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Abstract 

This thesis presents reflections and insights arising from a qualitative research study 

exploring the learning experiences and literacy practices of students when engaging with 

computer games as texts for learning in a middle years English classroom. The research 

responds to an exponential growth in the presence of digital texts in the lives of many 

students and seeks to explore possible connections between these texts and literacy 

learning in school. Commercially available computer games were chosen as digital texts for 

inclusion in this study for three reasons. In the first instance, many students express a 

passionate interest in these games and engage extensively with them in their out-of-school 

lives. Yet, despite studies confirming positive effects of drawing on the potential of these 

games for learning, there remains a deficit discourse surrounding the impact of computer 

games on players and the use of computer games in school. A second reason is the potential 

of computer games to provide validation and recognition of the learning experiences and 

literacy practices that students bring to the classroom from their home and out-of-school 

lives. The third reason for including computer games in classroom learning, particularly in 

English classrooms, is the growing recognition of this digital medium as a new narrative 

form. 

Theoretical approaches informing this research study draw from sociocultural and 

multimodal social semiotic understandings of the concept of literacy. In addition, this study 

draws on recent theories of literacy exploring meaning-making as sensory, embodied 

practices, particularly in an age of digital texts. In particular, this study acknowledges the 

“visionary project of multiliteracies begun by the New London Group” (Mills, 2011, p. 24) 

and proposes a model for adapting this framework to elements of meaning-making with 

computer games. Although there is a great deal of research exploring digital texts for 

literacy learning underpinned by sociocultural, multiliteracies, and multimodal perspectives, 

there is much less research exploring more embodied and perceptual dimensions through a 

phenomenological approach. This doctoral research study aims to address this gap.  

Methods for this study are guided by hermeneutic phenomenology and influenced by 

feminist-inspired approaches to phenomenological research. Data for the research were 

generated in a single case study conducted in a middle years English classroom in a 
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government-funded secondary school. Participants in the study were one classroom teacher 

and 28 students in their ninth year of schooling (ages 13 – 14). While the focus of the 

research is the students’ learning and literacy experiences, the perspectives and influence of 

the class teacher and the researcher are taken into consideration in the representation of 

this research study. Interpretative phenomenological analysis informs the analysis of data 

for the study.  

Reflections on these themes in light of selected literature in the field of computer games, 

learning, and literacy lead to a discussion of new kinds of learning experiences arising from 

young people’s engagement with digital texts such as computer games. The discussion also 

considers areas in which applications of the multiliteracies framework may hide, or obscure, 

the whole of the lived experience of learning and meaning-making, particularly when 

engaging with digital texts. The discussion proposes an approach to learning in English that 

recognises the value of “meaningful play” and the impact of this playfulness on students’ 

literacy practices. Finally, a model is proposed for examining multiple dimensions of literacy 

learning with computer games in English. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

In contemporary, developed societies, social, cultural, and economic landscapes are being 

shaped by and shaping an exponential growth in the presence of digital texts. The changes 

brought about by this growth have implications for education that cannot be ignored, as the 

current generation of students inhabits cultural worlds largely mediated by digital texts. In 

the Western world, many students communicate using a range of digital texts via social 

networks, instant messaging, and web-based forums. These texts are used for sharing 

everything from personal photos and videos to progress in the latest popular video game, or 

“how-to” videos on any topic imaginable. Students’ immersion in this sociocultural 

environment requires capabilities in both traditional print and multimodal, or digital, 

literacies. The learning and literacy practices students develop in their engagement with 

digital texts should not be discounted in their school literacy learning. Literacy educators, 

therefore, need to take account of digital texts if they are to prepare students to be capable 

and literate citizens participating in a complex web of global, national, and local networks in 

the new knowledge-based economies of the 21st century.  

In this age of digital texts, computer games play a vast and compelling role in the cultural 

landscape of many young people. I use the term “computer games” in this dissertation to 

signify digital games played on all platforms, including game consoles and portable hand-

held devices. On the one hand, students’ experiences with digital texts such as computer 

games impact their out-of-school learning and literacy practices. On the other hand, 

students’ in-school learning experiences and literacy practices are shaped by many factors, 

including but not limited to curriculum requirements, teachers’ pedagogical practices, and 

the digital texts that increasingly pervade learning in the English classroom. My research 

study set out to explore how including computer games as texts in a middle years English 

classroom might impact students’ learning and literacy experiences.  

This chapter introduces my research study, beginning with a discussion of my personal and 

professional background and motivation for undertaking doctoral studies. The chapter goes 

on to outline the purpose of the study, identify the questions guiding the research, and 

provide a rationale for the study of computer games in the classroom. The significance of a 



2 

Margaret Toomey   

research focus on computer games, learning, and literacy is then outlined, with the 

discussion highlighting the global, national, and theoretical significance of the study. This 

introductory chapter concludes by outlining the format of the thesis and providing a brief 

overview of each chapter.  

1.1 Researcher background and motivation for undertaking doctoral studies 

My professional experience as a classroom teacher began in 2007 at a metropolitan state 

high school on the eastern seaboard of Australia. This school serviced students from a 

diverse range of cultural and socio-economic backgrounds including those from 

marginalised and/or disadvantaged backgrounds. In my experience, providing supportive 

learning environments posed unique difficulties in a school where behaviour management 

issues took up much of a teacher’s focus. However, I found that when students were 

genuinely engaged in the topic, or felt some vested interest in it, behaviour management 

became less of an issue. Consequently, one of the greatest challenges I faced in my 

classroom practice was finding a way to design classroom activities that would fulfil 

curriculum requirements in respect to content and assessment, but also engage, challenge, 

and motivate students.  

This pedagogical challenge provoked me to wonder what specifically was happening in 

those lessons where students were working “in the flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), chatting 

about what they were doing, and eager to share with me, and with each other, what they 

were doing and learning? Reflecting on this question, I noticed three common features of 

lessons that seemed to “hook” students into learning. First, I noticed that the topic was in 

some way related to students’ out-of-school cultural pursuits, an area in which they already 

felt they had some knowledge and expertise. The second feature I noticed was that students 

seemed more engaged when learning involved the use of digital media. The third feature 

involved learning that, after an initial introductory session, was largely student-directed, 

with my role as teacher being to provide support and assistance as students required it. I am 

not the first to notice these factors. For example, Dezuanni and O'Mara (2017) reported that 

“impassioned learning” occurs when students’ passionate interest in Minecraft is connected 

to their classroom learning, and that this can lead to de-centring teachers and establishing 
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students as the experts in the classroom, allowing students “to engage more directly with 

each other in the learning process” (p. 46).  

During my teaching years, I found that reflecting on what happened in the classroom, 

analysing what worked well and why, or what failed dismally and why, was an important 

part of my professional practice. Much of this was done informally in discussions with 

colleagues and support staff. But after several years of teaching I found I wanted to 

investigate more rigorously the way successful learning happens in the classroom, especially 

the English classroom. In addition to this professional motivation for undertaking the study 

there was a second, more personal influence. 

In 2012, while watching Kainan, my 5-year-old grandson, play Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 

1981), I was intrigued at his perseverance, engagement, and motivation to overcome the 

obstacles built into this game. I admired his willingness to fail repeatedly yet return again 

and again to the challenge, and his endurance in the face of frustration. Kainan wanted to 

complete that particular level and it was hard. There was no adult encouraging (or 

instructing) him how to do this, there was no measurable outcome, on a 5-point scale, to be 

reported back on his performance. There was no external driving force at all. He wanted to 

complete that level because something about the whole experience of the game was driving 

him to learn and execute the skills required to complete it. And I found myself asking the 

same question Gee (2007) asked in his discussion on video games, learning, and literacy: 

“Wouldn’t it be great if kids were willing to put in this much time on task on challenging 

material in school and enjoy it so much?” (p. 2).  

My personal experience with computer games and gameplay is very limited. I occasionally 

play a little chess and some simple card games like solitaire on computer. I attempted to 

play Riven (Cyan Worlds, 1997), one of the games selected for this research study, and 

performed dismally! Kainan progressed further in the game in 10 minutes than I had over 

several days. I have sometimes watched, fascinated, as my children and grandson played 

computer games, navigating what seemed to me incredibly complex configurations of game 

characters, props, and technical read-outs. I believe it is important to state my stance and 

experience with digital games, because I aim to reach other “non-gaming” teachers and 

educators with my research, to show that embracing this new textual form in English classes 
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does not require teacher expertise, but rather willingness to connect with students and 

their interests, and allow them to be “the experts” in class. 

With this aim in mind I began to reflect on how classroom teachers of English could use 

digital texts such as computer games to enhance the learning experience of students in the 

middle years of schooling. My early readings of academic literature on computer, video, or 

console games and literacy learning invited new understandings of the concept of literacy, 

particularly the literacy practices required for active participation in an age of digital texts. 

This dual focus on the learning experiences and literacy practices arising from engagement 

with computer games in English guides my research study. The purpose and questions 

reflecting this dual focus of the study are elaborated in the following sections, followed by a 

discussion of the rationale and significance of the research.  

1.2 Purpose of the study 

Motivated by the professional and personal background outlined above, I set out in this 

research study to explore learning and literacy experiences when commercially available 

computer games are introduced as texts for learning in a middle years English classroom. 

While research on epistemic games, or computer games specifically designed for learning, is 

very valuable to educators (see, for example, discussion of Statecraft X in Thompson, Beavis, 

& Zagami, 2017), my focus in this study is on the kind of games students encounter in their 

out-of-school cultural pursuits. However, the study does not seek to establish connections 

between computer games in education and literacy outcomes. My purpose in choosing 

commercially available computer games as texts for learning has been to understand how 

engagement with these texts might enhance learning and literacy experiences (Young et al., 

2012). To further connect these games with learning in English, the study makes use of 

games with a narrative component, or back story. By doing so I seek to understand how 

computer games with a compelling narrative might facilitate classwork examining the 

literary, language, and literacy elements of these digital texts, thus aligning with the three 

interrelated strands underlying the Australian Curriculum: English (Australian Curriculum 

Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016a). 
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This study also seeks to examine computer games as texts that require active, embodied 

engagement to bring the narrative to life. Digital games and gameplay are complex forms 

and concepts (Pelletier, 2009); games appear across a diverse range of platforms in many 

guises and call on a diversity of gameplay practices in a variety of social contexts. 

Unsurprisingly, therefore, digital games and gameplay come laden with “slippery issues of 

definition” (Beavis, 2017, p. 3). This study builds on the work of Beavis, Dezuanni, and 

O'Mara (2017) in adopting “a view of games that saw them as cultural forms in their own 

right, as amalgams of text and action” (Beavis, 2017, p. 7). To facilitate an exploration of 

embodied learning experiences and literacy practices arising from engagement with 

computer games for learning, this study adopts a phenomenological lens. 

Taking a phenomenological approach to research provides this study with a process for 

contextualising the research and exploring material, sensory, and embodied dimensions of 

literacy learning in the English classroom. This approach is particularly suitable for the 

complex contextual conditions of research in the classroom and the complex contexts 

surrounding engagement with digital texts (Beavis et al., 2014; Burnett, 2009). A review of 

research studies on literacy practices and computer games reveals a great deal of research 

from a sociocultural perspective, but much less on the more perceptual, embodied 

understandings elicited through a phenomenological approach (Burnett, 2009; Heydon & 

Rowsell, 2015; Rowsell, 2014). While my review of literature (Chapter 2) identifies 

phenomenological studies of students’ engagement with digital texts in the early and 

primary years of school, and in the university sector, there is little research to date that 

draws on phenomenology as a lens to explore connections between the use of digital texts 

and the learning experiences and literacy practices of students in the middle years of 

schooling. This doctoral research study aims to address this gap.  

1.3 Questions of the research study 

The questions guiding this study are: 

1. How do middle years students experience and understand the use of computer 

games as texts for learning in English?  
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2. How does this experience and understanding of computer games inform and shape 

students’ literacy practices? 

The first research question exploring students’ experiences and understandings of computer 

games as texts in English flows from issues and concerns that arose in my pedagogical 

practice. As a secondary school English teacher in an outer metropolitan state high school I 

encountered many students who spoke enthusiastically and articulately about the computer 

gameplay that they enjoyed in their out-of-school lives. However, I also witnessed the 

frustration for teachers and students that arose from a “disconnect between games and 

classrooms” (Steinkuehler, 2010, p. 62) in which computer gameplay was seen as 

antithetical to learning (Pelletier, 2009). This perceived disconnect provided an impetus and 

motivation to investigate the part computer games might play in connecting literacy 

learning in a middle years English classroom with students’ lifeworlds.  

The literacy practices arising from students’ engagement with computer games in their 

English class provide the focus for Research Question 2. My investigation of students’ 

literacy practices is informed by recent innovations in the field of literacy studies and a 

sensory turn in the social sciences (Howes, 2016; Mills, 2016). These innovations build on 

theoretical frameworks developed by the New Literacy Studies (NLS) (Gee, 2015; Street, 

2003), Multimodality (Kress, 2000) and Multiliteracies approaches (Cazden et al., 1996; 

Leander & Boldt, 2013). More recent sensory approaches to literacy theory take a 

multidisciplinary approach and draw on areas as diverse as cognitive science and sensory 

anthropology to explore the embodied and sensory nature of meaning-making in the digital 

age (Mills, 2016). Section 1.5.3 of this chapter further outlines the significance of these 

theoretical approaches for my research study. 

1.4 Rationale: Why computer games in English? 

The inclusion of computer games as texts for learning in the English classroom responds to 

research identifying the value of making connections between students’ learning 

experiences and their out-of-school worlds (Hull & Schultz, 2002a; Itō et al., 2013) The 

declaration Literacy in the 21st Century (Australian Literacy Educators' Association, 2015) 

calls for recognition and validation of the lived experiences and literacy practices that 
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students bring with them to the classroom from their home and out-of-school lives. The 

report, Students, Computers and Learning: Making the Connection (Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development, 2015), shows that in 2012, 99% of students in 

Australia had at least one computer at home (p. 18). Key findings from the Digital Australia 

Report (Brand & Todhunter, 2015) show that “98% of homes with children have computer 

games” (p. 5). It is not surprising therefore that computer and console games play an 

increasingly significant role in youth culture and have a profound impact on the everyday 

literacy and communicative practices of many students in Australian schools (Altura & Scott 

Curwood, 2015; Henderson, 2008).  

As they play, discuss, and critique computer games and associated paratexts in their 

everyday lives, both in and outside school settings, students develop capabilities in both 

traditional print and multimodal, or digital, literacies (Beavis et al., 2015; Steinkuehler, 

2010). Definitions of paratexts vary with differing fields of study. Games studies scholars, 

who see games as the central text, define paratexts as the surrounding and supporting texts 

that are engendered by computer games. These paratexts include YouTube videos, game 

reviews, “cheats” and “walkthroughs”, and fan-created game forums (Consalvo, 2017). On 

the other hand, most media studies scholars define paratexts as texts that generate 

computer games, such as large film franchises or popular television series, or even the 

computer game itself when the game becomes “decentered” (Consalvo, 2017) and 

generates other texts such as films, player-designed modifications, and fan fiction. 

In Australia and internationally, literacy researchers provide compelling arguments for 

connecting literacy learning with students’ lifeworlds through the inclusion of computer 

games in English classrooms (Abrams, 2015; Altura & Scott Curwood, 2015; Auld & Johnson, 

2014; Bearne & Wolstencraft, 2006; Beavis, 2014b; Beavis et al., 2015; Buckingham & Burn, 

2007; Gee, 2007; Mackey, 2011; Steinkuehler, 2010; Webb, 2012). For instance, Beavis 

(2014b) argues that the inclusion of computer games as “new narrative forms” in the 

English curriculum “provides opportunities to bridge between students’ in- and out-of-

school worlds in powerful ways” (p. 88). She highlights in particular the participatory, active, 

intertextual, and connected nature of these new narrative forms, many of which “cross 

media platforms” (Beavis, 2014b, pp. 89-90). For example, the Harry Potter stories (Rowling, 
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1997 – 2007) are available as novels, audio-books, illustrated books, movies, and computer 

games. By encouraging students in English classrooms to play, discuss, and critique these 

texts, many of which are familiar in students’ outside school settings, English and literacy 

teachers can provide their students with relatable and exciting new material for developing 

a range of literacy practices spanning print and digital modes (Beavis et al., 2015; Carroll, 

2016; Kearney & Kitson, 2005; Steinkuehler, 2010; Toomey & Kitson, 2017).  

Computer games also offer new opportunities for storytelling, and new forms of 

engagement with texts that call on English and literacy educators to expand their 

understandings of literacy (Toomey & Kitson, 2017). Beavis (2017) reported three notable 

developments in the field of research on digital games, literacy, and learning: (a) the rise of 

Minecraft (Mojang, 2011), (b) the use of tablets in schools, and (c) “the concept of ‘curation’ 

as a way to understand and make visible the nature of young people’s ownership and 

(re)creation of digital artefacts and culture” (p. 3, emphasis added). In this research study I 

take up and explore this third notable development, with a specific focus on middle years 

students’ learning and literacy experiences in subject English. This study provides 

opportunities for students’ “curatorship” of multimodal texts through “the collection and 

compilation of digital resources” (Beavis, 2017, p. 14) as they participate in a curriculum 

work unit exploring the speculative fiction genre and incorporating computer games as texts 

for learning.  

1.5 The significance of a research focus on computer games, learning, and literacy 

This section explores the significance of a research focus on computer games, learning, and 

literacy. It begins by highlighting some of the global issues and trends impacting and 

informing literacy research. The discussion then turns to the significance of my research in 

the context of the Australian curriculum for subject English, and finally provides a brief 

introduction to the theories underpinning my approach to literacy research, explaining the 

significance of these theories in the context of this research study. These issues, trends, and 

theories are examined in more detail in my review of literature in Chapter 2 of this thesis.  
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1.5.1 Global significance 

Part of the mandate of schooling in the developed world is to prepare students for full and 

active participation in the social, cultural, and economic world they inhabit. Kalantzis (2000) 

argues that to be effective, this preparation must take into consideration the changing 

nature of the work environment if schools are to enable students to be multi-skilled, 

empowered workers in a post-Fordist economy. Educators, she argues, need to see learning 

as “a matter of repertoire; starting with a recognition of lifeworld experience and using that 

experience as a basis for extending what one knows and what one can do”, a pedagogy 

reflected in “student-centred ‘inquiry’ or ‘discovery’ learning” (Kalantzis, 2000, pp. 124, 

129). My research study takes up this recognition of students’ lifeworld experiences, seeks 

to draw on the power of digital games in students’ lives, and makes use of these 

experiences as a basis for educational research and design.  

However, although teachers are called upon to implement information and communication 

technologies in the classroom (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 

2016b; International Reading Association, 2012), many are still hesitant to use these 

technologies and include digital texts in their classroom practice (Herrington, Herrington, 

Mantei, Olney, & Ferry, 2009). The report “Students, computers and learning: Making the 

connection” calls on educators to “think harder about the pedagogies” used to teach with 

digital technologies, warning that “adding 21st-century technologies to 20th-century teaching 

practices will just dilute the effectiveness of teaching” (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, 2015, pp. 3-4). While this research study focuses on students’ 

learning experiences and literacy practices, it also draws on data exploring the teacher’s 

experiences and perspective. Thus, the study seeks to shed light on literacy learning and 

teaching with digital texts in the classroom. 

In addition to providing pedagogical challenges, literacy educators are called upon to 

provide learning experiences capable of responding to evolving and multifaceted 

conceptualisations of literacy that take account of the multimodal practices associated with 

the use of digital texts (Australian Literacy Educators' Association, 2015). However, the use 

of digital texts such as computer games in the classroom, while often eliciting enthusiasm 

from students, also arouses fears and misconceptions in the public arena (Luke, 2000; 
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Toomey, 2017; Toomey & Kitson, 2017). Fears generated by rapid technological change, 

particularly those associated with digital texts, are not new concerns (see Donnelly, 2008), 

and in many ways they “parallel public fears over the advent of television in the 1940s, 

silent pictures at the turn of the century, or the coming of the book in the late 1400s” (Luke, 

2000, p. 71). Such fears need to be seen in the broader historical context.  

Many of these concerns pertain to changes in the uses and practices of literacy, “as new 

technologies come on the marketplace and quickly blend into our everyday private and 

work lives” (Luke, 2000, p. 71). While these technologies play a significant part in youth 

culture, their implementation in educational settings is at times fraught with “real world” 

tensions and complexities (Herrington et al., 2009; Lankshear et al., 1997). These concerns 

regarding the changing nature of literacy and the implementation of digital texts as 

resources for classroom learning are addressed in this research study, through examining 

and documenting the kinds of literacy practices students enact when they engage with 

digital texts, and by exploring students’ learning experiences of digital texts as resources for 

effective and engaging literacy learning. This research is also important in the context of the 

Australian Curriculum and responds to the call for an English curriculum that maintains “an 

awareness of the digital globalised world in which students live, and the pervasiveness of 

digital and screen-based forms of literacy” (Beavis, 2010, p. 28). 

1.5.2 National significance: The Australian Curriculum for English 

The requirement to “address the digital” (Beavis, 2010, p. 22) through the inclusion of 

multimodal texts is evident in the Australian Curriculum: English (Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016a) and General Capabilities in the Australian 

Curriculum (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016b). It is written 

into the three interrelated strands of the ACARA English syllabus: Language, Literature, and 

Literacy. For example, the Language strand highlights the evolving nature of language and 

the “new virtual communities and environments” which “affect the nature and spread of 

English” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016a, p. 9). In the 

Literature strand, “digital/online forms” are included as literary texts, and in the Literacy 

strand, both “print and digital contexts” are included in “the ways in which knowledge and 

opinion are represented and developed in texts” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
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Reporting Authority, 2016a, pp. 10, 11). Four general capabilities have implications for this 

research study: literacy, information and communication technology (ICT) capability, critical 

and creative thinking, and personal and social capability. These work in conjunction with 

curriculum content to “assist students to live and work successfully in the twenty-first 

century” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2014, p. 13). The 

inclusion of computer games as digital texts for the teaching of English and literacy provides 

innovative opportunities for developing these general capabilities, as students are 

encouraged to analyse and evaluate computer games as multimodal texts and are 

empowered to design and create their own digital texts.  

While the Australian Curriculum: English (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting 

Authority, 2016a) syllabus documents call for inclusion of digital/online forms, research is 

needed to provide literacy educators with an understanding of students’ experiences and 

the literacy practices they draw on when engaging with new digital texts in the classroom, 

and to provide a broader conceptualisation of the practices that constitute literacy in the 

digital age (Rowsell, 2014). This research study seeks to address this gap in the literature. It 

investigates the innovative potential of digital resources through the design and 

implementation of an English work unit for middle years learners. The work unit responds to 

the complexity of the social and cultural practices made available by computer games as a 

new narrative form (Beavis, Prestridge, & O'Mara, 2017). 

1.5.3 Theoretical significance 

The theories informing my research provide a framework for discussing sociocultural 

contexts, multiple literacies, and the multimodal and sensory dimensions of meaning-

making in an age of digital texts. Understanding literacy as a range of practices which shape, 

and are shaped by, sociocultural context provides a theoretical foundation for recognising 

and valuing the experiences, understandings, and literacy practices students bring with 

them to the classroom. The multiliteracies and multimodality paradigms provide a language 

for discussing the multiple ways of making meaning with multimodal and digital texts. 

Sensory approaches to literacy theory recognise the sensory, embodied experiences 

involved in meaning-making, particularly in an age of digital texts. These theories have 
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implications for my research, especially with regard to connecting students’ out-of-school 

literacy practices and experiences with classroom literacy learning (Hull & Schultz, 2002b). 

As I drew on understandings of the sensory, embodied nature of learning and literacy in my 

study, I also began to be aware of the implications of my embodied presence in the research 

study. As part of the research proposal for this study, I included an outline for an English 

curriculum work unit incorporating computer games as texts for learning in a middle years 

classroom. This outline was further developed through collaboration with the participating 

classroom teacher. The implications arising from my active engagement and investment in 

the research study are explored in Chapter 3 of this thesis, in Section 3.5.2 Considerations of 

the role of researcher. The following discussion identifies the application of sociocultural, 

multiliteracies, multimodality, and sensory paradigms in my research study.  

Sociocultural theories of literacy recognise that language use varies according to social and 

cultural context. From this sociocultural perspective, awareness of the diversity of social 

activities and their attendant literacy practices informs a much broader understanding of 

what it means to be literate than traditional “autonomous” or skills-based models (Street, 

1984). Reading and writing are seen as “social practices with economic, historical, and 

political implications” (Gee, 2007, p. 9). Framing my research questions within this broader 

understanding of literacy practices facilitates recognition of the literacy practices students 

develop in their out-of-school engagement with digital texts. I see the recognition and 

validation of these literacy practices as an important avenue for connecting classroom 

literacy work with students’ lifeworlds. 

While understandings of literacies as sociocultural practices are taken up by researchers in a 

broad range of fields, the increasingly multimodal nature of texts is also providing a focus 

for research. In 1994 a group of researchers and academics with an interest in literacy and 

pedagogy (the New London Group) collaborated to produce “A pedagogy of multiliteracies: 

Designing social futures” (Cazden et al., 1996). This influential work proposed new theories 

to account for the range of literacy practices associated with multimodal forms of 

communication. The multiliteracies framework explores cultural and linguistic diversity and 

the multiple modes of meaning-making in printed and multimodal texts, examining 

linguistic, visual, auditory, gestural, spatial, and multimodal dimensions of meaning-making 



13 

Margaret Toomey   

(Cazden et al., 1996). Working concurrently in the field of literacy research, multimodality 

scholarship was expanding conceptualisations of literacy beyond the printed page to include 

screen-based texts, focusing in particular on reading visual images (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2001). In my investigation of students’ engagement with computer games as text, the 

multiliteracies and multimodality frameworks provide a language for describing the dynamic 

qualities of multimodal design (Bull & Anstey, 2010). However, the affordances of computer 

games as digital texts push the boundaries of these frameworks and call for “approaches to 

literacy research that go beyond disembodied views of texts and textual practices to 

foreground the body and the senses” (Mills, 2016, p. 138). 

As the affordances of digital media provide new and increasingly divergent means of 

representation and meaning-making, educators and researchers need to call on expanded 

and more embodied notions of what it means to be literate in the digital age (Rowsell & 

Walsh, 2011). Howes (2016) describes a “sensory turn” in paradigms for literacy research, 

commending the “strong focus on extracognitive and extralinguistic dimensions of literacy” 

(p. xiii). A sensory paradigm in literacy research takes a multidisciplinary approach and 

draws on areas as diverse as cognitive science and sensory anthropology to explore the 

embodied and sensory nature of meaning-making (Mangen, 2010; Mills, Comber, & Kelly, 

2013). In Literacy Theories for the Digital Age, Mills (2016) introduces the term “sensory 

literacies” to describe the “multisensoriality of literacy and communication practices, 

including their technologies of mediation and production” (p. 137). Mills’s work on sensory 

literacies provides my discussion with a language and framework for exploring “the 

sensorial, tangible and corporeal nature” (2016, p. 145) of both students’ learning 

experiences and their literacy practices, as they engage with computer games in their 

English class. 

In drawing on these approaches to literacy research, my research questions take into 

account the multiple literacies and sociocultural contexts which shape students’ lifeworlds 

and the embodied, sensory nature of their meaning-making practices. However, the 

proliferation of literacies and paradigms for literacy theory and research present challenges 

for the theoretical and methodological framing of research into literacy learning. 

Investigating the phenomenon of literacy in the digital age requires an awareness and 
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exploration of the tensions inherent in many approaches to literacy theory and research. 

Exploring students’ experiences and understandings calls for a methodological approach 

that allows rich and detailed examinations of the embodied, sensory nature of literacy 

learning in a digital environment. To connect this dual focus on students’ learning 

experiences and literacy practices as they engage with digital texts, my study draws on a 

phenomenological approach to research (see Smith & Osborn, 2003; van Manen, 1990). To 

discuss my embodied presence in and affective responses to the study, my research 

approach extends traditional phenomenological methods, embedding the study in recent 

feminist-inspired and post-postmodern approaches to phenomenological research 

(Christopher, 2015; Finlay, 2008, 2009). My research study therefore seeks to provide new 

insights into ways educators and researchers understand and apply theoretical models for 

literacy learning and innovate with methodologies for literacy research.  

1.6 Format of the thesis 

This introductory chapter has identified the questions guiding the study and explained my 

background and motivation for undertaking the research. The purpose, rationale, and 

significance of research on computer games, learning, and literacy has also been discussed. I 

have identified that research documenting the literacy practices associated with students’ 

use of digital texts in the classroom context is emergent and necessary if literacy research is 

to provide policymakers, literacy educators, and classroom teachers with current and 

contextualised data to inform teaching and learning practices. 

Chapter 2 of the thesis presents a review of academic literature on literacy, learning, and 

digital texts. The review begins with an examination of evolving conceptualisations of 

literacy from a single, skill-based approach to the notions of literacy as a range of socially 

situated practices and later to the concept of “literacies” and the multiple modes and 

practices associated with meaning-making in an age of digital texts. The chapter goes on to 

explore theories of the literacies associated with computer games and gameplay. The 

multiliteracies framework and pedagogical approach to literacy learning are discussed and 

the model expanded to describe elements of meaning-making with computer games. An 

examination and discussion of research into the use of computer games for learning in the 

classroom and the literacy practices arising from students’ engagement with these digital 
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texts follows. The chapter concludes with a review of four research studies drawing on 

phenomenology to explore more nuanced and embodied perspectives on literacy practices 

in the digital age. 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodological approach and research design of this study. It begins 

with an introduction to phenomenology, identifies some debates in the field of 

phenomenology, and describes hermeneutic phenomenology, the approach adopted in this 

research study. The discussion then identifies what phenomenology adds to research on 

literacy learning in the English classroom and discusses areas in which my research practice 

extends the boundaries of traditional approaches to hermeneutic phenomenology. This 

chapter also provides details of the research design for the study, including the research 

site, the English curriculum unit developed for the study, research participants, and 

methods of generating data. The chapter goes on to describe the methods of data analysis 

drawing on interpretative phenomenological analysis (Griffin & May, 2012; Smith & Osborn, 

2003), and concludes with a discussion of ethical considerations, issues of rigor in 

hermeneutic phenomenology, and the scope of the study.  

Data analysis is presented in Chapters 4 and 5 of the thesis. Chapter 4 sets the context for 

the study by examining and analysing data pertaining to the materiality of learning with 

computer games as text in a middle years English classroom in a government-funded 

secondary school. The chapter is written in a narrative style to enrich the presentation of 

data and with the aim of providing research writing that will appeal to an audience of 

literacy educators and classroom teachers of English. Chapter 5 presents data analysis in 

three vignettes drawn from two groups of students and one individual student who 

volunteered to participate in interviews for the research study. 

In Chapter 6 I discuss the reflections and insights arising from my analysis of data in light of 

selected literature reviewed in Chapter 2. The chapter explores some of the new kinds of 

learning experiences and literacy practices arising from students’ engagements with digital 

texts such as computer games. In this chapter I discuss the concept of “meaningful play” and 

reflect on the place of “ludic learning” in a middle years English classroom. Lastly, Chapter 7 

provides a brief summary of the thesis, identifies the benefits of the research study, and 

recommends areas where further research is needed. 
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1.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has introduced sociocultural, multimodal, and sensory models exploring 

literacy as situated social practice, and explained their power to recognise the divergent 

means of representation and meaning-making provided by digital media. My research study 

seeks to contribute to this field of literacy research by drawing on and furthering the studies 

and theoretical frameworks underpinning current literacy research. To do so I adopt a 

phenomenological lens to examine areas in which current theoretical models may gloss over 

or obscure the material, sensory, embodied, and affective experiences of literacy learning in 

an age of digital texts.  

The potential benefit of this research is to provide a greater understanding of students’ 

digital cultures, the kinds of literacies students develop as a result of their engagement with 

digital texts such as computer games, and the implications of this engagement for 

curriculum planning and literacy pedagogy in the English classroom. To further enhance my 

understandings of these intersections between students’ digital cultures and the 

English/literacy classroom, I have examined literatures in the fields of literacy, learning, and 

digital games. The next chapter will present a review of selected literature in these fields 

covering evolving conceptualisations of literacy, pedagogical approaches to literacy learning 

in an age of digital texts, and research on the use of computer games in education. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

2.1 Introduction: Computer games, learning, and literacy  

The purpose of this research study has been to examine the learning experiences and 

literacy practices of middle years students as they engage with computer games as texts for 

learning in their English classroom. This chapter presents a review of selected literature on 

the phenomenon of literacy learning in an age of digital texts. Two questions guided my 

review of the literature on computer games, learning, and literacy:  

1. How do middle years students experience and understand the use of computer 

games as texts for learning in English?  

2. How does this experience and understanding of computer games inform and shape 

students’ literacy practices? 

To assist in answering the research questions I begin this chapter with an examination of 

different constructions of literacy that frame research in this complex field and identify 

those elements that underpin this research study. The first section of this review therefore 

provides a brief account of historical perspectives on literacy, highlighting the changing 

values and global contexts associated with different modes of communication. I 

acknowledge that the term literacy is a relatively recent one (Green, Hodgens, & Luke, 

1994); however, I find the term useful, if somewhat anachronistic, in discussing historical 

approaches to a concept of literacy defined, broadly speaking, as diverse modes of 

communication. The following discussion explores changing values associated with different 

modes of communication and is provided to assist in unpacking some of the complex 

concepts surrounding literacy research, and to trace evolving conceptualisations from 

literacy as a discrete skill to literacies as a multitude of practices and modes of meaning-

making. By exploring changing conceptualisations of literacy, I situate my approach to 

computer games as digital texts that call on skills not traditionally associated with literacy, 

particularly notions of print-based and “school” literacy. Following this account of the 

evolving conceptualisations of literacy, this chapter goes on to outline the pedagogical 

approach to literacy learning underpinning this study, review international and Australian 

research studies on computer games in the classroom, and identify the unique contribution 
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my study makes to the research literature in the field of computer games, learning, and 

literacy. 

2.2 From literacy to literacies: Evolving conceptualisations 

Literacy is a complex, contested, and changing concept with a confusing array of defining 

parameters. Durrant (2012), for example, views the concept of literacy from a broad 

historical perspective, representing the cave paintings of pre-history and the oral traditions 

of early civilizations as emerging “literacy” forms. The concept of literacy, from this 

perspective, concerns all modes of communication. Durrant’s historical perspective 

highlights that in an age where few could read and where knowledge was generally passed 

on verbally, memory and oral recitation and the interpretation of visual symbols were 

valuable capabilities. These visual and aural capabilities were later supplemented by a focus 

on the ability to read print, although in Durrant’s model “print literacy” was not represented 

as necessary for the general population until the early 20th century (Durrant, 2012, p. xiii). 

It is interesting to note that many hundreds of years ago, resistance to change and fears of a 

decrease in intelligence arose due to the emergence of print technology. With the advent of 

the printing press, knowledge, once communicated through visual and dramatic arts, 

memory, and recitation, was now seen to be located in the pages of the printed book 

(Durrant, 2012, p. xi). Similar fears have emerged in current debates, particularly in 

editorials and articles expressing concerns that the use of digital texts in the classroom is 

leading to a general decline in literacy standards (Donnelly, 2008). Fears and assumptions 

about computer games and classroom learning were brought home to me quite 

unexpectedly at an academic workshop on writing that I attended during the course of my 

doctoral studies. When I explained to a nearby academic that my doctoral research 

examined the use of computer games in an English classroom she looked shocked, and said, 

“But aren’t they the bad guys?” I explore this kind of deficit discourse surrounding computer 

games, learning, and literacy in more detail in my analysis and discussion chapters. 

Durrant’s (2012) historical perspective on literacy also highlights connections between the 

rise of education as a public institution in the Western world, and the valuing of the ability 

to read and write print text. When literacy began to emerge as a term in educational 
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debates, it was generally a print-based notion of literacy that held dominion. However, the 

dominance of print over other modes of communication is now challenged by a 

convergence of modes and media in the world of Web 2.0 consumption, production, and 

design. As technology changes societal expectations of being literate, an important question 

for literacy education is: “What are the capabilities of the fully literate person in this digital 

age of the 21st-century?’ Questions about literacy learning in the school environment also 

need to take account of the expansion of technology-mediated social interaction and to 

explore intersections between social practices, digital literacies, and the cultural context in 

which these literacy practices take place. The next section explores the rise of this 

sociocultural perspective in literacy studies. 

2.2.1 The social turn: Sociocultural conceptualisations of literacy 

In the 1980s, a “social turn” began to emerge in research into literacy, as ethnographic 

research shed light on the differences between “schooled literacy” and “literacy practice 

undertaken as part of everyday life” (e.g., Heath, 1983; Heath & Street, 2008; Street, 1984; 

Street et al., 2009, pp. 191-193). Ethnographic research by Heath (1983) and Street (1984) 

identified literacy practices that were associated with specific communities and “domains of 

social activity” (Street et al., 2009, p. 192). Heath’s Ways with Words (1983) documented 

her research in the United States of America in three different communities in the rural 

Carolinas. She argued that, in their speaking and writing, members of individual 

communities exhibited “ways with words” that were distinctive to their respective 

communities. During the same period, Street (1984) was also investigating the connections 

between social context and literacy practice. 

In ethnographic research conducted in Iranian villages, Street (1984) observed behaviours 

which he identified as different “literacy practices” which were exhibited within specific 

domains of social activity. He argued that, in the context of village life, literacy was more 

than “a set of functional skills” taught through the schooling system, proposing instead that 

literacy should be understood as the social practices allowed, or constrained, by association 

with particular social groups (Street et al., 2009, p. 192).Through investigation of these 

different literacy practices, Street began to conceive of literacy as “ideologically situated”; 

that is, as a “set of social practices deeply associated with identity and social position” 
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(Street et al., 2009, p. 192). He argued that approaching literacy as a social practice enabled 

the researcher to make sense of the variations in uses and meanings in different social 

settings or contexts, rather than relying “on the barren notions of literacy skills, rates, levels 

that dominate the contemporary discourse about literacy” (Street et al., 2009, p. 192). Many 

of the studies into literacy which followed in the 1990s used ethnographic methodology to 

investigate and understand the “repeated practices in everyday life”, identifying the 

importance of a sociocultural perspective in the field of literacy study (Street et al., 2009, p. 

193). 

Gee, who published Social Linguistics and Literacies in 1996, is one of the most influential 

scholars to argue for an approach that would focus on everyday language, and an 

appreciation of the situated and connected nature of language, literacy, and social practice. 

Gee (1996) studied the language practices of African American children and used the term 

“New Literacy Studies” to describe the social turn that was taking place as researchers made 

use of ethnographic methodology to investigate and shed light on literacy practices in their 

cultural and social contexts. Gee’s discussion highlights the marginalisation in educational 

discourse of the literacy practices that students bring from homes where the ways of 

speaking, being, and doing do not resemble those traditionally associated with the 

classroom. From this sociocultural perspective, awareness of the diversity of social activities 

and their attendant literacy practices informs a much broader understanding of “what it 

means to be literate”. Reading and writing are seen as “social practices with economic, 

historical, and political implications” (Gee, 2007, p. 9).  

This broader, sociocultural understanding of literacy practices underpins my research on 

literacy and learning in the English classroom. A sociocultural perspective in my research 

study recognises the literacy practices students develop in their out-of-school lives, 

including their engagement with digital texts. My experiences as an educator have taught 

me that an important avenue for connecting classroom literacy work with students’ 

lifeworlds is the recognition and validation of the literacy practices they adopt in their 

everyday lives. In addition to recognising and valuing students’ out-of-school literacy 

practices, this research study draws on an experiential and situated approach to learning 

that recognises students’ out-of-school learning experiences and practices.  
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2.2.2 Connecting sociocultural understandings of literacy with learning and digital games 

Gee (2007) draws on theories from the learning sciences to explore the nature of cognition 

as not merely a mental process, but one which takes account of the whole, embodied 

experience, to argue for an understanding of literacy as more than simply the ability to read 

and write. According to Gee it is a whole meaning-making process which involves not just 

the mind, but the whole bodily situated experience surrounding the communicative process. 

Using this theoretical framework positions literacy learning as more than just learning to 

decode texts; it is also about participating in social practices to create “situated meanings” 

(Gee, 2007, p. 18).  

What, then, do digital games teach us about situated meanings and learning? While a more 

traditional understanding of cognition sees the mind as the central processing unit, separate 

from the body and environment surrounding it, a learning and experience view understands 

cognition as an active and critical process which is “inextricably caught up with identity”; 

with the “affinity group” that values and accepts “the kind of person who can learn, use and 

value the new semiotic domain”; and the kind of thinking that is “deeply rooted in 

embodied experience of the world” (Gee, 2007, pp. 54, 72, emphasis in original). Video 

games, according to Gee, “encourage and recruit situated, experiential, and embodied 

forms of learning and thinking” (Gee, 2007, p. 73). Gee’s suggestion is that good video game 

design “can leverage deeper and deeper learning as a form of pleasure in people’s everyday 

lives, without any hint of school or schooling” (Gee, 2007, p. 215). This is an undeniable 

challenge for educators to sit up and take notice of this new, increasingly popular cultural 

medium.  

My research project draws on this sociocultural perspective and investigates the 

affordances and constraints of computer games as texts for literacy learning in a middle 

years English classroom. My aim in this research study has been to add to the literature in 

this field by establishing a classroom environment in which students can collaboratively play 

with, explore, and evaluate computer games for literacy learning. In this engagement with 

computer games, students’ literacy learning experiences also require an awareness of the 

multiple modes of meaning-making associated with digital texts. This multimodal nature of 

digital texts is examined in the following section. 
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2.2.3 Multimodality in a digital age 

The previous discussion has explored the development of sociocultural approaches to 

understanding literacy and learning, approaches that take account of changing social, 

cultural, and economic climates, adapting to the accelerated changes brought about by the 

advent of new digital technologies. In the following section I discuss evolving 

conceptualisations of literacy arising from the multimodal nature of digital texts and the 

impact these developments have had on literacy learning. Changes brought about by the 

advent of new digital texts pose challenges for educators. These changes have also 

impacted the way literacy is understood, as the affordances of digital texts provide new and 

increasingly divergent means for representation and meaning-making.  

Kress (1997) argues that communication has always been multi-semiotic, and highlights the 

new relationship between verbal language and the visual image. In his contribution to Page 

to Screen: Taking Literacy into the Electronic Era (Snyder, 1997), Kress seems to be 

predicting the future, stating: 

[T]he “screen” is the new space of representation. How it will be organised – as a 
largely visual entity or as a largely linguistic entity – will have far-reaching 
repercussions. It is too early to know, though my money is on the visual. (Kress, 
1997, p. 72) 

Kress argues that in an era of multi-semiotic communication, literacy theories will need to 

shift from a focus on use to theories of “remaking and transformation” (1997, p. 73). This 

argument underpins his theory of literacy as design, a theory formulated to take account of 

the “intense social change” being brought about by the rapid advancement of, and 

widespread access to, digital technologies: 

The shape of the near future indicates that the facilities of design rather than those 
of critique will be essential for equitable participation in social, economic and 
cultural life. It would be an unforgivable dereliction of the responsibilities of 
intellectuals if the potentials offered by current developments were not fully 
explored, and a concerted attempt made to shape their direction to bring about at 
least some of the much talked utopian visions of communication in the electronic 
age. (Kress, 1997, pp. 78-79)  

This notion of facilities of design is reflected in approaches to computer games that take 

account of the active role of the player in bringing the game to life. The next section reviews 
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research studies exploring connections between computer gameplay and theoretical 

conceptualisations of the literacies required for these “much talked utopian visions of 

communication in the electronic age” (Kress, 1997, p. 79).  

