Field notes on Favourite Things interview with David Arben, aged 7 years 8½ months  24.11.13

I drove down from Suffolk on a Sunday to do the interview but got held up with a surprising amount of traffic so arrived about half and hour late. However I’d texted Anastasia and she’d replied ‘No worries’, as they were there at home anyway.  When I arrived at their 3rd floor (top floor) council flat she made me a cup of tea, and said they were all doing their own things – Richie was doing something in the bedroom, she was in the lounge working on her MBQ course, and David was in his bedroom because he’d been rude.  Everywhere looks bright, fresh and clean, which is nothing unusual as Anastasia tend to be very tidy, and also likes colourful and glittery things, there was some Christmas decorations hanging up and a tree partly decorated in the corner. She does very creative things with bits that she gets from the Pound Shop.  She tidies up David’s toys in his bedroom, put away into drawers or on shelves and most of his soft cuddly toys were hanging up in a long netted basket from the ceiling.

Anastasia called David out of his bedroom and he came out and said hello, then she sent him back again telling him to get out some of his toys that have been his favourites. When we went into his bedroom he hadn’t in fact got anything out, so Anastasia did it with him and they put quite a few toys onto his rug which was patterned like a road scene.  Looking round the room, there are very many toys, games, soft toy animals and other items on shelves, in drawers or hanging in the basket.  Richie, David’s father, then appeared out of the bedroom to say hello and make some comments on getting out the toys. He also commented that David tends to play with things according to his mood, and that he’d played on the Wii this morning when he hadn’t done that for a long time.  Anastasia also got out a few toys that she said David used to play with a longer time ago and put them separately (causing David to comment that he did sometimes still play with some of them).  They then all three had a play session with David’s 2 guns, one that shoots a disk, and the other shoots small plastic tubes. He and his mother shot at each other, Anastasia turning round so he could shoot her back and backside. When it seemed a good time to start the interview, Anastasia and Richie asked David if he’d like one of them to stay in the bedroom with him and he told them both to go out, which I was quite surprised and really pleased about.  We shut the door and got on with the session, starting with me taking some photos of the bedroom.

I switched on the H2N and we talked about his favourite toys (ones he played with before he was given his mother’s iphone which he plays with most of the time now). He was much more chatty than I’d expected and seemed to enjoy telling me about everything, spending quite a long time on each toy, describing them and demonstrating them with the sound effect (I also got some sound effects separately at the end). He’d sometimes go into great detail and I didn’t want to cut him off too much. For example he had a Dalek helmet and Darth Maul mask which had sound, a guitar (which played music); swords, a wooden game set, a tiger/cat which growled and purred. There was a game which lit up and had to be stopped when it was in the middle light. I realised later that this had been moved when I took individual photos so I didn’t take one of this (but I could at another time).

After showing all these toys we went on to look at his iphone, his mother had given it to him when she got a new one about a year ago and he’s been playing with it a lot ever since. He mainly plays games but says he also sends texts to his friends and his uncles and his mum’s friends. I asked if he used the internet and he said he did but then said he didn’t really because that might mean asking for a password and if so something bad might happen. He added that he sometimes played on his Dad’s ipad.  Some of his friends have phones. He’s not allowed to take the iphone to school. They can use ipads in school but they have to be booked, which the teacher does for them. He admitted that his friends don’t have as many toys as he does. He said he goes to his friends’ houses sometimes after school and they come to his, but also said rather poignantly that not many came to his home because they (his family) were busy paying the gas bill or other bills. There is a friend in a neighbouring block who he sees a lot – a younger little girl who is only 6, and this might explain why when I asked what toys he plays with at his friends’ houses one of the first he came up with was ‘Barbies’.

He showed me in detail the main games he played on the iphone – one had lots of animal games; another was called ‘Mindcraft’ (which he said his mother called ‘Mindcrap’) but it seemed to me that it involved some quite informative stuff in which he had to create his house and use materials like cobblestones, iron, torches to make light, diamonds etc. so it could be quite inventive. I asked if he thought he’d learned things from playing them and he said yes. 

He said his favourite times of day were mealtimes and breaks in school.

Towards the end he started showing me the older toys that he didn’t use much but I stopped him after a while as we’d been chatting for over an hour and he was going on to a party with the young girl up the street. These were things like a ‘Chuggington’ toy which made engine noises, and a car wash and a garbage truck. I felt that because these toys had been tidied away in a drawer for some time, getting them out reminded him and he started to play with them again, even though they wouldn’t be likely to replace his new love, the iphone.

After we’d finished he went off to his friend’s flat, taking his iphone plus a charger with a 3 metre lead.   I found it an enjoyable session and I think David really enjoyed it too.

