radio	Disney	

Toy	Box	object.	The	Radio	Disney	object	is	an	in-game	toy	that	can	be	placed	down	into	the	

game	world	much	like	any	of	the	other	available	objects.		This	toy	can	stream	music	live	
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from	the	Radio	Disney	station	and	broadcast	it	within	the	Toy	Box	(as	long	as	the	software	

has	an	Internet	connection).		While	fairly	simple	in	functionality	(players	are	able	to	start	

and	stop	the	music	as	well	as	apply	game	logic	to	control	these	functions),	the	Radio	Disney	

object	is	a	clear	attempt	to	introduce	players	to	Disney’s	other	media	ventures.		The	in-

game	implementation	of	Toy	Box	TV,	a	now-defunct	YouTube	show,	through	the	El	Capitan	

is	another	example.		It	is	worth	noting	that	the	Toy	Box	TV	section	in	the	theater	does	not	

mimic	the	full	functionality	of	YouTube	(e.g.,	the	theater	implementation	does	not	have	

options	to	comment	on	videos	or	even	view	the	comment	stream).		It	merely	acts	much	as	a	

theater	screen	does	in	real	life	–	a	projection	medium	that	allows	for	passive	watching.			

				Thinking	and	synthesizing	across	media	forms	is	particularly	interesting	because	

Disney	is	the	owner	of	several	different	media	properties;	transmedia	navigation	is	not	

merely	an	afterthought	as	many	of	the	New	Literacy	practices	present	in	Disney	Infinity	

may	be,	but	a	crucial	area	of	development.		By	creating	areas	of	interest	in	multiple	types	of	

media,	Disney	is	cultivating	potential	revenue	streams	in	the	various	areas;	thus,	for	

example,	it	is	in	Disney’s	best	interests	to	have	a	Spider-Man	TV	show,	Spider-Man	video	

game	and	Spider-Man	books	–	all	with	links	to	each	other.		This	does	not	invalidate	the	

quality	or	legitimacy	of	Disney’s	many	properties	but	it	is	something	to	keep	in	mind	

perhaps	when	evaluating	the	existence	of	certain	products	and	services.			

Disney	Infinity	as	a	whole	is	an	embodiment	of	transmedia	navigation.		The	deepest	

experience	to	be	found	within	the	software	occurs	when	the	player	is	literate	within	as	

many	different	secondary	Disney	Discourses	as	possible	and	can	trace	the	thread	between	

the	various	forms	of	media.		The	Star	Wars:	The	Force	Awakens	Play	Set	may	certainly	be	

appealing	by	itself	–	it	contains	lightsaber-wielding	guardians,	fast	vehicles,	space	dogfights	

and	more.		But	the	experience	is	strengthened	by	the	eponymous	blockbuster	movie,	where	

players	may	have	already	become	familiar	with	the	Stormtrooper-turned-Resistance	

fighter	Finn,	the	scavenger-turned-Force	student	Rey	and	various	other	characters.		The	

player	can	construct	a	richer	meaning	from	events	and	details	with	this	increased	

familiarity.		A	community	constructed	Toy	Box	featuring	Finn	and	Rey	capturing	baby	
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animals	to	feed	to	rathtars18	will	be	more	meaningful	to	the	player	who	can	recall	the	

Finn’s	near-death	experience	being	dragged	around	by	rathtar	tentacles.		The	ability	to	not	

only	segue	effortlessly	between	media	forms	but	understand	the	demands	and	affordances	

of	the	different	forms	is	increasingly	important	as	multimodality	becomes	more	common.		

Speaking	on	the	importance	of	this	understanding,	Jenkins	says	about	transmedia	

navigation:	

“Each	medium	has	its	own	affordances,	its	own	systems	of	representation,	its	
own	strategies	for	producing	and	organizing	knowledge.	Participants	in	the	
new	media	landscape	learn	to	navigate	these	different	and	sometimes	

conflicting	modes	of	representation	and	to	make	meaningful	choices	about	
the	best	ways	to	express	their	ideas	in	each	context”(Jenkins	et	al.,	2009).	

In	this	respect,	Disney	Infinity’s	detailed	and	thoughtful	embedding	of	details	into	

various	storyworlds	provides	a	design	poetic	worth	imitating.		Examples	such	as	the	

narrativized	text	opening	the	Phineas	and	Ferb	Toy	Box	speak	to	an	attention	to	detail	that	

is	envious	–	Phineas’	line	“I	know	what	we’re	gonna	do	today”	is	appropriately	written	as	

“gonna”	instead	of	the	more	formal	(and	correct)	“going	to”.			

Finally,	a	note	to	underlie	a	simple	but	important	concept	that	has	become	all	too	

real	with	the	unexpected	shuttering	of	Disney	Infinity.		It	is	important	to	remember	that	

with	for-profit	companies,	the	strength	of	a	tool	or	its	empirical	effectiveness	is	not	the	

final	determining	factor	in	its	existence;	what	matters	in	the	end	is	its	contribution	to	the	

financial	bottom	line.		If	the	product	is	not	making	enough	money	when	dealing	with	a	for-

profit	company,	the	product	stands	a	chance	of	being	discontinued.	