2.2.4 Computer games and literacies 

Theories of the literacies required in an age of digital texts such as computer games are 

emerging as a multidisciplinary endeavour (Buckingham & Burn, 2007; Burnett & Bailey, 

2014; Merchant, 2013; Mills, 2016; Squire, 2008; Steinkuehler, 2010). While my focus is on 

using computer games in the English and literacy classroom, work conducted in the field of 

media studies also provides valuable insights into the possible intersections between 

computer games, learning, and literacy. For example, Burn (2004) explores intersections 

between literacy, popular culture, representation, and reading practices across various 

media, investigating students’ responses to Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets as 

novel, film, and computer game. Burn conducted observations and interviews with 11- and 

12-year-old students in Cambridge and London, UK. Calling on the work of Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996, 2001) and Lemke (2002), Burn’s study explores how the different media 

invite readers/viewers/players to follow “certain routes through” the text, with a particular 

focus on (a) positioning, (b) development of “affective relations”, and (c) how the text 

establishes its authenticity or credibility (2004, p. 6).  

Burn argues that the reading path, or traversal, while “central to literacy” was specific to the 

different media and that, with the game in particular, a more “game literate player will 

explore the game-world differently from one who is not so experienced” (2004, p. 12). He 

concludes that while educators need to “look for continuities” between contemporary and 

traditional literacies and cultures, the development of a “cross-media literacy” requires an 

awareness that “game literacy is different from print and moving image literacy”, and that 

analysis needs to be “attentive to both general principles and to media-specific features” 

(2004, p. 16). I used Burns’ understandings to help inform the development of the 

curriculum work unit for this research study, developed in collaboration with the 

participating teacher. In our classroom work the teacher and I emphasised the “transmedia” 

nature of narratives and encouraged students to look for similarities and differences in the 

way narratives are accessed in books, films, and games.  
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Also working within the field of media studies, Buckingham and Burn (2007) traced the 

history of contemporary efforts to expand conceptualisations of literacy from its traditional 

parameters of print-based reading and writing skills. They identify many of the literacies 

emerging in scholarly discussions; for example, visual literacy, film literacy, information 

literacy, and digital literacy (Buckingham & Burn, 2007, p. 324). In this “proliferation of 

literacies”, they argue, the concept of literacy has lost any relation to its original meaning in 

reference to the written language, and risks becoming “a vague synonym for competence or 

skill” (Buckingham & Burn, 2007, p. 324). Although Burn (2004) had argued for an awareness 

of game literacy in his earlier work, the usefulness of adding to this “proliferation of 

literacies” with yet another is questioned in this later article (Buckingham & Burn, 2007).  

In addressing the issue of literacies and computer games, Buckingham and Burn (2007) 

recognise that uncomfortable questions arise. For example, the authors raise awareness of 

the difficulties of defining “games as a cultural form” and “differentiat[ing] them from other 

media” (Buckingham & Burn, p. 325). They also pose questions about how games “create (or 

make possible) meaning and pleasure; about how users (players) make sense of them and 

learn about them” (Buckingham & Burn, p. 325). Beavis (2012) also raises questions about 

games and how they are defined, noting that specialists in the field of games studies “argue 

that games are not narratives at all, but rather forms of action” (p. 18). This so-called 

narratology-ludology debate is recognised in a model for working with computer games in 

the classroom which incorporates both narrative and ludic aspects (Beavis & Apperley, 

2012). 

Beavis and Apperley (2012) developed a model for critical games literacy, highlighting that 

for the “text” to emerge, games need to be played. They argue that research into the 

literacy practices students develop through playing digital games requires a unique 

perspective that identifies not simply “textual” literacy – digital reading/playing and 

writing/producing in multimodal forms – but also the “‘literacies’ specifically linked to the 

action-based processes of digital gameplay”; games, they argue “cannot be understood 

simply on textual terms” (Apperley & Beavis, 2013, p. 2). Drawing on research from the field 

of game studies, the authors introduce the concept “ergodic” to describe “the physical 

actions (‘labour’) of the player in the configuration of the final game ‘text’” (Apperley & 
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Beavis, 2013, p. 2). Their discussion explores the interaction between ergodic and textual 

modes, describing the ergodic mode as “games-as-action” and the textual mode as “games-

as-text”, and highlighting the interplay of the two modes as situated literacy practice 

(Apperley & Beavis, 2013, p. 5).  

The work of these scholars (Beavis, 2012; Beavis & Apperley, 2012; Buckingham & Burn, 

2007; Burn, 2004) informed the design of my research study exploring students’ learning 

experiences and literacy practices as they engaged with computer games in their English 

class. When designing the work unit for the study, the classroom teacher and I developed 

learning activities that were attentive to the media-specific features of computer games 

(this work unit is described in greater detail in Chapter 3 of this thesis). For example, 

learning tasks in the deconstruction phase of the teaching and learning cycle called on 

students to explore both narrative and ludic (gameplay) elements and multimodal features, 

for example, sound effects, music, hidden icons, and actions required to play the game. 

These ludic elements of computer games call on theories of literacy that take account of the 

sensory, embodied dimensions of meaning-making when engaging with digital texts. 

2.2.5 A sensory turn in paradigms for literacy research 

Mills (2016) introduced the term “sensory literacies” to describe the “multisensoriality” of 

the literacy practices required for making meaning in and with digital texts (p. 137). Mills 

situates her discussion of literacy theories within the context of a “digital turn” in 

communication practices (p. 1). This digital turn, she argues, presents contemporary 

schooling with “the challenge of embedding the new within the institution of schooling, 

which historically privileges linguistic or alphabetic modes of meaning” (Mills, 2016, p. 6). 

Mills adds to social, critical, multimodal, spatial, and material accounts of literacy her own 

term, “sensory literacies”, to account for “the role of the senses and experiences in the 

changing world of digital communication” (p. xxii). Her concept of sensory literacies is a 

reminder of the corporeal nature of literacy: “without our sensing bodies, we do not have 

literacy practices” (Mills, 2016, p. 162). Mills’s work provides my discussion with a language 

and framework for exploring “the sensorial, tangible and corporeal nature” (2016, p. 145) of 

both students’ learning experiences and their literacy practices, as they engage with 

computer games in their English class. 
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The theories and research studies reviewed above inform my study exploring the learning 

experiences and literacy practices of students engaging with computer games as texts for 

learning in a middle years English classroom. They provide models and examples of new 

theories of literacy that can account for the complexity of digital games as texts calling on a 

range of literacy practices, in which individuals are not just consumers of text, but also 

producers. The interactive nature of narrative-based digital games has led to a “shift in the 

framework of literary production”, whereby the reader (player/consumer) becomes the 

author (creator/producer) of the narrative (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 226). Cope and 

Kalantzis have argued that, “the new regime of interactivity is on a collision course with the 

old world of narrative” (2000, p. 226). Recent research would suggest that rather than a 

collision, the “old world of narrative” and the “new world of interactivity” have combined to 

create a whole new field of textual exploration and literate practices (Beavis, 1998; Burn, 

2004; Steinkuehler, 2004). Street, Pahl, and Rowsell (2009) add to this discussion, calling on 

literacy scholars to bring together the fields of multimodality and the New Literacy Studies 

to help explain new modes of communicating, and to deal with the “new texts” being 

introduced every day, “with more ways of mediating identities and more rhetorical and 

social networks than ever before” (p. 200). These sociocultural, multimodal, and sensory 

conceptualisations of literacy have heralded new approaches to pedagogy, especially to the 

literacy pedagogies required for learning with digital texts. In the following sections I explore 

the effects of these new understandings on literacy education. 

2.3 Literacies and learning: A pedagogical approach for a digital age  

While sociocultural, multimodal, and sensory literacy theories inform literacy research, and 

multimodal/digital texts call for perspectives capable of describing non-linguistic 

phenomena, literacy pedagogy has also responded and continues to respond to social and 

technological changes. A pedagogy for the multiliteracies of a multimodal, increasingly 

technologized world began to emerge in the 1990s as a group of international researchers 

and academics with an interest in literacy learning came together to discuss ways in which 

these new conceptualisations of literacy could frame a pedagogy responsive to changes 

brought about by globalisation, rapid advances in digital technologies, and increasing 

cultural, social, and linguistic diversity. Under the collective title of the New London Group, 
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several of these academics published their now famous article in the Harvard Educational 

Review, entitled “A pedagogy of multiliteracies: Designing social futures” (Cazden et al., 

1996), sometimes referred to as the multiliteracies manifesto. The New London Group 

comprised Courtney Cazden, James Gee, and Sarah Michaels from the USA; Norman 

Fairclough and Gunther Kress from Great Britain; and Bill Cope, Mary Kalantzis, Allan Luke, 

Carmen Luke, Martin Nakata and Joseph Lo Bianco from Australia. 

In their multiliteracies manifesto the authors advocated two goals for literacy learning in the 

school setting: “creating access to the evolving language of work, power, and community, 

and fostering the critical engagement necessary for [learners] to design their social futures 

and achieve success through fulfilling employment” (Cazden et al., 1996, p. 60). The authors 

saw their discussion as “a starting point” and viewed multiliteracies pedagogy as a project 

that could “supplement traditional literacy pedagogy” and provide a framework for 

curriculum design that could reflect and respond to a changing educational environment 

(Cazden et al., 1996, pp. 63-64). While the New Literacy Studies had focussed on oral and 

written language use in the social context, multiliteracies pedagogy focussed on a much 

broader, multimodal range of representation. The two main arguments that arose from the 

meetings of the New London Group were: 

1. The multimodal world of new media and new technologies is changing the way we 

use language so rapidly that “there cannot be one set of standards or skills that 

constitutes the ends of literacy learning”. 

2. In an era increasingly marked by global connections, diversity and multiculturalism, 

a “single, standard version of the [English] language” is no longer sufficient, and 

that therefore the “very nature of language learning has changed” (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2000, p. 6). 

Thus, from a confusion of multimodal media, multiliteracies, and multi-semiotic 

communication in a globalised multicultural world, the idea of literacy as design began to 

provide the basis of a new approach to literacy learning, which featured six design elements 

and four components of pedagogy. 
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The six design elements providing theoretical conceptualisations of literacy as multimodal 

meaning-making are linguistic meaning, visual meaning, audio meaning, gestural meaning, 

spatial meaning, and multimodal patterns of meaning that relate the above five meanings to 

each other. 

The relationship between these six design elements and their relevance to computer 

games is represented in Figure 2.1. In creating this figure I have drawn from the model 

developed by Cazden et al. (1996) depicting “design elements” in their multiliteracies 

framework (p. 83). The examples I have provided of these design elements in computer 

games is representative only and not intended as an exhaustive list. 

 

Figure 2.1. Elements of multimodal meaning-making in computer games. 

As Figure 2.1 shows, the sixth design element, multimodal meaning-making, is 

particularly applicable to understanding the literacy practices students call upon when 

playing computer games. Computer games make meaning through a variety and 

combination of modes, each with different weightings. These modes include, but are not 

limited, to verbal and textual prompts, visual images, sound effects and music, the 
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gestures and movements of student-players and avatar-characters, the spatial layout of 

the game world, and the interaction of some or all of these elements in the gameplay 

experience. However, the meaning-making elements identified by the multiliteracies 

manifesto, though comprehensive and highly influential in literacy research and 

education, have recently been identified as constraining the focus on dimensions of 

design at the expense of the spontaneity and emergence associated with students’ 

immersion in games and play (Jacobs, 2013; Leander & Boldt, 2013). I discuss this critique 

in further detail later in this section, following an elaboration of the model for literacy 

pedagogy developed from the multiliteracies manifesto.  

These six design elements provide a conceptual framework that recognises the diverse 

modes of meaning-making in a technology-rich, multimodal environment. The 

Multiliteracies Project (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000) made use of this conceptual framework to 

support a practice of literacy pedagogy that encourages a movement from passive reception 

of language and meanings to an active participation in the production and design of 

meaning-making. 

The four practical components of pedagogy describe the “how” of literacy pedagogy. 

Originally these components were identified as situated practice, overt instruction, critical 

framing, and transformed practice (Cazden et al., 1996). In more recent work the authors 

have developed their components of pedagogy into their Learning by design formulation 

(Kalantzis, Cope, & Learning by Design Project Group, 2005). This new model builds on and 

develops the multiliteracies pedagogy and comprises experiencing, conceptualising, 

analysing, and applying. Table 2.1 represents these two models. 
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Table 2.1. Representation of Multiliteracies Pedagogy and Learning by Design Models 

A pedagogy of multiliteracies (Cazden et al., 

1996) 

Learning by design (Kalantzis, Cope, & 

Learning by Design Project Group, 2005) 

Situated Practice (where) Experiencing – the known/the new 

Overt Instruction – an “explicit 

metalanguage of Design” (p. 7) 

Conceptualising – by naming/with theory 

Critical Framing – social context, purpose Analysing – functionally/critically 

Transformed Practice – students, as 

meaning-makers become designers   

Applying – appropriately/creatively 

 

Experiencing the known and the new refers to situated, context-specific dimensions of 

learning and meaning-making that weave together “school learning and the practical out-of-

school experiences of learners” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 185). Conceptualising by naming 

and with theory draws on discipline knowledge, overt instruction, and learners’ prior 

knowledge in a “process in which the learners become active conceptualizers, making the 

tacit explicit and generalizing from the particular” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 185). 

Analysing functionally and critically involves inferring, drawing conclusions, and exploring 

causes and effects while evaluating different perspectives, beliefs, and values. Applying 

creatively and appropriately involves the application of knowledge to transform 

understandings and transfer “previous knowledge into a new setting … bringing new 

experiential, conceptual or critical knowledge back to bear on the experiential world” (Cope 

& Kalantzis, 2009, p. 186). While these components are listed in a linear manner, their 

practical application is inter-relational, rather than sequential, a “process of moving 

backwards and forwards across and between these different pedagogical moves” (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2009, p. 184).  

Proponents of the multiliteracies theory and pedagogy argue that by recognising the 

diversity of multimodal meaning-making elements, this model exploits the “felicitous 

ambiguity” (Cazden et al., 1996, p. 73) of the term “design” which can be both noun and 
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verb, the visual representation of the product, and the process of designing or creating the 

product. In this theoretical framing of representation and meaning-making, design is seen as 

a dynamic process of transformation in which meaning makers “are not simply replicators of 

representational conventions”; they are “fully makers and remakers of signs and 

transformers of meaning” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 175). In my analysis of students’ 

multimodal and digital artefacts this element of dynamic transformation is explored, as 

students’ “meaning-making resources” were not only “found in representational objects” 

and “patterned in familiar ... recognizable ways”, but also transformed and re-made (Cope & 

Kalantzis, 2009, p. 175). However, in more recent scholarship, the notion of design has been 

critiqued as limiting “what we are able to see” (Jacobs, 2013, p. 271) and excluding the 

affective, dynamic, playful, and often unexpected responses aroused by young people’s 

passionate enthusiasm for both digital and print texts of popular culture (Jacobs, 2013; 

Leander & Boldt, 2013). 

In their article “Rereading ’A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies’: Bodies, texts, and emergence”, 

Leander and Boldt (2013) describe the playful “reading” of texts by Lee, a 10-year-old boy 

with a passionate interest in Japanese Manga, and his friend Hunter. When the authors 

discuss the boys’ engagement in “reading and playing with text” through the multiliteracies 

lens, they find that their “first look is at texts and their associated modalities” (Leander & 

Boldt, 2013, pp. 23, 27). Their discussion then goes on to beg the question, “what is being 

missed when our understandings of literate practices function as too determining an 

analytic frame?” (p. 25). They argue furthermore, that when their analysis begins “with the 

body rather than with texts or design”, their “attention turns elsewhere” and analysis 

requires a “nonrepresentational reading” that includes movement, embodied engagement, 

and affective responses: 

Hunter and Lee’s moving bodies – these sites where affect, imagination, passion, 
and energy are constantly being produced – cannot be well described as elements 
of design – textual or identificatory. Movement and affect fight back in the textual 
domestication of research. The boys wander off the grammar sheet. (Leander & 
Boldt, 2013, pp. 29-36). 

When Leander and Boldt (2013) viewed Lee and Hunter’s engagement with text outside the 

multiliteracies frame, they found that “play and the unexpected” form part of the 
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experience of meaning-making (Jacobs, 2013, p. 271). For example, Lee and Hunter’s shared 

reading of a Manga text is interrupted when the boys suddenly jump up and enact an 

imaginary fight, waving toy swords and donning costumes. This interruption to their reading 

is spontaneous and could lead to any number of things “more or less rational, more or less 

driven by desire or by the excitement of possibility” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 38). Rather 

than reading the boys’ enactment of this fight scene as a process of designing a new text, a 

“re-presentation”, Leander and Boldt draw on the image of the rhizome to explore “the 

emergence of activity, including relations among texts and bodies in activity and the 

affective intensities of these relations” (p. 34). These critiques led me to seek a more 

nuanced and perceptual theory to facilitate exploration of the affective, sensory, and 

embodied dimensions of literacy and learning in an age of digital texts. 

2.4 Using computer games and digital texts in the classroom 

Gee (2007) discusses two aspects of video games that need to be explored further by 

educators: what video games can teach us about the way people learn, that is, how we gain 

and process information about the world around us; and what video games can teach us 

about literacy, or the way people make meanings. Gee frames his discussion around 

questions about how good video games are designed so that they encourage players to 

learn how to play them well; so that players can continue to “play and enjoy them even 

when they are long and hard”; so that learning is “both frustrating and pleasant” (2007, pp. 

3-4). In addressing these questions Gee makes use of a learning sciences framework, which 

explains that human beings learn best using a process of “situated cognition” in which 

“thinking is tied to bodies that have experiences in the world” and “real learning is always 

an active and new way of experiencing the world” (2007, pp. 9, 26). 

What, then, do video games teach us about situated and embodied learning experiences 

and literacy practices? According to Gee (2007), while a more traditional understanding of 

cognition sees the mind as the central processing unit, and separate from the body and 

environment surrounding it, a learning and experience view understands cognition as an 

active and critical process which is “inextricably caught up with identity”; with the “affinity 

group” which values and accepts “the kind of person who can learn, use and value the new 

semiotic domain”; and the kind of social thinking which is “embodied in experience” (Gee 
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2007, pp. 54, 67). Video games, according to Gee, “encourage and recruit situated, 

experiential, and embodied forms of learning and thinking” (2007, p. 73). As I claimed in 

Chapter 1, Gee’s conclusion that good video games “can leverage deeper and deeper 

learning as a form of pleasure in people’s everyday lives, without any hint of school or 

schooling”, is an undeniable challenge to educators to sit up and take notice of this new, 

increasingly popular cultural medium. 

Young et al. (2012) reviewed trends for serious games in education, hypothesising that 

educational games “would have a positive effect on a broad range of learning outcomes 

including engagement, motivation, content mastery and sustained interest in the subject 

area” (p. 62). Serious games in their view were games associated with formal educational 

environments, generally designed by educators for educational purposes. They conducted 

the review in the following content areas: mathematics, science, language learning, physical 

education, and history. The findings of their review suggest that looking for an impact of 

video games on academic achievement “might be addressing the wrong question” (Young et 

al., 2012, p. 64). As explained in Chapter 1 of this thesis, the recommendation from this 

review, that researchers might benefit from posing different questions exploring how 

commercially available games might enhance the learning experience, was influential in 

guiding the purpose of my doctoral study on computer games, learning, and literacy. In the 

following section I discuss studies that explore the kinds of learning experiences associated 

with computer games and classroom learning. 

2.4.1 Computer games and immersive learning experiences 

In my review of literature on computer games, learning, and literacy, immersive learning 

experiences feature as a perceived affordance of these digital texts. For example, de Castell 

and Jenson (2003) argue that “gaming’s greatest appeal for players”, and also its most 

valuable lesson for education, is the ability to immerse players in the playing/learning 

experiences (de Castell & Jenson, 2003, p. 651). This notion of computer gameplay as a 

social and immersive experience is also present in the work of other computer games 

scholars. For example, games have been identified as comprising both narrative and ludic 

affordances that engage players in “energetic action and (in many cases) interpersonal and 

social processes” (Bradford, 2010, p. 54). Beavis (2006) argues that the pleasure of 
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computer games lies in a raft of factors including their “aesthetic and immersive power” and 

the socially situated contexts within which they are played (p. 67). In the context of subject 

English, computer games can provide students with immersive and challenging learning 

experiences if educators allow students to “experience these texts with subtlety, 

discrimination and delight” (Beavis, 2006, p. 68).  

One recent study exploring the potential of computer games for immersive and challenging 

experiences is reported by Maine (2017) who takes a sociocultural approach to exploring 

children’s gameplay orientations as they play a digital narrative game. Maine uses the term 

“orientations” to indicate “the positions taken as a reader/gamer to approaching the text” 

(2017, p. 138). In her UK research study, Maine observed, video recorded, and discussed 

their gameplay experiences with primary school students who identified as gamers. Her 

findings identify four possible orientations that students adopt in their gameplay 

experiences: critical, strategic, immersed, and reactive. 

Maine (2017) presents her framework of possible orientations as a tool for exploring how 

students engage with “playing stories and reading games” (Mukherjee, 2015, p. 1). Table 2.2 

identifies the four possible orientations, or stances, proposed by Maine, and depicts the 

relationships between the students’ orientations and the narrative and ludic elements of 

gameplay. According to Maine, students who adopted a critical orientation towards 

computer games engaged with the underlying narrative, seeking meaning in the story 

behind the game. On the other hand, students who adopted an immersed orientation were 

responsive rather than critical, and more appreciative of the aesthetics of the game world. 

With regard to gameplay, Maine identified a strategic orientation as a problem-solving 

approach in which students reflected on their gameplay and thought through solutions, 

whereas a reactive orientation saw students engaging with the goals of the game in a more 

active, non-reflective manner. 
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Table 2.2. Orientations to Digital Narrative Gameplay, Adapted from Maine (2017, p. 143)  

Story 

(text) 

Critical 

Seeking meaning in wider 

narrative 

Strategic 

Seeking solutions and 

problem-solving Gameplay 

(action) Immersed 

Responding aesthetically to 

storyworld 

Reactive 

Responding to game goals 

 

The framework provides a useful tool that aims to “illuminate the complex approaches that 

children take towards gaming narratives” (Maine, 2017, p. 138). Dotted lines between the 

different orientations are used to acknowledge Maine’s emphasis that the model should not 

be used to form a “rigid categorisation” but should rather be applied in a flexible manner 

that captures “the possibilities of orientations within narrative games as children move 

between playing the story and reading the game” (2017, p. 143). However, despite her 

emphasis on a flexible interpretation of the four categories, in the conclusion to her article 

Maine appears to set up a dichotomy between a critical-strategic orientation and an 

immersive-reactive one:  

The data highlight that a goal-driven stance or orientation [reactive] leads to 
minimal critical engagement or language, which is indicative of high-level 
comprehension, unlike an orientation towards collaborative problem-solving which 
allows for strategic discussion. Immersion in storyworlds might lead to aesthetic and 
affective response and make motivations and consequences more meaningful, but 
it offers little to support the comprehension of more complex ambiguous narratives. 
(Maine, 2017, p. 145) 

My research study aims to add to the literature exploring students’ literacy learning 

experiences with digital narratives through a recognition that distinctions between critical 

and immersive stances gloss over the more subtle and nuanced approaches students take 

and seem to exclude immersive, pleasurable, and playful engagement with these texts from 

the notion of serious, critical, and/or meaningful reading-playing.  
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2.4.2 Learning and play: Bringing computer games from “out there” to “in here” 

Learning and play are themes that also feature in the literature on computer games in 

education. For example, Pelletier (2009) examines the connections between games and 

learning and argues for “a degree of reflexivity in educational research on digital games, to 

recognise the ideological values of various constructions of play” (2009, p. 84). Pelletier 

argues that the concepts “game” and “play”, which have changed over time, have often 

been defined in “opposition to school culture” and need to be “re-thought in terms of the 

situated significance of ‘game’ rather than games causing learning” (2009, p. 83). She argues 

that much research on games in education has been underpinned by a belief that education 

was “failing to adequately prepare students for the demands of the digital age, failing to 

engage students in the curriculum, and failing to make best use of the digital technologies 

now available” (Pelletier, 2009, p. 84). From this perspective, games have been seen as 

originating from “out there” and “from a popular culture that stops at the classroom door” 

(Pelletier, 2009, p. 84).  

In their research on learning both within and outside of classroom settings, Itō et al. (2013) 

also found a disconnect between the kind of learning that occurs in classrooms and the 

learning practices arising from students’ everyday social and cultural pursuits. Meaningful 

learning, they argue, is “embedded in valued relationships, practice, and culture” (Itō et al., 

2013, p. 45). In order to address this disconnect and provide “meaningful” learning, 

educators need to provide “learning contexts that bring together in-school and out-of-

school learning and activity” (Itō et al., 2013, p. 45). One Australian research study, the 

Serious Play project, has aimed to address this perceived disconnect by bringing computer 

games from a popular culture out there and through the classroom door. 

Serious Play: Literacy, Learning and Digital Games (Beavis, Dezuanni, & O'Mara, 2017), 

reported a 3-year research project in which teachers and researchers from 10 schools and 

three universities in Australia collaborated “to learn more about the ways in which digital 

games might be incorporated into a wide range of areas, across a range of schools, over an 

extended period of time” (Beavis, 2017, p. 8). A sociocultural perspective framed the 

research, which drew from the diverse but related fields of digital culture, new literacies, 

games-based learning, games studies, and media studies. The research spanned primary and 
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secondary years in both private and public schooling sectors; it covered a range of subject 

areas, year levels, and teachers’ levels of experience in using digital games. Some 

participating teachers had considerable familiarity and expertise with computer games, 

others had little or no knowledge of games prior to the project, and some expressed 

uncertainty regarding the value of computer games in the classroom. In this respect the 

project claimed to differ from many other studies of digital games in the classroom.  

The Serious Play project did not presume or require a high level of knowledge about games 

or digital technologies, recognising instead “a wide variety of starting points” (Beavis, 2017, 

p. 9). The length and range of the project, it was argued, would allow researchers to explore 

“the messy complexity” of working with digital games in the classroom (Beavis, 2017, p. 9). 

Serious Play discussed the “risks and possibilities associated with video games in education 

for diverse cohorts of students” highlighting the opportunities games can provide to 

enhance learning, “help ‘at-risk’ students experience academic success”, and the affective 

and social dimensions of learning with games (Beavis, 2017, p. 12). While the report does 

not promote games as a panacea for the enhancement of learning for all students, it aims to 

tell “careful stories about the possibilities that creative experimentation with digital games 

can generate for heterogeneous students and their teachers” (Beavis, 2017, p. 12). 

The report proposed the following three “areas of emergence” in the field of digital games, 

literacy, and learning: (a) Minecraft – the possibilities afforded by student expertise with 

this popular game, providing ownership of the learning experience, opportunities for 

creative expression, and the development of so-called 21st-century skills, finding “echoes in 

schools across Australia, North America and the UK, and many other countries in the world” 

(Beavis, 2017, pp. 13-14); (b) the use of tablets, especially iPads, to enable different 

pedagogy and learning, and challenging what counts as a game; and (c) the notion of 

curatorship, defined as “the collection and compilation of digital resources, whether for 

teaching, learning or other purposes and to the selection, creation, shaping and 

maintenance of those resources, for oneself or others” (Beavis, 2017, p. 14). This doctoral 

research study draws extensively from this body of work and builds on it through taking a 

phenomenological approach to exploring the affective, sensory, and embodied dimensions 

of meaning-making when engaging with computer games in an English classroom. In my 
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analysis of data and discussion chapters, the third notion of curatorship is explored in more 

detail as I report on and discuss students’ collection and compilation of digital resources to 

create new digital texts.  

2.4.3 Computer games and school literacy practices: A conflict of cultures? 

Research into the use of computer games as texts for learning in classrooms continues to 

elicit debate, often clouded by “confusion and contradiction” (Kitson, 2003, p. 2), but it also 

continues to inspire research into the kinds of literacy practices associated with computer 

gameplay and the affordances of computer games for learning. Addressing a perceived 

conflict between youth culture and the literacy curriculum, Bearne and Wolstencraft (2006) 

explore ways to acknowledge the multidimensional texts of children’s popular culture. Their 

study investigated the way in which children’s knowledge of narrative in computer games 

can contribute to their story writing, and “to see if their experience of computer games 

texts could contribute to their understanding of the kinds of text structures traditionally 

taught in schools” (Bearne & Wolstencraft, 2006, p. 75). Students were asked to respond to 

questions concerning their understandings of narrative in books and computer games. 

Bearne and Wolstencraft report that students had “an implicit sense of the different 

affordances of game and print narrative and hint at some of the intriguing flow between 

immersed and engaged playing and reading” (p. 76). The researchers found that most 

students were able to move fluidly between various media, writing stories based on images 

from a computer game and designing a game based on the story read in class. Their 

recommendation is for “explicit classroom discussion of variations in the structures, purpose 

and effects of game texts in relation to book texts” (Bearne & Wolstencraft, 2006, p. 73). 

This is reflected in learning activities developed for the English curriculum work unit which 

was implemented in my research study. 

Steinkuehler (2007) also addressed the perceived conflict between computer games and 

school literacy practices. Documenting her own journey as a neophyte player in the 

massively multiplayer online game (MMOG) Lineage, Steinkuehler examined “the 

constellation of literacy practices” through which players are enculturated into the 

prevailing discourses of this virtual world (2007, pp. 297, 308). Neophyte refers to very new, 

usually unskilled players, sometimes referred to as a “newb” in gaming parlance (English 
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Oxford Living Dictionaries). Steinkuehler conducted a 2-year cognitive ethnography 

exploring cognition and learning in the context of “naturally occurring game-play” (2007, p. 

299). She argues that 

even when based on a restricted version of what it means to read and write, 
examination of what gamers actually do during gameplay reveals that gaming, at 
least in the context of MMOGs, is not replacing literacy practice, but rather, is a 
literacy practice in its own right. (Steinkuehler, 2007, p. 314)   

Furthermore, she states, these literacy practices align with several of the standards of the 

National Council of Teachers of English in the USA (Steinkuehler, 2007). While much of 

Steinkuehler’s research investigates adult participants, or adolescents in an out-of-school 

environment, her findings – that the literacy practices associated with digital gameplay align 

with standards for English education in the United States – provide a valuable precedent for 

my research into the kinds of literacy practices that students develop through the use of 

digital games in the junior secondary English classroom. 

In “Literacy learning and computer games: A curriculum challenge for our times”, Beavis, 

O'Mara, and McNeice (2012) highlight the presence of digital games in students’ out-of-

school worlds and the need to recognise changing literacy practices in the digital age as 

important reasons for including computer games in school learning. One of the co-authors, 

McNeice, was inspired to use computer games in her English classroom after seeing a 

presentation on computer games at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image. Reflecting 

on how this school excursion impacted her attitude to computer games and learning, she 

writes: 

I suddenly had a vision of my Year 9 English class. Scenario: kids are happily playing 
computer games; I come in. “Stop playing games!” I say. (Subtext: Stop 
communicating, stop seeking and absorbing information from multiple sources and 
synthesising that information so you can make decisions and act on those decisions. 
Stop having fun!) “We’re going to do English now!” . . . What if I could change that 
scenario? What if my colleagues and I could create a unit of work that revelled in 
the students’ exploration of computer games? That allowed us to say, “Keep playing 
games! And tell us all about it!” (McNeice in Beavis et al., 2012, p. 9) 

Teachers encouraging students to talk openly about their computer gameplay is identified 

by Gibbes (2014) as an important aspect of connecting with students. However, she notes 
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that although digital gaming is an important part of many students’ lifeworlds, gaming is 

rarely discussed or used in schools as a method of connecting with students or for teaching 

and learning (Gibbes, 2014). More recent studies suggest that this reticence concerning 

computer games in school settings is beginning to change (Altura & Scott Curwood, 2015; 

Bacalja, 2018). Altura and Scott Curwood (2015) argue that computer games can be used 

effectively and appropriately as cultural texts to encourage learning. They challenge 

teachers to use these digital texts “to motivate students to be creative problem solvers, and 

as a way to teach young adults to be critical about what they are playing” (p. 27). While 

Bacalja (2018) found that critical literacy pedagogies could be effectively used to build new 

understandings with computer games, he also identified some of the limitations of critical 

literacy, such as “how it impacts working with aesthetic texts in ways that intersect 

individual identity, human emotion, creativity” (p. 156). Links between emotions, creativity, 

embodied responses, and literacy practices feature in four studies that adopt a 

phenomenological lens to explore connections between computer games, learning, and 

literacy. The following section discusses these studies and the contribution they have made 

to the choice of methodology for my research study. 

2.4.4 Phenomenology and research into learning and literacy with digital texts 

In a 2009 review of research into literacy and technology in primary classrooms, Burnett 

examined 38 empirical studies published between 2000 and 2008. Burnett found that, while 

there are studies examining the use of digital texts in the classroom, a focus on operational 

literacy skills limits the scope of many of these studies. For example, Labbo and Kuhn’s 

(2000) study harnessed the potential of qualitative methodologies to explore aspects of 

cognition and affect in a kindergarten child’s use of talking books on CD-ROM. While their 

study examined metacognitive activity, their findings indicated that some aspects of talking 

books “fostered passive viewing” (Labbo & Kuhn, 2000, p. 187). However, Burnett argues 

that Labbo and Kuhn’s study, like many of the studies she reviewed, are limited by a focus 

on the operational dimensions of literacy and students’ comprehension of linear narrative 

(2009, p. 27). Computer games, with their interactive, non-linear narratives and the 

complexity of affective, embodied responses involved in gameplay, present the challenge of 

requiring a theoretical and methodological framework that would incorporate a discussion 
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around the affective and embodied dimensions of engaging with these new narrative forms. 

Burnett recommended the adoption of a phenomenological approach to research 

investigating literacy practices in the classroom, “in order to explore the complex contexts 

which surround and are mediated by digital texts” (2009, p. 22). This section reviews four 

literacy studies that respond to Burnett’s findings, drawing on phenomenology as a research 

approach to develop more nuanced and embodied perspectives on literacy practices in the 

digital age (Burnett, Merchant, Pahl, & Rowsell, 2014; Heydon & Rowsell, 2015; Leander & 

Boldt, 2013; Mangen, 2010; Rose, 2011; Rowsell, 2014).  

A phenomenological study of computer games in English calls for recollection that there is 

more to understanding how we make meaning in the world than literary, linguistic, and text-

based dimensions. Meaning-making also includes elements of play, affect, emotional 

connection, and embodied, emplaced experiences and practices (Leander & Boldt, 2013). 

Rowsell (2014) reports on data from a 2-year study on children reading iPads in classrooms. 

In her article titled “Toward a phenomenology of contemporary reading” (2014), Rowsell 

makes use of a phenomenological lens to identify the “different kinds of reading” students 

employ when they engage with the diverse texts encountered in their iPad reading. She 

argues that a phenomenological perspective allows literacy research to “move beyond 

design constructs and grammars and to move to more careful, detailed accounts of 

individuals in the midst of meaning-making across virtual, play-based, media-driven 

situations and contexts” (Rowsell, 2014, p. 118). Writing about the kinds of “reading” that 

can happen when engaging with digital texts, Rowsell explains: 

[P]henomenology helps me to capture the essence of reading events and to 
interpret the environment, the actions, the reflections, the visual dynamism, etc. of 
particular reading practices. By taking a phenomenological perspective, I identify 
different kinds of reading that call on actions and ludic-based interactions with texts 
as opposed to linguistic interpretations of texts. It is a view of reading where 
embodied actions perform stories as opposed to stories eliciting particular reactions 
and sensory responses. (Rowsell, 2014, p. 119) 

Rowsell’s discussion of reading as embodied actions performing stories is particularly 

pertinent to my study on literacy and computer games, as computer game narratives are 

performed through the embodied actions of the game player (Apperley & Beavis, 2013). 
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Bodily interactions with digitised texts are also explored in Mangen (2010) and Rose (2011). 

Mangen discusses ways in which “digital technologies challenge the user into new physical, 

ergonomic, perceptual and cognitive positions and actions” (p. 417). Her work on digital 

texts in early childhood education offers thought-provoking reflections on the “experiential 

impact of digital technology on preschoolers’ literacy development” (p. 415). Working in the 

tertiary education sector, Rose (2011) examined university students’ on-screen reading, 

reporting their perceptions of the differences in the embodied actions they adopted when 

engaging with print or digital texts. Many of the texts these students used were digitised 

papers. Rose reports that students in her study described conscious and conscientious 

efforts “to adapt to the new reading conditions [on-screen as opposed to printed text] by 

developing strategies for maintaining focus” and by “disciplining their minds and bodies to 

read digitised papers in their entirety” (p. 524). The work of these authors provides a 

valuable precedent for my research study as they move beyond a definition of learning and 

literacy as socioculturally situated practice, to an understanding of literacy and learning as 

cognitive and sensory, tactile and embodied. This sensory dimension of meaning-making is 

also explored by Heydon and Rowsell (2015). 

Heydon and Rowsell (2015) consider the affordances of a phenomenological lens for 

exploring the emotional and sensory experiences involved in meaning-making. They report 

on findings from an intergenerational multimodal literacy program in Ontario, Canada. The 

program involved connecting kindergarten students with community members from a rest 

home near the school. Program participants were provided with iPads and engaged in “the 

creation and sharing of multimodal ensembles that featured art, singing and digital media” 

(Heydon & Rowsell, 2015, p. 454). Responding to the need identified by Burnett (2009) for 

studies drawing on phenomenology in literacy research, Heydon and Rowsell make use of a 

phenomenological lens to identify “intricate and important links between people’s 

perceptions, senses, emotions, associations, memories, relationships with each other and 

literacies” (p. 469). Their work identifies important connections between literacy as 

embodied practice, and literacy as “grounded in relationships” (p. 469).  

One example from Heydon and Rowsell’s (2015) project of literacy practice as grounded in 

relationships emerged in an interview with one of the members of the rest home, Ron. Ron 
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described sharing a moment with his “child partner”, Zachary. After drawing a “heart-map” 

representing his family, Zachary said, “I love my mommy … I love my daddy, and I love my 

sister and brother”. Zachary’s multimodal literacy practices and his sharing with Ron elicited 

a strong emotional response captured by the authors thus:  

In relaying Zachary’s expression of his love for his family, Ron’s voice faltered and 
his eyes welled with tears, then he continued “I thought … here’s a total stranger 
out of the blue … you tell me this … I think there’s something in that family”. 
(Heydon & Rowsell, 2015, p. 463) 

These four studies inspired me to harness the potential of phenomenology as a method for 

studying the “lived experiences” and literacy practices of middle years students as they 

engage with computer games as part of literacy and learning in their English classroom.  

2.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has presented a review of academic literature in the fields of literacy studies 

and learning with digital texts. Beginning with an examination of evolving conceptualisations 

of literacy, the chapter proceeded to explore theories of the literacies associated with 

computer games and gameplay. The multiliteracies framework and pedagogical approach to 

literacy learning are discussed and the model expanded to describe elements of meaning-

making with computer games. The review of literature has also provided an examination 

and discussion of research into the use of computer games for learning in the classroom and 

the literacy practices arising from students’ engagement with these digital texts followed. 

The chapter has concluded with a review of four research studies drawing on 

phenomenology to explore more nuanced and embodied perspectives on literacy practices 

in the digital age. The next chapter on methodology and research design explains the 

approach to phenomenology adopted in this research study.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Research Design 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodology guiding this research study exploring computer 

games as texts for learning in an English classroom. The chapter is divided into two parts. 

The first part discusses matters of methodology and begins by introducing phenomenology 

and some debates in the field of phenomenological studies, and then goes on to identify 

hermeneutic phenomenology as the approach adopted for this research study. 

Phenomenology in education is then discussed, considering in particular what 

phenomenology adds to research on literacy learning in the English classroom. The 

discussion then explains my approach to the research study in more detail, addressing ways 

in which I have explored and extended the boundaries of a traditional approach to 

hermeneutic phenomenology; this section includes considerations of the role of researcher. 

In the second part of the chapter I provide a detailed description of the research design for 

the study, including descriptions of the research site, participants, and data generation 

methods. This part also explains the methods of data analysis adopted for the study, 

addresses ethical considerations, and indicates the scope of the study.  

The methodology and design of this research study are guided by the following questions: 

1. How do middle years students experience and understand the use of computer 

games as texts for learning in English?  

2. How does this experience and understanding of computer games inform and shape 

students’ literacy practices? 

The hermeneutic phenomenological approach informing the design of this study provided a 

methodological orientation suitable for exploring the embodied, experiential dimensions of 

literacy learning in an age of digital texts (Burnett, 2009; Rowsell, 2014). Chapter 2 identified 

recent developments in literacy research and discussed new theoretical understandings of 

literacy practices and learning processes that underpin my study (Burnett et al., 2014; Gee, 

2007; Mills, 2016; Rowsell et al., 2013; Street, 2003). While these theories guided and 

informed the design of the study, they are also critically examined in the light of lived 
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experiences of literacy learning as per hermeneutic phenomenology (Friesen, Henriksson, & 

Saevi, 2012; van Manen, 1990).  

3.2 Methodology matters 

In his advice on selecting methodology, Crotty (1998) recommended making research 

questions the focal points that guide the choice of appropriate methodology and methods. 

While I found this advice helpful during my initial explorations into the minefield of 

methodology, as the practical application of my research study evolved I began to consider 

Crotty’s advice as simplifying a complex and iterative process. In my experience, the 

relationship between research focus, questions, and methodology was like an evolving 

dance of several partners with one or another directing steps at various stages of the 

performance. Two significant aspects were consistently influential in directing my research: 

a student-centred focus drawing on conceptualisations of learning and literacy as socially 

situated practices, and more recent theoretical frameworks exploring embodied dimensions 

of learning and meaning-making, particularly in an age of digital texts. 

In her review of research into literacy and technology use in primary classrooms, Burnett 

(2009) suggested an increased focus on students’ experiences of meaning-making and 

sociocultural understandings of literacy. She recommends phenomenological studies as a 

means “to explore teachers’ and children’s experience of classroom technology use” 

(Burnett, 2009, p. 32). Phenomenology, Burnett argues, is needed for research investigating 

literacy practices in the classroom, “in order to explore the complex contexts which 

surround and are mediated by digital texts” (2009, p. 22). As discussed in Chapter 2, Beavis 

et al. (2014) and Beavis (2017) also identified the need to recognise the “complex contextual 

factors” that surround the inclusion of digital texts in the classroom (p. 569). Other scholars 

note a lack of research that accounts for the state-of-the-actual regarding learning with 

digital texts in schools (Perrotta et al., 2013; Selwyn, 2010, 2012). According to Burnett, 

these complex contexts include not only the affordances of digital texts and the challenges 

associated with their uptake in the classroom, but also the “values, attitudes and 

relationships associated with them” (Burnett, 2009, p. 32). Seeking to address this gap in the 

research, I drew on phenomenology as a methodological approach that aligned with my 

focus on students’ experiences and allowed for more nuanced understandings of students’ 
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literacy practices when engaging with digital texts in the context of a junior secondary 

English classroom.  

