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It didnÕt seem much like Christmas,
with the sunny, 70-degree weather out-
side, but that all changed for a group of
kids inside Kipp Academy (a new school
contracted by Tulsa Public Schools that,
so far, only caters to fifth-graders). 

Christmas cheer emanated from a clan
of some 10 students when they peeked
into a room filled with toys to be tested.
It was all the kids could do to obey the
teacher and quietly wait.

The students were given their instruc-
tions: Pick a toy, play with it and then let
us know honestly what you think of it.
Easy enough.

In the next room were more than a
dozen toys plucked from various hot-toy
lists put out for the holiday season. But
there was a catch. 

These toys were primarily marketed to
a hard-to-buy-for group called tweens,
those kids who waffle between childhood
and adolescence, ages 10 to 12. 

The Kipp students, ages 10 or 11, were
there to test these toys for tween appeal.

After getting the OK, the kids barreled
into the room, tackled the toys and even-
tually shared their educated opinions. The
toys are ranked 1 to 4, 4 being the best.

Dream Life
About $45
Ages 8 and up 

This is a simple-to-hook-up role-play-
ing game for the iconic tween girl. YouÕre
the cool girl at school on the first day of
classes, and you get to choose where to
go and what to do, like go shopping,
work or join a sports team.

ItÕs like junior high without the angst.
The game plugs right into the TV and

was a major hit with the girls.
ÒIthink itÕs cool,Ó said 10-year-old

Kimani Williams.

Real Driver
Between $70-$80
Ages 8 and up

This sucker is fast. The 15-inch-long
shiny car Ñ with spinning rims Ñ races
up to 18 mph. It has four gears, as well as
reverse and braking action.

The controller is a little different and
takes some getting use to, but once
youÕre over that hump, itÕs just you and
the open road. Open being the key word
because this car is almost too fast for
indoors.

This was one of the favorites Ñ for
both boys and girls.

ÒItÕs so fast,Ó said
11-year-old Milae
Wilson. ÒThat
might be
something I
want.Ó

It comes
with a
recharge-
able battery.

I-Dog  
Around $25
Ages 8 and up

The iPod has found a best friend in
the I-Dog, a sleek and small futuristic-
looking pet that lights up, makes sounds
and moves to whatever music is playing.
He has a little speaker on his back that
relays music from any source with a
headphone jack.

The kids at first ran to play with this
vir tual pet, but its bark must be bigger
than its bite because the I-Dog didnÕt
hold their attention for long.

Pixel Chix     1/2
Around $30
Ages 7 and up

In this small box-of-a-house lives a 2-D
chick who you control, down to where
she goes, when she sleeps and what she
wears. She can cop a little attitude by
telling you what she thinks of your deci-
sions, good or bad. Your choices increase
at each of the five levels, but if you
ignore this tiny gal, youÕll lose stuff.

The boys didnÕt touch it and the girls
who did quickly put down what seemed
like an overpriced toy.

Now to be fair, we need to mention
that buyers can hook two houses togeth-
er so the characters can visit each other.
We only had one. 

As it was, Pixel Chix Òis not that
great,Ó Kimani said.

Roboraptor 
About $120
Ages 6 and up

It says this remote-control robotic
dinosaur is for ages 6 and up, but even
some of our tweens had a hard time fig-
uring out all of its 40 preprogrammed
functions. But it garnered many fans
nonetheless.

The 32-inch Roboraptor can walk and
run, and he has three moods: aggres-
sive/hunting, ner vous/cautious and
friendly/playful.

The adults in the room were about as
interested by the dino as the kids, all of
whom wanted a chance to play with it.
But in the end, Roboraptor was left for
other toys.

But 11-year-old Derrick Mason said, ÒI
thought it was boring because thereÕs
nothing it can do except walk.Ó

Polly Pocket Snow Cool Hotel 
About $30
Ages 4 and up

HereÕs your first warning. This toy has
lots of little pieces just screaming to get
lost. The girls were pretty excited about
this one and put it together after a little
dif ficulty.

A few gals stuck around the toy,
changing the dollÕs tiny clothes and play-
ing with the retro-styled ski lodge, but it
wasnÕt a main attraction.

Comes with pieces for the ski lodge, a
doll and a few doll outfits.

Teen Trends Gabby doll     1/2
About $40
Ages 6 and up

Gabby was
great to look
at, but once
she was out of
the box, the
17-inch doll
lost her slip-on
shoes and
couldnÕt stand
up. Her hair
had a strange,
sticky texture as
though it had been
moussed, but her
outfit was great.

No one went
for the doll at
first. After awhile,
10-year-old Con-
stance Williams
picked it up, but
only to braid its hair.

The doll comes
with a hairbrush,
curling ir on and hair
accessories.

Chat Now 
About $75
Ages 8 and up

These two-way radios work like a cell
phone, allowing you to send messages to
another set and even take pictures. They
were a huge hit with the kids Ñ one of
the favorites.

Each hand-held is a little larger than a
cell phone but flips open in the same
fashion. It can hold numbers and allows
kids to chat with friends or connect to
Mom and Dad. It claims to have a 2-mile
range, but there was trouble communi-
cating with the hand-helds on opposite
sides of closed doors.

ÒThis one is cool,Ó said 10-year-old
Mikayla Alexander. ÒI was texting and
chatting.Ó

It comes with two handsets.
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Kids test hot
Christmas toys
targeted for the
pre-adolescent
market

Twixt&tween
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Kipp Academy students Brittney Bolton (left) and Milae W ilson check out a new video player .

Buying for tweens
Fitting in is probably the most

important thing to remember when
buying gifts for tweens. 

Kids this age Ñ thatÕs 10 to 12 Ñ
want to fit in with their peers. Good or
bad, what they have helps determine that.

ÒWe as adults forget how important
it is to teens and tweens to feel part of
their peer group, and one of the ways
they do that is through the products
they own that are in common with
their peers,Ó said Chris Byrne, an inde-
pendent toy consultant and editor of
Toy Report (www.thetoyguy.com).

So the key is getting tweens what
they ask for, and if their requests are
too expensive, Byrne suggests giving a
gift card or going in with other family
members to buy the item.

ÒThe real gift is helping someone get
what they want, and thatÕs what the holi-
day is all about,Ó he said in a phone con-
versation while traveling to St. Louis.

At this age, kids can handle fewer
but bigger-ticket items rather than
more but less expensive gifts. 

ÒIf youÕre making their dream of an
iPod come true, thatÕs worth more
than, say, 10 presents,Ó Byrne said.

Did someone say iPod? Certainly some
tween ears perked at the mention of it. A
lot of tweens are into electronics, said Ste-
vanne Auerbach, aka Dr. Toy, author of
15 books and an expert in childrenÕs play
and development (www.drtoy.com).

ÒTheyÕre more into music, computers
and software, but again, there are great
puzzles out there or books that may be
of interest (to them),Ó she said from her
cell phone in Hawaii.

Tween or not, every child is different
and has his or her own favorites.

ÒSome (female) tweens are into fashion,
and others are into American Girl (dolls),Ó
Byrne said. ÒThere is no right or wrong,
and it changes depending on where you
are in the country. Girls in Los Angeles or
New York tend to be more sophisticated
because they are exposed to more.Ó

But parents, donÕt be persuaded
beyond your comfort zone.

ÒParents ensure they are still the gate-
keepers on things their child has,Ó Byrne
said. ÒThings you bring into your home
should be consistent with your values.Ó
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