Future	Work	
 

While	future	work	is	slightly	difficult	to	imagine	with	Disney	Infinity	as	much	of	the	

functionality	that	makes	it	interesting	is	being	deactivated	by	the	end	of	March	2017,	

empirical	studies	of	Disney	Infinity	would	be	exciting	and	potentially	revealing.		These	

studies	could	be	used	to	evaluate,	for	example,	the	effectiveness	of	narrative-themed	pieces	

versus	the	more	generic	pieces	in	getting	players	to	construct	narratives.		Disney	Infinity	is	

also	certainly	not	the	only	game	that	relies	on	user-generated	content	and	community	
                                                             
18 Slimy, tentacled hunters captured by the famed smuggler and general Han Solo (“Rathtars | 
Star Wars Databank,” 2016). 
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features	–	further	studies	into	games	that	utilize	these	factors	could	reveal	more	

information	about	New	Literacy	practices.		These	games	can	be	quite	varied	in	nature	(the	

open-world	building	in	Minecraft	is	different	from	the	user-generated	levels	in	something	

like	Little	Big	Planet)	and	possibly	contain	unique	affordances	for	facilitating	new	literacies.	

Finally,	convincing	Disney	to	save	the	core	of	Disney	Infinity	and	produce	an	

educational	version	that	allows	for	enhanced	customization	as	well	as	data	collection	

remains	a	long	shot	that	I	refuse	to	let	go	of.	 	

A	Loop	Back	to	Literacy	
	

Disney	Infinity	may	have	passed,	but	for	the	foreseeable	future,	video	games	are	

here	to	stay.		Upcoming	technologies	such	as	virtual	reality	(VR)	and	augmented	reality	

(AR)	are,	as	of	this	writing,	just	starting	to	mature	and	enter	the	mainstream.		It	is	

undoubtable	that	games	will	continue	to	evolve	and	develop	into	something	as	different	as	

the	PlayStation	4	is	from	the	Nintendo	Famicom.		Yet	changing	technology	is	not	the	only	

factor	of	importance.		We	must	also	be	aware	of	the	changing	mindset	of	players,	as	many	

games	move	towards	a	more	participatory	culture.		The	inclusion	of	social	media	networks	

like	Facebook,	Twitter,	and	streaming	services	such	as	Twitch	(“Twitch,”	2011)	highlight	an	

increasing	number	of	players	embracing	the	role	of	creator,	not	simply	passive	consumer.		

As	we	continue	to	design	games	for	both	entertainment	and	educational	purposes,	it	

is	crucial	for	us	to	consider	the	argument	that	Jenkins	put	forth	in	his	book	Confronting	the	

Challenges	of	Participatory	Culture	and	confront	the	myth	that	the	new	literacies	described	

by	Jenkins	are	automatically	learned	without	specific	instruction.		James	Gee	offers	a	

blistering	critique	of	our	school	system	–	reframing	the	purported	“literacy	crisis”	in	the	

1980s	as	more	of	a	crisis	in	social	justice.		Noting	that	certain	groups	of	children	struggled	

with	literacy	tasks	as	they	became	more	“school-like”	in	nature,	Gee	wrote:	

“Young	adults	did	not	have	an	“illiteracy”	problem	(80	percent	of	them	could	
read	as	well	as	or	better	than	the	average	eighth-grade	student):	rather,	

they	had	a	“schooling”	problem.	As	tasks	became	more	complex	and	“school-
like,”	less	and	less	of	the	population	could	do	them,	with	failure	being	most	
prominent	among	those	less	influenced	by,	and	most	poorly	served	by,	the	

schools”	(Gee,	2008).		
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	 Inequity	remains	a	challenge	for	our	school	systems	and	it	is	important	to	consider	

all	the	possible	ways	available	for	students	(and	people	in	general)	to	learn	how	to	make	

meaning	in	the	various	ways	available	today.		In	that	respect,	games	provide	a	

contextualized	and	enjoyable	way	to	potentially	guide	users	in	practicing	new	literacies.		

The	design	poetics	that	I	have	highlighted	may	hopefully	be	useful	in	guiding	educators,	

researchers	and	game	designers	in	creating	experiences	that	are	not	only	enjoyable	but	

reinforce	crucial	skills	needed	for	continued	success	in	today’s	world.	

New	Literacies	provide	a	way	of	understanding	what	it	is	to	make	meaning	in	areas	

where	digital	technologies	have	afforded	the	creation	of	texts	that	are	different	at	a	

fundamental	level.		It	behooves	us	as	researchers	to	discover	and	evaluate	ways	of	

encouraging	students	to	develop	and	improve	these	multiple	literacies	for	successful	

communication.	 	
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