3.3 Introducing phenomenology 

Phenomenological philosophy was initially developed in the 20th century in the works of 

Edmund Husserl (1859 – 1938) and Martin Heidegger (1889 – 1976), and later taken up by 

several leading philosophers, notable among whom was Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908 – 

1961). Phenomenology rejected a positivist scientific stance in human science research, 

drawing on Wilhelm Dilthey’s (1833 – 1911) distinction between the natural and human 

sciences. Dilthey’s distinction highlighted a reliance on positivist methods in the natural 

sciences, as compared to the human sciences which tended to focus on interpretive 

methods for exploring the social and cultural dimensions of human experiences and 

understandings (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). Husserl developed descriptive 

phenomenology, which sought to describe everyday life experiences while putting aside 

preconceived opinions and assumptions, a process described as bracketing (Husserl, 1913). I 

discuss the practice of bracketing in Section 3.3.3.  

Heidegger, initially Husserl’s student, developed interpretive phenomenology, extending 

phenomenological writings beyond so-called “pure” description of experience, exploring 

instead the interpretations one gives to experience (Reiners, 2012). Interpretations of 

sensory experience feature in the work of Merleau-Ponty, who developed the notion of 

embodied meaning. Merleau-Ponty argued that the world is what we perceive, and that this 

perception is an interpretation of one’s sensory experience: “The body is the vehicle of 

being in the world” (1962, p. 82). Interpretive and embodied approaches to phenomenology 

view experience as providing the sensory, embodied material of one’s “being-in-the world”, 

while considering one’s understanding or interpretation of experience as “the basic stepping 

stone in the construction of our reality” (Griffin & May, 2012, p. 448). In the field of literacy 

and learning, authors such as Gee (2007), Leander and Boldt (2012), Rowsell (2014), and 

Mills (2016) have argued for a renewed attention to the body as the vehicle for enacting 

learning and meaning-making.  
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Crotty (1998) described the interpretive model of phenomenology as underpinned by a 

constructionist epistemology. Constructionism sees meaning as socially constructed, that is, 

a process in which individuals create meaning through their interpretation of events, and in 

the context of their social and cultural interactions. Although I find it difficult to articulate a 

rigidly constrained personal epistemology, as life and learning continually evolve and 

transform my understandings and ways of knowing, I believe the notion of continual 

(trans)formation is consistent with the view that knowledge and understandings in the 

social world are “socially constructed in particular contexts” (Silverman, 2012, p. 35). This 

understanding of meaning as situated and socially constructed seemed appropriate to my 

study as it highlighted the complexity, situational affordances, and constraints of the 

classroom environment and students’ interactions with digital texts. The notion of research 

as co-constructed by researcher and participants in a “relational unfolding of meanings” 

underpins the approach to phenomenology adopted in my research study, in which I draw 

on feminist-inspired approaches to phenomenology to examine the interconnected nature 

of that relational unfolding (Finlay, 2009, p. 15).  

3.3.1 Debates in the field of phenomenology 

Different philosophical orientations and approaches to research within the field of 

phenomenology have questioned whether phenomenology sits within a modern or 

postmodern paradigm (Finlay, 2009). Finlay noted that some researchers have aligned 

Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology with a modernist agenda, that is, with a “belief in a 

knowable world with universal properties” which could be identified if the researcher paid 

close attention to the essence of the phenomenon (2009, p. 15). However, Finlay challenged 

this alignment with modernism as a “simplistic and static view of the phenomenological 

project” and argued further that phenomenology is more closely aligned with 

postmodernism (p. 15). This postmodern alignment “forgoes any search of true fixed 

meanings”, recognising the influence of perspective and “the relative, intersubjective, fluid 

nature of knowledge” (p. 15). Framed within this postmodern paradigm, Finlay argues, “the 

phenomenological researcher’s epistemological authority is disrupted” (p. 15). 

The orientation to phenomenological research that I adopt in this research study aligns with 

Finlay’s (2009) broad understandings of a post-postmodern perspective and is guided by 
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more recent feminist-inspired approaches to phenomenology. In the next sections I discuss 

an interpretive, or hermeneutic, approach to phenomenology, identifying the contribution 

this approach has made to research in education. I follow this with an exploration of the 

areas in which my approach has extended the boundaries of traditional hermeneutic 

phenomenology. 

3.3.2 Approach to phenomenology adopted in this research study 

This research study draws on an approach to hermeneutic phenomenology that recognises 

recent innovations in phenomenological research inspired by feminist approaches to 

research (Christopher, 2015; Finlay, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2012; Friesen et al., 2012; Harding, 

1987). Interpretive models of phenomenology, which invite the study of lived experience as 

it appears to the individual, align with a constructionist epistemology and the sociocultural 

and embodied theories of learning and meaning-making examined in the previous chapter. 

An interpretive approach to phenomenology requires dialogue and reflection to dig down to 

the essence of the experience and explore sensory, embodied perceptions of “being-in-the-

world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; van Manen, 1990). It is a model of research in which 

meanings are co-constructed by researcher and participant in an “ongoing dialogue” as the 

researcher empathetically engages with “the story of another person’s lifeworld 

experience” (Griffin & May, 2012, p. 449). To remain as faithful as possible to these co-

constructed meanings, the researcher is required to take a reflective stance, attempting to 

understand a phenomenon by observing more closely and thinking more deeply about it 

than is usual in everyday life (van Manen, 1990). Some authors refer to this interpretive 

approach as hermeneutic phenomenology (see Griffin & May, 2012, p. 447; van Manen, 

1990).  

My research study is particularly informed by the reflective, hermeneutic approach to 

phenomenology outlined in van Manen’s (1990) Researching Lived Experience: Human 

Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, although it has also been infused with more 

recent, feminist-inspired understandings of phenomenology. Van Manen’s approach to 

phenomenological research sits within the human science tradition, and is oriented to the 

field of education, his stated aim being “to serve the practical aims of pedagogy” (1990, p. 

2). Van Manen’s discussion of phenomenological research is not framed by a prescriptive set 
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of procedures; however, he identifies the following four principles as “signposts” for guiding 

phenomenological research: (a) situate the research questions, (b) examine current 

theories, (c) interrogate theories for gaps in understanding the phenomenon, and (d) 

bracket assumptions and pre-understandings of the phenomenon. The first three of these 

principles guided my discussion and exploration of the relationships between my research 

questions, theoretical orientations in the field of study, and the method adopted in my 

research study. I have adhered in part to van Manen’s fourth principle, keeping in mind 

recent critiques of “bracketing”, and moving towards feminist-inspired versions of 

phenomenology. 

The first principle outlined by van Manen recommended contextualising the research 

through a laying open of or situating of the research questions (1990, pp. 42-46). This 

practice of contextualising the study occurs in Chapter 1. Second, current theories should be 

examined to identify what they contribute to the questions. These theoretical orientations 

are presented in the literature review, Chapter 2 of the dissertation. Third, theoretical 

frameworks should also be interrogated for instances whereby “some of these knowledge 

forms (theories, concepts) are glosses that overlay our understanding of the phenomenon” 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 34). This interrogation of current theoretical perspectives informs my 

discussion in Chapter 5 of the dissertation. Fourth, van Manen argues that phenomenology 

requires explicitly stating assumptions and pre-understandings at the outset of the study. I 

have therefore explicitly stated my theoretical orientation to the research questions and my 

prior lived experiences as they related to the topic under investigation in Chapter 1, and in 

the examination of current theories and debates in Chapter 2. In traditional approaches to 

phenomenology, this fourth principle of examining assumptions and pre-understandings is 

referred to as bracketing. 

3.3.3 Hermeneutic phenomenology and critiques of the practice of “bracketing” 

Bracketing is a highly contested term, strongly defended by early theorists such as Husserl, 

acknowledged but questioned by his student Heidegger (hermeneutic phenomenology), and 

critiqued by more recent proponents of feminist inspired phenomenology (Finlay 2009). 

Originally the concept of bracketing was proposed by Husserl (1913) to describe a process of 

putting aside one’s knowledge about a phenomenon. Husserlian phenomenology drew on a 
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Cartesean dichotomy in which the knower and the known, or one’s physical and mental 

experiences, could be separated. According to Husserl, this separation was necessary for the 

documentation of objective knowledge (1913). In this early version of phenomenology, 

bracketing required three types of reduction: phenomenological reduction (epoché), eidetic 

reduction, and transcendental reduction. Epoché required a suspension of judgement to 

isolate and set aside mental constructs, such as theories, in order to explore a phenomenon 

in its pure form. Eidetic reduction involved identifying and eliminating inessential qualities 

of a phenomenon so that only the pure form remained. These processes may be considered 

respectively as “suspending sociocultural positions of the researcher” and “suspending the 

cultural interpretations of the object or phenomenon” in order to consider “the [true, 

objective] essence of this experience” (Christopher, 2015, p. 64). Transcendental reduction, 

which Husserl introduced late in his writings and which was strongly critiqued by his 

contemporaries, referred to the researcher’s adoption of a “pure” mindset devoid of 

sociocultural or socio-historical influences (Christopher, 2015, p. 63). 

In contrast, hermeneutic phenomenology, as developed by Heidegger, proposed a different 

approach to phenomenological research. Although initially Husserl’s student, Heidegger did 

not believe it was possible to completely set aside one’s experiences and understandings of 

a phenomenon, but rather that “personal awareness was intrinsic to phenomenological 

research” (Reiners, 2012, no page numbers). Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology 

drew on a philosophy of interpretation and moved beyond a “pure description” model of 

research to explore meaning in the context of everyday living (Reiners, 2012). In this 

interpretive model the focus of research is on the participants’ experiences and 

understandings, while also acknowledging that the researcher will call on his or her 

understandings and experiences to interpret the data. 

Following Heidegger’s hermeneutic tradition, van Manen’s phenomenological approach 

recognised that “presuppositions persistently creep back into our reflections” and argued 

that it is best at the outset of the study “to make explicit our understandings, beliefs, biases, 

assumptions, presuppositions, and theories” (1990, p. 47). Thus, van Manen does not 

require the researcher to “put aside” his or her pre-understandings, as though they are 

discrete modules which can be placed outside one’s being so as not to contaminate the 
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research. Rather, bracketing from this perspective requires a critically reflective stance, an 

openness and willingness to examine one’s continually emerging and evolving 

understandings. The critically reflective stance requires a researcher to confront his or her 

assumptions and pre-understandings, “not in order to forget them again, but rather to hold 

them deliberately at bay and even to turn this knowledge against itself, as it were, thereby 

exposing its shallow or concealing character” (van Manen, 1990, p. 47). I adopt this critically 

reflective stance in my research journal, which I used throughout this study.  

While also advocating a critically reflective approach, Finlay (2009) was considerably more 

curt than van Manen in her appraisal of the practice of bracketing, arguing that “researchers 

who claim to have bracketed and, therefore, transcended their assumptions while using a 

hermeneutic approach would seem to be both naïve and confused” (p. 8). Hermeneutic 

phenomenology rejects the notion that “ideal ‘essences’ of experience or consciousness can 

be isolated outside of the researcher’s cultural and historical location” (Henriksson & 

Friesen, 2012, p. 1). Researcher subjectivity in hermeneutic phenomenology is implicated 

through a recognition of the interconnections between researcher and researched in the 

meaning-making process (Finlay, 2009; Griffin & May, 2012). In the field of education, van 

Manen regards these researcher-researched interconnections as essentially pedagogical, 

because researchers in educational settings need “a sensitivity to lived experience 

(children’s realities and lifeworlds)” coupled with the ability to interpret the phenomena of 

that lifeworld in a manner that reveals the “pedagogic significance” of one’s interactions 

with children (1990, p. 2). While there are, and possibly always will be, debates among 

phenomenologists regarding appropriate practices, Finlay argued there is at least 

agreement that “we need phenomenological research methods that are responsive to both 

the phenomenon and the subjective interconnection between the researcher and the 

researched” (Finlay, 2009, p. 7, emphasis added).  

3.4 Phenomenology in education 

Phenomenology has a long history in the field of education and has been approached from 

different perspectives including, but not limited to, philosophical reflection, curriculum 

design, and professional practice (van Manen & van Manen, 2014). In their overview of 

phenomenology in education, van Manen and van Manen described these various 
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approaches and cited prominent authors whose works promote each approach. To begin 

with, they discussed David Denton’s essay “That mode of being called teaching” (Denton, 

1974), highlighting Denton’s critique of “functional explanations” in educational research 

and his argument that “understanding requires hermeneutic interpretation” and a view of 

teaching as a “vocation” (van Manen & van Manen, 2014, p. 612). Research in the area of 

curriculum design has also drawn on phenomenology. Rather than focusing on the planning 

aspect of curriculum, however, a phenomenological perspective examines “curriculum as 

lived” highlighting “the contingent, situated, personal, and dynamic aspects of curriculum as 

lived and enacted in the classroom” (van Manen & van Manen, 2014, p. 614). In the realm of 

professional practice, Langeveld (1967), for example, argued for research which aims to 

understand how children, teachers, and parents experience their lifeworld.  

In recent years, a phenomenological approach has encouraged research in education to 

“return to embodied, experiential meanings” (Finlay 2009, p. 6). This aspect of 

phenomenology has appealed to education researchers with “strong roots in their own 

disciplines”, who have been drawn to phenomenology as a method for exploring “everyday 

concerns in the domain of public and professional practices” (Henriksson & Friesen, 2012, p. 

3, emphasis added). It is this “embodied, experiential” focus of phenomenological research 

which I believe makes it particularly suitable for contemporary research on literacy learning 

in the classroom, as it provides a means for developing deeper understandings of the 

multisensorial literacy practices required for making meaning from and constructing 

meaning in text, particularly in students’ engagements with digital texts such as computer 

games. 

3.4.1 What phenomenology adds to research on literacy learning in the English classroom 

Researchers with “strong roots” in the fields of literacy learning and digital games require 

methodologies that probe the experiences and practices surrounding the use of digital texts 

in the classroom. Adopting phenomenology as a methodological approach situates my 

research study within contemporary discussions on the embodied, affective dimensions of 

students’ interaction with texts. My phenomenological research study provides an 

opportunity to develop deeper understandings of students’ literacy learning when engaging 

with digital texts such as computer games. Taking a phenomenological approach to research 
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allows me to explore the connections between students’ embodied learning experiences 

and the multisensorial literacy practices involved in their interpretation and production of 

meaning. However, while traditional approaches to phenomenological research have 

situated the researcher outside the research study, I have found in my research practice 

that I was habitually discarding an objectivist stance that “attempts to make the 

researcher’s cultural beliefs and practices invisible” (Harding, 1987, p. 9). Furthermore, my 

previous identification as a teaching practitioner strongly impacted on my research practice 

and reshaped my researcher role so that it was consistent with my desire to work with the 

classroom teacher in ensuring a pedagogically sound and supportive learning environment 

for the students participating in the study. In my research practice, therefore, I found myself 

taking a much more invested and empathetic approach and extending the boundaries of 

traditional approaches to phenomenological research.  

3.5 Extending the boundaries of phenomenological research 

One of the areas in which my research practice extends the boundaries of traditional 

approaches to phenomenological research is in my invested stance as researcher, leading to 

my subjective interconnection in the research study. My awareness of, and strategies to 

manage this aspect of researcher entanglement draw from feminist-inspired approaches to 

research that call for the adoption of a critically reflective stance. The process of reflexivity, 

Finlay (2003, p. 108) argues, involves “continually reflecting upon our interpretations of 

both our experience and the phenomena being studied”. In my research practice this 

involves listening carefully to how participants describe their experiences and 

understandings, thinking critically about theoretical conceptualisations of the phenomenon 

being explored, seeking new patterns in observations of participants’ social and textual 

practices (Harding, 1987, p. 2), and reflecting on my affective responses as I become 

invested in the research project. I have not engaged in my research study as a distant, 

objective researcher, preferring instead to challenge, in my thinking and my practice, 

traditional notions regarding the “location and power structure from which the researcher 

operates” (Christopher, 2015, p. 66). This critically reflective stance also involves challenging 

the boundaries of a traditional approach to phenomenological research. My aim in adopting 

this critically reflective, hands-on stance has been to explore pedagogically sensitive ways of 
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researching students’ experiences, understandings, and literacy practices in the English 

classroom.  

3.5.1 Feminist influences on research practice 

In the latter half of the 20th century, feminist researchers raised questions regarding 

methodology, many of which concerned a desire “to correct the partial and distorted 

accounts in the traditional analyses” (Harding, 1987, p. 1). Feminist inquirers began to ask 

questions concerning how we establish legitimate knowledge and whether “‘subjective 

truths’ [can] count as knowledge” (Harding, 1987, p. 3). Harding argued that feminist 

challenges to traditional social inquiry required more than simply “adding women” (1987, p. 

3), and identified three characteristics of feminist research that can be used to evaluate and 

enrich research practice. Harding’s first two characteristics were very gender specific: 

knowledge about women and women’s issues should be sourced from women’s 

experiences; and research about women should be conducted for women, as opposed to 

research for government departments and institutions (1987, pp. 6-8). The third 

characteristic highlighted relations of power in social situations and required “locating the 

researcher in the same critical plane as the overt subject matter” (Harding, 1987, p. 8). I 

acknowledge that the scope of my research does not include gender issues. However, I 

found questions concerning subjectivity, and what counts as legitimate knowledge, 

pertinent to my research, as were issues of research purpose; that is, research about 

students’ experience should be conducted for students, and therefore in a pedagogically 

sensitive and supportive manner.  

Van Manen (1990) described phenomenology as a method requiring pedagogical sensitivity 

and tact. I interpret pedagogical sensitivity as involving a student-centred approach to 

teaching and field research. With this in mind I have adopted an approach inspired by 

feminist research in which women’s experiences drive the research agenda. In the case of 

my research study, I have sought to ensure that students’ experiences drive the research 

study, students’ subjective truths and interests are legitimated as sources of knowledge, and 

research about students should be conducted for students. To this end I was concerned to 

ensure that the quality of students’ classroom learning experiences was a driving force in 

setting the research agenda.  
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This meant that, first, I approached my data generation from the perspective that 

knowledge about students and students’ issues should be sourced from students’ 

experiences and interests. Second, in both the practice and reporting of my research, I 

attempted to keep in mind that research about students’ learning and literacy practices 

should be conducted for them, and with their best interests in mind. Third, through 

including reflections on my beliefs and behaviours “within the frame of the picture”, I hoped 

to make explicit the ways in which my identity as a researcher and a former teaching 

practitioner shaped (and was shaped by) the research project, so that I might appear “not as 

an invisible, anonymous voice of authority, but as a real, historical individual with concrete, 

specific desires and interests” (Harding, 1987, p. 9).  

3.5.2 Considerations of the role of researcher  

My interests in supporting the welfare of students in my research study was a driving force 

in the design and implementation of my research study. This is evidenced by my desire to 

collaborate with the classroom teacher in developing a unit of work for the study, and my 

willingness to participate, not as a co-teacher, but often as a supporting teacher, in the 

delivery of the work unit. I was therefore not an objective, distanced observer of the 

research study, but a subjectively interconnected and invested researcher. While my 

approach to the research study might challenge traditional notions of conducting 

phenomenological research, I am not proposing that I have developed a new research 

method, but rather that “all the different ‘little things’” have generated “new uses of 

familiar research techniques” (Harding, 1987, p. 2) and encouraged new understandings of 

the role of researcher in social inquiry, particularly in a classroom setting.  

One area in which my role as researcher has challenged the traditional boundaries of a 

phenomenological approach has been in my involvement in the design (and later in the 

implementation) of an English work unit developed specifically for the purpose of 

conducting the research study. Designing what might be considered an intervention appears 

inconsistent with traditional phenomenological research methods. Rather than aiming to 

control the research context, phenomenology seeks to “remain as faithful as possible to the 

phenomenon and to the context in which it appears”, with the researcher generally 

“bracketed” out of the study (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003, p. 26). The unusual approach taken in 
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this study reflects the methodological adaptations I have made as my doctoral studies 

unfolded.  

In the original design of my study, I developed a research proposal based on a design-based 

research (DBR) approach (see Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Brown, 1992; Gravemeijer & 

Cobb, 2006; Reinking & Bradley, 2008). DBR is intervention centred, conducted in authentic 

instructional contexts, and directed towards the achievement of specific, measurable 

learning goals (Brown, 1992; Gravemeijer & Cobb, 2006; Reinking & Bradley, 2004, 2008). As 

DBR “has strong roots in literacy research” and a practitioner focus (Reinking & Bradley, 

2008, pp. 1-2), I believed it would allow me to approach research in the classroom in a 

pedagogically sensitive manner by including the participating teacher as much as possible in 

the research study. However, as conversations with critical friends and my academic 

supervisors enhanced my understandings of the relationship between theoretical 

orientation and research methodology, I began to realise that some aspects of DBR did not 

align well with the sociocultural and sensory conceptualisations of literacy informing my 

research, in particular, evolving theories about computer games.  

An important component of a design approach to research methodology is the 

establishment, evaluation, and measurement of specific learning goals. Measuring literacy 

learning in a DBR approach would require skills testing to obtain baseline and post-

intervention data. In literacy research, this aspect of DBR places the research focus on 

operational literacy skills, thus working from an “autonomous” model of literacy (Street, 

1984) rather than from broader conceptualisations of literacy as situated, embodied, social, 

and sensory practices. It was this alignment with a more autonomous model of literacy 

which caused me to reject DBR as a suitable fit for my study. 

However, an aspect of my original research proposal, which I maintained in the 

phenomenological study, was the proposal to collaborate with a classroom teacher in the 

development and implementation of a unit of work for a junior secondary English class. This 

collaboration required considerable involvement from the teacher, and considerable 

investment on my part to support her in adapting the school’s existing work unit to suit the 

purposes of the research study. For example, we invested a full day of collaborative 

planning and designing to adapt the existing work unit, providing a greater focus on digital 



57 

Margaret Toomey   

texts and including multimodal learning activities. I also arranged and attended meetings 

with the Head of Department for Internet Technology to explain the project and discuss our 

technology requirements. While the class teacher was grateful for this support, my active 

participation in the research setting challenged traditional notions of the phenomenological 

researcher as being situated outside the research study. Therefore, although my research 

questions examined students’ understandings, experiences, and literacy practices as they 

engaged with computer games in English, I included my reflective journal writing in the 

research data as I believe my interconnectivity as researcher has required a reflective 

awareness of my embodied presence in the study (Finlay, 2006). This is useful to 

understandings of the subjective interconnection between research questions, researcher, 

and participants in the research study (Finlay, 2009). 

Critical self-awareness in phenomenological studies has been recommended by Finlay 

(2006), who argues that if the body is our connection to the world and vehicle for 

interpreting our world (Merleau-Ponty, 1962), then the researcher’s embodied presence in 

the study “can open up rich understandings” (p. 28). She laments, however, that “[a]ll too 

often, the researcher’s presence – let alone their bodily experience – is sanitized out of 

research accounts” (Finlay, 2006, p. 28). Finlay also warns that there are risks associated 

with an inclusion of the researcher’s embodied experience, such as privileging the 

researcher’s voice and moving the focus away from the phenomenon under study (2006, p. 

28). With this in mind, reflections on my presence in the research process are subsumed 

within data generated from classroom observations and participants’ discussions of their 

learning experiences and the literacy practices. My aim in doing so is to use “researcher 

reflexivity as a tool for further understanding” (Finlay, 2006, p. 28) without reifying my voice 

as I explore students’ learning experiences and literacy practices as they engage with 

computer games in their English classroom. 

The first part of this chapter has discussed the methodological orientation guiding my 

research study. I have identified a feminist-inspired adaptation of hermeneutic 

phenomenology as the approach informing the study and discussed its suitability for 

research in classroom literacy learning. I have also identified ways in which my application 

of hermeneutic phenomenology extends the boundaries of a traditional approach to 
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phenomenological research to incorporate a critical awareness of my subjective 

interconnection in the study. I have argued that these methodological choices allow for the 

emergence of rich and deep understandings of students’ literacy practices when they 

engage with digital texts. The second part of the chapter describes the design and context 

for my exploration of students’ experiences, understandings, and literacy practices as they 

engaged with computer games in English. 

3.6 Research design 

The research design for my study made use of interpretive (hermeneutic), 

phenomenological, and sensory approaches (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; van Manen, 1990), 

albeit influenced by recent feminist framings, to support the investigation of a single case 

study (Yin, 2003). The case, comprising one middle years English class, explores students’ 

embodied, experiential learning and literacy practices as they engage with digital texts. The 

research took an idiographic approach, exploring “the holistic and meaningful 

characteristics of real-life events” (Yin, 2003, p. 2), generating data to tell “a story that is 

reflective of the phenomenon as it occurred in a specific setting” (Birnbaum, Emig, & Fisher, 

2003, p. 193). While this idiographic approach did not seek generalisable findings, 

phenomenological analysis provided the study with a reflective process to arrive at insights 

which, although drawn from the specific case, feed into contemporary discussions about the 

place of new narrative forms such as computer games in the English classroom and the 

sensory and embodied nature of meaning-making in an age of digital texts.  

Details of the research design for the study are provided in the following sections. As my 

personal and professional experiences with digital texts and pedagogies are explored in 

Chapter 1, the discussion in this chapter focuses on a description of the research context 

(Section 3.7). This section includes information regarding (a) the research site, (b) the 

curriculum work undertaken as part of the study, (c) the participating teacher, (d) the 

negotiation of teacher and researcher roles, and (e) a brief description of the participating 

students. The discussion of participating students is intended only to provide some 

contextual information. In my data analysis chapters I provide more detailed profiles of 

participating students. In the sections following my discussion of the research context I 
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describe the methods for generating data, approach to data analysis, ethical considerations, 

and finally the scope of the study, including limitations and issues of reliability. 

3.7 Research context 

The context of this research study was influenced by the case study design and the research 

questions. The two initial questions framing the study examined first, how students 

experienced and understood computer games as digital texts in their English class, and 

second, how these experiences and understandings informed and shaped students’ literacy 

practices. To address these questions, I forwarded a proposal for case study research to 

Westfield State High School (WSHS) (pseudonyms for the school and all participating staff 

and students are used throughout this dissertation). The proposal identified the focus of the 

study and requested permission to conduct research with a single Year 9 English class and 

teacher during Term 2. The field research would cover a period of 11 weeks. In the following 

discussion of the research site, I provide demographic information regarding the school 

chosen for the study and my method of making contact with the school. 

3.7.1 Research site 

Westfield State High School is a government-funded secondary school situated in the outer 

western suburbs, about 14 kilometres from the city centre, of a state capital city on the east 

coast of Australia. This area is generally considered to be in the country’s low to middle 

socio-economic range (Hulse, Pawson, Reynolds, & Herath, 2014, pp. 83-84), with the 2016 

Annual Report for WSHS noting a broad socio-economic mix in the area, with feeder 

suburbs to the school “close to the Australian weekly income average”. The report also 

notes a significant multicultural population, with about 20% of students from a language 

background other than English. 

In discussing socio-economic status for WSHS, I draw on an index developed by the 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA): the Index of 

Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA). ICSEA is a scale representing levels of 

educational advantage. Data for ICSEA values draw from information on students’ family 

backgrounds, such as parents’ occupations and education, in addition to three school 

characteristics: area – metropolitan, regional, or remote; the proportion of students with a 
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language background other than English; and the proportion of Indigenous students. These 

data are then correlated against scores from the National Assessment Program - Literacy 

and Numeracy (NAPLAN) and reported on the ACARA My School website (n.d.).  

In 2016 the ICSEA value for WSHS was 1040, that is, slightly above the Australian mean, 

which is set at 1000 (ACARA, n.d.). Table 3.1 shows a comparison of the 2016 ICSEA values 

for WSHS against two inner-city schools and two western regional schools, as reported on 

the ACARA (n.d.) My School website. The table also provides data showing percentages in 

the lowest and highest quartiles of students’ performance in NAPLAN. These data are not 

provided as a rating for the school in terms of quality of teaching or nature of facilities, and I 

do not suggest that this kind of evidence-based data can provide a complete or nuanced 

picture of the research context. However, these data may assist in situating WSHS in terms 

of the social-educational advantage and average level of educational achievement by 

students at the school, in the NAPLAN test. As Table 3.1 suggests, while WSHS is situated 

well below inner-city schools in ICSEA values and NAPLAN performance, in 2016 it lay in the 

mid-range on the same scales for schools in western areas. 

Table 3.1. Comparison of 2016 ICSEA Data 

School ICSEA 

value 

% students in 

bottom 

quartile 

% students 

in top 

quartile 

Inner-city private school 1213 0 88 

Inner-city state school 1159 2 69 

Western regional private 

school 

1076 8 41 

Westfield State High 

School 

1040 18 25 

Western regional state 

school 

928 50 3 
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As Table 3.1 shows, in inner-city schools and a private school in the western region, the 

percentages of students achieving literacy and numeracy standards in the bottom quartile, 

as measured by the NAPLAN tests, were below ten, with the inner-city private school 

recording no students in the bottom quartile. In comparison, WSHS recorded 18% of 

students performing in the bottom quartile, and 25% in the top quartile. These data 

measure favourably against other government schools in western areas: one western 

regional state school recorded 50% of students in the bottom quartile and only 3% in the 

top. Considering this comparison with the western regional state school, it is not surprising 

that WSHS’s 2016 annual report expressed pride in the level of academic achievement of its 

students: “The school has an enviable record of student achievement across academic, 

sporting, cultural and civic realms” (Westfield SHS 2016 Annual Report, p. 3). However, the 

report also acknowledged a need to support those students facing difficulties with literacy 

standards. For example, one of the school’s strategic priorities was a “Writing for Learning” 

program, which included mentoring for teachers and the appointment of Literacy 

Intervention Teachers at all year levels (WSHS 2016 Annual Report, p. 3). 

WSHS provided a rich and interesting site for my research study as it faced some problems 

associated with supporting students who were disengaged at school and struggling with 

schooled literacy practices and achievement. In keeping with phenomenological methods, 

the selection of this school site stemmed from my professional interest and experience in 

schools that face challenges regarding student engagement and achievement, challenges I 

had personally encountered in my former role as an English teacher at this school. Van 

Manen (1990) asserts that 

Every project of phenomenological inquiry is driven by a commitment of turning to 
an abiding concern … [therefore] phenomenological research does not start or 
proceed in a disembodied fashion. It is always a project of someone: a real person, 
who in the context of particular individual, social, and historical life circumstances, 
sets out to make sense of a certain aspect of human existence. (p. 31)  

In this spirit of turning to an abiding concern, I decided to approach a school at which I had 

worked, identified the challenges and conditions of classroom learning, and developed a 

rapport with some teachers and senior managers. School personnel responded positively to 

the research study, seeing it as aligning with school strategic priorities, in particular the 
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development of a Digital Literacies Framework and embedding of digital literacies “across 

curriculum delivery” (WSHS 2016 Annual Report, pp. 4 & 7). 

I made initial contact with the school by sending a proposal for the research study to a 

colleague, one of Westfield High’s literacy support teachers. I had previously established a 

collegial working relationship with this teacher in my role as an English teacher at WSHS. 

This colleague spoke with school administrative personnel and established their interest in 

allowing access to the school for research purposes, while also identifying some concerns 

regarding departmental policy, procedures, and curriculum guidelines. I addressed these 

concerns in a comprehensive research proposal and application for ethical clearance 

(Appendices A & B). Respectively, these were submitted to the principal of Westfield State 

High and Griffith University ethics committee. I also provided details of the research 

proposal to the Head of Department for English (See email dated 20 October, Appendix C). 

On receiving ethics clearance from the university (GU reference number: 2015/852), and 

approval of my proposal from the principal at Westfield State High, I met with Rachel, Head 

of Department for English, and Clarice (pseudonyms), the Year 9 English teacher who 

volunteered to participate in the research project.  

3.7.2 Curriculum unit developed for the research study 

The research proposal submitted to Westfield State High School included a draft outline for 

an English curriculum unit which incorporated computer games as texts (see comparative 

summary, Table 3.2). In writing the draft outline, I drew from WSHS’s Year 9 English 

syllabus, Curriculum into the Classroom (C2C) (Queensland Curriculum and Assessment 

Authority[QCAA], 2015), and Australian Curriculum for English (2014) guidelines (see 

Appendix D). Note, however, that content descriptors from the Australian Curriculum for 

English were not included in the unit outline. This outline was intended for consideration by 

the WSHS Head of Department for English, to be further developed if accepted.  
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Table 3.2. Comparative Summary of Unit Overviews  

Unit overviews comparative summary – Digital games, literacy, and learning research proposal 

QCAA – Curriculum into the 

Classroom 

Westfield* State High School 

– Year 9 English curriculum 

Margaret Toomey – Work unit 

proposal for research study 

Unit 3:  

Reading and interpreting 

information texts  

Students listen to, read and 

view a variety of information 

texts to produce close readings 

of these texts. In particular, 

students examine how authors 

of information texts use text 

structures, language and visual 

features to present 

information, opinions and 

perspectives about issues 

commonly represented in 

works of speculative fiction. 

Unit 4:  

Creating speculative fiction  

Students listen to, read and 

view information texts and 

speculative fiction texts. 

Students use their knowledge 

of literary texts to create a 

speculative fiction short story, 

using an information text, such 

as an article from a science 

magazine, as a stimulus. 

Students also examine and 

experiment with the features 

of hybrid texts and apply their 

knowledge of how authors 

create different levels of 

meaning in their writing to 

transform their speculative 

short story into a hybrid text. 

 

Visions of the Future  

Students will listen to, read 

and view a variety of 

information texts and 

speculative fiction texts to 

create a speculative fiction 

short story, using an 

information text, such as an 

article from a science 

magazine, as a stimulus. In 

particular, students will 

develop an understanding of 

how experimenting with the 

features of a short story 

through the creation of a 

hybrid short story allows 

authors to create different 

levels of meaning in their 

writing.  

 

* Westfield State High 

School is a pseudonym 

Digital games, literacy, and 
learning 
Students will listen to, read, view 

and play information texts, 

speculative fiction texts and 

digital games to develop 

understandings of the complex 

relationships between the 

various media addressing young 

adult issues and utilising the 

speculative fiction genre. In 

particular, students will analyse 

representations of digital game 

worlds in young adult speculative 

fiction, game websites, forums 

and review media, and in digital 

games themselves. In their 

examination of information texts 

students identify how authors 

use text and multimodal 

conventions to present 

information and persuade 

audiences. Students respond to 

fiction texts and/or digital games 

by creating a review for a 

magazine, TV program, blog or 

forum. Students will then 

develop their own speculative 

fiction short story, multimodal 

text or digital game design. As 

they engage with the various 

media in this unit, students will 

be encouraged to reflect on the 

variety of literacy practices 

employed as they live, work and 

play in the 21st-century digital 

world. 

Table adapted from draft outline included in doctoral research proposal submitted to Westfield 

State High School*, December 2015 (see Appendix D for full outline). 
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The QCAA C2C document offered curriculum Units 3 and 4, for implementation in a Year 9 

English class in the second school term. The first unit explored information texts and sought 

to establish links between opinions and perspectives presented in information texts and the 

issues commonly explored in young adult speculative fiction. The second unit further 

explored speculative fiction texts and introduced students to hybrid texts. Assessments 

involved students making use of non-fiction stimulus material to create a speculative fiction 

short story; the short story would then be transformed into a hybrid text. WSHS’s Year 9 

English syllabus adapted these C2C units to “Visions of the Future”, a speculative fiction 

novel unit, intended for implementation in the fourth school term. The unit I put forward for 

consideration suggested the use of digital games, game websites, wikis, and reviews to 

explore information texts and the speculative fiction genre, and to identify how multimodal 

conventions are used to convey information and persuade audiences. The unit proposed 

that students engage with computer games as texts in class, and subsequently develop a 

speculative fiction short story, multimodal text, or digital game design. 

Rachel, Head of Department for English at WSHS, approved the draft outline and accepted 

my offer to assist Clarice with developing the curriculum unit further. At our first meeting 

we discussed the proposal in more detail and I provided Clarice with Teacher Information 

and Consent forms (Appendix E). After obtaining Clarice’s consent, Rachel authorised a full-

day release for Clarice to collaborate with me in adapting WSHS’s Year 9 English speculative 

fiction novel unit. The original unit focussed on conducting a critical analysis of the 

speculative fiction genre, while our modifications involved integrating digital games as 

“authentic texts worthy of study” (Beavis et al., 2015, p. 31). The unit provided for computer 

games, as examples of literary texts, to be played in class and compared with equivalent 

examples from novel and movie forms.  

During our collaborative planning day, Clarice and I identified suitable criteria for the 

computer games to be played in class. These criteria were that the games should include a 

narrative content, provide visual appeal, and contain age-appropriate material. After our 

planning meeting I researched suitable games, proposed these to Clarice, and we organised 

a meeting with the Head of Department for Information Technology (HOD-IT). At this 

meeting the HOD-IT raised concerns regarding departmental policy, particularly with respect 
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to the software required to download the games to the school laptop computers. The 

computer games we had chosen required Steam, a games engine program that 

departmental restrictions would block. We considered requesting a suspension of the 

departmental block, and I subsequently provided IT support staff with the research proposal 

and information regarding the games’ suitability ratings, specification requirements, terms 

of use, and download instructions (see Appendix C: Email 1 March 2016: IT support for 

research project).  

As I researched the issue further, however, I found that I could download free, older 

versions of popular games from the Good Old Games website, save these to a USB, and 

bypass the need to download a games engine that was restricted by the education 

department. My solution was accepted by IT personnel, and the games were installed on 

one set of school-supplied laptop computers for the final 5 weeks of Term 2 (the games 

were not required during the first 6 weeks of term). These games were removed at the 

conclusion of the research study. Clarice also informed teachers who regularly made use of 

this set of laptop computers that there would be some computer games installed on them 

for the purposes of the study. In Chapter 6 of this thesis I reflect on some of the implications 

arising from the perceived need to notify other teachers of this presence of computer 

games and remove them immediately after the study.  

The narrative games we chose were early versions of The Elder Scrolls: Arena and Daggerfall 

(Bethesda Softworks, 1994; Bethseda Softworks, 1996) and, from Cyan Worlds, Myst and 

Riven (Cyan Worlds, 1993, 1997). Clarice suggested we also include Minecraft (Mojang, 

2011). It is arguably less narrative in orientation; however, we considered it appropriate to 

include due to the availability of Minecraft on the school server, the enthusiasm displayed 

by students for playing this game, and research identifying it as a valuable classroom 

resource (Dezuanni, O'Mara, & Beavis, 2015). Some students, after experimenting with the 

games we provided, asked if they could play games they brought to school on a personal 

USB device. Clarice allowed this, provided the games had some narrative component, and 

the content was age appropriate. Classwork involved playing the computer games, 

discussing computer game and speculative fiction genres, and deconstruction work 

identifying narrative, ludic, and multimodal elements. The curriculum unit culminated in 



66 

Margaret Toomey   

students working in groups to develop a design brief for a new computer game and 

producing a multimodal artefact to promote their game idea. A more detailed description of 

the curriculum unit and classwork is provided in Chapter 4 of this thesis. 

In the following sections I introduce the study participants, beginning with the participating 

teacher, then moving on to discuss the negotiation of my role as participant-researcher with 

the classroom teacher and concluding with a brief description of the participating students. 

This last section, while briefly identifying individual students, is more concerned with class 

demographics. More detailed descriptions of individual students are provided in the data 

analysis chapters. 

3.7.3 Participating teacher 

Clarice is a classical pianist, music teacher and Westfield High’s Year 9 Literacy Intervention 

Teacher. This was Clarice’s second year of secondary teaching; however, she had many 

years of experience as a practising music therapist and coordinator of an adult education 

program for music therapists. Her positive response to my research study on the use of 

computer games in the classroom grew out of her genuine desire to connect with her 

students and their out-of-school lives in a meaningful and pedagogically supportive manner. 

She had very little experience or expertise with computer games herself; however, she was 

competent in the use of other digital technologies (e.g., basic computer applications and 

word-processing software, emails, internet, social media – Facebook and YouTube, mobile 

devices such as smart phones) and made effective use of the assistance provided by the 

school’s IT support staff.  

Clarice’s approach to teaching oriented strongly towards collegiality and collaboration. I 

recall Clarice stating, in informal preliminary conversations, that she had always been very 

open to team teaching and enjoyed having another teacher in the classroom. This attitude 

was evident when I was present in her class. Clarice included me in her teaching practices 

and invited me to provide input into class discussions to augment her knowledge of games 

and their paratexts. Clarice also invited collaboration in lesson preparation, sometimes 

requesting assistance from me with finding or preparing lesson resources, which she then 

adapted to suit her pedagogy and her class (see emails, subject heading Lesson Resources, 
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Appendix C). This level of input and involvement from me was not explicitly written into my 

research proposal but evolved as Clarice and I continued to collaborate on the development 

of the work unit and curriculum resources. 

Clarice referred to the research study as “our work with digital games” and “our gaming 

project” (emails 22 April and 3 May). Her approach aligned closely with my professional 

orientation and practice as a teacher but challenged notions of the “role of researcher” that 

I had hitherto encountered in methodology readings. In my journal I reflected at times on 

this dynamic, for example: “Clarice is keen to have me supporting students in class – I found 

it difficult to stay outside a teacher role” (Journal notes 12 April). In general, Clarice treated 

me as much as a colleague as a researcher and this inclusion/blurring of my role is discussed 

the following section.  

3.7.4 Negotiating my participant-researcher role with the classroom teacher 

Clarice’s inclusive attitude, recognition of my input into the development of curriculum 

resources, and acknowledgement of my experience as a classroom teacher, required 

“negotiating the insider/outsider dichotomy” in challenging and thought-provoking ways 

(Breen, 2007, p. 163). As a secondary English teacher with experience teaching in the school 

I felt, and was treated at times, like an “insider”. However, as a full-time doctoral candidate, 

I had taken leave from my teaching position and was entering the school site as a visiting 

researcher – on my arrival at the school each day I was required to sign in at the reception 

desk. My (and Clarice’s?) shifting perceptions of my role as researcher and teaching 

colleague provided stimulus for reflection on the complexities arising from research in the 

classroom context. Van Manen (1990) has argued that phenomenology requires researchers 

to maintain a strong orientation to their field of study, and to behave in a tactful and 

pedagogically sensitive manner. In my interactions with Clarice I considered the most tactful 

and pedagogically sensitive approach was to respect her inclusive attitude. This somewhat 

more interconnected researcher stance also aligns with my orientation to classroom 

teaching and learning: an orientation which embraces collegiality and collaboration. The 

research design of this study reflects that collegial approach in the inclusion of a curriculum 

unit written in collaboration with the participating teacher.  
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3.7.5 Participating students 

All students in Clarice’s class were required to participate in the program of instruction, as 

the work unit formed part of the teacher’s curriculum. There were 24 participating students: 

16 boys and eight girls. This is an interesting ratio, but it was not instrumental in the 

selection of this class for the research study. The class was included as a result of their 

teacher volunteering to be part of the research project. The potentially coercive nature of 

the research was addressed through providing detailed information about the study to 

students and caregivers, and through gathering data only from students who had provided 

written, informed individual and caregiver consent (see Appendix E for Information and 

Consent forms). In keeping with the protocols outlined in my ethics submission, only 

students who had provided individual and parental informed consent were included in my 

observation notes, collection of work samples, and recorded class work and focus group 

discussions (Griffith University reference no. 2015/852). Discussions occurring as part of the 

program of instruction included all students. All students bar one returned consent forms.  

Data from academic reports for the 23 students who had attended the school in the 

previous year showed results in English as generally in the B – C range, with two A and one D 

result. These grades were reported on a 5-point, A – E scale, indicating the following 

achievement standards: A – very high achievement; B – high achievement; C – satisfactory 

achievement; D – low achievement; E – very low achievement (D and E results were below 

pass standard.) Four boys received structured support through the school literacy and 

learning support unit. One of these had received a D grade for English in his previous 

semester report. Two of these boys had received a C grade for English in their previous 

semester report but required behaviour and learning support to assist in their literacy 

learning. The fourth of these boys achieved a B grade for English in his previous semester 

report; he received support for vision impairment. This student was classified as totally blind 

and made use of special Braille keyboard accessories for his laptop computer, audio 

accessibility features on his iPad, and an obstacle sensing white cane for mobility. To assist 

these students a teacher aide was present during one lesson per week. In Chapter 4 of this 

dissertation, in my discussion of data and analysis, I provide more detailed profiles of the 

students in Ms Warner’s class. 
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3.8 Methods of generating data 

This research study drew primarily from qualitative methods of data generation, sourcing 

and analysing data from a variety of participants and methods, which is consistent with 

hermeneutic phenomenology (Friesen et al., 2012; van Manen, 1990). Qualitative data were 

sourced from focus group interviews with students, semi-structured and conversational 

interviews with the participating teacher, samples of student-created artefacts and 

classwork, researcher observations, field notes, and my own research journal. Some 

secondary demographic data pertaining to the local school context were also obtained from 

the ACARA My School website and the participating school’s records, as mentioned above.  

I use the term “data generation” when referring to methods of obtaining information. My 

use of the term “data” derives from the Latin root datum and is taken to mean “something 

given”. In this way I acknowledge participants’ active role in providing information. My use 

of the term “generation” to describe the means of obtaining data derives from a 

constructionist epistemology, which acknowledges the constructed nature of meaning-

making (see Section 3.3). The term “generating data” is recommended in The Sage 

Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry to avoid the “common mistake” of presenting data as 

“somehow simply ‘out there’” and acknowledges that data are “generated or constructed 

within conceptual schemes and by various means that are deemed appropriate to serving 

particular purposes and answering particular questions” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 129). The 

following sections provide a rationale for and description of each of the data generation 

methods adopted for this research study. 

3.8.1 Student interviews: Individual and focus group 

This research study drew on data generated from both individual and focus group 

interviews. Interviews suit phenomenological inquiries as they invite participants to “offer a 

rich, detailed, first-person account of their experiences” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 

56). Interviews encourage the generation of rich data through providing participants “an 

opportunity to tell their stories, to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop their ideas 

and express their concerns at some length” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 56). Focus group 

interviews allowed understandings about the phenomenon of literacy in the digital age to 
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emerge in three ways: through sharing personal stories of engagement with computer 

games in class and at home; through expressing shared and individual feelings about using 

computer games in class; and by developing insights about students’ understandings and 

literacy practices through dialogue about the impact of computer games on literacy 

learning. Initially, the research design included focus group interviews only; however, as the 

study developed I observed one student who usually worked alone. This student agreed to 

individual interviews, and provided data for a single vignette (see Chapter 5, Section 5.3: 

The Nightjar). 

In developing the research design for this study, I was aware of a potentially coercive 

element in asking students to be interviewed. Although as researcher I was external to the 

teacher-student relationship, the students knew I had been a classroom teacher, and as an 

adult in a junior secondary classroom there was potential for an unequal power 

relationship. Therefore, I did not purposefully select students or groups for interview, but 

rather advised students of the opportunity to participate in this data generation method, 

during lessons prior to their lunch break, in Weeks 6 through to 9 of the term. Formulation 

of the focus groups developed in a spontaneous, organic manner, as students selected the 

peers with whom they wanted to work during lessons, and on their final task for the unit, 

the multimodal artefact. Some of these student groups, and one individual student, then 

volunteered to remain after class for a short interview during their lunch break. In the 

interests of full disclosure, however, I feel compelled to admit that home-made muffins 

were provided as an incentive in this instance! 

The interviews were of approximately 10 minutes duration following class time; they were 

conducted at the school in the students’ regular English classroom. With students’ and 

caregivers’ consent, the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for later analysis. 

Although recording these interviews allowed me to engage fully in the process, undistracted 

by the need to take notes, the recordings do not provide data on body language, facial 

expressions, and other non-linguistic modes of meaning-making. In an attempt to offset this 

limitation, I often wrote reflections in my journal shortly after the interviews took place. 

These reflections allowed me to record memories of students’ non-linguistic 

communication. In addition, when I listened to recordings of the interviews I noted any 
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particular memories or associations with those moments that came to mind. Selected 

transcripts of interviews and some of my journal reflections are provided in the analysis 

chapters of the dissertation (full transcripts and journal writings are provided in Appendices 

F and G).  

These semi-structured, conversational interviews were more discussions than a formal 

interview. I generally began with a disclosure statement and reiteration of confidentiality 

and anonymity, followed by a rationale for the interview, such as “this recording is to help 

me gain information about the process you’re going through and your response to what 

we’re doing in this class”. I then invited students to “tell me about what you are doing here” 

and asked, “what is this experience like for you?” My questions were informed by my 

readings in phenomenological research methods and sought to elicit as much information as 

possible about what the students experienced, and how they experienced it.  

At the beginning of the interviews I followed the procedures for a phenomenological 

inquiry. The discussion was directed towards eliciting students’ understandings of their lived 

experience and gathering information on the meanings students gave to their learning 

experiences and literacy practices. However, as the discussions progressed I followed the 

talk to where it went, allowing the group dynamic and students’ interests to guide the 

direction of the talk. While the focus of the discussions was predominantly students’ 

experiences and understandings, my investment in the research project was often quite 

clear in the wording of my responses and questions. Much of my research journal writing 

explores this dynamic as I posed questions such as “Do my ‘invested’ responses to students’ 

discussions weaken my research data? Does this ‘contaminate’ my research data?” In seeking 

to explore the reality of what goes on in the classroom when educators and students 

collaborate to create valuable learning experiences, I found it difficult to remain a detached 

observer and interviewer. Perhaps rather than “corrupting” my data, this dynamic can provide 

a valuable source of reflection and insight on how I was being embodied as a researcher.  

3.8.2 Teacher interviews  

I conducted a semi-structured interview with Clarice, of approximately 30 minutes duration, 

at the commencement of the research project. With Clarice’s consent, the interview was 
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audio-recorded and transcribed for later analysis. I provided Clarice with a copy of the 

interview questions to peruse as I set up the audio recording equipment, and she made use 

of this time to jot down some of her ideas for responses. Interview questions enquired into 

Ms Warner’s personal experience using digital technologies at home and in class, her 

perceptions and experiences of the way students use digital technologies, particularly 

computer games, and her motivation and expectations regarding the inclusion of computer 

games in her English curriculum unit (see Appendix F for teacher interview schedule). Data 

from this semi-structured interview were supplemented with two conversational interviews 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 66) conducted after class lessons (Appendix F).  

3.8.3 Post-lesson conversational interviews  

My initial research design scheduled six, post-lesson conversational interviews. However, 

due to frequent additional demands in her teaching day, such as supervisions to cover 

absent teachers and rehearsals for musical productions, Clarice was unavailable for four of 

these interviews. Two conversational interviews were conducted with Clarice to facilitate a 

deeper understanding of the important role of teachers in classroom literacy learning: 

“Focusing on teachers’ understandings, expectations and beliefs about games is a vital 

component of any broader attempt to better understand the relationship between games, 

school and learning” (Beavis et al., 2014, p. 578). Teacher perceptions regarding student 

engagement and literacy practices were explored during these approximately 15-minute, 

informal, audio-recorded teacher reflections following some of the observed lessons.  

The teacher interviews are a particularly important data source, as the introduction of 

digital games into schools is negotiated within complex contextual conditions and teachers 

play an important role in “negotiating” these conditions (Beavis et al., 2014, p. 570). It 

should be noted that while the research proposal involved a commencement and 

completion interview with the class teacher, no completion interview was held. This 

interview had been scheduled for the final week of the research study, which was also the 

final week of semester at Westfield High. Due to the demands of Clarice’s teaching and 

reporting responsibilities this interview was cancelled.  
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3.8.4 Curriculum and student-produced artefacts 

In recognition that language “is just one of many aspects of our lives that shapes and reveals 

our experience” (Etherington, 2004, p. 23), interview data for this study are supplemented 

by curriculum and student-produced artefacts. Silverman (2010) argues that texts and 

artefacts produced by group members provide valuable data for understanding the social 

setting or phenomenon under study. I therefore included artefacts as useful data sources 

for situating the study of literacy and learning, and in particular for exploring embodied 

practices and products, when students engaged with computer games in English.  

During the delivery of the work unit I collected digital images of student work and samples 

of the curriculum artefacts that Clarice and I collaboratively produced. These artefacts 

included curriculum documents and lesson resources; samples of writing and multimodal 

texts produced by students during class work; and digital texts and multimodal displays 

produced by students for presentation of their work at completion of the project. As 

“phenomenological, embodied human beings”, students revealed much about their learning 

experiences and literacy practices through their interactions with the artefacts and 

affordances of the digital world (Mangen, 2010, p. 416). These data divulged the context 

within which students experienced their learning, the tasks to which their literate practices 

were addressed, and the processes in which they were individually or collaboratively 

employed. To further assist in situating data from artefacts and interviews, in terms of 

when, how, by whom, and in what circumstances they were produced, I made use of my 

observations, field notes, and research journal. 

3.8.5 Observations, field notes, and research journal  

Generating and analysing data from a range of sources is consistent with a 

phenomenological approach. While some methodological approaches require the 

researcher to discuss “triangulation” of data when drawing on a range of sources, the term 

is not prevalent in phenomenological literature, which tends to justify diverse data sources 

in terms of their contribution to a “detailed examination of the participant’s lifeworld” 

(Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51). My research design therefore supplemented interview data 

and examination of artefacts with data generated by my classroom observations, field notes 
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written during and after classes, and reflections recorded in my research journal. The aim of 

drawing on these various sources was to create a textual representation of the 

phenomenon that could “help to make visible … that which constitutes the nature or 

essence of the phenomenon” (van Manen, 1990, p. 121). Considered in isolation, these 

sources cannot represent the complex environment of the classroom; however, examined in 

conjunction with other data sources, my observations, field notes, and journal entries help 

to shed light on various aspects of the students’ learning experiences and literacy practices 

as they engaged with computer games in English. Observations provided contextual data 

regarding the physical environment of the school and classroom, my perceptions of teacher 

and student interactions, and my perceptions of the embodied practices of peer-group 

interactions in classroom learning. Field notes assisted in keeping a chronological record of 

the progress of the study, implementation of the work unit, and various day-to-day 

workings of the classroom. Reflective writing in my research journal recorded my affective 

and embodied responses to the research process and ongoing evaluations of my methods of 

generating data. My research journal also recorded my perceptions of students’ learning 

experiences and literacy practices as I reflected on classwork and interactions during 

implementation of the study in the classroom. I also used the research journal to record my 

evolving understandings and perceptions as I reflected on data from interviews and 

artefacts following completion of the classroom phase of the research study.  

3.8.5.1 Observations  

The approach to observations that I adopted for this study was as a participant observer. 

Flick (2006) advised that participant observation should be regarded as a “process”, which 

allows the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of the context in which the 

research is conducted and also facilitates an increasing focus on the research question (p. 

220). To gain this in-depth understanding of the context of students’ learning experiences 

and literacy practices as they engaged with computer games in English, my research 

proposal requested permission to be present for at least one 70-minute lesson each week 

for the duration of the 11-week unit. In keeping with this schedule, I observed one class per 

week for the first 2 weeks; however, as class work for the next 3 weeks was heavily invested 

in preparation for and sitting of the NAPLAN test, I was not present for Weeks 3, 4, and 5. In 
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the final 6 weeks of term the teacher implemented the work unit we developed for the 

research study, and with her consent I was present for all three lessons per week. 

While data from observations gave access to an in-depth understanding of the research 

context, they were limited in terms of understanding students’ experiences of learning with 

computer games in class, that is, they provided my perceptions and interpretations. Writing 

on the various methods for “collecting experiential material from others”, van Manen 

described the “more indirect method” of close observation: “The method of close 

observation requires that one be a participant and an observer at the same time” and seeks 

to “break through the distance often created by observational methods” (van Manen, 1990, 

p. 68). This attitude of participating and observing at the same time requires “a certain 

orientation of reflectivity” combined with a social awareness and ability to interact with 

others in as natural a manner as possible (van Manen, 1990, p. 69). To assist with this 

combined requirement of observation, participation, and maintaining a reflective 

awareness, I sometimes requested permission from a group of students to audio record 

their classwork, using my smart phone as a recording device. This allowed me to be present 

for, and at times to participate in, the observed event, knowing that I could later listen to 

the recording and write reflections on the event in my research journal. Although students 

had signed a consent form for the study, I always requested permission from students each 

time I wished to record classwork. These students were included in the research project, not 

because they volunteered, but because their teacher did. Consequently, I considered it 

important to respect their choices in terms of the data they wished to provide.  

3.8.5.2 Field notes  

I also made note of some observations in a “field notes” exercise book that I always carried 

to class. The field notes produced during the observation period supplemented the data 

from interviews, and in conjunction with entries in my research journal, allowed for a range 

of perspectives and data sources to be included in the data analysis. Field notes also allowed 

me to keep track of student attendance, participation, work groups, and movement around 

the classroom. I occasionally supplemented my written field notes with photographs of 

classroom displays, as these provided visual data of some classroom interchanges. I did not 

take photographs of students as my ethical clearance did not allow for this; however, the 
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photos record students’ verbal responses to class discussions that were written by the 

teacher on the class whiteboard, or posters produced by students in group work, that were 

then displayed on the classroom wall. Changes and adaptations of the work unit were also 

recorded in these field notes and supported by data from transcripts of conversational 

interviews and research journal notes. 

3.8.5.3 Research journal  

Phenomenological research involves reflecting on one’s own, or another person’s (research 

participant’s) lived experience. In the case of a researcher investigating the lived experience 

of another, access to that lived experience is most often provided through interviews, as the 

researcher encourages the participant to reflect on his or her experience. Researcher 

reflections can supplement interview and other data by “asking critical questions of the 

texts from participants” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51). Thus, my research journal provided a 

means for critically examining data as they were being generated, by regularly reflecting on 

questions such as: “What is the person trying to achieve here? Is something leaking out here 

that wasn’t intended? Do I have a sense of something going on here that maybe the 

participants themselves are less aware of?” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51). 

My research journal was also a valuable source of critical reflection on and evaluation of my 

research practices. When I was present in class, I was aware of my identity as not just 

researcher, but also as a former teacher. I was not the class teacher, but a teacher of English 

with an interest in knowing what is happening to literacy and learning when students 

engage with digital texts. My research journal allowed me to critically reflect on this aspect 

of my identity, and on interconnections between my embodied, affective responses as 

researcher, and participants in the phenomenological research process. Engaging with data 

from the study participants and the textual artefacts in reflective journal writing encouraged 

me to examine my perceptions and interpretations. This awareness of my interconnections 

and investment in the research process prompted me to consider how the experience of 

this research study informed, challenged, and/or changed my perceptions and 

interpretations of my research questions and data and the interconnections of researcher 

and researched. 
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3.8.6 Summary of data generation methods 

Implementing a variety of data generation methods assisted in maintaining the focus of the 

study on the phenomenon of literacy in an age of digital texts. Multimodal data from 

teacher and student interviews, curriculum and student-produced artefacts, observations, 

field notes, and research journal allowed me to draw from varying examples in my analysis 

and discussion of students’ experiences, understandings, and literacy practices as they 

engaged with computer games in English. The aim of drawing on various sources was to 

create a holistic representation of the phenomenon, by collecting the diverse aspects made 

visible by different data. However, van Manen advised readers that in the process of 

creating a rich research picture, one must remember that it merely “points at the ‘thing’ 

which we attempt to describe” (van Manen, 1990, p. 122).  

Hermeneutic phenomenology, which informed the research design described above, called 

for “empathetic understanding” in the generation of research data, a thoughtful 

interrogation of theoretical frameworks, and a sensitivity in bringing “the range of meanings 

of life’s phenomena to our reflective awareness” (van Manen, 1990, pp. 15-18). This 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach also informed the analysis of research data for my 

study. The methods and processes of data analysis adopted for the study are described in 

the following section. 

3.9 Data analysis: Interpretative phenomenological analysis  

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Griffin & May, 2012; Smith & Osborn, 2003) 

guided my examination of data from student and teacher interviews, student-created 

artefacts, curriculum documents and lesson resources developed in collaboration with the 

participating teacher, and my classroom observations (some written, some audio recorded), 

field notes, and reflections. Smith and Osborn (2003) contend that IPA is informed by 

hermeneutic phenomenology and provides a person-centred, humanist approach to the 

analysis of data. Van Manen (2017, 2018) has critiqued IPA, arguing that it is interpretative 

psychological analysis, not phenomenology. Van Manen acknowledges that “a 

phenomenological psychologist orients phenomenologically to psychological topics, 

experiences, and events”, just as he, van Manen, orients “phenomenologically to pedagogy” 
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(2018, p. 1962). However, van Manen argues that in the pragmatic application of IPA, Smith 

as researcher “remains very much a therapy-oriented psychologist”, and that while 

encouraging people “to make sense of their traumatic or major life experiences ... is what 

therapists do”, it is “not what phenomenologists do” (2017, pp. 777-778). In his rebuttal of 

van Manen’s assessment of IPA, Smith (2018) contends that participants’ sense-making “is 

part of being human ... [and] does not need the researcher or therapist to engender it” (p. 

1955). In the application of IPA, Smith argues, the researcher’s role is to “invite” 

participants’ sharing of their sense-making, “witness” its “articulation”, and then to make 

sense of it through the researcher’s own interpretative process (2018, p. 1956). Despite this 

methodological debate eliciting passionate rebuttals and rejoinders (Smith, 2018; van 

Manen, 2017, 2018; Zahavi, 2018), I found IPA a useful method for describing, interpreting, 

and critically reflecting on the research data, and not inconsistent with a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach.  

Van Manen (1990) identifies description, interpretation, and self-reflective or critical 

analysis as essential elements of the human science method underpinning phenomenology. 

He describes hermeneutic phenomenology as drawing on phenomenology to orient to lived 

experience, hermeneutics to interpret the “texts” of life, and semiotics as “a linguistic 

approach to the method of phenomenology and hermeneutics” (1990, p. 4). Thus, research 

and writing are closely related and interconnected in a “process of textual reflection to 

contribute to one’s pedagogic thoughtfulness and tact” (van Manen, 1990, p. 2). Choosing 

IPA as my data analysis method encouraged me to empathetically (thoughtfully and 

tactfully) engage with research participants to elicit a description of their lifeworld 

experience (Smith & Osborn, 2003). My data and analysis explored how students 

interpreted their literacy learning experiences through re-telling in interview or discussions 

during class. The process of analysis also called on my interpretations of students’ literacy 

learning experiences through reflective journal writings and critical analyses of their literacy 

practices, classroom engagements, and the artefacts produced when they engaged with 

computer games as digital texts in their English class. Smith and Osborn (2003) describe this 

active role of the researcher in the interpretative process as a “double hermeneutic ... The 
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participants are trying to make sense of their world; the researcher is trying to make sense 

of the participants trying to make sense of their world” (p. 51). 

IPA calls for a detailed examination of the phenomenon of literacy in the digital age, within 

the context of students’ lifeworld experiences and embodied engagement with literacy. The 

interpretative aspect of IPA informed my study in an iterative interpretation process (Smith 

& Osborn, 2003). Initial interpretations involved encouraging students to make sense of 

their literacy learning in a variety of ways: conversational interviews, discussion and group 

work in class, and through embodying their understandings, experiences, and literacy 

practices in written and multimodal artefacts. Later interpretations involved my attempts to 

make sense of students’ re-telling of their experiences, and embodiment of their literacy 

practices, as I drew on my interpretative resources to examine my research data. Reflections 

in my research journal drew on some of these interpretive resources, examining my 

affective and embodied interconnections and providing unstructured analysis of classroom 

interactions and physical movement. Adopting IPA to analyse my research data 

acknowledges the constructionist epistemology underpinning the study’s phenomenological 

approach to research, recognising that the meanings derived through analysis are co-

constructed through a dialogue between students and researcher’s sense-making processes.  

Making sense of the data generated in this research study involved an iterative reading and 

analysis process (Table 3.3). Each data source was examined in a detailed reading, listening, 

or viewing, followed by a process of annotation, identifying emerging themes, ordering and 

connecting themes, checking themes against original data, and compiling a table of themes 

for each data source. After repeating this process for each data source, a final table of 

superordinate themes was created. In the final iteration of the analysis process the table of 

superordinate themes was then checked against each original data source. The final data 

table matched superordinate themes with identifiers from the data. These identifiers 

recorded not only frequency of occurrence of the theme, but also richness in the original 

data sources. This iterative process provided the resources for translating the themes 

emerging from the data into a narrative account describing students’ understandings, 

experiences, and literacy practices when engaging with digital texts such as computer 

games.  
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Table 3.3. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis: Process Adapted from Smith and Osborn (2003) 

Stage  Data 

source 

example 

Process 

1. Detailed 

reading and 

personal 

response to 

data 

D1. e.g., 

Interview 

transcript 

Stage one involved several readings, listenings, or viewings of one source of 

data, e.g., a focus group interview, observations of a student work group, or 

a multimodal artefact, and recording personal responses in research 

journal. In the case of written sources data were formatted in three 

columns, with data recorded in the middle column. In the case of 

multimodal materials images or researcher notes filled the middle column. 

2. Annotated 

reading – left 

column 

During repeated readings, listenings, or viewings, notes were written in left-

hand columns recording descriptions, commentaries, summaries, 

associations, connections, interesting use of linguistic and extra-linguistic 

features, and at times preliminary interpretations. 

3. Emergent 

themes – right 

column 

Supplementing annotations in left-hand column, emerging themes were 

recorded in right-hand column. These themes were drawn from the data 

being analysed, research journal notes, and descriptive notes recorded in 

the left column. Words, phrases, or visual and extra-linguistic features 

which captured the essential quality explored in the theme were 

highlighted in the written data. In the case of multimodal material, features 

representing an essential quality of a theme were captured as images or 

recorded as notes in the middle column.  

4. Connecting 

the themes in a 

“Theme 

clusters” 

document 

Emergent themes were listed on a separate sheet of paper in order 

recorded in Stage 3. I conducted several readings of this list of themes, 

looking for connections. I used coloured highlighting to group themes in 

clusters. I drew on my theoretical understandings of literacy as socially 

situated, sensory, and embodied practices to make sense of the 

connections between themes and record them in clusters. Often from these 

clusters an overarching theme arose, e.g., learner agency, meaningful play, 

connected learning. 

5. Iterative 

reading and 

analysis – table 

of themes with 

identifiers 

These overarching themes were checked against the original data source, 

identifying connections with participants’ words or multimodal meaning-

making. This process called for a close interaction between my 

interpretative, sense-making resources, and participants’ sense-making as 

revealed in their narratives and multimodal artefacts. Overarching themes 

were then recorded in a table of themes, with identifiers from the data 

exemplifying each theme recorded in right-hand columns. 

6. Detailed 

readings of 

other data 

sources 

D2 + Stages 1 – 5 were repeated for each data source, so that a separate table of 
themes with identifiers was created for each. In analysing second and 
subsequent data sources, however, I returned to previous lists of themes to 
check for convergences and divergences in the data (Smith & Osborn, 2003, 
p. 73). 

7. Final table - 

superordinate 

themes  

After repeating stages 1 – 5 for all data sources a final table of overarching 

themes was constructed. The challenge in creating this final table was to 

reduce and group themes while remaining faithful to the richness of 

material (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 76). See Appendix H for example of 

completed analysis table. 
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In the case of interview data, for example, the first stage of the process involved repeated 

listenings while recording personal responses to the data in my research journal, followed 

by a close reading of the interview transcripts while also listening to the interview 

recordings. This reading and listening process allowed me to bring my interpretative 

resources to bear on not merely the written words of the transcript, but also the tone of 

voice and other nonverbal signs either audio recorded or remembered. In the case of field 

notes and reflective writings from my research journal, the first stage of close reading drew 

on my interpretative resources to conduct a free textual analysis. In the case of student 

artefacts, the analysis combined “an empathic hermeneutics with a questioning 

hermeneutics” (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51). 

My examination of students’ texts attempted to make sense of what students were trying to 

achieve, explore what may have been “leaking out … that wasn’t intended”, and develop a 

sense of what was happening that the students were perhaps unaware of themselves (Smith 

& Osborn, 2003, p. 51). In this something leaking out, Smith and Osborn (2003) were 

referring to those subtle understandings that sometimes lie beneath the surface of a 

participant’s text and that may be revealed through a process of critical examination. For 

example, in my analysis of one student’s presentation script, I discuss possible unintended 

messages that reveal attitudes to a physical disability (see Section 5.3.2, Chapter 5). My 

analysis of students’ multimodal artefacts sought to understand the learning experiences for 

these students, and the practices that count as literacy as they worked to produce their 

multimodal material. As I examined and questioned these texts, I also sometimes stopped to 

critically reflect on my dual teacher-researcher perspective, recording these reflections in 

my research journal. These reflections formed part of an empathetic and critical 

examination of students’ artefacts.  

Emerging themes identified in this third stage arose through attention to “convergences and 

divergences in the data” and by allowing repeating patterns or new issues to emerge (Smith 

& Osborn, 2003, p. 73). While I have described the process of obtaining emerging themes as 

the “third stage”, in the actual practice of conducting analysis on data, I found that often a 

theme would emerge on my first reading, viewing, or listening. I therefore recorded that 

theme in the right-hand column next to the words that elicited it, in the case of transcripts 
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or written observations for example. In the case of multimodal artefacts, such as a video 

trailer or poster, I made a written note recording position and sometimes also pasted an 

image in the middle column, recording the emerging theme in the adjacent right-hand 

column. Thus, although the IPA process I have adapted from Smith and Osborne (2003) 

represents the process of data analysis in a step-by-step manner, the actual process I 

employed was more cyclical than linear. After several iterations of this cycle of immersion in 

the data and allowing the themes to emerge I would reach a point where no new themes 

arose. Sometimes, however, I left that data source aside for several days, then returned and 

repeated stages two and three before compiling the emerging themes into a list at stage 

four. 

Throughout the iterative cycle of readings, listenings, and viewings, my initial 

understandings, memories, and reflections informed my sense-making, which was recorded 

as written descriptions of the data, highlighting the co-constructed nature of meaning-

making in IPA, as I repeatedly travelled back and forth among participants’ narratives and 

artefacts, and my reflective notes. The researcher’s sense-making notes and descriptions 

were then added to the original data sources to form the data for a thematic analysis. While 

Table 3.3 appears to represent these processes as discrete stages, there was in the actual 

unfolding of analysis a back and forth process which is difficult to depict in two-dimensional 

text. To assist in identifying the blurred boundaries between the different stages I have used 

broken lines to divide the rows and columns in the table. 

In the final stage of the analysis process, I collected these emerging themes in one 

document, looking for connections between them. The initial order of the list of themes was 

chronological, that is, as they appeared in the data. This listing was followed by a more 

theoretical ordering, as theme clusters emerged. These theme clusters drew on 

sociocultural, multimodal, and sensory approaches to understanding students’ learning 

experiences and literacy practices when engaging with digital texts. These theme clusters 

then informed the presentation of my data and analysis in a narrative style account, 

presented in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. See Appendix H for an example of colour-coded 

analysis of a transcript and the themes table emerging from data analysis. 
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3.10 Ethical considerations 

This research project was guided by the following four values outlined in the National 

Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (National Health & Medical Research 

Council (NHMRC), 2007): respect, research merit and integrity, justice, and beneficence. 

These four guidelines are addressed in my application for ethics approval, submitted to the 

Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee and the Queensland Department of 

Education (see Appendices A and B). In accordance with university and education 

department guidelines, written, voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all 

participants, and also from caregivers, in the case of minors (Griffith University reference 

number: 2015/852).  

3.11 Addressing issues of rigor in hermeneutic phenomenology 

The concept of rigor in interpretive research is complex and can be confusing “as there is 

not an agreed upon language used to describe it or one universal set of criteria used to 

assess its presence” (Laverty, 2003, p. 31). Van Manen (1990), highlighting differences 

between “the human and the natural sciences”, calls on the notion of understanding in his 

discussion of research rigor. He argues that “‘understanding’ (Verstehen) tends to be 

interpreted much more narrowly in the behavioural sciences than in the human sciences – 

an issue which is sometimes debated in terms of the difference between rational 

understanding and empathic understanding” (van Manen, 1990, p. 15). However, rather 

than rejecting standards of rationality as “insensitive to intuitive and more experiential 

dimensions of truth and understanding”, he works from a “broadened notion of rationality”: 

Human science is rationalistic in that it operates on the assumption that human life 
may be made intelligible, accessible to human logos or reason, in a broad or full 
embodied sense. To be rationalist is to believe in the power of thinking, insight, and 
dialogue. It is to believe in the possibility of understanding the world by maintaining 
a thoughtful and conversational relation with the world. ... But a human science 
perspective also assumes that lived human experience is always more complex than 
the result of any singular description, and that there is always an element of the 
ineffable to life. (van Manen, 1990, p. 16) 

Van Manen’s approach to rigor in hermeneutic phenomenology is underpinned by this 

human science perspective. While research from this perspective aims to achieve 
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understanding, it resists the “naïve” belief that the complexity of human experience “can be 

made crystal clear or theoretically perfectly transparent” by “the terms and grammar of 

forms of scientific theorizing that congeal the living meaning out of human living” (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 17). This is not to say that rigor in hermeneutic phenomenology is 

unattainable, but rather that the measure of a strong and rigorous text is one that 

“distinguishes itself by its courage and resolve to stand up for the uniqueness and 

significance of the notion to which it has dedicated itself” (van Manen, 1990, p. 18). 

Achieving this kind of rigor, van Manen argues, requires a reflective awareness that is 

“prepared to be ‘soft,’ ‘soulful,’ ‘subtle,’ and ‘sensitive’” in exploring the meanings of lived 

experience (1990, p. 18). 

Throughout this study I have aimed to maintain this stance of reflective awareness to 

ensure a “strong and rigorous” text. In my exploration of the meanings of students’ lived 

experiences I have aimed to make my subjectivity transparent and to this end have included 

reflective writings from my research journal in the study data. These reflections seek to 

present “the researcher’s cultural beliefs and practices” alongside student and teacher 

beliefs and practices (Harding, 1987, p. 9). Introducing this element of researcher 

subjectivity into a phenomenological study has been critiqued as decreasing the validity of 

the research process (see, for example, Giorgi, 2008). The extent to which researchers 

should foreground their own embodied subjectivity remains a divisive issue among 

phenomenologists (Finlay, 2009). While acknowledging the inevitable presence of 

researcher subjectivity, “some phenomenologists emphasize the reduction as a process of 

rendering oneself as noninfluential and neutral as possible” (Finlay, 2009, p. 12). I found the 

feminist research approach outlined by Harding (1987) helpful in addressing this potential 

critique of rigor in my uptake of hermeneutic phenomenology. 

Recent feminist perspectives of the phenomenological method have followed Harding’s 

view that “[I]ntroducing the ‘subjective’ element into the analysis in fact increases the 

objectivity of the research and decreases the ‘objectivism’ which hides this kind of evidence 

[researcher’s beliefs and practices] from the public” (1987, p. 9). For example, Finlay has 

argued that the inclusion of the researcher’s embodied presence can add depth and 

richness to our understandings (Finlay, 2006, 2008, 2009). Christopher, who adopted 
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phenomenology in her study of women’s literate practices in their first year of college, 

argues that phenomenology is “especially compelling as a feminist methodology”, because 

“[a]s an active participant in the phenomenological research process, the researcher must 

confront her own biases and assumptions … in a reflective journaling practice” (Christopher, 

2015, p. 68). My aim in this chapter has been to make this kind of subjectivity as transparent 

as possible by explicitly stating my embodied presence in the research study and my input 

into the design of learning and teaching activities. This inclusion of my beliefs, practices, and 

reflections on embodied presence has needed to be managed carefully, however, in order 

to avoid “privileging the researcher’s voice at the expense of hearing the participant’s voice” 

(Finlay, 2006, p. 28).  

One of the challenges, therefore, of including myself as an active participant in the research 

process has been to maintain “an appropriate balance between [my] self-reflecting and 

reflecting on the Other” (Finlay, 2006, p. 28). To help achieve this balance I have kept my 

data analysis focused on students and their experiences, understandings, and literacy 

practices. In the unfolding narrative of data analysis, my aim has been that the inclusion of 

my personal reflections, in conjunction with data from interviews and conversations with 

the class teacher, will add richness and depth to the research picture, without 

overshadowing students’ perspectives. 

3.12 Scope of the study 

The scope of this research study reflects the affordances and constraints of hermeneutic 

phenomenological research. While the study attempts to create a rich and detailed picture 

of the research context, the focus is not on the actual state of affairs, as it would perhaps be 

in a case study or ethnography. Rather, my study seeks to provide an “animating, evocative 

description (text) of human actions, behaviors, intentions and experiences … in the 

lifeworld” (van Manen, 1990, p. 19). The research neither aims to produce a generalisable 

theory, nor does it rely on the “frameworks and grammars of a linguistic or design-based 

model of explaining literacy” (Heydon & Rowsell, 2015, p. 458). Rather, the 

phenomenological approach that evolves in my study requires that theory and research 

interact in a reflective process to explore “the role of affect, embodiment and perception” 

when students engage in learning with digital texts (Heydon & Rowsell, 2015, p. 458). The 
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aim of this phenomenological study is that students’ perceptions of their learning 

experiences, combined with an examination of their literacy practices, will contribute to 

academic conversations regarding literacy and learning, provide practical guidelines for 

embracing new digital texts in the English classroom, and invite expanded 

conceptualisations of the practices that constitute literacy in the digital age (Mills 2016; 

Rowsell, 2014; Rowsell & Walsh, 2011; Walsh, 2011). 

This research study has been designed to integrate computer games into classroom practice 

in order to explore students’ experiences, understandings, and literacy practices when 

engaging with computer games in English. The potential benefits of this research are an 

expanded awareness of the literacies that students develop when engaging with digital texts 

such as computer games in the English classroom and a validation of the literacy practices 

students bring to school from their home and everyday lives. The scope of the study does 

not include, however, a well-developed critique of technology in education. There is much 

valuable work exploring the changing nature of education in the digital age, and arguments 

for viewing digital texts not so much as artefacts to be integrated, but as a means of arriving 

at new ways of learning (e.g., Gee, 2008, 2013). While I have touched on this work in my 

literature review, a fuller exploration of new pedagogies and new learning is outside the 

scope of this study. My focus with the research is to provide a greater understanding of 

students’ experiences and perceptions of digital texts through sensitive and reflective 

interpretations of study data. However, I acknowledge the limitations of this interpretive 

research, using the words of van Manen: 

To do hermeneutic phenomenology is to attempt to accomplish the impossible: to 
construct a full interpretive description of some aspect of the lifeworld, and yet to 
remain aware that lived life is always more complex than any explication of meaning 
can reveal. (1990, p. 18) 

3.13 Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to provide an overall picture of the research study through 

discussion of the philosophical approach and methodology informing the research design. 

The inquiry into students’ understandings, experiences, and literacy practices, as they 

engaged with computer games in their English classroom, has been informed by a 
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hermeneutic phenomenology. This methodological approach, combined with the new 

theorisations of literacy discussed in Chapter 2, frames an exploration of the multisensorial, 

embodied nature of learning and literacy in an age of digital texts. The research design for 

this exploration draws on qualitative methods of data generation and focuses on students’ 

understandings, experiences, and literacy practices as they engage with computer games in 

class. Analysis of data has been informed by IPA and acknowledges the co-constructed 

nature of research data. It is my hope that this combination of theoretical perspectives, 

methodological approach, and qualitative methods of data generation and analysis, works 

to provide a rich and meaningful research picture of learning with digital texts such as 

computer games in a secondary English classroom. 

The next two chapters present data analysis. In Chapter 4 I make use of a narrative style of 

writing to present selected data and analysis (comprehensive data are provided in the 

Appendices to this dissertation). In taking a selective and narrative approach I merge recent, 

feminist-inspired approaches within a phenomenological framework. Finlay (2006), for 

example, advises researchers to keep in mind the audience they wish to reach, in my case, 

classroom teachers of English and literacy educators, and to enlist the appeal of research 

which resonates and evokes “the ambiguity and ambivalence of lived experience” (p. 28). I 

have selected data for this chapter based on two criteria; first, those that evoked a rich 

picture of the complex context for students’ learning experiences and literacy practices as 

they engaged with computer games in class. Second, data have been selected that provide 

insights – from teacher, students, and researcher – that might resonate with educators who 

have an interest in understanding students’ experiences and literacy practices as they play, 

analyse, and design computer games in their English classrooms. Through this selection of 

data and presentation of analysis, I aimed to create a narrative representation of students’ 

understandings, experiences, and literacy practices as they arose during the course of field 

studies.  

I have made selective use of anecdote to describe contextual features of the research and to 

enrich the presentation of certain data. Drawing on Rosen’s 1986 article “The importance of 

story”, van Manen argues that an anecdotal style of narrative provides phenomenological 

research and writing with a compelling power to transform the more conventional textual 
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practices of academic writing (1990, p. 121). According to van Manen, the power of 

anecdotal writing lies in its ability to (a) compel the reader’s “willing attention”; (b) invite a 

“reflective search for significance”; (c) involve the reader personally, that is, one actively 

searches “for the story teller’s meaning via one’s own”; (d) provide a potentially 

transformative experience  –  “we may be touched, shaken, moved by story; it teaches us”; 

and (e) invite a response which calls on “one’s deepened ability to make interpretive sense” 

(1990, p. 121). Through the weaving of anecdotal narrative into the structure of more 

formal academic writing, I hope to invite readers to reflect on the unfolding story of my 

research participants’ experiences and practices as they engaged with computer games in 

their English class. And perhaps these stories will resonate with readers’ own experiences 

and meaning-making practices in this age of digital media. While adopting a narrative 

writing style at this stage in the dissertation may present a “brief diversion in the onward 

march of academic prose”, it is my hope that it will also enrich the presentation of my data 

and analysis with what Rosen has termed a “new dimension of validity” (1986, p. 226). 
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Chapter Four: Data Analysis – Setting the Scene 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter reports data and analysis for my research study exploring the phenomenon of 

literacy learning in an age of digital texts. The focus of the study has been on the students’ 

learning experiences and literacy practices emerging from a middle years’ English class as 

students engaged with computer games. As the research study unfolded, this focus on 

students’ literacy learning was expanded to include awareness of my subjective 

interconnection in the research process; the data and analysis therefore include my 

experiences and affective responses as researcher. Phenomenological methods, including 

recent feminist approaches to hermeneutic phenomenology, informed the generation and 

analysis of qualitative data for the study (Finlay, 2006; Friesen et al., 2012; van Manen, 

1990; van Manen & van Manen, 2014). Interview data provided both teacher’s and 

students’ perceptions and understandings regarding experiences and literacy practices 

when engaging with computer games in class. In addition to interviews, data are sourced 

from curriculum and student-produced artefacts, researcher observations, field notes, and 

reflective research journal. Analysis of data has been informed by interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (Griffin & May, 2012; Smith et al., 2009). Generation and analysis 

of data have been guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do middle years students experience and understand the use of computer 

games as texts for learning in English?  

2. How does this experience and understanding of computer games inform and shape 

students’ literacy practices? 

The presentation of data and analysis in a single chapter reflects a hermeneutic approach to 

phenomenology, as outlined by van Manen (1990). Van Manen maintained that imposing a 

separation between gathering and analysing experiential data is problematic. While he 

noted that it may be helpful to acknowledge a distinction between these two processes for 

the purpose of identifying “various methodological aspects” of a phenomenological 

approach, he added: “as with all aspects of the research process, these two acts are not 

really separable and they should be seen as part of the same process” (van Manen, 1990, p. 
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63). Reporting data and analysis in a single chapter also acknowledges the “double 

hermeneutic” involved in IPA (Smith & Osborn, 2003, p. 51); that is, a researcher’s 

interpretative resources are continually being brought to bear on participants’ re-telling (or 

interpretations) of their experiences. Thus, the processes of gathering and analysing 

interview data were often intertwined. Another example of this connection between 

generation and analysis of data was in the use of my reflective research journal during field 

studies. In this journal I regularly recorded preliminary analyses of various sources of data 

shortly after they were generated. Following completion of field studies, this research 

journal in turn provided data for my analysis.  

The research narrative presented in this chapter is structured according to simple narrative 

elements such as setting (the school, the classroom, and lessons) and character (teacher and 

student profiles). The themes emerging from the IPA of the data are woven into the 

narrative. These themes highlight the “state-of-the-actual” (Selwyn, 2012) and some of the 

challenges of planning and implementing an English curriculum unit drawing on computer 

games as texts for learning. Through the use of selected anecdotes, the narrative also 

explores issues of student engagement, relevance to students’ lifeworld, and collaborative 

learning and problem-solving. My aim in reporting this first analysis chapter in a narrative 

style is to make my research engaging and accessible to teaching practitioners through an 

unfolding story of the students’, the teacher’s, and my embodied experience of literacy 

learning and meaning-making practices as computer games were welcomed in a junior 

secondary English classroom. 

4.2 The school: “Remember the days of the old school yard?” (Cat Stevens, 1977) 

In the iconic song “The Old School Yard” by Cat Stevens (1977), the songwriter asked a loved 

one to recall “the days of the old school yard” when “we used to laugh a lot” and “had 

imaginings” and “needed love”. When I reflect on the song’s lyrics I like to think that the 

words “imaginings”, “laugh”, and “love” might also have a place in a school classroom. 

These reflections accompanied me as I entered the school yard of WSHS for my first 

meeting to discuss a research project that might perhaps promote imagination, laughter, 

and love of learning in a junior secondary English classroom. 
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I attended an introductory meeting at WSHS with Rachel, Head of Department English, and 

Clarice, participating teacher for the research study, on a hot summer morning early in 

February. As I walked from the visitors’ car park and traversed the sports’ field towards the 

administration building, I reflected on the powerful sense of familiarity associated with 

entering the old school yard. I expect many people experience this familiarity when entering 

a school, whether they be teachers with recent memories of school life, or past pupils with 

distant memories of school. The buildings at WSHS had the square, functional, and 

somewhat characterless quality common to state-funded educational institutions. The 

students appeared generally well presented, wearing the school uniform “uniformly”, albeit 

with considerable variation in footwear, hats, and school bags. These latter items clearly 

identified the students as not belonging to one of the more prestigious private schools. 

Some students seemed reluctant to make eye contact with me or greet me, a visitor and 

stranger at the school. However, when I stopped to ask directions from one student, I 

received a friendly, courteous reply and the assistance I required.  

I selected WSHS as a potential research site based on the assumption that, in terms of 

access to digital technologies, my research context would reflect state of the actual rather 

than state of the art technology and resources. WSHS was rated by the Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (2016) at 40 points above the Australian 

mean on the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (MySchool website – ICSEA 

report). It was also rated at more than 100 points below inner-city private and state-funded 

schools just a few suburbs away. Although not a disadvantaged school by this measure, 

access to digital technologies and digital media was at times problematic. The 2016 annual 

report for WSHS noted that the “school operates with a computer to student ratio of 1:3” 

and claimed to “maintain its ICT Facilities with a focus on ensuring every classroom has the 

necessary tools to provide students with all their ICT requirements”. Based on this report, 

one might expect that availability and access to technology would be sufficient to the 

requirements of the research study. However, despite the availability of school laptop 

computers and considerable support from ICT staff at the school, the “state-of-the-actual” 

(Selwyn 2012) proved different from the expectations arising from the reported state-of-

the-art of ICT facilities at the school. 



92 

Margaret Toomey   

As noted in earlier chapters, I had worked at this school before, and expected there might 

be some concerns regarding capacity to cope with the demands of playing computer games 

and working with them as texts in the classroom. After completion of the research project at 

WSHS, I reflected in my research journal on my choice of this school, noting the following:  

I wanted research in a setting where there was some disadvantage. Where teachers 
struggle with all the usual difficulties of schools in lower to mid-range socio-
economic areas. Not particularly noted for technical advancement … one that is 
relatable to the teachers with whom I want to share my research. This was 
important to me. To send a message that computer games as text in English does 
not (necessarily require) a very well-funded, private school, [or require that] the 
teacher is very knowledgeable and motivated to include games. I wanted people, 
teachers, to read my work and say, “well, my situation is like that, maybe I could do 
this”. (Research Journal 11th July) 

That attitude of maybe I could do this is just what Clarice Warner, the participating 

classroom teacher, brought to the research project. Clarice offered to participate in the 

research project in response to an email requesting a volunteer which Rachel, the Head of 

Department English, sent to all Year 9 English teachers at WSHS at the beginning of the 

school year (in late January). Rachel and I were joined by Clarice towards the end of our 

introductory meeting, and from that first encounter I was impressed with Clarice’s energy, 

enthusiasm, and willingness to embrace a challenge in an area in which she had very little 

experience. In our entry interview, Clarice stated: “I am not a gamer, I have never played a 

computer game in my life, except for Candy Crush, on my phone” (Clarice Warner, Entry 

interview 17th February, 2016). This lack of familiarity or expertise did not limit Clarice, 

however, as her attitude was one of welcoming student expertise and drawing on that in 

class work, as will be illuminated later in this chapter.  

At our first meeting, Clarice was eager to discuss ideas for integrating digital games into her 

English classroom and expressed her commitment to “developing engaging and 

pedagogically sound learning experiences for (her) students” (email dated 4th February). At 

this meeting we discussed the potential of a work unit for her Year 9 English class in which 

she would include computer games as text. To facilitate time for an entry interview and 

some collaborative planning, Rachel approved a full release day for Clarice, scheduling it for 

17th February.  
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4.3 Staffroom, school rooms, and resources: The state of the actual at Westfield State 

High School 

Two weeks after my first meeting with Rachel and Clarice, I arrived at WSHS before 

commencement of classes, signed in at the reception desk, and was directed to Clarice’s 

staffroom. Clarice’s desk was in a large open-plan staffroom with several teachers from two 

departments: The Arts and Physical Education. It was crowded, noisy, and hot. There was 

room at the desk for only one chair; I sat to Clarice’s right with my knees knocking the desk 

drawers and teachers veering around me in the narrow space behind, as they gathered 

supplies and prepared for classes. Although Clarice was well organised and kept her desk 

tidy, there was no room on the desk for my laptop, which I placed on a table behind us, 

surrounded by piles of textbooks, student booklets, and worksheets. By the time Clarice had 

begun teaching the work unit for the research project, in Term 2, this staffroom was even 

more crowded as several of the teachers were supervising pre-service teachers. In field 

notes recorded during Term 2 I noted:  

There are also some preservice teachers in the staffroom now – I thought 
it looked overcrowded before! The conditions our state funded teachers 
work in are not that great – can I address this in my dissertation? It’s part 
of the “experience” for Clarice – the state of the actual. (Field notes 19th 
May, see Appendix I) 

For our interview and collaborative planning session, Rachel had booked a room in the 

School Resource Centre (Library); it was not available until after form class (first class of the 

day, 10 minutes in duration, for roll-marking, reading of notices, and pastoral care). We 

were looking forward to being in a quieter, air-conditioned room. We had the room in the 

Resource Centre to ourselves, and as there was a good deal of noise from the surrounding 

areas we closed the door. Unfortunately, however, this meant we had shut out the air-

conditioning, which made for a hot and humid environment. We therefore moved into the 

main Library area after our interview, our collaborative planning session competing with 

noise from other classes in adjacent rooms and in the open area surrounding us. It was at 

times very difficult to concentrate. I mention these details to highlight that, to plan and 

provide rich and engaging learning experiences for her students, Clarice drew on 

considerable dedication and perseverance to go above and beyond her normal duties in 
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sometimes very challenging circumstances, and these challenges were not her lack of 

familiarity or expertise with digital games, but material challenges associated with her 

working environment.  

In our interview Clarice admitted to some concerns about the technical capabilities of the 

school. When asked to comment on any issues or problems she anticipated in implementing 

a unit based on computer games as text, Clarice spoke about the school’s technology 

capabilities and resources:  

Issues maybe could be whether or not the school technology can deal with um the 
graphic content of games. I know that they’re highly refined and don’t know 
whether or not the school lap top program could deal with that. ... The other issue is 
that our lap tops are quite unreliable and so the BYOD program hasn’t really been 
very successful. I continuously have problems in my classroom around lap tops. So 
out of a lap top trolley I might have 50% of those laptops that work. And not all of 
the kids bring their own devices. So, one minefield could be simply access to 
computers. ... We often have issues actually even getting on to the internet, or 
students logging on ... because of very below standard lap tops ... they’re slow. 
(Clarice, Entry interview 17th February; BYOD - Bring Your Own Device) 

The picture painted by Clarice in our entry interview differs somewhat from that presented 

in WSHS’s annual report (see Figure 4.1). The report on use and integration of Internet and 

Communication Technologies (ICTs) highlights “students’ greater access to the school 

network using their own personal devices” (WSHS Annual Report, 2016), and this was visible 

in those students who brought personal devices. However, as Clarice pointed out, the 

program had not been as successful as anticipated and not many students brought their 

own devices to school. Critics of the BYOD policy highlight issues of equity, cyber-safety, and 

the provision of professional support and training for teachers (Ricci, 2015). The BYOD policy 

is still relatively new in Australian schools and not uniformly adopted, and much research 

remains to be done to establish effective and inclusive practices surrounding the uptake of 

this policy in the classroom (Ricci, 2015). 

In addition, while the report noted improvements to the core servers, high speed access to 

school data and the Internet was often compromised by “very below standard lap tops” 

(Warner, 17th February). Note also that the computer to student ratio of 1:3 meant that 
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Clarice had to be vigilant in booking the laptop computers for her class well ahead of time to 

ensure they were not booked out by another teacher. 

 

Figure 4.1. Westfield State High School Annual Report.  

In subsequent visits to Clarice’s Year 9 English classroom, I noted that the students had 

access to one trolley of 16 laptop computers (see email 4th May, subject: lesson resources, 

Appendix C). Of the 24 students in Clarice’s Year 9 English class, two regularly brought an 

iPad and laptop. While most students had smart phones, school behaviour management 

guidelines limited, and in some cases prohibited, use of these in class, although I noticed 

that at times Clarice permitted an individual student to use his or her Internet-connected 

smart phone for a specific research purpose. For most students, access to digital 

technologies was provided through school laptop computers; however, due to the 

unreliability of these, students often needed to share a laptop when they engaged in group 

work. This sharing did not seem to negatively impact students’ learning experiences and 

often led to collaboration among students that would not have been necessary had there 

been sufficient laptops. I provide an example of the collaborative problem-solving of four 

students who were working with one laptop in Section 4.5.5 of this chapter.  
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4.3.1 Classroom resources 

The classroom environment for Clarice and her Year 9 English class had some further 

limitations in terms of digital technologies. For example, there was no interactive 

whiteboard. There was a standard wall-mounted whiteboard at the front of the classroom 

and a ceiling-mounted data projector. At the beginning of each class Clarice marked the roll, 

then connected her laptop to the data projector to display audio-visual material such as 

PowerPoint presentations and videos. The whiteboard was often smeared with partially 

erased writings from previous lessons, sometimes making it difficult to see images or read 

the content of slides. At times it was very difficult to see the projected image as there were 

no blackout curtains in the room, and much interference from reflections and ambient light. 

Notice the image in Figure 4.2, for example; it is difficult to see the image being projected 

onto the board as there is too much ambient light in the room, reflections cause 

overexposure in certain areas of the board, and partially erased writings from previous 

classes had left smudges in many areas.  

 

Figure 4.2. Whiteboard in Year 9 English classroom displaying PowerPoint slide, Thursday 
19th May, Period 1 (9:05 am).  
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I find it interesting to note, however, that in my field notes for that lesson, I mention this 

activity, but not the inadequacy of the screen: “The feedback session from the Venn 

diagram was once again full of energy and enthusiasm to contribute” (Field notes 19th May). 

In our post-lesson discussion, Clarice also mentioned the activities and level of engagement: 

“They were all engaged even though it was more a theory lesson … they’re more than happy 

to talk about it because they have so much prior knowledge.” Clarice also made no mention 

of the inadequacy of the screen, although on other occasions she expressed frustrations at 

the lack of adequate resources. This suggests to me that when the learning experiences 

relate to students and their out-of-school interests, they are more than willing to overlook 

material shortcomings of the learning environment. However, there were constraints that 

negatively impacted students’ learning experiences at times, and I explore some of these in 

my discussions with individual students and focus groups (e.g., see Section 4.5.5 in this 

chapter, and Section 5.4.1 in Chapter 5). 

As can be seen from this brief picture of the research context, there were tensions inherent 

in including computer games as text for study in the classroom. Some of these tensions 

concerned constraints such as technical capabilities and school resources, for example, 

inadequate laptop computers and poor-quality audio-visual equipment. Other tensions 

concerned teacher expertise and experience, particularly when it came to planning lessons 

and developing resources. And yet others came from departmental policies and some of the 

school procedures relating to these policies. As Clarice and I collaborated to modify WSHS’s 

speculative fiction unit for Year 9 English, and to plan implementation of the lessons, other 

tensions began to emerge. 

4.4 The lessons: Constraints, challenges, and compromises in planning and implementing 

curriculum  

For all her motivation to include computer games and other digital technologies into her 

lessons, there were constraints and compromises involved in Clarice’s uptake of digital 

technologies for learning. One of these compromises required a change in her customary 

approach to planning lessons. During our collaboration on the curriculum unit, I noticed that 

print-based methods dominated the learning events Clarice designed. I reflected on this 

after our planning day and began to feel concerned that the students’ learning experiences 
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did not involve adequate engagement with digital media. My research journal records these 

concerns:  

when it came to planning and designing the actual lessons, deciding on the 
assessment and considering what could be done in the classroom, the focus was so 
heavily print text dependent, narrative focussed. It was difficult to get Clarice to 
keep coming back to multimodality, digital literacies, using digital technologies. … As 
I thought over our discussions and planning yesterday, I realised that there was very 
little allowance in the lesson plan outline for actually engaging with digital 
technologies – for playing games and analysing the process. (Research journal 18th 
February) 

Once I became aware of this concern and raised it with Clarice she agreed that we should 

make adjustments to the lesson plan to ensure students had ample opportunities to 

experience learning with digital media and employ multimodal and digital literacy practices. 

In a summary of our interview and planning session, which I emailed to Clarice and Rachel 

on 18th February 2016, I made the following note:  

To satisfy the digital technologies component of the research project however, we 
would need some aspect of the work unit to draw on higher order digital literacy 
capabilities. We are looking for a program that allows students to present their 
work in digital format incorporating sound and movement, but that is not too 
technically challenging. It would be helpful to have a meeting with IT support staff 
to discuss this. (Meeting notes 17th February) 

In response to these concerns, Rachel phoned the Head of Department for IT and arranged 

for me to meet with him on Monday 29th February (emails with IT support staff are provided 

in Appendix C).  

There were other challenges for Clarice regarding the inclusion of computer games in class. 

Some of these were evident in the fact that she did not accompany me to the meetings with 

IT support staff. In terms of actually implementing computer games in class, Clarice relied 

quite extensively on my support. There were two main reasons for this. Clarice had little 

experience herself with computer games and was not well versed in available games or the 

technology requirements for including them. In addition, her teaching responsibilities were 

onerous, and Clarice was anxious about the time required to meet and discuss our concerns 

with IT staff. These two issues, lack of experience and time demands, highlight some of the 

challenges inherent in the uptake of digital media texts and platforms in formal learning 
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environments. While I argue that data from this research study provide evidence for 

valuable learning experiences and literacy practices through inclusion of computer games in 

English, it is also important to note that, in this case, the teacher needed considerable 

support, both from myself and from school technology personnel. However, once that 

support was provided, Clarice willingly incorporated work with computer games into her 

lessons. 

One of the areas in which I was able to provide support to Clarice was in working with IT 

staff to solve two issues pertaining to departmental policies. First, departmental policy 

required that we find games with age-appropriate ratings, as students in Year 9 are aged 

between 13 and 14 years. Second, many computer games require downloading Steam 

software, and departmental restrictions work to block this. Our solution, as explained in the 

previous chapter, was to download older versions of popular games from Good Old Games.  

During preparation and implementation of the work unit, another area in which 

departmental policies and school procedures created challenges that required compromises 

was in the test mandated by the National Assessment Program: Literacy and Learning 

(NAPLAN). The NAPLAN is a standardised test administered to all students in Years 3, 5, 7, 

and 9 throughout Australia, generally in the fifth week of Term 2 (See Table 4.1). At WSHS 

the English syllabus was adapted to provide students with preparation for the NAPLAN tests 

(in my teaching experience, this practice is not unique to WSHS). In the case of the Year 9 

English syllabus at WSHS, the modification involved reducing the required assessment items 

for the term from two to one and dedicating lessons in the weeks prior to the NAPLAN test 

to functional literacy skills (language conventions), reading comprehension tasks with 

multiple-choice answers, and persuasive writing. As one of the NAPLAN tests requires 

students to write either an extended narrative or persuasive text in response to stimulus, 

each year teachers “hedge their bets” regarding which genre will be required. Year 9 English 

teachers at WSHS were advised by their Head of Department to prepare students for a 

persuasive writing task.  
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Table 4.1. Lesson Sequence 

 

Compromises in the delivery of our digital media unit began to emerge early, as my meeting 

notes from the first planning session show:  
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Phase Focus Activities 

Phase 1 
Narrative 

Week 1 Introduction to 
unit: 
Speculative 
Fiction 

List speculative fiction sub-genres; identify sub-
genres in books, movies and computer games; 
read and analyse speculative short story; read 
information texts on speculative fiction and 
computer games; comprehension activities based 
on information texts. 

Week 2 Writing skills Short writing activities using the Seven Steps to 
Writing Success strategy; forming groups to work 
with a speculative fiction sub-genre; stimulus 
sheets and practice stimulus response writing. 

Week 3 NAPLAN 
preparation 

School resources for language conventions, 
reading comprehension; speculative fiction 
stimulus sheets for writing practice. 

Week 4 NAPLAN 
preparation 

School resources for language conventions, 
reading comprehension; speculative fiction 
stimulus sheets for writing practice. 

 Week 5: NAPLAN TESTS 

Phase 2 
Computer 
games 

Week 6 Introduction to 
computer 
games phase 
of the unit 

Exploring differences and similarities between 
books, movies, and computer games; identify 
structures and features of computer games; 
explore narrative and ludic elements of computer 
games; computer games installed on class 
laptops; one lesson allocated to computer 
gameplay with worksheet for analysis. 

Week 7 Deconstructing 
and analysing 
computer 
games 

Exploring elements of computer games: 
characters, ludic elements, sound, music, 
graphics; introduction to Game Design Document, 
begin designing concept for computer game. 

Week 8 Joint 
construction, 
modelling 

Scaffolding activities, students developing a game 
design document using class template; groups 
begin working on multimodal composition to 
promote their new computer game. 

Week 9 Constructing   Students working in groups on their multimodal 
composition. 

Week 10 Constructing  Students working in groups on their multimodal 
composition. 

Week 11 Presentation of multimodal artefacts 



101 

Margaret Toomey   

A very intense planning day! NAPLAN loomed large on the agenda as we struggled 
to design our unit outline around the requirements for NAPLAN preparation. We 
looked for ways we can embed NAPLAN preparation into the curriculum unit. 
(Extract from Meeting Notes dated 17th February)  

Clarice worked diligently to embed preparation for NAPLAN into meaningful learning events 

for her students. Reading comprehension tasks were created around a speculative fiction 

short story and informative printed texts concerning young people and computer gameplay 

(see Table 4.1). The following transcript from a second planning meeting shows Clarice’s 

thinking process as she worked to integrate material from the speculative fiction curriculum 

unit into practice for the writing component of the NAPLAN test:  

Maybe we could find some stimulus material from each genre to show them and 
they can base their hook around their chosen genre. Maybe what we could do is 
even work in pairs … because the aim at the end of this first four weeks is to have a 
complete narrative written. Because the spec fiction unit itself, without our gaming 
part, the assessment requires them to write a speculative fiction story. So whilst not 
doing it as an assessment task [because of NAPLAN] I can do it as a class task, 
because they haven’t had any creative writing at all yet. (Clarice Warner, Planning 
meeting 16th March: The ‘hook’ is a strategy in the Seven Steps to Creative Writing 
framework that teaches structure and features of narrative writing). 

Rather than focussing on persuasion as the genre for writing practice, which other Year 9 

English classes at WSHS were doing, Clarice and I created stimulus material in several 

speculative fiction sub-genres. Initially, our plan involved students working in pairs to 

develop a speculative fiction short story in response to one of the stimulus sheets. This short 

story provided writing practice for NAPLAN and enabled students to explore many of the 

narrative genres that are popular in computer games. (Readers may be interested to know 

that the NAPLAN writing task for that year, contrary to expectations expressed by the other 

English teachers at WSHS, required students to write a stimulus response narrative, not a 

persuasive text.) 

The assessment for our work unit involved multimodal design around a computer game 

concept. However, we soon found that reporting and assessment protocols of the education 

department impacted design of the work unit for our research study. The assessment and 

reporting protocols of the education department require moderation of assessment tasks, 

both within and across schools. Within schools this means standardisation of assessment 
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tasks across all classes in a particular discipline and year level (including documented 

modifications for learners with diverse needs). The students in other Year 9 classes at WSHS 

were submitting a short story as their final assessment for Term 2 (stimulus response to a 

novel); consequently, assessment for the students in our study had to align with that. 

Clarice sent me an email explaining the decision: 

Hi Margaret, 

I had a chat to our new English HOD … this morning about assessment for 
our year 9 class this term. In order to align with the other year 9 classes 
and maintain similar assessment profiles, we think it’s a good idea to 
change the plan slightly. I will now ask each student to write their own 
short story; they can plan in pairs and share the stimulus sheets, however 
at the start of week 6, they will each need to submit their own story. I will 
mark these and this will form the basis of their term 2 mark.  

Our work with digital games will culminate in a project; their body of work 
… will be exhibited, but will not be marked for summative purposes. I feel 
better about this arrangement, it will work well. (Email correspondence, 
Clarice Warner to Margaret Toomey, 22 April, subject: Assessment) 

I include these details with the aim of providing a clear picture of the learning environment 

for teachers and students. The focus on NAPLAN preparation in the first half of term had an 

impact on the teacher’s practices and students’ learning experiences during my research 

project. There was a greater focus in the pre-NAPLAN lessons on operational literacy 

(language conventions, spelling, etc.) and print texts and less focus on multimodal literacies 

and composition. I explore this impact further in Chapter 6 of this thesis, where I reflect on 

study data in light of research literature. 

The decision to not assess the outcome for the unit appeared to suit Clarice (see email 

above); it allowed her to focus on students’ learning and provide lesson resources most 

suitable for the class context and students’ learning styles and needs. Clarice didn’t feel 

confident to create an assessment item and map it against the ACARA standards, or to 

create a marking matrix, as her discipline training lay in music education, not English. 

However, one of the students expressed disappointment that his work was not to be 

marked: “we like video games and I really wish we got marked against this because, like, I 

worked really hard on this” (Trekkies Interview 7th June). I explore this student’s perspective 

in Chapter 5, in the vignette entitled “The Trekkies”. 
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4.5 Class characters and classroom learning: “All the world’s a stage, and all the men and 

women merely players” (William Shakespeare, As You Like It) 

4.5.1 February 26 – Introduction to players 

On Friday 26th February I had my first glimpse of some of the central characters in this story: 

Ms Warner’s Year 9 English students. Anxiously waiting outside the classroom, I observed 

students arriving for their final lesson of Week 6, in Term 1. The corridor was narrow, the 

classroom closed, and students milled around the doorway laughing and talking, clearly 

aware of my presence but avoiding eye contact. Perhaps they wanted the reassuring 

presence of their teacher before engaging in conversation with me. These students are, 

after all, only 13 to 14 years of age; I gave them their space. Arriving late, a boy of about 

middle height with light brown hair made his way tentatively toward the door with the aid 

of an obstacle-sensing white cane: my first intimation that a student in this class had a vision 

impairment. This was NJ, who subsequently stole my heart with his courage and 

enthusiasm, despite his blindness and social marginalisation. NJ’s story is told in Chapter 5 

of this dissertation as a vignette: “The Night Jar”.  

When Clarice arrived, she invited students into the classroom and helped NJ to his desk. 

Clarice introduced me, and I briefly explained the research project to the students. Figure 

4.3. below, constructed from a hand-drawn schematic in my field notes, shows the layout of 

the classroom and seating arrangement of students, with NJ close to the teacher’s desk (see 

Appendix I for full-page seating plans). I did not know the names of many students at this 

stage and my seating arrangement schematic reflects this. The letters M and F represent 

male and female respectively, and the arrows show the direction students faced. This was 

not a teacher-imposed seating plan and students’ seating arrangements often changed. 

During group work, students moved their chairs to form more comfortable arrangements 

for collaboration on a group task. For example, the four girls sitting in a line to NJ’s right 

often moved to sit two abreast and facing each other. This movement frequently left NJ 

sitting alone and excluded from group work. Clarice often tried to mitigate against 

marginalisation by assisting him to move and join other groups.  



104 

Margaret Toomey   

 

Figure 4.3. Students’ seating arrangement from the Term 1 lesson in which I was introduced 
to the class and explained the research project to students. 

4.5.2 Week 1: April 12 – Relevance to students’ lifeworld 

I did not meet this class again until Week 1 of Term 2, April 12. This was the first lesson of 

the curriculum unit that Clarice and I collaboratively developed for the research study (see 

Appendix D for an overview of the curriculum unit and the Lesson Sequence Table). In this 

lesson, Clarice introduced the focus for the term: speculative fiction. Clarice began the class 

with a “rapid write” activity; this was an activity introduced at the beginning of each of 

Clarice’s English classes in response to a school initiative. “Writing for learning” was 

identified in WSHS’s 2016 annual report as a school-wide strategic priority, with the 

implementation of “consistent writing practices across the school” being one of the goals 

against which the principal reported in 2016. The 5-minute writing activity at the beginning 

of each class, called “rapid write” by Clarice, was her response to this school-wide priority 

(WSHS 2016 Annual Report, p. 3). Stimulus for the rapid write was the question, “What will 

life be like 100 years from now?” In my observation notes I wrote, “Absolutely silent 

writing”. Every student in class was writing. In her feedback to students on their writing, and 
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as a link to the focus of the curriculum unit, Clarice said “you have created your own form of 

speculative fiction”. Clarice then invited students to form pairs and share their writing with 

each other. As they did so, the relevance of speculative fiction in students’ lives and their 

engagement with the topic quickly became evident. 

An example of students’ willingness, or perhaps even enthusiasm, to participate when the 

learning involved a topic of relevance in their lives, was in the last activity of the lesson. In 

this activity, students were asked to provide examples of speculative fiction sub-genres from 

their knowledge of books, movies, and computer games. Figure 4.4 shows the PowerPoint 

slide used for this activity. Students quickly copied the table into their notebooks and for 

each of the speculative fiction sub-genres listed, wrote an example from a book, movie, or 

computer game. This activity was set up as a small group activity initially, with students 

working in groups of two to four. In these small groups there was a lot of discussion and 

debate about whether their examples belonged, for example, to post-apocalyptic or 

dystopian sub-genres. In my observation book I recorded the following abbreviated notes: 

“Table activity – lots of participation, fun, students very engaged, lots of discussion, dispute 

…” (Observation notes, 12th April). 

 

Figure 4.4. Identifying sub-genres of speculative fiction and examples from popular culture. 

An example of one dispute occurred when students were invited to share their small group 

responses in a whole class discussion. Clarice asked students to volunteer examples and 

wrote them in the table projected on the whiteboard. Kirk identified The Hunger Games 

(Collins, 2008) as dystopian, while Eleanor argued that it was post-apocalyptic. Several other 
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students who joined in on this discussion were interested and keen to argue their point of 

view. My field notes record: “Whole class – lots of activity, involvement”. My field notes for 

this lesson also record that NJ contributed to the whole class discussion, demonstrating a 

lovely sense of humour. When students were discussing superheros and how to identify 

them, NJ suggested, “underpants on the outside”, provoking a general murmur of 

appreciation. 

Three of the boys in this class always sat together at the back of the room; these were 

Neville, Seamus, and Dean. Figure 4.5 shows my schematic of the class seating arrangement 

for the lesson on April 12, during which I ensured I learned the students’ names. Neville, 

Dean, Kirk and Seamus form a group at the back of the classroom. Neville did not contribute 

in this whole class setting, but Seamus and Dean were energetically offering suggestions, 

sometimes disputing other students’ responses and suggesting a more appropriate example 

for a genre. In this and other class activities involving knowledge and understanding of 

computer games, Seamus stood out for his enthusiasm to contribute. 

 

Figure 4.5. Seating arrangement from first lesson Term 2, recorded in field notes.  

In our post-lesson conversational interview, Clarice noted: 
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Feels like we’ve introduced the topic well, the kids, it’s relevant to their world, 
they’re going to enjoy working within the genre. Even just their five-minute rapid 
write, there was some amazing things and I really loved to see that we could link 
those ideas to the genre subsections and say “well, actually, did you know that that 
was actually post-apocalyptic, what you were talking about?” 

4.5.3 Week 6: May 19 – Relevance and student engagement 

In Week 6 of Term 2, following NAPLAN testing in Week 5, Clarice introduced the second 

phase of the curriculum and the work with computer games. During the first lesson for this 

phase, May 19, one of the class activities built on the sub-genres of speculative fiction table 

that students started to explore in Week 1. The activity involved the use of a Venn diagram 

to explore similarities and differences between books, movies, and computer games. Figure 

4.6 shows students’ answers, recorded on the whiteboard by Clarice.  

 

Figure 4.6. Students’ answers to Venn diagram recorded on whiteboard. 

For differences between the media the recorded answers show the following: Books – still 

pictures; Movies – graphics, actors; Video games – moving pictures, visual images, 
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actions/consequences, voice/actors, interaction, require control, freedom, multiple choice. 

For similarities among media, answers recorded are: trailers, CDs, franchises, plot, 

characters, and dialogue, viewed on computers. Clarice has also drawn arrows indicating 

where students understood that some similarities applied to video games and movies, and 

others to all three media. 

During this activity Seamus demonstrated a sophisticated knowledge and understanding of 

multimodal meaning-making in computer games and readily volunteered answers to 

questions that Clarice put to the whole class. Seamus was averaging a C in English. He was 

always seated at the back of class and during the first half of term, when lessons focussed 

on narrative analysis and writing a short story, was often inattentive, quietly engaging in 

conversation with his friend Dean while Clarice was talking to the class. In her post-lesson 

reflection Clarice described Seamus and Dean as students who “don’t usually respond”, and 

Seamus as “often looking at inappropriate content on his laptop rather than engaging with 

the set task” (Clarice, Post-lesson reflection 19th May). 

However, during the lesson on computer games and narratives Seamus voluntarily 

answered more than half the questions. One question posed by Clarice was, “what is 

different or unique about the way video games tell stories”? Seamus, demonstrating his 

knowledge of the conventions of computer games, volunteered the information: “they have 

interactive non-linear plot lines”. There was a general murmur of awe from the rest of the 

class and one student asked: “what does that even mean?” Clarice asked Seamus to explain 

and he did so articulately and effortlessly: “the story doesn’t follow a clear linear sequence, 

it changes with the choices the player makes.” In my observation notes I wrote that Seamus 

seemed very proud of his contribution and many other students were obviously quite 

impressed. In our post-lesson conversation Clarice stated: “One thing I loved about the 

lesson was that they clearly knew more than I did about the topic, they were teaching me 

things”, adding that, “The boys who are usually disengaged were answering most of the 

questions” (Clarice, Post-lesson reflection 19th May). 

  



109 

Margaret Toomey   

4.5.4 Week 6: May 19 – Role reversals and student as expert 

When classwork involved analyses and discussions of computer games, Seamus 

demonstrated a willingness to collaborate with other students in class. Although in group 

work he always worked with Dean, sometimes including Neville, during the lesson of May 19 

he willingly shared his expertise with multimodal literacies and computer games with other 

groups of students who were experiencing difficulties. One example of this was in the ability 

Seamus demonstrated, and the assistance he provided, when using a Smart Shape drawing 

within a Microsoft Word document to display a simple analysis of different gameplay genres 

within computer games (see Figure 4.7). My observation notes stated: “Within the smart 

shape Clarice had used for her template it was difficult to format and move the pictures. 

Seamus once again had the skills to do this. His digital literacy is impressive. It was Seamus 

that Clarice called on to help two groups of girls to manage this task. This is a real role 

reversal in that classroom” (Classroom observations 19th May).  

 

Figure 4.7. Examples displayed on classroom wall of students’ multimodal classwork using 
Smart Shape template. 
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Seamus was very knowledgeable about computer games and his literacy practices reflected 

this. In small group work, Seamus demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of linguistic 

dimensions of meaning-making in computer games, often leading discussions with peers 

and using vocabulary specific to the computer game industry. For example, during class 

group work, which I audio recorded, Seamus explained the group’s decision regarding the 

genre of gameplay they chose for their game design. He said that they rejected a “free 

roaming survival game” because that would be too “clichéd”. They wanted instead to create 

an “ecology style campaign mode”. Seamus’s use of a highly specialised, technical 

vocabulary register was easy and natural, flowing effortlessly through his conversation with 

group members. This ease and familiarity with technical terminology suggested to me that 

Seamus’s in-depth knowledge of and interest in computer games shaped his application of, 

and engagement with, multimodal meaning-making practices in the classroom. 

I have recordings of classwork (audio recorded observations) but no interview data for 

Seamus. I had requested volunteers for the focus group interviews, and Seamus, Dean, and 

Neville did not volunteer to be part of the interview process. I considered it important to 

respect their choice in this matter, despite the loss of potentially valuable data. However, as 

these students did not “volunteer” for the research project but were included in it because 

their teacher had volunteered to participate, I considered it very important to be sensitive 

to the students’ choices in terms of what data they wished to provide and what they did 

not. For example, before recording classroom observations, I always asked permission of the 

students within range of the recording microphone. 

4.5.5 Week 9: June 7 – Literacy learning as collaborative 

Another group of boys, Yul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice, who also sat at the back of class, 

agreed to have their group work audio recorded during one lesson. The boys’ pseudonyms 

derive from characters in the movie Cool Runnings (Turteltaub, 1993). The movie characters 

are quite humorous and relaxed, and I had observed similar characteristics in this group of 

boys, who were good natured, relaxed, and laughed a lot as they worked. Jul, Sanka, and 

Junior had each received a C grade for English in the previous semester report, and Derice 

received a B grade. During the audio-recorded session they were working collaboratively, 
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searching through Google Images and identifying pictures they could use in their multimodal 

composition, a poster promoting their concept for a new computer game (see Figure 4.8). 

 

Figure 4.8. Poster produced by Jul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice to promote their computer 
game concept. 

During this group activity these four boys were working together with only one laptop 

computer among them. The boys were drawing on multimodal dimensions of meaning-

making as they shared knowledge and understandings of popular culture and searched for 

pictures to print and paste into their promotional poster. Knowledge of linguistic and visual 

meanings informed their search terms and identification of characters and names. Gestural 

dimensions of meaning-making in their classwork revealed the sensory and embodied 

nature of their literacy practices as they quickly responded to what they saw on screen and 

heard from peers to point, name, select, and then copy the desired images. For example, in 

the extract below, Yul was controlling the laptop computer, and the other boys looking on. 

Junior used visual cues, gesture, and description to share his knowledge of the narrative and 

characters from the Manga series One Piece, as visual images appeared on the screen: 
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Junior: Wait, this is Luffy’s grandpa … You see that guy with the red thing on his eyes? 

Yul: No. 

Junior: You see that rubber dude (pointing) that rubber dude? 

Yul: Yeah, yeah 

Junior: And then the guy after? 

Yul: Yeah, I can see what you’re talking about. 

Junior: Yeah, that was that little kid’s dad, this is the grandpa. And this guy’s in the army. 

In this extract Junior is sharing his knowledge with Yul. As Yul quickly scrolls through images, 

Junior is watching the screen, and notices an image of the character Luffy, from One Piece, a 

series of Manga books. Junior is more familiar with the characters from One Piece and is 

eager to share his knowledge. He uses gesture and verbal descriptions to draw Yul’s 

attention to the image of Luffy, and then elaborates further, identifying other characters, 

their roles, and family connections among characters. 

At times, the boys’ multimodal work was constrained by departmental restrictions on 

Internet searching in school. During their group work these boys demonstrated how this 

potential learning constraint produced a collaborative learning experience as they worked 

to solve the problem. As the boys were searching, a “State-wide block” sign appeared, 

prohibiting access to the website they had selected. Figure 4.9 shows how the sign appears.  

 
Figure 4.9. Image appearing on students’ computer screen when they try to access a 
website prohibited by the education department. 
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In the recording, there is a sound of repeated clicking, then “pffh”, which I interpret as 

“unimpressed”. Sanka suggested, “Why don’t the school just let you have it? In primary 

school they let us have all different ones, hey?” All the boys were clearly frustrated with the 

constraint. However, drawing on knowledge and understanding of textual and linguistic 

dimensions of meaning-making, they continued to reword and make new search 

suggestions until they found websites they could explore, that is, not blocked by education 

department restrictions. The students’ “trial-and-error” approach to Internet searching was 

eventually successful and did not involve explicit instruction on search techniques from the 

teacher. While some research studies have identified this trial-and-error approach as a 

potential waste of time (see for example, Morrison & Barton, 2018), I argue that it is a 

learning strategy shaped by students’ engagement in computer gameplay. It seemed to me 

these boys showed considerable resilience and perseverance to continue with their Web 

searching despite several appearances of “the statewide block”. For Yul and Sanka, their 

perseverance is notable as they were working without the support of the teacher aide who 

regularly assisted them with classroom literacy work. I discuss possible connections 

between computer games, trial-and-error learning, and resilience to failure in Chapter 6 of 

this thesis, in the section entitled Meaningful Play. 

As they listed potential names for their game characters, Clarice asked “What’s his name? 

The bad guy?” Sanka suggested “Sanchez”, and they all echoed the name, with Yul stating, 

“Yeah, we need to have a name like that”. This interaction promoted considerable 

amusement for the group and Clarice. The concept for this group’s computer game centred 

around a playful and unexpected juxtaposition of seemingly disparate elements: a Mexican 

mafia gang and a basketball game. The students’ humorous suggestions for naming the “bad 

guy” suggest to me a knowledge of popular culture stereotypes. Despite the fact that this 

group work required four students to share one laptop, there were some valuable learning 

and sharing experiences. In fact, the discussions and sharing of knowledge seemed to be 

encouraged by the very limitation of working around one laptop computer, and the 

problem-solving activity (avoiding the state-wide block) was one they collaborated on to 

solve. Collaboration is a theme I will explore further in the vignettes presented in Chapter 5, 

as it was a regular topic emerging from the students’ interview data. 
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The following excerpt from my research journal was written after listening to the audio 

recording of Yul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice during group work in class.  

The boys are searching through Google Images looking for images for the characters 
for their game. Yul is controlling the computer – the characters are from games they 
are already familiar with, perhaps Pokémon games. They know their characteristics. 
They discuss and teach and correct each other’s knowledge. They call on Miss for 
clarification about the task. Miss asks the name of the villain – they throw out ideas 
for Mexican names – the game idea is a Mexican mafia/basketball game – they 
draw on their knowledge, topical understanding of the issue of drug barons in 
Mexico City, their knowledge of the video game world, and characters from popular 
culture to create interesting and culturally appropriate names for their characters. 
They draw on known stereotypes. (Research journal 7th June) 

Although these students “call on Miss for clarification about the task”, much of their work 

was self-directed. They drew on each other for knowledge and support rather than 

expecting explicit guidance from the teacher. Their request for clarification about the task 

was simply to ask if they had to make “an actual computer game”. Clarice explained that for 

their unit outcome they could create a game, but this was not required, only one option. 

They could also create either a video trailer or a promotional poster. In response to this 

clarification from the teacher the boys decided to create a promotional poster for their 

game idea. 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented issues emerging from the analysis of contextual conditions in 

this research study. These issues highlight the impact of contextual conditions on students’ 

learning experiences and literacy practices when engaging with computer games in their 

English classroom. An examination of school and classroom resources has revealed that the 

actual provision of resources in this school did not match the rhetoric found in the school’s 

annual report or in departmental policy documents. Despite initial concerns regarding 

“below standard” laptops (Clarice, Entry interview), students were able to experience 

playing computer games as part of their learning. However, at times, the limited number of 

laptop computers available meant that students had to share one laptop per group, with 

one student playing the game and others looking on, making suggestions and giving advice. 

This did not appear to have a negative impact on students’ learning experiences, and at 
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times invited collaborative learning and problem-solving and peer mentoring. Classroom 

resources, while also at times lacking in quality and technical sophistication, did not seem to 

have a significantly negative impact on students’ learning experiences when the content of 

the lesson was relevant to their lifeworld experiences and drew on interests, knowledge, 

and understanding of popular culture. 

An issue that limited students’ opportunities to engage with computer games for learning 

was the impact of NAPLAN on the curriculum unit. Two weeks of the unit were allocated to 

focus on the functional literacy skills tested in the literacy aspect of NAPLAN; one week of 

lessons was lost to the timetabling demands for students to sit the NAPLAN test. However, 

this issue highlighted the important role teachers play in negotiating the complex conditions 

of classroom learning, as Clarice (with some assistance from me) embedded into her 

NAPLAN preparation learning resources that were aligned with the content of the 

speculative fiction curriculum unit. 

The issue of relevance to students’ lifeworld and existing knowledge appeared to have a 

positive impact on students’ learning experiences and the literacy practices arising from 

their engagement with computer games as texts for learning in English. Seamus, a student 

identified by the teacher as often disengaged from learning in English, participated much 

more enthusiastically than usual in the speculative fiction unit. His knowledge of the genres, 

structures, and conventions of computer games earned him respect from his peers and 

provided him with opportunities to “be the expert” in class, particularly in the area of 

multimodal literacy practices. 

The collaboration required for literacy learning in this classroom lead to Jul, Sanka, Junior, 

and Derice sharing knowledge, teaching each other, and problem-solving together. They 

overcame constraints, imposed by departmental blocks when their Google searching 

brought up prohibited websites, through refining their search terms. The trial-and-error 

strategy they used for this required resilience and perseverance. As the students identified 

images and discussed their ideas for their multimodal composition they drew on sensory, 

embodied learning practices and linguistic and visual dimensions of meaning-making.  
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In the next chapter I explore more of the learning experiences and literacy practices arising 

from students’ participation in this research study, in three vignettes. These vignettes 

present data from two groups of students, The Trekkies and the Bennets, and one individual 

student, NJ. These were the students who volunteered to be interviewed for the research 

study. I have therefore presented the analysis of data generated with these students in a 

separate chapter. 
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Chapter Five: Data Analysis – Vignettes 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter reports data and analysis for three embedded cases, or vignettes, in this 

research study. These vignettes describe the learning experiences and literacy practices of 

two groups of students and one individual student who volunteered to participate in focus 

group and individual interviews. In addition to drawing on interview data, the analysis draws 

from student-produced artefacts, recordings of discussions during classwork, my classroom 

observations and field notes, and reflective writings in my research journal. The chapter 

begins with a discussion of a group of three boys I have identified as The Trekkies. Kirk, one 

of the members of this groups, also received a brief mention in Chapter 4 of this thesis, in 

my description of the whole class discussion and debate around categorising the speculative 

fiction sub-genres of books, movies, and computer games. The Trekkies provide an example 

of students who are passionate about computer games and enthusiastic about the inclusion 

of games in English. The second vignette provides analysis of data from NJ, the blind student 

also briefly introduced in Chapter 4. NJ is a unique case in this study. He generally worked 

alone in class, whereas other students worked in small groups. NJ also completed work on 

the outcome for the project alone. The final vignette discusses data from one group of four 

girls, whom I have collectively named The Bennets. The Bennets provide an example of 

students who regularly engage in learning in English and contribute to class discussion. 

However, unlike the Trekkies, the Bennets did not identify as “gamers” and seemed 

uncertain about the value of including computer games for learning in English. Each vignette 

begins with names (pseudonyms) and descriptions of the students, followed by analysis 

addressing how these students experienced learning with computer games in class, and how 

their experiences and understandings shaped their literacy practices.  

5.2 Vignette One: The Trekkies 

The first vignette presents data from a group of three boys I refer to as The Trekkies, a term 

long used to label fans of the Star Trek franchise ("Star Trek Classic," 2005). These students 

were all deeply invested in the world of computer games, particularly in the science fiction 

narratives surrounding these games. As a tribute to this interest I have given the boys 
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pseudonyms derived from Star Trek, the iconic science fiction phenomenon; the names Kirk, 

Spock, and McCoy are therefore used throughout the following discussion when reference is 

made to the students and their work. To bring these students to life a little for the reader, 

and to provide some context for the ensuing discussion, a short profile of each student 

follows. 

Kirk was new to the school; consequently, I do not have information regarding his level of 

achievement in English for the previous semester. Kirk’s family had recently moved from 

Western Australia, and he had joined Ms Warner’s English class at the beginning of Term 2. 

Fluid and flexible seating arrangements in the classroom allowed him to sit with several 

different groups of students before seeming to settle into an easy rapport with the other 

two Trekkies. Their shared enthusiasm for computer games and the science fiction genre 

seemed to provide Kirk a sense of commonality with Spock and McCoy, who had obviously 

been good friends for some time. However, a strong interest in computer games and 

science fiction narratives was evident in several other groups of boys, and early in the term 

Kirk had spent some time with each of these other groups. Kirk was friendly, chatty, 

energetic, and happy to demonstrate his participation in video game culture, for example 

when he volunteered to read out his response to the 5-minute rapid write mentioned in the 

previous chapter and discussed later in this chapter. 

Another member of the Trekkies was Spock, a serious, shy, and very capable student who 

was usually very reserved. However, he spoke with energy and enthusiasm when discussing 

science fiction narratives and video games. Spock received an A grade in English in the 

previous semester’s report. Fluent in both Chinese and English, he paused and reflected 

often as he strove to articulate his feelings and ideas when discussing his experience of 

learning with computer games in class and at home. Spock remained consistently on task in 

class and strove at all times to complete work of a high standard. The only students I saw 

him engage with socially in class were Kirk and McCoy. 

Last but not least, McCoy presented a confident, calm, and sociable manner in class. McCoy 

received a B grade in English in his previous semester’s report. He seemed to have an easy 

rapport with most other students, although he consistently sat and worked with Spock. 

These two boys clearly had a very strong friendship. Also bilingual, McCoy admitted he was 
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better able to understand Vietnamese than to speak it. He was sometimes late for class due 

to involvement with the school instrumental music program, but this did not seem to affect 

his ability to engage in class and complete work on time. McCoy was the most competent 

game player of the group, admitting that he “used to play competitive” before he “dropped 

out because of high school”.  

The boys’ identification as computer game players emerged in one group discussion, as 

Spock described his feelings about gameplay. With Kirk and McCoy enthusiastically nodding 

their assent, Spock explained:  

People like to chalk us up to just stereotypes, addicted doing nothing, which might 
be true for some, but for the rest of us it’s more important, it’s another way of life … 
like you might not be the best at sport or something, but you’re the best at this, it’s 
just a different calling card. 

Although they identified as people who “love” games, these students resisted the 

stereotyping of the label “gamers”. They spoke about assumptions people have about 

gamers, and while they recognised some of the negative aspects such as addiction and 

isolation, they resisted these generalisations, and spoke instead about a sense of pride in 

being “the best” at something, and the connection they feel when discussing games with 

other players. For instance, Spock said, “I think games [give] you more ways to actually talk 

about something, to connect with other people, because it gives you something common to 

talk about”. These notions of affinity group connections and the social dimensions of 

meaning-making have also emerged from other data sources in my research study and are 

discussed in more detail in Chapter 6 of this thesis. 

Knowledge of, and participation in, the cultural practices of the wider gaming community 

were evident as they discussed the YouTube videos of celebrated gamers, gaming blogs, and 

other associated paratexts in the online environment. In a telling non sequitur, Kirk turned 

the discussion in this direction towards the end of the interview, after we had been 

speaking about the Chinese and Vietnamese language backgrounds of Spock and McCoy, 

stating:  

yeah, I just hope that one day gaming will be an elective [school subject] because 
it’s an art. Like, Art’s an elective, but, gaming you have to make all the art.  
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Kirk’s awareness of having to “make all the art” when creating computer games becomes 

apparent in the work he put into the group’s multimodal compositions. Spock immediately 

followed Kirk’s comment with:  

yeah, and careers can come from it. Like you know, … PewDiePie.  

McCoy added:  

there are people who play games all their life … to get money, like, they’re 
sponsored ... they obviously have a background still, like for example PewDiePie first 
did Engineering, then dropped out, so they at least have a backstory, don’t always 
just go into gaming.  

PewDiePie is the social media pseudonym of an often controversial Swedish YouTuber, Felix 

Kjelberg. Kjelberg, whose YouTube channel has approximately 83 million subscribers, is best 

known for his video gameplay and accompanying commentaries (Kjellberg, 2010). As the 

images in Figure 5.1 depict, Kjelberg also has an impressive social media presence on Twitter 

and Instagram (Kjellberg, 2009, n.d.). I find it interesting that in his discussion of PewDiePie, 

McCoy referred to his “backstory”, thereby borrowing a term generally used to describe the 

narrative underpinning story-based computer games and applying it in an unexpected way; 

that is, to describe an aspect of a person’s life story. 
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Figure 5.1. Screen shots of home pages from PewDiePie’s YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram 
profiles (Kjellberg, 2009, 2010, n.d.). 

When I interviewed these students shortly before their presentations were due, they spoke 

about how they felt about video games in general, and their understanding of how their 

interest in games shaped their experience of classroom English. Their talk invoked a sense of 

a genuine “love” of video games. Kirk, talking about their decision to make both a poster 

and a trailer to promote their game concept, stated: “we didn’t have to do it but I love video 

games”; and when explaining that he is not actually a very good game player he added with 

a big smile: “but I love it so much”. All three boys spoke knowingly and enthusiastically 

about their favourite games. However, they also indicated that their gameplay experiences 

can be impacted by the “digital divide”, as they lamented being unable to play Halo 5 

because they didn’t own the latest generation console required to play it. Spock and McCoy 

both spoke about watching YouTube gamers playing the game, McCoy stating: “so at least I 

know what it’s about”. The passionate interest in computer games expressed by these 

students quickly became evident as they engaged in learning with these games in English. 
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5.2.1 How did the Trekkies experience and understand computer games as texts for learning 

in English? 

Three aspects I noted of the Trekkies’ experiences of learning with computer games in 

English were, first, their emotional involvement with the project and with computer games; 

second, the lifeworld connections they forged through their engagement with the project; 

and third, the motivation arising from classwork that affirmed their identify as game players 

and valued their interest in and knowledge of computer games. The students’ classwork 

involved playing a computer game in class, working in groups to analyse the ludic and 

narrative elements of games, designing a new game concept, and creating multimodal 

material to promote their game. The Trekkies were very excited about the idea of studying 

computer games in English, as evidenced by their enthusiastic sharing of ideas for the final 

project long before lessons required them to begin planning. As I conversed with these 

students and observed the evolution of their multimodal project, I became aware of what it 

meant to them to have the digital narratives that they so much enjoyed in their out-of-

school lives included in the work of the English classroom. For example, during the after-

class interview, Spock had talked about how other students might be good at sports, but he 

felt proud to be “the best” at games. Spock stated:  

it’s different, it’s like you might not be the best at sport or something but you’re the 
best at this, it’s just a different calling card.  

In response, Kirk said: 

I’m not actually that good at video games, [laugh] I kind of tell them if I was to be 
part of an elite team in a video game I wouldn’t be a sniper or a captain or anything, 
I’d be like, just an ordinary infantry guy because I’m not the best at games … but I 
love it so much.  

While the Trekkies were working together on a poster displaying their analytic 

deconstruction of the game played in class, I asked if I could audio record their discussion. 

The Trekkies were discussing how to complete the task and helping each other with 

drawings, while simultaneously making plans for their final project. There was a lot of 

energy in the interaction. Kirk was excited, energised, and speaking quickly; he had left his 

desk on the other side of the room and spent group time standing beside McCoy’s desk, 
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looking over the work, leaning forward over the desk, occasionally adding a drawing to their 

work. Spock was drawing; McCoy had the laptop open searching the Internet. They were 

problem-solving issues surrounding characterisation, developing visual representation skills, 

resolving debates about how to categorise characters in their game, explaining some 

aspects of the game to other students and, in the case of Kirk, making a stance about certain 

values of gameplay, stating, “It’s a sense of honour to have survivors”.  

There was a lot of social interaction involved in the Trekkies’ multimodal classwork: they 

were learning from each other, instructing each other. Despite Kirk identifying himself as 

“not the best at games”, I was not aware of any ranking in the group, or of one student 

emerging as a clear group leader. They appeared to draw on each other for knowledge and 

support in an even, equitable manner. For example, when they were searching for images to 

include in a poster displaying their deconstruction of the game played in class, Spock said, 

“have a drone or something” and began searching for images. However, the images that 

appeared were not the kind of drones they were looking for and Kirk explained, “um, if you 

type in military drones you get the other type”, so Spock began to search for “sci-fi drones”. 

In making these multimodal design choices, the Trekkies didn’t seek answers from the 

teacher in their musings; there was a strong sense of ownership about this analytic work, 

and particularly about the creative work involved in the multimodal composition for their 

poster and video trailer. 

To provide scaffolding and support for students to design their multimodal artefacts, Clarice 

and I developed a template for a Game Design Document (see Table 4.1. Lesson sequence). 

This document then provided a “brief” that students used to guide the composition of a 

promotional poster, video trailer, or computer game sample. The game design document 

guided students through identifying the game genre and intended audience, the backstory 

and end goal, characters, setting, and multimodal elements such as music, sound effects, 

visual effects, and so on. The Trekkies were so enthusiastic about their final project for the 

curriculum unit that they created both a poster and video trailer promoting their game idea, 

even though the task required students to create only one (see Figures 5.2, 5.3, & 5.4). 

Speaking about this decision, Kirk stated: “We didn’t have to do it. But I love video games.”  
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During class time the boys worked together on the poster, discussing ideas for their video 

trailer as they worked. As the Trekkies were discussing ideas for their video trailer, Kirk 

energetically described a Lego battleship he had built at home and offered to “destroy it” so 

the group could rebuild it as a “star ship” and spacecraft for their trailer. There was 

empathetic consternation at the idea and an understanding of the work that had gone into 

making such a large Lego construction. They eventually used the intact destroyer before 

breaking it down to build other props (see Figure 5.2). Figures 5.2 and 5.3 show two images 

from the video trailer: Figure 5.2 shows an image used in the opening scenes of the 

promotional video trailer for Endurance and represents a large ship on the ocean; Figure 5.3 

shows an image from later in the video. The naval battleship had been broken down and 

rebuilt as the space ship and space shuttle pictured.  

 

Figure 5.2. Image 1 depicting Kirk’s intact naval battleship.  
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Figure 5.3. Image 2 from video trailer for Endurance.  

 

Figure 5.4. Promotional poster for the game Endurance. 

While the poster provided a multimodal artefact which the boys could work on together in 

class, they created their digital artefact, a promotional video trailer, at the home of one of 

the students. In the making of their video trailer the Trekkies drew on props and tools 

readily available to them at home, such as the blue-green blanket to represent the ocean, 

the dark carpet to represent outer space, and string to “animate” their props. The idea for 

the string evolved after McCoy posed a question in class about animating props “without 

your fingers getting in the way”. The students brainstormed strategies to address this 

multimodal design issue, such as camera angles and using string, and then experimented 
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with these ideas at home. Kirk and Spock worked together on the Lego constructions and 

filming of the trailer at Kirk’s home one weekend; all three students worked consistently in 

class on their poster and presentation, and regularly shared work through emails outside of 

class time. The Trekkies willingness to work together at one student’s home and share 

information via email provides a most eloquent example of learning and literacy practices 

extending beyond the boundaries of the classroom and connecting students’ school work 

with their out-of-school worlds (Hull & Schultz, 2002). 

Classroom observations also revealed the complexity of literacy work underlying the 

students’ playfulness and enthusiasm. The students’ freedom of movement as they worked 

stimulated connected, sensory, and embodied learning. They drew on multimodal literacies 

as they gathered around their poster to present their analysis and ideas in visually 

stimulating ways. They used touch, gesture, and movement to point out videos and pictures 

on their laptops as they shared work and ideas. The students’ learning experience called on 

“perceptions, senses, emotions, associations, memories, relationships with each other and 

literacies” (Heydon & Rowsell, 2015, p. 469) as they worked together on their multimodal 

artefact in class. For example, during classwork for the first lesson in Week 8, the Trekkies 

were completing a poster analysing Halo (Bungie, 2001), the game they had played in class. 

NJ had joined the group. The following is an extract from their discussion: 

Spock: So, 7 marines, 7 survivors 

NJ: What’s marines, are they like troops or something? 

McCoy: Yeah 

Spock: Allies 

McCoy: They’re allies which are infinite … like they keep spawning 

Spock: No they don’t 

Kirk: They’re extremely limited 

Spock: You don’t even get more than 15 

McCoy: Oh, I know, that’s Halo 2. In Halo 2 they just keep spawning 

Kirk: They’re more like VIPs, you have to protect them, it’s so weird … but me and 

him [Spock], instead of letting them help us we just protect them. It’s a sense of 

honour to have survivors. 



127 

Margaret Toomey   

McCoy: Okay 

Spock: Okay 

In this extract the Trekkies are establishing their relationship as members of an affinity 

group. They are identifying themselves as people who play Halo, who have emotional 

attachments to their game characters, even the “extremely limited” non-player-characters 

(NPCs) who are supposed to be allies. Kirk identifies with Spock and declares that “instead 

of letting them [NPCs] help us we just protect them”. It seems to me that Kirk is establishing 

a connection with Spock as a game player who is prepared to develop his own style of 

gameplay, who, like Kirk, plays a non-competitive style in which there is a code of ethics: “a 

sense of honour to have survivors”. 

In creating their video trailer the Trekkies drew on multiple senses as they used touch, 

gesture, movement, visual literacies, audio literacies, and digital expertise to discuss and 

complete their work. Their literacy practices involved sensory, embodied engagement to 

actively construct props and to use household materials for backdrops, like the blue-green 

blanket to represent the ocean or the dark carpet for deep space. Designing their game 

concept required understanding of the “complex constellation of literacy practices” 

required to decode and encode meaning in the multimodal world of video games and their 

paratexts (Steinkuehler, 2010, p. 61). The literacy practices involved in producing the 

Trekkies’ video and poster involved “reading and playing with text” (Leander & Boldt, 2013) 

in a way that required me to move beyond a text-centric perspective and take notice of the 

sensory, embodied dimensions involved. I needed a view of literacy where “embodied 

actions perform stories” (Rowsell, 2014, p. 119). 

5.2.2 How did the Trekkies’ learning experiences with computer games in class shape and 

inform their literacy practices? 

In this section I explore the Trekkies’ print and multimodal literacy work and their 

understandings of how engaging with computer games shapes their literacy practices. When 

asked whether they thought computer games might assist learning in an English class, or 

help with literacy skills, the students were very clear that games supported their school 

literacy practices. Kirk, for example, declared, “It does have a lot to do with English, and in 

English you have to make stories and stuff and games have really good stories.” McCoy 
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added, “I learned just about all my vocabulary from game wikis because they use very 

descriptive words.” When I asked him to elaborate on this process he said: “for example 

they use ‘synopsis’ which means overview so … I go check it [on Google] and I can probably 

use it in my English”. 

Spock further elaborated on connections between English and computer games, stating: 

English and writing the narrative stuff and games are more closely related than 
people think. [Games] give you more control, it feels like you’re more intertwined 
with the character because you’re actually controlling them and you’re part of, 
you’re sharing the experience, even though it’s not real.  

He also described watching a trailer for a favourite game, saying, 

I was amazed at how … the narrator used the words, and how it worked with the 
images, and that’s really helped me with my English so far, it turned it from being a 
bad subject to being a … how do you say, not exactly best, but I’m not exactly afraid 
of it.  

Spock went on to explain how these experiences helped improve his descriptive writing. It 

seems to me that in this extract Spock is demonstrating an awareness of multimodal design 

and how the producer of a text selects words and images to suit a particular purpose, 

situation, and audience.  

For practice in developing written expression, Clarice introduced the lesson for each day 

with a quick response writing exercise, as mentioned previously. This rapid write provided a 

link to the lesson content and an opportunity for students to creatively explore ideas, 

identities, and interests. For example, in his response to the stimulus question “Who is your 

superhero?”, Kirk created a story about his relationship with Master Chief (Cheaf) (see 

Figure 5.5), a fictional character from the Halo games (Bungie, 2001). Kirk’s sense of 

connection with gameplay and digital narrative is evident in the personal tone he adopts 

when reminiscing about times he spent playing as (and with?) the character Master Chief:  

We had some fun times, him and I. Sometimes we would play Xbox or watch 
movies … now he is going out with 343 and she is the ugly step mum. But I do miss 
our times.  
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My super Hero is master cheaf. We have had some fun times him and I, sometimes we 

would play Xbox or watch movies like halo folwerd onto Dawn or play Xbox. but ever 

sence bungi cheated on him he became more of an ass with no split screen anymore. Now 

he is going out with 343 And she is the ugly step mum. but i do miss our times. I guess I 

will just play Halo 1, 2, 3 and reach from now on. 

 R.I.P master cheaf  

 PS. Spartan lock sucks  

Figure 5.5. Kirk’s “rapid write” response (typed version completed by researcher).  

In this snapshot of Kirk’s emotional attachment to the narratives of digital texts, 

appreciating the meaning-making practices involved requires an expanded understanding of 

literacy and a tolerance and understanding of context and audience. The rapid write is 

written in a timed activity, with a focus on expression and content rather than language 

conventions, such as spelling, grammar or punctuation. Kirk’s ability to make sense of the 
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stories he created, as he played Halo and engaged imaginatively with the world of the game, 

demonstrates a sophisticated knowledge of the appropriate game discourse. His literacy 

practices in this rapid write also call for “a view of reading where embodied actions perform 

stories as opposed to stories eliciting particular reactions and sensory responses” (Rowsell, 

2014, p. 119, emphasis added). Kirk’s meaning-making practices involved “reading and 

playing with text” in ways that move beyond a text-centric perspective and create 

“unexpected, emergent combinations that take flight into something new” (Leander & 

Boldt, 2013, pp. 33 & 43), such as Kirk’s playful creation of an imaginary friend with which to 

“play Xbox or watch movies”.  

Kirk also draws on intertextual references and demonstrates considerable knowledge of the 

video game industry in this short piece of writing. For example, he makes humorous 

reference to corporate issues within the industry: “no split skreen anymore” because 

“bungie cheated on him” and is now “going out with 343”. “Going out with 343” is a 

reference to the company named after the robot character 343 from Halo. This company 

was created by publisher Microsoft Game Studios to oversee development of the Halo 

franchise after a corporate split with Bungie, the game developer. To write spontaneously 

about these corporate issues in a 5-minute rapid write, Kirk called on knowledge gleaned 

from “the online community that emerges around any successful game title”, including 

discussion threads, YouTube videos, and fan sites (Steinkuehler, 2010, p. 61). Kirk’s rapid 

write drew on sophisticated meaning-making practices to decode and encode meaning in 

Halo and the game’s paratexts. His writing exemplifies and points to literacy practices 

involving sensory, embodied engagement as game player, actively constructing stories 

during and after gameplay and reading, viewing, writing, and producing print and 

multimodal texts. 

The Trekkies’ multimodal work also called on innovation in resolving issues surrounding 

representation. For example, the promotional poster for their game Endurance showed an 

innovative solution to the technical difficulties of representing game characters in a two-

dimensional, static medium. This poster is shown in Figure 5.4. The image in the foreground 

represents the captain of a space ship and the player-character. The smaller figures set 

further back on the “deck” represent non-player characters. There is clever use of 
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perspective with the main character facing away from the viewer to represent the third-

person perspective of the player-character. The minor, non-player characters are smaller, 

more distant, and facing the viewer, just as they would appear in a third-person role-playing 

game. The player-character is also looking back through space towards a distant view of 

Earth, presenting a brief glimpse of the game narrative and purpose, to “save humankind”.  

The Trekkies also demonstrated innovative problem-solving in their approach to resolving 

visual representation difficulties when using digital media. For example, the multimodal 

composition of their video trailer showed adaptability and creative thinking in filming and 

the use of familiar material objects. The space ship and shuttle of their video trailer were 

filmed on dark carpet to represent outer space, as shown in Figure 5.3. Students made use 

of camera angles to create the illusion of distance and size and they used string to animate 

their props.  

In consequence of their decision to keep the initial Lego construction in their video trailer, 

the Trekkies modified the setting for their game narrative, opening with a scene on Earth 

before moving to outer space. Their literacy work in this instance demonstrated knowledge 

of game narratives and the science fiction genre. The image in Figure 5.3, depicting a large 

ship in mid-ocean, was used in the opening scenes of the promotional video trailer for 

Endurance and represented the last remnants of civilization on planet Earth. In the filming 

of this video trailer, the boys displayed an adaptability to plan and structure their game 

narrative around the materials available to them in their everyday life. 

5.2.3 Summary of the Trekkies 

The following themes of the Trekkies’ learning and literacy experiences of engaging with 

computer games in their English class emerge from my analysis of their interview, recorded 

class work, and curriculum artefacts. Enthusiasm for computer games infused the learning 

experiences and literacy practices of the Trekkies as they engaged in the English curriculum 

unit for this research study. Affective dimensions of learning and literacy emerge in their 

language and in their actions. Spock talks about his sense of pride in being “the best” at 

something, not through a sense of competitiveness, but through the self-esteem arising 

from competent gameplay. Kirk demonstrated a strong emotional attachment to computer 
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games, narratives, and characters, and spoke several times of his “love” of computer games. 

Affective dimensions also emerge in the sense of ownership the Trekkies expressed in their 

talk and in the work undertaken to produce their multimodal artefacts, as they collaborated 

in class and connected socially outside of school hours. The sense of belonging to an affinity 

group was also evident as they spoke about games they played and games they desired to 

play, gamers who have become YouTube celebrities, and their interest in the paratexts 

surrounding the computer games industry.  

Embodied dimensions of learning and meaning-making also appear in the Trekkies’ 

classwork and multimodal compositions. Their motivation and enthusiasm for their work 

was visible in their physical demeanour, facial expressions, body language, and gestures. 

Kirk, in particular, spent most of his time during group work standing, leaning over McCoy’s 

desk, speaking quickly, gesticulating, making eye contact, and smiling. The work involved in 

creating their video trailer required embodied engagement with the materiality of Kirk’s 

Lego set in new and innovative ways. To create their multimodal artefacts, the Trekkies 

engaged in class and at home in a complexity of playful, embodied literacy practices. These 

practices involved not only understanding and capabilities regarding multimodal design 

elements, but also a dynamic process of transformation. In the next vignette, I discuss a 

different perspective on sensory and embodied dimensions of learning and meaning-

making. This vignette presents NJ, the blind student who aroused my admiration and 

respect with his courage and willingness to engage in a curriculum unit so markedly 

privileging the sighted. 

5.3 Vignette Two: NJ 

NJ, an intelligent, well-spoken, often witty boy, was blind, his visual ability being limited to 

distinguishing between light and dark. Omvig (2009), defined blindness thus: “to function 

capably and efficiently, the individual uses alternative (nonvisual) techniques to accomplish 

the majority of life's daily activities” (n.p.n.). NJ used a mobility cane to navigate his way 

through school. He was often late for class as it took him so long to make his way through 

the school campus. He usually sat alone, setting up his laptop as soon as he entered class, 

and putting on his headphones in order to access the text-to-speech features of his laptop 

and iPad. On the Friday class each week he had the assistance of a teacher aide who also 
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provided literacy support to two other boys in class, Yul and Sanka. NJ achieved a B grade in 

English in the previous semester’s report, 

NJ had a lovely sense of humour. For example, in one lesson as the class was watching a 

video game trailer for the purpose of identifying game genres, a student at the back called 

out “I can’t see a thing!” The images were dark, the room was not darkened for audio-

visuals and the video was being projected onto an old whiteboard. Quickly responding to 

the comment from the back of the class, NJ, with a wide cheeky grin on his face, offered the 

comment: “I can’t see anything either!”  

Quite often Clarice assisted NJ to his desk when he arrived late to class. She did this very 

naturally, seamlessly integrating her movements to assist NJ into current interactions with 

the class – usually introducing the lesson or preparing students for the day’s rapid write 

session. Occasionally, Eleanor, one of the girls in the class, would help NJ if he arrived before 

students filed into the classroom, but this was seldom. On the two occasions that we moved 

from the classroom to the library, Eleanor helped NJ negotiate the steps on the first day, 

and I assisted the second day. 

Figure 5.6 shows the class seating arrangement on Tuesday 24th May for the class beginning 

at 12:10pm. This seating arrangement was not fixed and some changes occurred 

spontaneously. For example, the arrow indicates Kirk’s movement from the front desk 

beside NJ to a desk in the middle of the room, closer to Spock and McCoy. My observations 

from one lesson in Week 6 record that the desk placement was altered due to changes 

made by other classes who used the room. However, ensuring NJ’s desk was kept in the 

same place was a priority the whole class shared and, if it had been moved, this was 

generally noticed by one of the students and restored to its usual place for NJ when he 

arrived. My field notes recording observations of the last Friday class of Week 6, noted 

students were “definitely chattier and less focussed” as they entered the classroom. I also 

noted that when NJ arrived last, “a bit disoriented ... Tom tried to help”. This seems to show 

some evidence of the affinity that develops in a class. However, I often observed that, while 

his classmates as a whole were quite considerate of his specific needs, NJ seemed to be 

socially excluded by other students and had no identifiable social group in that class. 
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Although NJ almost always worked alone, he was not unsociable. When other student 

groups were encouraged to include him, he interacted willingly and provided insightful input 

to discussions. For example, he joined the Trekkies for group work during the first lesson of 

Week 8 and listened as Kirk began explaining his ideas for a new computer game and the 

promotional video trailer he (Kirk), Spock, and McCoy were planning to create. Kirk was 

describing his Lego battleship and suggesting that they break it down and rebuild the pieces 

into a space ship “that goes around searching for new planets”. McCoy asked, “how are you 

going to animate it without your fingers getting in the way?” Immediately, NJ suggested, 

“make like a handle underneath it”, and explained that “you can put like handles 

underneath the thingies, where you can’t see them”.  

 

 

Figure 5.6. Seating plan in English Year 9 classroom, Tuesday 24th May.  
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My observations revealed, however, that generally students formed spontaneously into 

friendship groups for their group work in class, and NJ was often marginalised. Although 

Clarice used various strategies to encourage the inclusion of NJ in group work, it seemed to 

me that his blindness created a barrier that the other students found difficult to overcome. 

They were kind to him but, unless encouraged by the teacher or me, generally ignored him. I 

found it interesting to observe that it often appeared as though most of the other students 

did not (or chose not to) “see” NJ. 

5.3.1 How did NJ experience and understand computer games as texts for learning in 

English? 

When I first realised there was a blind student in the class I was also concerned that he 

would feel excluded from activities involving “video” games, and I had no idea how we could 

make this unit accessible to NJ in a meaningful way. But as NJ commented in his interview, 

“we decided I would use one of the games I can play”, and he brought his digital devices and 

his games to class to “show” us what he can play. It was only through NJ’s demonstration of 

learner agency, in identifying for us that there are graphic-free “video” games designed for 

vision-impaired players, that we were able to cater to his learning needs. Later, when I 

asked NJ for his initial reactions to the idea of computer games in class, he listed three 

reasons why he was concerned it would not be engaging or enjoyable for him: “I don’t know 

anything about gaming”, “I rarely ever game”, and “I don’t know the names of too many 

games”. When I talked with NJ during class he spoke intelligently and articulately. He 

enthusiastically discussed creative ideas for his game concept. Despite his initial reaction to 

the news that this unit would focus on computer games, he engaged with class work when 

affordances permitted. When we showed excerpts from movies in an activity designed to 

identify titles and genre, he easily identified the movies and genre they belonged to.  

In class, NJ played a graphic-free “video” game on his iPad, “The Nightjar”. He used this 

game as his text for class activities and homework. Shilling (2011) described “The Nightjar” 

in a game review for The Guardian thus: 

"There are 30 complex life forms aboard this ship," a computerised voice clinically 
intones, "of which one is human." Left behind on the titular spacecraft, this chilling 
line makes it clear that the apparent rescue party is anything but friendly. With the 
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lights off, you're forced to navigate your path to safety by sound cues alone. 
Initially, the whirrs and bleeps of airlocks and sensors are your guide. Before long, 
you'll be tiptoeing through a room while your left ear hears sickening slurps and 
crunches as the first mate is eaten. As with the developer's last game, Papa Sangre, 
this is "a video game without video", the minimalist visuals on your Apple device 
merely display the controls – taps move you forward, while swipes control 
orientation. Headphones are essential, as you'll need to centralise sounds to head in 
the right direction. Sterling voice work from Sherlock's Benedict Cumberbatch 
enhances a compelling narrative. … The Nightjar is an atmospheric and genuinely 
unnerving experience that proves graphics aren't necessary when you have 
imagination to spare. (Schilling, 2011) 

I am not sure if NJ was aware that in terms of game-playing experiences, his games were 

technologically far more advanced than those of his classmates. For the sighted students in 

the class, the visual enjoyment of their game was framed within the confines of their 

screens or monitors and cluttered with the presence of visual stimuli from their actual 

physical material environment, thus disrupting their experience of the visual stimuli from 

the virtual world. Before the commercial availability of virtual reality (VR) headsets for 

sighted players, NJ was experiencing the immersion created by a “virtual reality” effect in his 

games. Because he operated in a world where the visual mode was absent (i.e., in terms of 

the input from the optic nerve), the game world he entered when he placed on his 

headphones, or filled his room with sound from the game’s audio files, recreated his actual 

world in a manner very real to NJ. The game NJ brought to play in class is a reminder that 

with the advent of VR in gaming, the relationship between embodiment and narrative will 

need to be further theorised and explored. 

When NJ described his game to me and said he would bring it to class to show me, he added 

that he would not be able to play it the way he does at home. The game is on iPad, and 

verbal instructions and sound effects are accessed via headphones. The sound technology 

creates a three-dimensional sound environment through manipulation of the left and right 

balance in the headphones. The technology pushes beyond the stereo technology, creating 

sound depth and movement similar to the surround sound technology used in cinemas, but 

created through the headphones. To play the game in a fully immersive manner, NJ would 

stand, holding his iPad in two hands, and move the device, or turn and position his body in 

response to the game. It is a very immersive, embodied gaming experience, but he was not 



137 

Margaret Toomey   

prepared to demonstrate the full affordances of the game in class for two main reasons: 

fear of appearing foolish to his peers, and fear for his safety, as moving blind in a cluttered, 

busy classroom was not safe. 

5.3.1.1 NJ’s experience of learning during collaborative group work 

In the previous vignette exploring the learning experiences and literacy practices of the 

Trekkies, I refer to a recorded discussion during collaborative group work in the first lesson 

of Week 8, in which NJ joined the three Trekkies (Section 5.2.1). In this section I explore 

what the “collaborative” learning experience was like for NJ. When I first analysed this 

recorded group work, I had made a note that the students were working together, 

collaborating and problem-solving. My note states: “There was a lot of social interaction 

going on here, learning from each other, instructing each other.” I had also noted that “NJ 

was interacting and asking questions and offering suggestions” and that as part of their 

group work the Trekkies were “explaining some aspects of the game to NJ” when he asked 

about “marines”, the non-player-characters. However, when I returned to this transcript as 

part of my analysis of data surrounding NJ, I began to see a very different picture emerging. 

For this lesson the students worked in groups to complete an A3 worksheet created by 

Clarice to assist students in deconstructing the computer game they had played in class. The 

students identified computer game elements such as narrative genre, genre of gameplay, 

background story, characters, setting, game artefacts, music, and sound effects. The 

formation of groups at this stage in the unit was still quite fluid, with students forming 

groups according to who was present in class and where they were sitting during the lesson. 

However, the formation of the Trekkies group seemed more deliberate. My notes state: 

“Kirk had left his desk on the other side of the room and spent group time standing beside 

McCoy’s desk, looking over the work, leaning forward over the desk, occasionally adding a 

drawing.”  

On the other hand, it seemed to me that NJ’s inclusion in the group was more incidental, 

requiring him to only turn his chair to join the group. I would also note here that quite often 

NJ worked alone. In addition, while other student groups formed spontaneously, I had 

observed that, generally, student groups needed encouragement and guidance from Clarice 

to include NJ in group work. In fact, as I read through the transcript of the students’ group 
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work in this lesson, I began to see a pattern of subtle exclusion occurring. Figure 5.7 

provides a visual representation of this exclusion. The core group is Spock, McCoy, and Kirk, 

who regularly interact with each other. Their interactions are represented by thick, two-

directional arrows. NJ is depicted outside the group. His attempts to interact with the other 

boys are represented by a thick arrow directed towards the core group. He receives limited 

responses, represented by a thin arrow pointing from the group to NJ. 

 

Figure 5.7. Graphic depiction of NJ’s attempts to be included in the discussion during 
collaborative group work with the Trekkies. 

Consider the discussion below, an extract from which was included in the Trekkies vignette. 

NJ (question to the group): What’s marines, are they like troops or something? 

McCoy (response to NJ’s question): Yeah 

Spock (response to NJ’s question): Allies 

McCoy (continuation of response to NJ’s question): They’re allies which are infinite … 

like they keep spawning 

Spock (to McCoy): No they don’t 

McCoy (repeats to Spock): They keep spawning 

Spock (repeats to McCoy): No they don’t 

Kirk (to McCoy, supporting Spock): They’re extremely limited 

Spock (to McCoy, supporting Kirk’s statement): You don’t even get more than 15 

McCoy (to Kirk and Spock): Oh I know, that’s Halo 2 … in Halo 2 they keep spawning 

Kirk (to the group – including NJ?): They’re more like VIPs you have to protect them, 

it’s so weird … But me and him, instead of letting them help us we just protect them. 

It’s a sense of honour to have survivors. 

McCoy: Okay 

Spock: Okay 
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NJ (question to the group): And the marines are like your sacrificial trooper are they? 

Kirk (response to NJ): Yeah 

McCoy (response to NJ): No 

Kirk (continuation of response): Well, they are kind of like solders. What … what are 

we doing? Aren’t we supposed to be doing that?  

McCoy had started the game on the laptop; Kirk thought they should be filling in the class 

worksheet. The discussion then turned to gameplay and involved the three Trekkies, but not 

NJ. 

During the recorded observation of this collaborative group work students made 

statements, gave directions, asked questions, and responded either to questions or to 

comments, in continuation of a particular point under discussion. An example of a 

statement is Kirk informing the group: “I play Lego a lot. I kind of have a destroyer made.” 

An example of a direction is Spock telling McCoy to “draw elites, and grunts and all that”. An 

example of a question is NJ asking, “What’s marines, are they like troops or something?” An 

example of a response is McCoy and Spock answering NJ’s question with “yeah” and “allies”, 

or Spock’s continuation of a point under discussion replying to McCoy “no they don’t” when 

McCoy states “they keep spawning”. 

Counting each students’ individual statement, direction, question, or response as one 

interaction, I counted 100 interactions all together in this recording (excluding two short 

interactions with students from other groups, who had interrupted with a question or 

comment). I noted 23 interactions for Spock, 35 for Kirk, 32 for McCoy, and 10 for NJ. Kirk, 

Spock, and McCoy had a relatively even spread of interactions with each other, with the 

majority of their interactions being directed at a particular member of the group, and much 

fewer to the group as a whole, for example, the above-quoted comments regarding 

whether or not “marines” spawn. Their interactions were also spread relatively evenly 

across the four main types of interactions I identified: questions, statements, directives, and 

responses.  

When I look at the students to whom Kirk’s, Spock’s, and McCoy’s interactions were 

directed, however, a clear imbalance emerges. For example, Spock directs seven 
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interactions to Kirk and 10 to McCoy, but only two to NJ. His interactions with Kirk and 

McCoy span the range of questions, statements, directives, and responses, but each of his 

interactions with NJ is a response to a question initiated by NJ, immediately followed by his 

attention being directed to either Kirk or McCoy. A similar picture emerges for Kirk. His 

interactions with Spock and McCoy span the range of types, with six interactions directed 

specifically to Spock, 14 specifically to McCoy, and seven to both Spock and McCoy. Kirk also 

directs two of his interactions to students outside the group. His interactions with NJ 

number only two and are limited to responses to questions initiated by NJ. McCoy’s 

interactions show a higher number of statements directed to the group. While it cannot be 

determined that these definitely included NJ, they did not evidently exclude him. However, 

once again, while McCoy’s interactions with Kirk and Spock span the range of types, the 

interactions McCoy directed specifically to NJ were limited to responses to questions posed 

by NJ.  

For NJ there are only 10 interactions: four of these are questions initiated by NJ in an effort 

to include himself in the group interactions, one a statement explaining one of his 

responses, and five are responses to conversations occurring between the other group 

members or questions directed to the group as a whole. Two of NJ’s questions to the group 

as a whole do not receive any response or follow-up interactions. For example: 

Kirk: I play Lego a lot. I kind of have a destroyer made. Um, um what do you want me 

to make for the trailer? 

NJ: So what are youse doing for the trailer? 

Student from another group: Are you using Halo are you? 

McCoy: Halo could be related to Lego wars. 

Spock: Like stop motion 

McCoy: Like Lego wars, that could be our trailer 

Kirk then goes on to explain his ideas for using his Lego battleship to create a starship for 

their video trailer. NJ’s question has received no direct answer, perhaps due to the 

interjection from a student outside the group, or because the Trekkies have not made a 

definite decision yet. McCoy’s statement that Lego wars “could be our trailer” might be a 
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response to NJ’s question, but directed to the whole group. However, NJ is no longer 

included in the discussion once Kirk begins to discuss his ideas for using Lego. This pattern of 

NJ seeking to include himself in the Trekkies’ discussions and being gradually, and 

sometimes abruptly, excluded continues throughout the recording. It hurt my heart to listen 

again once I had identified this exclusion. The Trekkies were not unkind to NJ; he simply was 

not a part of their affinity group or their social interactions outside of the few occasions 

when Clarice encouraged them to include him in their group work. 

5.3.2 How did NJ’s learning experiences with computer games in class shape and inform his 

literacy practices? 

Reading NJ’s script for the presentation day, the showcase, I realise that much of what he 

could have achieved in this unit he did not. Recorded discussions with him during class 

reveal the tension between his ideas and his ability to make these ideas concrete, to explore 

these ideas in a multimodal artefact, an audio-file representation of the game. During class 

on 3rd June I recorded a conversation with NJ as he described his game concept to me: “So, 

you’ve had some sort of accident or something … and you’ve ended up locked in brain … 

and the idea is you got to walk through your brain, and um, obviously attempt to get out of 

your brain and back into the normal world”. I simply replied “okay” and continued to listen 

as NJ thought out loud and talked about the game obstacle, the “something trying to keep 

you back” such as “fears, and bad, horrible thoughts of nightmares and things that you’ve 

had”. As NJ continued to talk, it seemed to me that his game concept was coming to life in 

his mind: he seemed to be mentally going through the steps of gameplay. For example, 

shortly after identifying the game obstacles, he demonstrated his understanding of both 

ludic and narrative elements of computer games and the way they combine to increase the 

intensity of gameplay:  

at the end you could have like your biggest, most evil fear, or nightmare whatever 
and you get the … you’ve got to get through him or something. 

In a later recorded discussion during class, NJ discussed how his game concept was evolving. 

He identified the aim of his gameplay thus:  
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Well, you gotta get out of your head really. Get out and you have to defeat all your, 
um, you have to defeat all the bad emotions and feelings, and stuff you’ve had in, 
during your life, in particularly all the guilt and stuff that you have over the accident 
and deaths of your friends. Even though they were, I said in the back story they 
were tickling you while you drove down the road, which caused the accident. Except 
you feel really guilty for causing the accident. So the main thing is to overcome that 
guilt, sort of thing. (Classwork discussion with NJ, 9th June) 

I must admit I became emotionally quite invested in NJ’s game concept as he explained it to 

me, and it seemed to me to be saying a lot more about NJ and his experiences of the world 

than he realised perhaps. In his game concept there was a “villain” residing in the brain. The 

aim of the game was “to escape from the mindset of your brain, back into your body”. This 

brain/body dichotomy is interesting. NJ’s eyes – part of his body – rely on his brain/body 

interaction to function. It is the damaged optical nerve that caused his blindness. His 

physical body is hampered by the inability of his brain to receive and process the visual 

stimuli from the optical nerve. Is this broken optical nerve the inspiration for the villain in 

NJ’s game? How can I read NJ’s meaning-making practices in this discussion of his ideas for 

his graphic-free computer game? 

NJ described the steps he would need to take to develop the audio file for his game in 

detail. He talked about making “a whole bunch of sound effects, for example the footsteps, 

and then I’d narrate over the top saying ‘you are walking along the central corridor of your 

main thoughts’ or something”. He said he would “probably keep scheming at home and 

finishing it … and then wishing to all heck that I could play it”. But at the end of the project 

NJ did not have an audio file to promote his game concept. He wrote a script pitching his 

ideas and presented this at the showcase at the end of the study (see Figure 5.8).  
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Figure 5.8. Script for NJ’s presentation of his concept for a graphic-free computer game. 

While I felt tremendously proud of NJ for his courage and determination to participate in 

lessons that clearly privileged sighted students, there is a certain sense of failure for me in 

that I failed to help NJ realise – make real, tangible – his ideas for his graphic-free game 

through the creation of a sample audio file. While NJ talked through his ideas with me and 

had experience in his home life of working with audio files, he needed more support for 

problem-solving and multimodal composition. The Trekkies collaborated and supported 

each other, but NJ did not have the support of a social group. And yet NJ described the unit 

as his best English unit so far. If the multimodal composition for the unit had been assessed, 

would NJ’s end product have achieved a pass grade? If the outcome were reported at the 

end of semester, would the Learning Support Centre have provided NJ with more assistance 

to complete the work? Or would NJ have been more proactive in seeking assistance from 
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the centre? What does all this have to say to about what is valued as assessment and text 

versus students’ learning experiences? What can educators and researchers learn from this 

discrepancy between expected outcomes and student experience? I discuss these issues of 

assessment and accountability in more detail in Chapter 6 of this thesis, in Section 6.2.  

5.3.3 Summary of NJ 

What are the themes emerging from NJ’s experiences of learning and his literacy 

experiences when engaging with computer games and designing his graphic-free game 

concept? It seems to me that NJ’s game explores emotions – guilt is named in particular. He 

didn’t reveal what caused his blindness, simply stating that it was due to a broken optic 

nerve. Was the accident NJ described connected in some way to his personal experience, or 

purely fictional? What has this learning experience allowed NJ to express – perhaps 

unknowingly? What is “leaking out” here? Taking a phenomenological approach to exploring 

NJ’s experiences and literacy practices allows me to “see” beyond what may, in a traditional 

approach, be considered a failure of the project, or a failure by NJ to produce the 

anticipated or hoped-for outcomes. His outcomes seem to pale in comparison to the work 

produced by the Trekkies, for example. 

What do NJ’s data say to me when I take a critical and empathetic questioning approach? I 

also see the affective dimensions of literacy learning here. NJ may be, all unknowingly, 

exploring deeply complex emotional issues as he works within his physical and literacy 

capabilities to develop his game concept. I also see the affective dimension in NJ’s social 

marginalisation and disconnection. NJ did not have the support of a social group. He worked 

alone. His blindness created a barrier between him and his classmates. In the next section I 

explore social connections that do support students as I report on the data from a group of 

four girls who volunteered to participate in a focus group interview for the study. 

5.4 Vignette Three: The Bennets 

The group I have named “The Bennets” consisted of four girls who always sat together at 

the desks on NJ’s right, facing the centre of the classroom. I have given them the 

pseudonyms Elizabeth, Jane, Lydia, and Kitty. These girls were excited about writing their 

own speculative fiction narratives, the assessment for the work unit completed in the first 
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half of term, before classwork involved playing computer games. When Clarice returned the 

graded narratives to students, these girls each enthusiastically read the others’ short stories. 

For this reason, I have given them pseudonyms inspired by my favourite female author, Jane 

Austen. Elizabeth, the most lively and articulate member of the group, had achieved an A 

grade for English in her previous semester’s report. Jane, quieter and more serious, was an 

industrious student with a keen interest in the horror sub-genre of young adult speculative 

fiction. Jane had received a B grade for English in her previous semester’s report. Lydia and 

Kitty were clearly very close friends, often laughing and chatting together and not 

infrequently “talking over” the other two girls during collaborative classwork. Lydia and Kitty 

had respectively received a B and C grade for English in their previous semester’s report. 

At my introduction to the class, when I explained the research study, this group of four girls 

seemed reluctant or uncertain about the inclusion of computer games in English. The other 

girls in the class seemed, like the boys, to be excited about it. Being generally high achievers, 

and capable readers and writers, the Bennets were comfortable in the discourse of the 

English classroom. These were the girls Clarice had identified as the ones usually answering 

questions in class: 

Generally the girls are more engaged and provide more answers, contribute more 
to discussions. The high achieving girls were generally very quiet this lesson – 
maybe this is sexist, but my observation is that the boys know more about this topic 
and are more engaged about it than the girls. (Clarice, Teacher reflections 19th April) 

The Bennets described themselves as “not gamers”. Less familiar with games and the digital 

literacy required for playing games on a laptop, they seemed at first somewhat out of their 

depth, perhaps even slightly sullen at times, as they were overshadowed by the boys who 

previously showed little inclination to answer questions, who were often disengaged, and 

who were happy to take a back seat and let the girls “shine”. Now, these same boys were 

the ones with the expert knowledge, taking the lead in answering class questions, offering 

suggestions and helping out other students who were having difficulties with technical 

issues. However, the Bennets came around to this learning experience: they began to enjoy 

the process of “figuring it out”. Perhaps because the work unit was not graded for reporting, 

the students felt it allowed them time and place to experiment and play. Not knowing a 

thing was no longer something to fear; it simply became a thing to “play around with”, to 
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“figure out” and then “memorise”. When I asked the class for a work group to volunteer to 

do a focus group interview, the Bennets were the first ones to do so. All the others were a 

bit hesitant – perhaps intimidated by the idea. 

One could say that the Trekkies took games as texts for study far more seriously than the 

Bennets. Unlike the Trekkies, the Bennets did not overtly identify as gamers, although their 

discussion indicated some interest in playing games at home. For instance, after discussing 

technical problems the girls had to solve in order to play their computer game in class, I 

asked, “Is it a game you would play at home if you had it?” 

“um, probably not, but if it was like, if it was like faster and it was easier to 

understand maybe” Elizabeth replied. 

“We’re not really a gamer either”, Kitty added, 

“Yeah!” the other girls laughingly responded.  

Additionally, the language used by the girls during their focus group interview did not 

include the metalanguage specific to computer games. Compared to the Trekkies, their 

language was very simplistic. For example, during classwork and gameplay the Trekkies 

effortlessly threw out expressions such as “they just keep spawning”, or “play campaign 

mode”, and in the script describing the game Endurance they described it as a “tactical 3rd 

person role playing game” with equipment such as “sonic sensors” and an “orbital drone”. 

The Bennets, on the other hand, described their gameplay in terms of very basic operations. 

For example, when I asked if there were anything they found difficult about using computer 

games in class, Elizabeth replied, “It was really hard with this game because … the graphics 

were like really slow. So when you were trying to click on something it wouldn’t click and 

nothing would work”. Notice Elizabeth’s use of “click”, a term that describes a basic 

functional activity of computer use, rather than “play”, a term more specific to computer 

games. To some extent Elizabeth showed an ability to understand the requirements of 

computer gameplay and to critique the “graphics” for being “really slow”. However, when 

describing difficulties they had in listening to the narrative and instructions, Elizabeth refers 

to the game’s “cut scene” as “the thing”: “when it was speaking you could only press one 

button to skip the thing, and when you accidentally skipped it you couldn’t go back”. 
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Overall, the Bennets’ understanding and experience of computer games as text was that it 

was “really fun” because it allowed them to “have fun” with their friends while working on 

their classroom tasks, some of which involved playing the game.  

5.4.1 How did the Bennets experience and understand computer games as texts for learning 

in English? 

When talking about the games in their interview after class (first lesson, Week 8), Elizabeth 

described the experience as “fun” because “you just get to have fun with your friends doing 

it as well”. This aspect of having fun with friends made the learning space rather noisy, 

which did create some difficulties at times, as indicated by the following reflection in my 

journal: 

The classroom was very noisy during these gameplay sessions. Because of the lack 
of computers, students were sharing laptops and taking turns to play, they were 
also playing in groups, discussing what they were doing, interacting as they were 
playing and working. There was a lot of talk and noise of movement, people 
cheering others, or themselves, for good moves etc. To play well they really needed 
earphones, but not all students had these. I had bought some myself – but often the 
students didn’t want to use them as to do so would exclude their friends from the 
gameplay experience. It was a very social, noisy space. (Research journal 14th 
November) 

The Bennets had other difficulties with the game Riven (Cyan Worlds, 1997), a puzzle 

adventure game with highly acclaimed and distinctive visual aesthetics. Describing one of 

their difficulties when playing the game in class, Elizabeth noted that “you couldn’t hear 

anything”. 

“Yeah, you couldn’t hear his voice when he was explaining stuff” added Mary, 

referring to the narrating character in the first introductory scene. 

“We were, um, holding the laptop like, um, up to our ear trying to figure it out”, 

explained Elizabeth, demonstrating some reliance on in-game instructions, rather 

than the confidence to experiment or follow her own “intuitive” gameplay 

strategies. 

Kitty added: “and the writing was a bit hard to understand as well”. 
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Figure 5.9 shows a screen shot from the game the Bennets played, Riven. The image is of a 

journal kept by the antagonist in the narrative; it provides some of the back story to the 

game and clues to solving some of the game’s puzzles. The writing was in a cursive script. 

 

Figure 5.9. Screen shot from the game Riven (https://lparchive.org/Riven/Update%2002/). 

Part of the gameplay included a link to this journal. The girls were able to access this book, 

but one of the ludic elements of the game was a puzzle regarding this book. That is, when 

the player clicked to open the book, pages 1 – 2 remained open only a few seconds then 

flipped to pages 3 – 4, which remained stable and allowed the player to read. However, the 

next click resulted in pages 5 – 6 flipping quickly. This pattern continued through to pages 17 

– 18. The solution to the puzzle was to read the book forward and then backward, as the 

pages which the player was unable to read on the first pass through the book (from front to 

back) remained stable when turning from the back page to front. It would seem that the 

students once again did not have the confidence or intuitive gameplay strategy to solve this 

puzzle. However, in their defence, the conditions of gameplay were difficult. 

The Bennets didn’t solve the puzzle of the book. Perhaps one reason for this was their 

reliance on decoding patterns for reading printed texts, for example, reading right to left 
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and front to back. Another reason, however, was that they were using the space bar and 

arrow keys on the laptop, rather than a mouse, to navigate within the game. This was a 

limitation of the equipment available to them in the classroom. Students had the use of 

school laptops for the unit; he laptops had a control pad built into the keyboard, but these 

students spoke about using the space bar and arrow keys. When I asked if the students 

were able to solve the issue of the disappearing text, Elizabeth stated, “no … the only thing 

you could click was um, the space button which made it go forward …” However, she added 

later that although they couldn’t understand, or read, the whole story, they “kind of got it a 

bit”.  

Their willingness to proceed with the game without a close reading of the text suggests to 

me a way of engaging with video games that calls on learning practices, and literacy 

practices, which are very different from those generally encouraged in the study of texts in 

English. Whereas the study of a novel or poem, for example, would involve a close, detailed 

study of the text, taking the time to examine and understand the language, the strategy this 

group used in their game playing was to proceed with the game, because they “got a bit of 

it” and this gist of an understanding, combined with their strategies of “playing around” and 

“figuring it out”, allowed them to experience the gameplay and proceed to the new level. 

This concept of there being more than one way through a game foreshadows new learning 

approaches: “more than one way”, “kind of getting it a bit”, then moving on in the 

anticipation that further play [reading] would reveal the information in more detail. I discuss 

leaning through playing around and figuring it out in more detail in Chapter 6 of this thesis 

in Section 6.4. 

Another strategy Elizabeth mentioned was that when they “couldn’t figure anything out” 

they “just started again”. When I asked if it was frustrating when they couldn’t make 

effective use of the game platform, that is, the laptop computer, and had difficulty saving so 

just started again, they agreed that yes, it was, but their perseverance seemed to be 

connected to learning that was fun: 

Elizabeth: it was kind of fun once you … 

Mary: understood it. 

Elizabeth: … yeah, and got some of the puzzles, because you got into a new room … 
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They also explained their difficulties with the ludic aspects of gameplay in terms of 

identity: 

Kitty: we’re not really a gamer either 

To which the others laughingly replied, “Yeah”. 

When I examined Elizabeth’s use of language as she was discussing their gameplay I noticed 

that although she used the expressions, “figure it out” and “really hard”, the overall 

impression was one of fun – despite the difficulties and frustrations, the girls had fun 

because they were working it out together. This also raised for me the notion of failure as 

part of playing around and figuring it out versus failure as a stigma associated with school 

reporting. What does failing mean to a student when a school assessment piece is returned 

with a D or E grade? When I compare this school notion of failure with what failing means 

when playing a computer game, it prompts the question, “What counts as learning?” in the 

English classroom, a question that is also tied to issues of standardised national testing and 

assessment and accountability, as raised in Chapter 4 of this thesis. I explore these issues 

further in my discussion in Chapter 6. 

5.4.2 How did the Bennets’ experiences and understandings of learning with computer 

games inform their literacy practices?  

When discussing their gameplay, Mary talked about “the style of the game” and the “olden 

day words”. Mary identified that some of the difficulties the Bennets encountered did not 

only arise from gameplay aspects, but also because of some literacy aspects, specifically the 

use of “olden day words”. Elizabeth explained olden day words as “you know, like ‘thou’”. 

Jane added, “it was a little bit weird”. Elizabeth added, “Like the Shakespearean speech, or 

something like that”. Decoding, finding the meanings in this game, called on a vocabulary 

the girls found unfamiliar, but when they compared games in general to books, they 

highlighted how the interactive nature of a game helps make the narrative accessible. For 

example, Elizabeth explained, “It’s easier to understand a narrative because like you can see 

the characters … and, like, how they work in a story.” 

Mary added: “and it’s more fun than just like writing.” 

Kitty: “Yeah, reading, writing …” 
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Jane: “The reward is to have fun and then you still learn, … yeah, you still learn what 

you’re meant to.” 

When I asked the Bennets what kinds of skills or literacies they developed from using 

computer games in class, Kitty replied “strategy”. 

“Trying to think more … find, I guess, the missing …” began Jane. 

Elizabeth interrupted with, “you really have to focus, … because it’s um, a puzzle 

game, so it’s like you have to, …” 

“Remember” Kitty intercepted. 

“link, remember, and link things to other things” finished Elizabeth. 

I am unable to resist the temptation to add that another of their literacy skills was the 

enviable ability to speak and listen at the same time and to finish sentences for each other!  

Elizabeth followed this interaction with a description of the series of actions that they had to 

perform in the game in order to solve one of the puzzles. In the gate-room there was a door 

which could not be unlocked or opened from within the room, creating in effect a dead end. 

If in a previous section of gameplay players had entered the “cage room”, they encountered 

a peephole with a lever to its left, and a seat in a cage – the seat also had a lever, to its right. 

Looking through the round peephole revealed the gate-room. The player would have to 

remember the appearance of the gate-room and make the link on entering that this would 

be a significant room. If the player had not pulled the correct lever, the door in the gate-

room remained locked. On returning to the previous section of gameplay, the player had to 

“make the link” that there was something that needed to be done here in order to allow 

play to continue.  

Elizabeth described this part of the game thus: “link, remember, and link things to other 

things, like the cage, you have to, sorry [she had interrupted one of the others] the cage you 

have to go in there, you have to press a button, you have to open the cage, go to the door, 

press the button and then go back. So it was, yeah.” 

Mary identified that using computer games as texts in class allows them to extend their 

learning beyond traditional print literacy skills, noting that with a book as text they’re “just 
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reading and learning about the story” because, with regard to the literacy skill, “we know 

how to read”, but with games “you can still learn about a story … and learn other things as 

well, like strategy and all that”. Just as with reading print text, literacy is not simply learning 

to decode the text in order to know about the “story”, but also involves drawing on 

meaning-maker and text-analyst resources to learn from the process of reading the story. 

Jane added that “when you’re reading a book you can’t see the structure, but with this you 

kind of can. Because you can see, um, how the players …” 

Jane did not finish this sentence as she was interrupted by Kitty saying, “you can understand 

more of the story …”. I regret not having asked Jane to elaborate on her comment, but one 

of the limitations of the focus group discussions was a difficulty in allowing each speaker to 

fully explore her statements, as the girls often interrupted each other or finished another 

speaker’s sentence.  

I also asked the Bennets, “What about your digital literacies?” Elizabeth replied: 

Because, um, the digital, well, some of the games, um, don’t tell you what to do so 
you need to figure it out, and by that time it also helps you with other things, like if 
you’re stuck on a screen, you need to get out of it you control-alt-exit and yeah, the 
different types of moving things, there’s the arrows, but you can, also there’s, the 
one up there, that’s like the ws, there’s like this one up here, they use – 

When I asked how they figure out these operational skills, such as using keyboard letters for 

commands, Elizabeth replied, “for the inventory it was E, and to type messages it was like 

T”, and “Oh, you just, well you kinda gotta just play around”. 

Mary explained: “Yeah, I just, I kind of pressed every button” 

Elizabeth added: “and then you gotta memorise it. But it’s actually pretty easy once 

you remember.” 

The others replied: “Yeah.” 

To me this discussion also highlighted the Bennets’ ability (or resilience) to make multiple 

mistakes but just keep experimenting until they achieved the desired result. Perhaps this 

willingness to play and experiment was also encouraged by the knowledge that their work 

would not be graded. 
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In this interaction the students were discussing how they learned to operate the game, 

using keyboard strokes in place of a mouse. Their ability to adapt to the constraints of the 

laptop computer seems to me to be quite a significant literacy skill (or is it a learning 

strategy?) which they refer to as “playing around”. Mary stated that she “just, kind of 

pressed every button” and Elizabeth added that “then you gotta memorise it. But it’s 

actually pretty easy once you remember”. 

The girls were talking about functional skills in this interaction, but also still talking about 

“figuring it out”. We have strategies to teach reading and writing: the four resources model, 

for example. But these operational digital literacy skills, how do students learn these? We 

didn’t explicitly teach these, but yet students learned them anyway. There is a new, organic, 

natural, student-initiated and student-directed way of learning that educators should not 

ignore. With this kind of learning, making many mistakes eventually leads to success. In our 

school system teachers are not encouraged to reward trial and error or learning by making 

mistakes. Mistakes are punished, often with a grade such as “unsatisfactory” or “limited 

achievement”. The new kinds of learning and literacy practices required for engaging with 

interactive, digital texts have important implications for how learning is taking place in the 

21st century.  

In answer to my question, “What did you do when you didn’t know how to do things or 

what to do next, or didn’t understand a concept? How did you work that out?” Elizabeth 

immediately replied, laughingly, “Well, I, um, asked Mary” and Mary restated that “we just, 

kinda, tried to figure it out”, to which Jane added, “Well, mainly we just played around with 

most of it to figure it out.” Kitty also added, “It was pretty easy”. I find these expressions 

interesting. The Bennets just tried to figure things out, just played around with it, and in the 

end found it pretty easy. Easy for them perhaps! My experience of the game was different.  

I had spent hours trying to figure out how to play this game. The game itself provides no 

instructions, an aspect of gameplay in which the creators especially pride themselves, and 

for a non-gamer like myself, learning how to play was most decidedly not easy, and at times 

extremely frustrating! As an amusing aside, later I watched as my 10-year-old grandson, 

Kainan, played the game. He progressed further in 10 minutes than I had in half a dozen 

sessions and hours of gameplay! He recognised puzzles that I didn’t even “see” and solved 
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many of them effortlessly. His spatial awareness was such that he remembered various 

rooms and how to return to them without getting lost and understood how to proceed to 

new rooms or areas of play, whereas I often found myself in a perpetual loop returning 

again and again to the same room while trying to find my way further through the game. It 

was a humbling experience. Kai demonstrated an ability to decode this digital text that left 

me feeling like a stumbling novice. 

In light of my experience of trying to play Riven, I was intrigued by the students’ repeated 

use of the word “just” in my discussion with the Bennets. They often prefaced their 

description of what they did with the word “just”. To me this implies a certain effortlessness 

of flow. Can learning be effortless? When one is working in the flow state described by 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990), the work seems effortless. This was the impression I received from 

the Bennets’ description of their engagement with the text. Their efforts to play (read-

write/enact/produce) the text and the action of the game, and their efforts to decode the 

text and engage with the ludic requirements of gameplay, seemed to them just “easy” and 

playful. Effortless learning can suggest a laziness or a not trying hard enough. But in the 

sense of the flow state it means something very different; it often means working very hard 

but being so completely absorbed or engaged in that work that is seems effortless and that 

the efforting is enjoyable, spontaneous, and fun. I explore this notion of “immersive” 

reading/playing in my discussion in Chapter 6, where I talk about the notion of learning to 

learn through playing.  

5.4.3 Summary of the Bennets 

The themes arising from the Bennets’ learning and literacy experiences when engaging with 

computer games in their English class highlight social and playful aspects. The girls spoke 

about having fun with their friends while learning as one of the most enjoyable aspects of 

this curriculum unit. When describing how they problem-solved their difficulties associated 

with playing the games in class, their talk evoked notions of “playing around” and “figuring 

things out”. Despite their lack of experience as text decoders in this digital medium, the 

Bennets found the learning easy once they made the necessary connections through a 

process of “link, remember, and link things to other things”. Their discussion highlighted for 

me important implications for how learning happens in an age of digital texts. 
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5.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have discussed data and analysis in three vignettes. These vignettes 

describe the learning experiences and literacy practices of a group of three boys, the 

Trekkies; one boy who often worked alone and who was blind, NJ; and a group of four girls, 

the Bennets. Analysis of the Trekkies highlighted affective dimensions of learning and 

literacy such as students’ enthusiasm for and passionate interest in games providing 

motivation and enjoyment in class, social connections to peers, and a strong sense of 

ownership in their literacy work. This sense of ownership was most evident in the Trekkies’ 

embodied meaning-making practices, especially in the playful and innovative use of Kirk’s 

Lego set to provide material for their multimodal composition. Analysis of NJ’s learning and 

literacy experiences also highlighted embodied and affective dimensions. NJ’s descriptions 

of the sensory experience of playing his graphic-free computer games highlighted his 

reliance on his interconnected senses to make meaning in his use of the statement, “my 

body was telling me”. His affective experiences were complex. He seemed to me to be 

marginalised in this class, and yet he described the curriculum unit on computer games as 

his best English unit yet. He seemed to enjoy designing his concept for a graphic-free 

computer game, yet the game explored some confronting psychological issues such as fear 

and guilt. Analysis of the Bennets’ learning experiences and literacy practices highlighted 

social aspects of their learning and the playful, experimental strategies required to decode 

digital texts. In the next chapter I discuss the reflections and insights arising from my 

analysis of data from this research study in light of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter Six: Reflections and Insights Arising from the Study  

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents my reflections and insights on the learning experiences and literacy 

practices arising from middle years students’ engagement with computer games as texts for 

learning in English. I do not use the term “findings” in this chapter, modelling instead the 

terminology favoured by van Manen (1990) in his discussion of hermeneutic 

phenomenology. In the chapter entitled “Hermeneutic phenomenological writing”, van 

Manen (1990, pp. 111-133) does not use the term findings, but frequently refers to 

reflection, reflective writing, reflectivity, and adopting a reflective stance. For van Manen, 

the processes of writing and researching are inextricably connected, because “responsive-

reflective writing is the very activity of doing phenomenology” (p. 132).  

Responsive-reflective writing as “doing phenomenology” is infused throughout this research 

study. I have drawn on professional and personal reflections in identifying the purpose of 

this study and have made use of responsive-reflective writings in my research journal. These 

reflections have examined my subjective interconnection in the generation of data for the 

study and informed data analysis. The discussion of reflections and insights in this chapter is 

structured to reflect the research questions guiding the study:  

1. How do middle years students experience and understand the use of computer 

games as texts for learning in English?  

2. How does this experience and understanding of computer games inform and shape 

students’ literacy practices? 

In this chapter I aim to extend my understandings of students’ literacy learning experiences 

through reflecting on study data and analysis, and the relevance of these to the academic 

literature identified in Chapter 2 of this thesis. The research literature and theoretical 

frameworks explored in that chapter provide a language for discussing sociocultural, 

multimodal, and sensory aspects of learning and meaning-making. Reflections on the study 

data in light of this literature provide insights into areas where the whole of the experience 
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of literacy learning is only partially revealed if affective and material dimensions are missing 

from the theoretical frame.  

The chapter begins with reflections on the new kinds of learning experiences arising from 

engagements with digital texts such as computer games. In this section I explore some of 

the complex contextual conditions associated with the use of digital texts such as computer 

games in the middle years’ English classroom. The discussion then moves on to the notion of 

connected learning and explores some of the connections I found arising from students’ 

engagement with digital texts in this study. I then propose an approach to learning in English 

that recognises the value of “meaningful play” and discuss this concept in light of other 

research studies exploring connections between school learning and computer games.  

The chapter then goes on to present my reflections on the changing nature of literacy 

practices in an age of digital texts. The reflections explore the kinds of literacy practices that 

become visible when students’ learning experiences are viewed through a sensory, 

embodied, phenomenological lens. The chapter then draws together the discussions of 

learning experiences and literacy practices and reflects on the ways in which computer 

games connect new learning and meaning-making practices in the English classroom. Finally, 

I explore the concept of students’ learning to learn through “playing around” and “figuring it 

out” in a model that recognises multimodal, discursive, material, narrative, ludic and 

affective dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English.  

6.2 Learning with computer games in the English classroom: Complex contextual 

conditions 

In considering how students experience learning in the English classroom when computer 

games are used as texts, it is important to note the “complex contextual factors” impacting 

that learning experience (Beavis et al., 2014, p. 569). In the case of computer games, this 

complexity is exacerbated by cultural context, including the social and emotional issues 

often highlighted in popular press and a deficit attitude that has surrounded this digital 

medium (see, for example, Bradshaw & Nichols, 2004; Donnelly, 2008; Sax, 2007). While this 

deficit attitude is addressed in research on computer games, learning, and literacy 

(Steinkuehler & King, 2009; Toomey, 2017), research is also needed to explore deficits 
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arising from the material conditions of classroom learning. Selwyn (2012) highlights the 

need to be aware of a discrepancy between an ideal state of the art and the state of the 

actual in his discussion of the use of technology in education.  

According to Selwyn, policy documents and rhetoric surrounding the advantages of digital 

technologies for education often assume a state of the art in provision of resources. 

However, the lived experience of many students and teachers in schools, which represents 

the state of the actual, is less than ideal (Selwyn, 2012). This section addresses the need to 

explore complex contextual conditions impacting students’ learning with computer games, 

highlighting three areas of constraint that arise from the study data: (a) school and 

classroom resources, (b) nationally mandated testing, and (c) school assessment and 

reporting protocols. My aim in this section is to add to research literature underpinned by 

sociocultural understandings (Burnett, 2009) by drawing on hermeneutic phenomenology to 

identify more embodied, material, and affective dimensions of learning with digital texts in a 

middle years English classroom. 

6.2.1 School and classroom resources 

In the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 there is limited in-depth discussion of the constraints 

imposed on teachers and students by the conditions of many classrooms in public schools, 

where funding and resources do not meet the demands of learning with digital texts and 

media. The Digital Rhetorics report (Lankshear et al., 1997), a 2-year study on the use of 

technology for literacy and learning in the Australian school context, has been influential in 

promoting equitable access to technology resources. The report’s recommendation to 

education departments and administrators suggested the establishment of “policy to guide 

resourcing decisions for technology and literacy in schools” through consultation with 

schools and communities (Lankshear et al., 1997, p. 152). However, this promotion of 

equitable access through a focus on resources for technology is not often prioritised in 

policy documents for schools in low socio-economic status (SES) areas. For example, there is 

no reference to technology, or digital resources, in one Australian state’s policy document 

for creating smarter schools in low-SES communities, despite the initiative’s purpose of 

providing innovative learning opportunities (Department of Education, Training and 

Employment, 2012, see Appendix J). The same education department allocated funding of 



159 

Margaret Toomey   

$183 million in 2015 for the “Great Results Guarantee”, allowing principals and school 

communities to “decide how the money should be spent – depending on the unique 

situation” in each school (Department of Education, Training and Employment, n.d., npn, 

see Appendix K). While the aim of the program is stated as “producing highly literate and 

numerate graduates who have the ability to innovate and rise to the challenges of 

tomorrow”, once again this document does not contain a reference to technology or digital 

resources (Department of Education. Training and Employment, n.d., npn).  

Often, policy statements on digital literacies and the use of technology in schools assume a 

state-of-the-art context for implementation that does not always exist. For example, in a 

response to criticism of ICT in schools (Phillips, 2015), the Australian Curriculum, Assessment 

and Reporting Authority released a paper stating that “the range of digital tools available to 

schools is extensive” (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority & Lambert, 

2015, npn). However, the data and analysis from this study have shown that even some of 

the basic equipment for the use of multimedia (data projectors, white boards or preferably 

smart boards, computers) was less than ideal, often less than adequate to meet the 

demands of a curriculum unit incorporating computer games. Data from teacher interviews 

in this study also highlight the challenges faced when introducing digital games into 

classroom learning. 

Research into the use of digital games in classrooms needs to fully explore the influence of 

context on the way digital games are used in classroom learning, especially “the important 

role that teachers play in both shaping and negotiating these contextual conditions” (Beavis 

et al., 2014, p. 570). Although the focus of this research study is students’ learning 

experiences and literacy practices, teacher interviews provided interesting and valuable 

data reflecting the complexity and challenges arising from the inclusion of computer games 

as texts for learning in English. For example, in her entry interview, Clarice highlighted her 

concerns regarding the school’s equipment and the technological demands of the work with 

computer games. These were “whether or not the school technology can deal with the 

graphic content of games”, unreliable laptop computers – “out of a laptop trolley I might 

have 50% of those laptops that work”, and “we often have issues actually even getting on to 

the internet, or students logging on” (Clarice, Entry Interview 17th February). 
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When I reflect on the study, I realise that, despite limitations and constraints imposed by 

inadequate resources, the students’ learning experience was reported as, overall, very 

positive. The Trekkies were passionate and enthusiastic about their class and project work 

and the Bennets repeatedly described the experience as fun. NJ described the unit as one of 

his best English units, despite the challenge of overcoming his blindness in a work unit 

privileging the visual. Although teacher and students faced challenges associated with the 

technological demands of the unit and material shortcomings of classroom resources, it 

seems to me that the connections being made with students’ lifeworld experiences 

compensated for the shortcomings of the classroom environment. 

One of my aims in conducting this research study was to show classroom teachers that 

including computer games as texts for learning in a middle years classroom is not only 

beneficial, but also feasible: feasible even without teacher expertise in the field of computer 

games, and feasible even with less-than-ideal resources. There are challenges to be 

overcome, and assistance from technology support staff is important in overcoming the 

material constraints and limitations of school resources. But the benefits in terms of 

enhanced learning experiences, student engagement, and connection to students’ 

lifeworlds make facing and overcoming the challenges and limitations worthwhile. Another 

factor that added to the complexity of learning with computer games in this research study 

was the issue of assessment.  

6.2.2 Assessment practices – Nationally mandated testing 

Assessment practices and procedures impacted the research study in two distinct areas: 

first, in the nationally mandated NAPLAN test that was administered in Week 5 of the term 

during which my field research took place; second, in the requirement to align end-of-term 

assessment and reporting for subject English with school reporting protocols. With regard to 

the NAPLAN test, the impact on this research study was in reduced time allocated to 

students’ playing with and learning through computer games. With regard to school 

assessment and reporting protocols, the impact on students’ experiences lay in the 

exclusion of their multimodal artefacts from their assessment profile and thus from the 

marks allocated in their end of semester report. 



161 

Margaret Toomey   

In “preparing” students in her Year 9 English class for the literacy aspect of NAPLAN, Clarice 

was following protocols established by her HOD English and school administrative personnel 

(principal, deputy principals, etc.). This preparation required a focus on print literacies and is 

an example of the “digital challenge” highlighted by Mills (2016), who argues that schools 

are faced with “the challenge of embedding the new within the institution of schooling, 

which historically privileges linguistic or alphabetic modes of meaning” (p. 6). In this 

environment of accountability and mandated testing of writing and literacy, “writing skills 

testing has become discursively constructed as a race in which states and territories, 

schooling systems and categories of students are positioned in opposition to one another by 

the media and the Australian government via the My School website” (Mills, 2016, p. 6). 

However, once again this research study has shown that individual teachers can rise to the 

challenge identified by Mills through embedding the preparation for NAPLAN as effectively 

as possible into their curriculum planning. Clarice and I worked to achieve this integration 

through the choice of text for reading comprehension activities, and through the 

development of stimulus material representative of various speculative fiction sub-genres 

for a creative writing task. As explained in Chapter 4 of this thesis, Clarice’s decision to 

prepare students for a creative writing task was very much an individual choice, as the HOD 

English had expected teachers to prepare students for a persuasive writing task. Clarice’s 

decision in this instance was intuitive, and her trust in her intuition was rewarded as the 

NAPLAN writing task for Year 9 that year was creative writing in response to stimulus.  

6.2.3 Assessment practices – School assessment and reporting protocols 

The second area in which assessment practices impacted this research study was in the 

requirement to align all assessments per subject and year level across the whole school for 

end-of-term reporting. In our initial collaboration and planning for the curriculum unit for 

this study, Clarice and I had anticipated designing an assessment rubric for a multimodal 

artefact. The assessment involved developing a concept for a new computer game and then 

designing and creating a multimodal poster, video trailer, or digital game preview to 

promote the game concept. However, as explained in Chapter 4, this rubric was not 

necessary, as the HOD English stipulated that the study outcome would not be assessed for 

reporting purposes. This was due to departmental and school reporting protocols that 
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stipulated standardisation of assessment tasks for each discipline and year level. This 

standardisation allowed moderation of assessment within the school and against other 

schools in the area.  

Kirk, one of the Trekkies, expressed disappointment in our interview that the work they 

were doing for this curriculum unit would not be assessed: “I really wish we got marked 

against this because, like, I worked really hard on this”. Sadly, his comments reflect Mills’s 

argument that “writing in digital formats needs to become a fundamental part of 

transformed evaluative criteria, particularly in contexts of externally imposed national and 

state-wide testing where what is not tested is not privileged” (Mills, 2016, p. 11, emphasis 

added).  

I include these details with the aim of providing a clear picture of the learning environment 

for teachers and students. The focus on NAPLAN preparation in the first half of term had an 

impact on the teacher’s practices and students’ learning experiences during my research 

project. There was much less time for students to engage with the digital texts and create 

their own responses to these texts. Students’ learning experiences are shaped by national 

mandates and the impact is considerable. Policymakers need to be aware of the state of the 

actual and the effect that nationally mandated testing can have on students’ learning 

experiences. A focus on outcomes, measurable in figures and presented in graphs, does not 

always give a clear picture of the actual impact of a program. Evaluation of programs such 

as NAPLAN needs to include research which looks at students’ experience of learning and 

looks beyond literacy practices that can be assessed by mechanical checking of multiple 

choice responses. Conceptualisations of literacy need to be expanded in order to fully 

encompass the multiplicity and diversity of communicative modes available to students, not 

just an ability to read or write print texts. 

This impact of the regulative discourse of schooling and its evaluative rules has been 

highlighted in other studies on multimodal composition or digital writing in the classroom 

(Mills, 2016; Mills & Exley, 2014). In their 2014 study, Mills and Exley found that some 

teachers “left the students’ multimodal writing samples unfinished and unassessed in their 

school reporting because it was their belief that the digital compositing content and criteria 

were not aligned to the prescribed state curriculum” (Mills & Exley, 2014, p. 462). By way of 
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contrast, Rowan and Beavis (2017) found “powerful evidence that teachers are not 

controlled by assessment, but rather, they are creative professionals able to work within 

existing frameworks to achieve multiple goals” (p. 182). One of the findings from their study 

concerned the usefulness of an assessment framework specifically designed for games-

based learning:  

teachers in the Serious Play project were asked to consider whether or not their 
(already evidenced) ability to work with games would be enhanced, or made easier, 
if they had access to, or were able to develop, a particular “formal” framework or 
model for assessing games-based learning. Across two years, and in multiple 
contexts, the answer to this question was consistently “no”. (Rowan & Beavis, 2017, 
p. 181) 

The authors report aspects that teachers did identify as helpful. These were collegial 

support from more experienced peers, time for curriculum planning, and “freedom and 

flexibility to follow the various learning outcomes that can appear through sustained 

engagement with a game-based project” (Rowan & Beavis, 2017, p. 183). These concerns 

arising from my reflections on the complex contextual conditions of classroom learning, 

especially when introducing new and challenging texts such as computer games, led me to 

reflect on what is valued as learning in the middle years English classroom. 

6.2.4 What is valued as learning in the English classroom?  

This discussion of the impact of NAPLAN testing and the exclusion of students’ multimodal 

artefacts from WSHS’s reporting schedule raises the question: “What counts as learning in 

the English classroom?” The study of subject English is a text-centric endeavour. Reading 

Australia has published “prescribed reading lists for English” from four state education 

departments for secondary school graduation classes (Reading Australia, 2019). In the 

Australian Curriculum: English document, under the heading “Key Ideas”, the first item 

listed is texts: “Texts provide the means for communication” (Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2016a, p. 4). A focus on texts and textual practices 

poses some challenges when considering the complexity of factors involved in students’ 

learning with computer games in English. What computer games bring to English is a 

reminder that there is more to understanding how we interact with texts and how we make 

meaning in the world than literary and linguistic dimensions. Learning and meaning-making 
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also include elements of play, affect, emotional connection, and embodied, emplaced 

experience. Reflecting on the material conditions surrounding students’ engagement with 

computer games in this research study has highlighted for me the limitations of frameworks, 

such as multiliteracies, that focus on design elements and modes of representation in texts. 

As argued by Rowsell (2014), the lived experiences of learning and meaning-making in a 

digital age require “more detailed accounts” capable of recognising that “[t]here are other 

feelings, actions and reactions that extend beyond design that involve emotions, physical 

actions, felt connections, thinking, creative play” (p. 118). 

Computer games as digital texts require active, embodied engagement to bring the narrative 

to life and this engagement often results in playful, immersive experiences. For example, in 

a study of Minecraft (Mojang, 2011) and learning, Dezuanni and O'Mara (2017) found that 

students engaged in “impassioned learning” surrounding not just the game, but the whole 

ecology surrounding it. Minecraft and the “fandom” surrounding it, they argue, provide 

more than a context for impassioned learning, as engagement in the game world “promotes 

practices leading to connected learning and sustained dispositions towards problem solving 

and creativity” (Dezuanni & O'Mara, 2017, p. 41). Unfortunately, in many cases, the kind of 

learning arising from engagement with computer games is “often not valued by schooling 

systems and yet is sustained and makes a deep connection to young people’s everyday 

lives” (Dezuanni & O'Mara, 2017, p. 47). 

Sometimes, identifying that which is not valued as learning in English can be quite 

enlightening and a little confronting. McNeice (2012) found this in her reflections on her 

early attitude to computer games, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis. She describes 

entering her English class and, on noticing that students are playing computer games, she 

immediately tells them to stop” “we’re going to do English now” (McNeice in Beavis et al., 

2012, p. 9). Having had some exposure to the potential of computer games in English, 

McNeice reflected on this early attitude as one that excluded fun from learning in English, 

despite the “fun” being inclusive of learning practices that required communication, 

information processing from multiple sources, synthesising information, making decisions, 

and acting on them.  
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In this research study Clarice and Rachel, the Head of Department for English, were both 

enthusiastic about the study including computer games in English. However, it is interesting 

to note that the computer games placed on the 16 laptop computers used during our study 

were removed from the laptops immediately following completion of the study. Clarice also 

informed teachers who regularly made use of this set of laptop computers that there would 

be some computer games installed on them during the period of the research study. I am 

intrigued by the attitude to computer games underlying Clarice’s perceived need to ensure 

the games were removed after the study, and that other teachers would be informed of the 

presence of games on the school laptops. These actions seem to confirm the literature 

reporting a deficit attitude to computer games as the enemy of classroom learning (Bacalja, 

2018; Steinkuehler & King, 2009; Toomey, 2017; Toomey & Kitson, 2017). 

6.3 Redefining learning in an age of digital texts: Connected learning 

In this section I explore, discuss, and reflect on notions of learning and literacy as 

interconnected, embodied practices. I reflect on new understandings of learning as 

extending beyond the cognitive realm to include affective, sensory, and embodied practices; 

learning as situated and connected: connected to passionate interests, connected to 

cultural practices, connected to physical spaces and the cultural discourses privileged in that 

space, whether it be game wiki or school room, online or offline, material or immaterial. I 

also explore notions of connection to the affective realm, to notions of learning as pleasure 

when it is connected to an area of passionate interest. Under this heading of connections, I 

explore themes such as fun or “flow”, learner agency, problem-solving, collaborative 

learning, and learning to learn through playing around and figuring things out.  

Students’ engagement with the digital texts of their everyday out-of-school lives is “shaping 

their expectations or orientations towards learning” in ways that impact their approach to 

learning in school (Beavis, 2017, p. 5). This new shaping of expectations and orientations 

leads to questions about what schools, teachers, and students value as learning in the 

classroom. Data from this study suggest that middle years students’ experience of learning 

in their English classroom is connected to their out-of-school interests and activities in 

several ways. First, engagement with computer games as texts for learning encourages 

connections between classroom learning and the digital world. Second, engaging with 



166 

Margaret Toomey   

computer games in their English class establishes connections between school and students’ 

home life. Third, this research study identifies the importance of affective dimensions of 

learning in two areas: the social connections arising from students’ engagement with 

computer games in English, and connections with students’ passionate interests.  

6.3.1 Connecting classroom learning and the online world 

One aspect of connection with students’ out-of-school world appeared in their online 

searching. Their engagement with computer games as texts for learning in English 

encouraged these connections between classroom learning and the digital world, as 

students regularly turned to Google and YouTube to access information during 

deconstruction and construction stages of the teaching and learning cycle. For example, in 

Chapter 4 of this thesis, data analysis shows Yul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice searching Google 

Images for material to include in their multimodal poster (Section 4.5.5). In this example of 

their classroom literacy learning, these students are collaboratively learning to connect and 

manage resources available in the digital world and their classroom learning environment. 

As they work they collaborate to refine search terms in order to avoid the departmental 

block restricting access to some websites.  

Explicit teaching of search engine skills did not form part of our curriculum unit. Recognition 

of students’ existing knowledge and lifeworld experiences “as a basis for extending what 

one knows and what one can do” (Kalantzis, 2000, p. 124) has underpinned research 

literature on digital games and learning (see, for example, Alvermann, 2010; Beavis, 

Dezuanni, et al., 2017; Beavis et al., 2015; Itō et al., 2013). On the other hand, some 

research argues that without explicit instruction in online searching strategies students will 

“at best, waste time and find inaccurate information, and at worst, lack the literacies 

required to participate in their future, digitally-saturated world” (Morrison & Barton, 2018, 

p. 38). However, rather than dismissing students’ “unsupported” efforts as time wasting, 

Clarice allowed them to take the time required to find ways to solve their access problems. 

This freedom allowed students to connect the learning and meaning-making practices 

developed in out-of-school engagements with digital media with classroom literacy learning, 

as they collaborated to “figure out” the most successful strategies.  
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Other connections with the digital world emerge as Yul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice 

collaborate to design their multimodal artefact. As they work they discuss characters from 

the Manga series One Piece that appear in their search results. Junior draws on 

understandings of narrative, linguistic, and visual conventions as he shares knowledge and 

information about these characters with the other students in his group. The boys’ learning 

and sharing in this activity draws from knowledge and understanding gained outside the 

boundaries of the classroom and from their lifeworld experiences. 

6.3.2 Connecting classroom learning and students’ home life 

Another aspect of connections emerges in study data suggesting that students’ literacy 

learning extends beyond the boundaries of the classroom to include their home world. For 

example, the Trekkies’ video trailer, which was filmed at the home of one of the students, 

Kirk, included work with his Lego set and drew from ordinary, everyday resources around 

the home as props and background for filming of the video. Kirk, who was new to the school 

at the beginning of this research study, also invited Spock to his home to collaborate on 

constructing props and designing and filming of the trailer. This example bears out research 

by Itō et al. (2013) who argue that meaningful classroom learning occurs when it brings 

together students’ “in-school and out-of-school learning activity” (p. 45). These authors 

developed a connected learning framework that “cuts across the boundaries that have 

traditionally separated institutions of education, popular culture, home, and community” (p. 

87). Data from this study have shown that, in the English classroom, computer games 

provide a powerful means for “building bridges between students’ experience in and out of 

school” (Beavis, 2017, p. 2). These connections with students’ home life also highlight social 

and affective dimensions of learning, as evidenced by Kirk’s developing friendship with 

Spock and McCoy and his welcoming of Spock to his home to work on their multimodal 

composition together. 

6.3.3 Affective dimensions of learning: Connecting teacher with students, students with 

peers, and learning with students’ passionate interests 

A third area where study data found connections forming is in the affective responses and 

social connections encouraged by students’ engagement with computer games. These 
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connections concern the teacher connecting with students, students connecting with like-

minded peers, and students drawing on their passionate interest in the digital games they 

love to play. In her call for “more detailed accounts” of literacy learning, Rowsell (2014) 

noted that “[t]here are other feelings, actions and reactions that extend beyond design that 

involve emotions, physical actions, felt connections, thinking, creative play” (p. 118). 

Emotions, physical actions and felt connections emerge in my observations of the “whole 

body” language of some of the students in this study. For example, I noted Kirk leaning over 

McCoy’s desk, talking rapidly, making eye contact, gesticulating, his whole demeanour 

expressive of passionate interest as he interacted with his peers in class.  

Bradford (2010) has also noted that the narrative and ludic affordances of computer games 

have the potential to engage students in “energetic action and (in many cases) interpersonal 

and social processes” (p. 54). The rapport created between students and their teacher 

became evident when, despite some challenging limitations of classroom resources and 

technical capabilities, students continued to engage energetically and enthusiastically in 

class. For example, Seamus, identified by his teacher as often resistant to classwork in 

English, willingly provided valuable input into class discussions around computer games and 

assisted other students with the digital literacies required for some of the lesson activities. 

Examples of the “aesthetic and immersive power” (Beavis, 2006, p. 67) of students’ 

passionate interest in computer games emerge from my analysis of the classroom 

conditions. For example, in spite of the conditions in the classroom depicted in Figure 4.2 in 

Chapter 4, such as pen smear and glare on the static whiteboard, my observations notes 

recorded students’ energy and enthusiasm to contribute. The teacher’s comment in the 

post-lesson discussion was that students were all engaged, even in theory work, because 

“they have so much prior knowledge”. Reflecting on these connections and students’ 

responses to the inclusion of computer games in their English classroom led me to consider 

the importance of “meaningful play” in the middle years English classroom. 

6.4 Meaningful play in a middle years English classroom 

Meaningful play promotes creativity, draws on the creative aspects of the mind, and in the 

case of video games, calls on sensory and embodied engagement. The way the Trekkies 

created their video trailer is an example of meaningful play – playing with a purpose – 
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inviting, engaging, and enabling creative work. The students needed to think creatively to 

bring their conceptual work into being as material creative constructions. Because computer 

gameplay is meaningful in their out-of-school lives, these students engaged with the 

learning in meaningful ways, drawing on their passionate interests. 

Unfortunately, playfulness is not a feature of schooling generally promoted in subject 

English in the middle years of schooling. Jacobs (2013), in a response to Leander and Boldt’s 

(2013) rereading of multiliteracies, asserts that: 

Leander and Boldt’s critique is not so much of multiliteracies as it is of schooling. 
Schooling, as currently conceptualized, lacks playfulness and exploration, and 
movement is discouraged as children are taught to remain at their desks and on 
task. (Jacobs 2014, p. 272)  

One of the issues I noted in my field notes was the movement of students that this teacher 

permitted. In her lessons, short introductory segments were devoted to explicit teaching, 

particularly in the building field knowledge and deconstructing phases of the unit. During 

the explicit teaching and guided learning activities students generally remained at their 

desks, although often short group activities involved them moving or turning their chairs 

slightly to participate in group work. Most of the 70-minute lesson, however, involved 

students moving to form groups, some standing and looking over desks, others sitting 

controlling the computer or writing on poster paper. Students dispersed and spread out in a 

way not often encouraged in traditional, secondary English classrooms. Many student 

groups sat together in the corridor outside the classroom, sharing gameplay images from 

their individual laptops, or sometimes playing on one laptop with one student controlling 

the play while others looked on and helped with suggestions for advancing in the game. The 

environment was one that encouraged the kind of playfulness, exploration and movement 

that Jacobs (2014) and Leander and Boldt (2013) have claimed is so often “discouraged as 

children are taught to remain at their desks and on task” (Jacobs, 2014, p. 272). 

6.5 Redefining literacy practices in an age of digital texts 

Leander and Boldt beg the question: “What is being missed when our understandings of 

literate practices function as too determining an analytic frame?” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 

25). This is not to dismiss or undervalue the place of frameworks such as the multiliteracies, 
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as discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis. It is to say that, while multimodal dimensions are an 

important aspect of how digital texts such as computer games work, there is more to 

literate practice than the multimodal dimensions of meaning-making outlined in this model. 

Learning and meaning-making also involve extra-linguistic and extra-cognitive dimensions 

such as the embodied and affective engagement evident in the literacy learning experiences 

of students like Kirk and Seamus. When I reflect on the Trekkies’ video trailer, for example, I 

see it as the culmination of the intense emotional involvement they felt as they engaged in 

the work of learning with computer games as curriculum text in their English lessons.  

Leander and Boldt (2013) also observed this intensity in Lee, the 10-year-old boy featured in 

their rereading of the multiliteracies framework. The authors state: 

Texts are artifacts of literacy practice, but do not describe practice itself. What 
emerges is the production of desire in which Lee does not aim to produce texts but 
to use them, to move with and through them, in the production of intensity. 
(Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 25, emphasis added) 

Leander and Boldt focus less on literacy practices, and more on the “emergence of activity” 

(Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 22). They move from a static, representational conceptualisation 

of literacy practices to a nonrepresentational approach that sees literate practice as 

emerging, unfolding, and dynamic. Working with computer games is not the only means of 

providing this experience of moving with and through text in the production of intensity – 

avid readers of more traditional print texts may very well experience a similar embodied 

response to text. What computer games bring to the mainstream English classroom is a 

powerful and immediate reminder that there is more to meaning-making than the literacy 

practices outlined in curriculum documents such as those provided by ACARA. In the 

interpretation and implementation of these documents, English and literacy educators who 

call on broader and more finely nuanced understandings of literate practices can make 

classroom texts and learning experiences more relevant to students’ out-of-school 

experiences and literacy practices. 

Cazden et al. (1996) refer to the “felicitous ambiguity” of the term “design” which can be 

both noun and verb, the visual representation of a literacy artefact, and the process of 

designing or creating the artefact (p. 73). In later multiliteracies work, Cope and Kalantzis 
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(2009) discuss design as dynamic transformation. However, rather than looking first at texts 

and the design elements involved in their production, Leander and Boldt (2013) propose 

that analysis begins with the body, a “nonrepresentational reading” (p. 33) that includes 

movement, embodied engagement, and affective responses. When I take this 

nonrepresentational approach to Kirk’s rapid write (see Chapter 5, Section 5.2.2), I am more 

clearly able to understand his embodied engagement and affective responses as more than 

the process of design. 

I see Kirk’s rapid write as an example of a student’s performance of story (Rowsell, 2014). 

His writing suggests that as he plays Halo, Kirk performs the story of Master Chief through 

his actions in the game world. However, this performance does not remain in the game 

world; it flows over into Kirk’s out-of-game worlds, so that he creates and performs a new 

story, the story of Kirk and Master Chief. He continues to perform the story of Kirk and the 

Character Master Chief, describing Master Chief as a friend with whom he watches 

television. This performance of story then flows into Kirk’s school world as he creates, then 

performs, his rapid write in his English class. Kirk volunteered to read his paragraph to the 

class, thus performing the story of Kirk and his favourite superhero, Master Chief, for his 

teacher and classmates. Thus, Kirk’s “response” to the story elicited through his computer 

gameplay is affective, embodied, and performed in several contexts: the game world, his 

home world, and his English classroom. 

The Trekkies’ literacy work required sensory, embodied engagement with the material stuff 

of their everyday lives and the immaterial affordances of digital media (Burnett et al., 2014). 

For example, the Trekkies played with a different use of the Lego set, experimenting with 

the material substance and finding new ways of designing the individual pieces. They broke 

up the battleship the Lego artefact was designed to create and created instead smaller 

pieces of their own devising to represent space ships and other props for their video trailer. 

This work involved not only conceptual-cognitive work, but physically shaping, moulding, 

doing, and undoing to produce the desired effect. They used the digital affordances of Kirk’s 

iPad and the movie-making software on this device to film their work and edit this into a 

coherent trailer with supporting text, movement, and sound. They drew on the immaterial 

affordances of digital media to communicate and connect home and school worlds using the 
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school email service. In the making of their poster they worked together gathered around a 

single desk, sharing the limited classroom space and coloured pens and pencils as they 

drew, coloured, communicated, and collaborated to represent in visual form the ideas 

underpinning their computer game concept.  

Using a phenomenological lens to explore the complexity of these literacy practices draws 

on “notions of the sensory, unfolding material world and the multimodal, textual and 

‘imagined’ digital world” and presents a view of literacy as “multiply and flexibly situated” 

(Burnett et al., 2014, p. 101). The social interaction and peer-to-peer learning occurring in 

the Trekkies’ literacy work evoked a sense of focused enjoyment and meaningful play: 

meaningful in terms of the narrative and ludic elements of gameplay; meaningful in the 

application of print-based and multimodal literacy practices, such as representation, 

characterisation and interpretation of visual images; and meaningful in the development of 

the social skills required for effective collaboration as students interacted with “peers, 

teachers, individuals, groups and community members in a range of face-to-face and 

online/virtual environments” (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 

2016, p. 12).  

The literacy practices involved in this “meaningful play” required students to be competent 

and creative in the use of digital and multimodal media “alongside the traditional print 

curriculum” (Beavis, 2014, p. 88). The Trekkies’ critical and creative work with digital 

narratives provided an active, energetic, and embodied learning experience and required an 

ergonomic fluidity which is very much restricted in a more formal classroom arrangement. 

As students conducted their analysis of narrative, ludic, and multimodal features of games 

and created the promotional poster and video for their game concept, they were engaging 

in the kind of cognitive, sensory, tactile, and embodied meaning-making explored in recent 

studies that have investigated literacy learning in primary and early years students (Heydon 

& Rowsell, 2015; Mangen, 2010; Rowsell, 2014). These studies invite researchers to expand 

sociocultural models to include understandings of literacy learning as culturally situated and 

sensory, tactile and embodied.  

Computer games provide an example of digital texts that call for expanded 

conceptualisations of literacy practices. If we take literacy in the broadest sense to mean 
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how one makes meaning in the world, what are the dimensions of making meaning? 

Sociocultural theories of literacy highlight situated, social, cultural, and context-specific 

factors that shape literacy practices. These theories see meaning-making as social, 

constructed out of interactions with others, and cultural, produced and reproduced by 

cultural mores. Critical and cultural analysis approaches to literacy emphasise cognitive 

aspects and the development of a critical, self-reflective stance. Multiliteracies and 

multimodal approaches recognise the diversity of modes and media required for meaning-

making with digital texts. Sensory approaches to literacy theories recognise material and 

embodied dimensions as sensing bodies interact with the material stuff of the physical and 

digital world. Data from this research study reflect these diverse perspectives on the 

literacies emerging in an age of digital texts. In addition, study data explore affective 

dimensions of meaning-making, as students’ emotional responses, memories, and 

associations inform their literacy work in the English classroom. 

6.6 Computer games: Connecting new approaches to learning and new literacy practices 

Engaging with the “texts” of computer games requires engaging with the games’ narrative 

and ludic elements in a way that calls on sensory and affective responses, as gameplay 

places players inside the “simulated worlds of games” (Gee, 2006, p. 2). As Spock, one of the 

Trekkies from my study, stated: “[Games] give you more control, it feels like you’re more 

intertwined with the character because you’re actually controlling them and you’re part of, 

you’re sharing the experience, even though it’s not real”. Gee (2006) also talks about 

players becoming the character. This blurring of the boundaries between player and 

computer game character, virtual and “real” world, is also evident in Kirk’s rapid write (see 

Figure 5.4): “My Super Hero is master cheaf. We have had some fun times, him and I.” 

Spock’s comment and Kirk’s writing are reminders that in the act of engaging with computer 

games, “the human body and play are part of the multiliterate experience” (Jacobs, 2013, p. 

271). 

This embodied, playful, multiliterate experience of learning and meaning-making with 

computer games wanders outside the viewing frame when we examine it through the lens 

of the multiliteracies-multimodality model. Phenomenology asks me to bracket, to set aside 

my prior understanding and theoretical framings to be as open as possible to the essence of 
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the experience. When I approach a phenomenon with an analytical eye, breaking it down 

into its component parts, I lose something of the whole, something of the essence. Taking a 

phenomenological approach in my writing helps me to see beyond the analytical 

frameworks, to see more of the essence of the phenomenon, more of the lived experience 

of making meaning when working with texts in an English class. 

These reflections lead me to consider that models for literacy are, like semiotics, always only 

a representation; they always only “point to” the thing they seek to describe or contain; 

they provide only a partial view of the practices that constitute literacy. Therefore, it is 

important to consider, as did Leander and Boldt (2013), what is missing in the theoretical 

frameworks. This involves taking a step back and seeing literacy practices from a perspective 

that shows what is happening outside the framework. Adopting this outside-the-frame 

approach in the analysis of study data allowed me to see the social and affective dimensions 

of students’ literacy learning.  

Recent approaches underpinning the teaching of subject English draw on genre theory and 

an explicit teaching model. These approaches have enriched and supplemented earlier 

models for teaching and learning in English, such as cultural heritage, personal growth, and 

critical/cultural analysis. No theoretical or pedagogical approach, however, remains relevant 

and all-encompassing, as cultures and language change and evolve. Theoretical and 

pedagogical frameworks cannot do justice to the whole of lived experience. One of the 

dimensions of lived experience that this research study has highlighted, and that is missing 

from the theories and approaches underpinning subject English, is that of affective 

responses to learning and meaning-making. The notion of immersive, pleasurable 

engagement is often overshadowed by a focus on critical analysis of the selective 

construction of texts for purpose and audience. 

A critical analysis/cultural analysis approach to the teaching of English foregrounds critical 

literacy skills. These skills require students and teachers to examine texts for purpose, 

constructedness, and positioning. These critical literacy skills are very important for 

students, who engage with, and need to be able to reflect critically upon, a great variety of 

texts in a range of modalities and social contexts. However, my research highlights the 

importance of the immersive experience to students’ pleasure in and engagement with 
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texts. I do not argue that all texts studied in English must provide all students with 

immersive, pleasurable learning. That would be impossible. What I propose is the inclusion 

in English studies of texts such as digital computer games, which for many students provide 

pleasurable, immersive experiences. Inclusion of computer games in English provides 

teachers with opportunities to validate these texts as appropriate for study in English, to 

encourage students’ immersive, playful engagement, and to combine in the approach to 

teaching and learning in English, both immersive and reflective stances to engagement with 

text. The model of computer games provided by Beavis and Apperley (2012), which sees 

games as both text and action, has made a step forward in this process. The Games as Text 

layer of the model draws on social, cultural, and critical approaches to examine games in 

learning. The Games as Action layer of the model draws on a ludic approach to games and 

recognises the wider social context and immersive experience of game playing. 

While I recognise the value of critical approaches to learning in the English classroom, and 

the need for explicit teaching, I also recognise that a great deal of the learning in this 

research study occurred when students were allowed the time and space to exercise learner 

agency and find their own way of doing things. Perhaps the approach we took was to 

acknowledge our students’ expertise in the area of digital technologies, allowing them to 

“play around” and “figure it out” but being available to offer assistance when called on to do 

so, or to offer assistance when it seemed some was required. This approach, a much more 

subtle, nuanced, and learner-centred approach, required vigilance, a stepping back from the 

teacher-as-problem-solver role, providing “just-in-time” and “on-demand” teaching rather 

than taking an approach that assumed explicit teaching would be necessary to enable 

students to do the tasks well. Playing around and figuring it out probably sounds like 

wasting time to some educators, but to many students it has become a valid learning 

strategy. In a culture of high-stakes testing, mandated curriculum, and standardised 

reporting frameworks, perhaps playing around and figuring it out is a waste of time. In the 

low-stakes environment, in the failure as part of the process of learning that is built into 

computer games and students’ engagement with digital games, the learning to learn 

through playing it is not a waste of time but a holistic learning experience. This leads to the 
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question: Is there a place for ludic, or playful, learning in the middle years English 

classroom? 

The questions arising from these reflections and insights prompted me to develop a model 

for understanding the connections between students’ learning experiences and literacy 

practices when engaging with computer games as texts for learning in English. Figure 6.1 

illustrates the model I developed for understanding literacy learning with computer games 

in English that takes into account ludic, affective, material, multimodal, discursive, and 

narrative dimensions.  

 

 

Figure 6.1. Model for connecting dimensions of literacy learning with computer games. 

The multimodal dimension draws from the multiliteracies framework and provides a 

metalanguage for describing how multimodality functions in texts. In Chapter 2 of this thesis 

I presented a model for understanding multimodal meaning-making in computer gameplay, 

adapted from the conceptual framework developed by Cope and Kalantzis (2000). In the 

image depicted in Figure 6.1, these multimodal dimensions form one cog of the model for 

connecting literacy learning with computer games. The multimodal dimension takes into 
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account the linguistic, audio, spatial, gestural, and visual modes of meaning-making with 

computer games, and the synaesthesia involved when some, or all, of these modes 

combine. I draw on multimodal dimensions for describing literacy learning with computer 

games in my analysis of group work by Yul, Sanka, Junior, and Derice (see Section 4.5.5, 

Chapter 4). In this analysis I discuss how the boys draw on knowledge of linguistic, visual, 

gestural, and aural dimensions of meaning-making as they worked together to gather 

images for their multimodal composition. 

Discursive dimensions involved in literacy learning with computer games draw on socio-

cultural conceptualisations of learning and literacy in the English classroom as situated 

within academic, literary, and popular culture discourses. The discursive dimension also calls 

on a critical analysis/cultural analysis approach to the teaching of English. This dimension 

recognises the wider gaming world, examining game paratexts and recognising social and 

cultural implications; that is, that games are designed to promote particular purposes and 

targeted towards particular audiences. This dimension also includes awareness of how 

literacy learning with computer games privileges some students and marginalises, or 

excludes, others. I draw on discursive dimensions of literacy learning with computer games 

in my analysis and discussion of NJ, and his seeming marginalisation when engaging in group 

work with the Trekkies.  

Material dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English recognise the 

importance of sensory, tactile, and embodied learning and meaning-making. This dimension 

also includes contextual conditions, especially with regard to classroom and school 

resources. The material dimension also recognises students’ familiarity and engagement 

with the material objects of their in-school and out-of-school worlds. Material dimensions 

take account of the affordances and constraints of the physical environment, for example, 

classroom resources and digital devices, and also of the virtual or online affordances and 

constraints of digital media, for example, restrictions to internet access imposed by the 

schooling authority. I draw on material dimensions of literacy learning with computer games 

in my analysis of the complex contextual conditions of classroom learning in Sections 4.4 

and 4.5 of Chapter 4. 
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The narrative dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English call on the 

metalanguage of subject English and the curriculum documents informing teaching and 

learning in English. This dimension recognises the powerful impact of computer games as a 

new narrative form in the lives of many young people today. The narrative dimension of the 

model recognises the place of genre theory and explicit teaching as approaches informing 

teaching and learning in subject English. The narrative dimensions of the model could also 

be mapped against traditional models for literacy learning, such as the Four Resources 

model (Freebody & Luke, 1990). I draw on narrative dimensions in my analysis of the 

Bennets as they discussed the practices they employed as code-breakers and text-users 

when engaging with computer gameplay in English. 

Ludic dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English recognise that 

computer games need to be “played” in order to bring the narrative to life. Ludic 

dimensions include an understanding of the different types, or genres, of computer 

gameplay in adventure games, role-playing games, and first-person shooter games, for 

example. Ludic dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English recognise 

that students employ learner-agency and problem-solving strategies that involve “playing 

around” and “figuring it out”. This type of learning through experiment requires intrinsic 

motivation and a resilience to failure. The ludic dimension of learning recognises that in the 

world of high-stakes testing that often affects literacy learning in English, there is a place for 

the low-stakes learning that allows students time and space for experimental and discovery 

learning. I draw on dimensions of ludic learning in my analysis of the Trekkies, playing with a 

different use of Kirk’s Lego set to create their promotional video trailer. 

Affective dimensions of literacy learning with computer games in English involve 

understanding that engaging with these texts requires extra-cognitive and extra-linguistic 

functions. Students’ affective responses to computer games as texts for learning may range 

from playful, pleasurable, social, and immersive experiences, to frustrating, marginalising, 

and lonely ones. Awareness of the range and variety of students’ emotional responses to 

these texts needs to be considered in the teaching and learning environment of the English 

classroom. I draw on affective dimensions in my analysis of the Trekkies’ passionate 
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engagement with computer games, NJ’s seeming exclusion in group work in class, and the 

Bennets’ declared enjoyment in the opportunities to learn while having fun with friends. 

This model is not provided as a “definitive” framework that finally encompasses the whole 

of students’ lived experience of literacy learning. Rather, I propose the model with an 

awareness that the dynamic, playful, and emergent nature of learning and meaning-making 

in the digital age resists theoretical framings. I invite a critical approach to explorations of 

the model and suggest that the most useful perspective on any theoretical framework is one 

taken from a distance that allows the viewer to also observe that which lies outside the 

frame.  
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion  

This thesis has provided reflections and insights on the learning experiences and literacy 

practices arising from middle years students’ engagements with computer games as texts 

for learning in English. The research study has taken a contextual, classroom-based, and 

student-centred approach, thus reflecting my professional background as a secondary 

school English teacher. It responds to the growing presence and significance of digital texts 

such as computer games in students’ lives and explores the potential of these games for 

learning in subject English. Study data have highlighted the complex contextual conditions 

surrounding the inclusion of computer games as texts for classroom learning. Students’ 

learning experiences and literacy practices when engaging with these texts in English have 

brought to light the social, embodied, and affective dimensions of learning and meaning-

making in an age of digital texts. 

7.1 Contribution of this research study 

This study has arisen out of a desire to connect subject English with students’ cultural 

pursuits, lifeworld experiences, knowledge and understandings, and playful dimensions of 

learning and meaning-making. The reflections and insights emerging from the study have 

led to the presentation in Chapter 6 of a model for understanding learning and meaning-

making with computer games that includes material, affective, and ludic dimensions (see 

Figure 6.1). The development of the model was guided by a hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach that encourages a critical perspective and invites the examination of current 

theoretical models for areas in which they provide only a partial picture of the lived 

experience of the phenomenon under study. 

Applying a phenomenological lens to this research study responds to a gap in the research 

literature on computer games, learning, and literacy. While many studies in the field draw 

on sociocultural and multiliteracies approaches to explore situated and multimodal 

dimensions of learning and meaning-making, there is a need for research that seeks more 

nuanced understandings of the material and affective dimensions of engaging with digital 

texts such as computer games. The review of literature in Chapter 2 of this thesis identifies 

phenomenological studies in the early childhood and primary years of schooling and in the 
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tertiary education sector. This research study adds to the literature drawing on 

phenomenological perspectives by exploring the learning and literacy experiences of 

students in the middle years of schooling. 

One of the aims of this research study has been to reach classroom teachers of English, in 

addition to researchers and academics in the field of literacy learning and computer games. 

Clarice, the classroom teacher in this study, did not have personal experience with 

computer games or expertise and training in the use of digital games for classroom learning. 

She collaborated with me in developing the curriculum unit, drawing on her existing 

pedagogical and curriculum understandings. She expressed an awareness of and openness 

to her students’ greater expertise in the area of computer games. Clarice provides an 

eloquent example of a willingness to connect with students’ lifeworlds and demonstrates 

that including digital texts such as computer games in the English classroom is not only 

beneficial, but also feasible. Despite her lack of expertise and less-than-ideal resources, 

despite the challenges of managing the technological requirements for the study, the 

benefits in terms of enhanced learning experiences, student engagement, and relevance to 

students’ lifeworlds made the work of overcoming the challenges more than worthwhile. It 

is my hope that other classroom teachers of English will be inspired by Clarice’s example to 

explore expanded understandings of the literacies that students develop when engaging 

with computer games for literacy learning, and to recognise and value the learning and 

literacy practices that students bring to school from their out-of-school lives. 

7.2 Scope of the study and areas for future research 

One area of limitation in data from this study is in the discussion of Seamus in Chapter 4 of 

this thesis. Seamus, who appeared at times to perform a resistant learner role, became 

active in classroom discussions and demonstrated enthusiasm for classwork when tasks 

involved playing with, discussing, and analysing computer games. Seamus usually sat the 

back of the classroom and worked collaboratively with Dean, occasionally also with Neville 

and Terry. His interactions with other students in the classroom were limited. However, 

during a lesson involving analysis of computer games genres he not only made valuable 

contributions to the class discussion, but also assisted two other groups of students who 
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had difficulty with the digital literacy requirements of their task. The teacher observed in a 

post-lesson reflection that this was a real role reversal in that classroom. 

However, as the curriculum unit progressed towards work requiring multimodal 

composition, Seamus’s enthusiasm began to wane. Design as transformation, critical and 

creative involvement in digital composition, and the rigor required to produce this work for 

“school” purposes seemed to re-arouse the resistance to perform that Seamus had 

demonstrated earlier in the term, before work included computer gameplay. Seamus did 

not volunteer to participate in a focus group interview for this study, and therefore data 

exploring his involvement in the unit are limited to my observations in the classroom. I can 

only speculate, therefore, but Seamus’s response poses uncomfortable questions about the 

use of popular culture texts to enhance learning in school settings. In the English classroom, 

learning with texts involves appreciation of aesthetic features. It is possible to make space 

for that immersive experience known to avid readers of novels and computer game players 

(and one can be both avid reader and game player). However, learning in English also calls 

on critical and evaluative skills, and “design as transformation”. Like Leander and Boldt 

(2013) I am prompted to ask, does this focus on critical analysis in the English classroom 

marginalise Seamus and the raucous, playful, immersive and excessive computer gameplay 

that he loves? 

I believe an interesting area for future research would be a more detailed exploration of the 

classroom literacy learning experiences of students like Seamus, and like Lee from Leander 

and Boldt’s 2013 study. Lee, like Seamus, demonstrated a passionate interest in his beloved 

texts from popular culture, but “experienced little positive potential from, and therefore 

was highly resistant to, using reading and writing in school” (Leander & Boldt, 2013, p. 43). I 

would be very interested in phenomenological research that specifically focuses on students 

such as Seamus and Lee, exploring how they experience and understand learning in the 

school when that learning includes texts they passionately enjoy in their out-of-school lives.  

Another potential area for future research lies in the rapid advancement in the technologies 

supporting computer games and gameplay, particularly in two areas: virtual reality headsets 

and graphic-free computer games for people with vision impairment. In my discussions with 

NJ I was aware that his experience with graphic-free computer games provided a more 
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immersive experience of gameplay than that experienced by other students in the class. 

Without the vision modality, NJ played his graphic-free game wearing high-quality 

headphones that provided an immersive, surround-sound experience. In his description of 

playing the game he used expressions such as “my body was telling me”. The affordances of 

virtual reality headsets, as well as sound technology in graphic-free computer games, 

presents interesting areas for research into embodied and sensory dimensions of learning. 

Two other vignettes that provided data for analysis and discussion in this research study 

focused on one group of boys and one group of girls. However, this research study does not 

address issues of gender difference with respect to the use of computer games in class. 

Although student work groups developed along gender lines, this happened spontaneously 

at students’ discretion, not through my, or Clarice’s direction. Also, the selection of 

vignettes chosen for the study arose due to these students being the volunteers for focus 

group discussions. I did not select them based on purposive sampling methods, in order to 

compare experiences along gender lines. The Trekkies expressed a passionate interest in 

computer games and talked of themselves as game players, whereas the Bennets described 

themselves as “not really gamers”. However, NJ also described himself as not a game player. 

Therefore, while some data suggested differences along gender lines, for example Clarice’s 

perception that the boys were more engaged than usual because of the focus on games, I 

found overall that data from this study were not sufficient to justify an analysis of gender 

issues concerning computer games in class. A potential area of future research lies in the 

adoption of feminist-inspired approaches to phenomenology to supplement and expand on 

existing sociocultural studies exploring the role of gender in students’ engagement with 

computer games in class.  

In this research study I have drawn on Clarice’s perspective to provide contextual data and 

perception of the students’ literacy learning. However, a comprehensive phenomenological 

exploration of her experiences and understandings lies outside the scope of this study. I 

acknowledge this as a limitation of this study and recommend phenomenology as a 

methodology for exploring classroom teachers’ experiences and practices with digital texts 

in future research studies. 
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Finally, my aim in this research study and in writing this thesis has been to promote and 

encourage an attitude to teaching and learning that values students’ experiences and 

perspectives, recognises the knowledge and capabilities students bring to their classroom 

learning and literacy practices, and seeks to enhance learning in subject English through 

connections with students’ lifeworld. This student-centred approach has drawn on 

hermeneutic phenomenology to facilitate “a certain attentive awareness to the details and 

seemingly trivial dimensions of our everyday educational lives” (van Manen, 1990, p. 8). In 

presenting the “narrative” arising from students’ experiences in this research study, I have 

sought, like van Manen (1990), to produce 

a carefully written work, much less completed than interrupted, a blushing response 
to a call to say something worth saying, to actually say something, while being 
thoughtfully aware of the ease with which such speaking can reduce itself to 
academic chatter. (p. 8) 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Research proposal to Westfield State High School (pseudonym) 

Title of research study 

Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom 

What is the research problem the study is addressing? 

A significant body of socio-cultural research on literacy learning for diverse students points 

to students’ everyday skills and experiences as important building blocks for effective 

literacy learning in the classroom (e.g. D’warte 2014; Gutiérrez, Morales & Martínez, 2009; 

Moll et al 1992; Thompson 2002,). As digital technologies and games play a significant role 

in youth culture and have a huge impact on students’ out-of-school lives, more needs to be 

known about how students perceive their everyday literacy practices when engaging with 

digital technologies. While many educators recognise the vast potential of digital artefacts 

for literacy and learning, there is a need for research to identify the possibilities and 

constraints provided by the use of digital technologies such as games in the formal 

educational arena. 

Description of proposed study  

The purpose of this research is to investigate the everyday literacy practices, the possibilities 

for literacy learning, and the potential for improvement in student engagement, made 

visible through students’ interactions with digital games in the junior secondary English 

classroom. My research questions examine: 

 the everyday literacy practices students enact when engaging with digital games, 

 opportunities for drawing on students’ knowledge and experience with digital 

gameplay in service of learning and literacy development in the classroom, 

 strategies available to teachers to identify and manage the affordances and 

constraints of digital games as resources for junior secondary literacy learning. 

The project involves working with a year nine English classroom teacher to develop a unit of 

work in which students investigate, analyse and evaluate their own literacy practices when 
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engaging with digital games. The Australian Curriculum for English year nine syllabus 

documents (ACARA 2015), in conjunction with Education XX guidelines for literacy learning 

in the junior secondary school (DEA 2006), provide frameworks for the unit of work.  

Why is it necessary for this research to occur in state schools or Departmental site?  

The proposal to conduct this research in a XX state school responds to the Department’s call 

to support those students who are falling below the National Minimum Standards for 

literacy (Great Results, Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE) 2012). 

The funding provided by Great Results includes support for students in the junior secondary 

years, “to help those entering secondary study with a low level of literacy and numeracy” 

(DETE, 2012, npn). This research study has the potential to inform and guide further policy 

regarding funding and allocation of resources for schools, especially those in outer 

metropolitan areas where a percentage of students are from disadvantaged backgrounds. I 

believe research conducted in schools which face the unique problems posed in supporting 

students from disadvantage backgrounds, and identified with below minimum standards for 

literacy achievement, fills a gap in the research on the use of digital technologies and 

literacy, and provides an opportunity to develop theoretical frameworks that will assist 

policy makers, literacy educators and classroom teachers who have an interest in supporting 

disengaged and at-risk students. 

Research design: data collection, analysis and reporting 

The research project makes use of an ethnography-in-education approach (Green et al 

2003) to frame a single-site, descriptive case study design (Yin 2003). The unit of analysis is a 

single year nine English class and the class teacher, at a metropolitan state high school in 

the outer western suburbs of Brisbane.  

Informal discussion with the school through the Learning Support Coordinator has 

ascertained their in-principle interest in being involved in the research, subject to Education 

XX guidelines and ethics approval. The participants will be recruited using the standard 

process for informed consent, supplying a written research proposal to the school principal, 

and including information sheets and consent forms for the teacher participant, and student 
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participants and their parents/caregivers. The information and consent forms will be made 

available to participants through the school.  

The data will be collected by Margaret Toomey, a PhD candidate conducting research into 

literacy in the junior secondary years. Her supervisors are Prof Catherine Beavis and Dr 

Lisbeth Kitson. Both supervisors have extensive experience in conducting research. 

Margaret has six years’ experience as a secondary English teacher, and holds a current 

College of Teachers’ registration which has been subject to criminal check –registration 

number: xxxx. 

Data will be collected during term one of the 2016 school year, and will entail the following: 

1. Teacher interview: semi-structured interviews at commencement and completion, of 

60 minutes duration, conducted at the school in room designated by school 

personnel. With teacher consent, the interview will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed for later analysis. 

2. Student survey: administered during first week of work unit, to determine student 

uses and attitudes towards digital technologies and digital games at home and at 

school. 

3. Researcher observations and field notes: conducted at the school and in the 

classroom. Researcher will observe at least one 70 minute lesson per week for the 

duration of the nine week unit. 

4. Conversational interviews: teacher perceptions regarding student engagement and 

literacy achievement; informal, audio-recorded teacher reflections with researcher 

following observed lessons.  

5. Student focus group: semi-structured interviews of 30 minutes duration, conducted 

at the school during class time, in a room designated by school personnel. With 

students’ consent, the interview will be audio recorded and transcribed for later 

analysis.  

6. Artefacts: curriculum documents and samples of student work collected during the 

delivery of the work unit, and used for later analysis 

Secondary demographic data pertaining to the local context will also be obtained from the 

ACARA My School website. Demographic data will also be collected from the participating 
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school. To supplement this data, participating students’ NAPLAN results from year seven will 

also be considered. 

Data analysis calls on qualitative methodology to frame a thematic analysis of survey results, 

interviews, teacher reflection, and student discussion groups. Where relevant, Critical 

Discourse Analysis may also be applied to discussion group transcripts.  

The study findings will be reported and disseminated in Margaret Toomey’s PhD 

dissertation and potentially in a conference presentation and article for academic journal. 

Participants will be given an opportunity to provide feedback and check the accuracy on any 

data gathered from interviews and artefacts created during the research project, and used 

in academic papers, presentations and the findings of the dissertation. These papers will be 

made available to participants through the participating school, or by direct contact with the 

researcher at participant’s request. No data that could identify students will be used in the 

dissertation or publications. Pseudonyms will be used for these publications, and only 

samples of work which will not identify participants will be used as exemplars. 

Participants and sample sizes 

Research participants include: Year nine English classroom teacher x 1; Year nine students x 

15-25 

Participant involvement: 

The teacher is invited to collaborate with the researcher in the development and delivery of 

a unit of work, for the period of one school term, for a year nine English class; participate in 

entry and exit semi-structured interviews with the researcher; allow researcher to observe 

at least one 70 minute class each week for the duration of the unit, and participate in 

informal discussion with researcher following lessons, to document teacher’s perceptions of 

student engagement and literacy practices. 

Students who consent to be participants in the research study will be asked to complete an 

anonymous short survey on their experiences with the use of digital technologies at home, 

and their perceptions regarding the relevance of their digital literacy skills at school. Some 

students will also be invited to volunteer for small focus group interviews at 
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commencement and completion of the research project. Some student work samples may 

also be collected throughout the term. As the work unit forms part of this teacher’s 

curriculum for year nine English, all students will be required to participate in the program 

of instruction. However, student and parental consent will be sought for students to be 

included in the data gathering undertaken by researcher, that is, only students who have 

provided individual and parental informed consent will be included in researcher’s 

observation notes, collection of work samples, survey instrument and focus group 

discussions. Discussions occurring as part of the program of instruction will include all 

students. 

Materials and instruments 

Teacher interview: a semi-structured interview at entry and exit. With teacher permission 

interviews will be recorded and transcripts of interviews provided in appendices of 

dissertation or papers arising from the research. All reported findings including reference to 

teacher interviews will be referred back to the teacher to check for accuracy. 

1. Student survey: 16 item questionnaire, of which 10 items have 7 sub units. There are 

9 closed and 7 open questions; 5 of the closed questions use a yes/no response, 4 

make use of a rating scale. Survey results will be quantified to reveal trends. Survey 

construction, interpretation and analysis will be monitored by supervisors and 

academic support staff from Griffith University.  

2. Researcher observations and field notes: field notes taken in class will be discussed 

with teacher immediately following observations to check for accuracy and 

reliability.  

3. Conversational interviews: teacher reflections to occur as soon as possible following 

lessons to maximise recall. With teacher informed consent these discussion will also 

be audio-recorded and transcribed. Analyses arising from these discussions to be 

provided to the teacher to check for accuracy. 

4. Student focus group: With student informed permission the focus group discussions 

will be recorded and transcripts of interviews provided in appendices of dissertation 

or papers arising from the research. Any references to these discussions will be 

referred back to the students to check for accuracy.  
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In accordance with qualitative research methodology, validity and reliability are enhanced 

through in-depth analysis of information rich cases. In addition this study makes use of 

multiple sources of data allowing data triangulation to be performed. 
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Appendix B: Research ethics application to Griffith University 

Title: Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom 

Provide a project description.  

Purpose of research:  

A significant body of socio-cultural research on literacy learning for diverse students points 

to students’ everyday skills and experiences as important building blocks for effective 

literacy learning in the classroom (e.g. D’warte 2014; Gutiérrez, Morales & Martínez, 2009; 

Moll et al 1992; Thompson 2002,). As digital technologies and games play a significant role 

in youth culture and have a huge impact on students’ out-of-school lives, more needs to be 

known about how students perceive their everyday literacy practices when engaging with 

digital technologies. While many educators recognise the vast potential of digital artefacts 

for literacy and learning, there is a need for research to identify the possibilities and 

constraints provided by the use of digital technologies such as games in the formal 

educational arena. 

The purpose of this research is to investigate the everyday literacy practices, the possibilities 

for literacy learning, and the potential for improvement in student engagement, made 

visible through students’ interactions with digital games in the junior secondary English 

classroom.  

Research focus and questions guiding the research design: 

What connections might exist between students’ everyday literacy practices, especially with 

regard to the use of digital games, and literacy learning in the junior secondary English 

classroom? 

I. What ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al 1992) do students bring to the classroom from 

their everyday literacy practices, particularly those involved with digital gameplay? 

II. What opportunities exist, or can be created, for students to draw on these funds of 

knowledge in service of learning and literacy development in the junior secondary 

classroom? 
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III. What strategies might assist a classroom teacher to identify and manage the 

affordances and constraints of digital games as resources for junior secondary 

literacy learning? 

 

The project involves working with a year nine English classroom teacher to develop a unit of 

work in which students investigate, analyse and evaluate their own literacy practices when 

engaging with digital games. The Australian Curriculum for English year nine syllabus 

documents (ACARA 2015), in conjunction with Education Department guidelines for literacy 

learning in the junior secondary school (DEA 2006), provide frameworks for the unit of work. 

The potential benefit of this research is a greater understanding of students’ digital culture, 

the kinds of literacies students develop as a result of their engagement with digital 

technologies, and the implications of this engagement for curriculum planning and literacy 

pedagogy in the English classroom.  

Research methods: 

The research project makes use of an ethnography-in-education approach (Green et al 

2003) to frame a single-site, descriptive case study design (Yin 2003). The unit of analysis is a 

single year nine English class and the class teacher, at a metropolitan state high school in 

the outer western suburbs of Brisbane. Data collection involves anonymous responses to a 

survey on students’ home use of digital technologies, classroom observations by the 

researcher, entry and exit interviews with the class teacher and student focus groups, audio 

recordings of interviews and focus groups to support observations and findings, curriculum 

artefacts and students work samples.  

Participant involvement: 

The teacher is invited to collaborate with the researcher in the development and delivery of 

a unit of work, for the period of one school term, for a year nine English class; participate in 

entry and exit semi-structured interviews with the researcher; allow researcher to observe 

at least one 70 minute class each week for the duration of the unit, and participate in 

informal discussion with researcher following lessons, to document teacher’s perceptions of 

student engagement and literacy practices. 
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Students who consent to be participants in the research study will be asked to complete an 

anonymous short survey on their experiences with the use of digital technologies at home, 

and their perceptions regarding the relevance of their digital literacy skills at school. Some 

students will also be invited to volunteer for small focus group interviews at 

commencement and completion of the research project. Some student work samples may 

also be collected throughout the term. As the work unit forms part of this teacher’s 

curriculum for year nine English, all students will be required to participate in the program 

of instruction. However, student and parental consent will be sought for students to be 

included in the data gathering undertaken by researcher, that is, only students who have 

provided individual and parental informed consent will be included in researcher’s 

observation notes, collection of work samples, survey instrument and focus group 

discussions. Discussions occurring as part of the program of instruction will include all 

students. 

List the relevant experiences and /or skills of the research team which equip them to 

conduct this research  

Margaret Toomey: BA Hons; Grad Dip Ed; PhD candidate 

Margaret Toomey is a PhD candidate conducting research into literacy in the junior 

secondary years. Her supervisors are Prof Catherine Beavis and Dr Lisbeth Kitson. Both 

supervisors have extensive experience in conducting research. Margaret has six years’ 

experience as a secondary English teacher, and holds a current College of Teachers’ 

registration which has been subject to criminal check – QCOT registration number: 819432. 

Provide details in relation to the potential participant pool: target participant group; 

identification of potential participants; any screening mechanism; initial contact method, 

and recruitment method  

Initial contact was made via informal discussion with the school’s Learning Support 

Coordinator and has ascertained their in-principle interest in being involved in the research, 

subject to Education Department guidelines and ethics approval. The potential participant 

pool is a year nine English teacher and class at XX State High School. Potential participants 

will be identified in consultation with the English Head of Department and the junior school 
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literacy co-ordinator, following which a teacher and one year nine English class will be 

invited to participate in the research. Student participants for the focus group interview will 

be identified in consultation with the class teacher, and students (with informed consent of 

parents) will be invited to volunteer. The participants will be recruited using the standard 

process for informed consent, supplying a written research proposal to the school principal, 

and including information sheets and consent forms for the teacher participant, and student 

participants and their parents/caregivers. The information and consent forms will be made 

available to participants through the school. 

Provide details in relation to the data collection: method; location; duration, and analysis. 

Include also details about the degree of identifiability of data, data storage and disposal  

Data collection will entail the following: 

7. Teacher interview: semi-structured interviews at commencement and completion, of 

60 minutes duration, conducted at the school in room designated by school 

personnel. With teacher consent, the interview will be audio-recorded and 

transcribed for later analysis. 

8. Student survey: administered during first week of work unit, to determine student 

uses and attitudes towards digital technologies and digital games at home and at 

school. 

9. Researcher observations and field notes: conducted at the school and in the 

classroom. Researcher will observe at least one 70 minute lesson per week for the 

duration of the nine week unit. 

10. Conversational interviews: teacher perceptions regarding student engagement and 

literacy achievement; informal, audio-recorded teacher reflections with researcher 

following observed lessons.  

11. Student artefacts: samples of student work collected during the delivery of the work 

unit, and used for later analysis. 

12. Student focus group: semi-structured interviews of 30 minutes duration, conducted 

at the school during class time, in a room designated by school personnel. With 

students’ consent, the interview will be audio recorded and transcribed for later 

analysis. 



213 

Margaret Toomey   

 

Secondary demographic data pertaining to the local context will also be obtained 

from the ACARA My School website. Demographic data will also be collected from 

the participating school. To supplement this data, participating students’ NAPLAN 

results from year seven will also be considered. 

Provide details of the appropriate informed consent procedure, and attach a copy of any 

informed consent materials (including the Research Project Information Sheet).  

This research project makes use of the standard process for informed consent, supplying a 

written research proposal to the school principal, and including information sheets and 

consent forms for the teacher participant, and student participants and their 

parents/caregivers. The information and consent forms will be made available to 

participants through the school. 

I understand that approval and ethical clearance must also be obtained from Education 

Department prior to the conduct of this research project, and will provide a copy of the 

approval documents as soon as they are available. 

In accordance with Education Department guidelines for the conduct of research in a single 

school, an application for Education Department ethics approval will be sent to the school 

principal. 

Provide details of how the results of the research will be reported/published/disseminated, 

including the appropriate provision of results to participants.  

The results of this research will be reported in the researcher’s PhD dissertation and 

potentially in a conference presentation and article for academic journal. Participants will be 

given an opportunity to provide feedback and check the accuracy on any data gathered 

from interviews and artefacts created during the research project, and used in academic 

papers, presentations and the findings of the dissertation. These papers will be made 

available to participants through the participating school, or by direct contact with the 

researcher at participant’s request. No data that could identify students will be used in the 

dissertation or publications. Pseudonyms will be used for these publications, and only 

samples of work which will not identify participants will be used as exemplars. 
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Risk Mitigation Questions: 

Outline the risks associated with the research - this is prior to the strategies intended to 

mitigate, minimise and/or otherwise address those risks. 

Literacy practices and student engagement with digital games will be explored in situ, within 

the socio-cultural context of the junior secondary classroom. This will involve peer group 

interaction which may produce unexpected outcomes in peer group relationships, as 

students are invited to share perceptions of literacy capabilities. 

What strategies will be employed to mitigate or minimise the risks (e.g. forewarning of 

subject matter and screening the potential participant pool)? 

The potential student participant pool will be provided with teacher scaffolding to ensure 

understanding of the subject matter and have opportunities to ask questions. Research 

design includes standard procedures for informed consent from both students and 

parents/caregivers.  Teacher and researcher support will be outlined to students prior to, 

during and following the research project. School support staff and student welfare staff will 

also be informed of the research study and consulted in the case of any concerns regarding 

social or emotional issues arising from students’ participation in the study. 

What strategies will be employed to manage or otherwise address the risks that remain 

after implementing the mitigation strategies (e.g. referring participants to an experienced 

counsellor)? 

School personnel (e.g. Student welfare counsellors, subject area supervisors, and 

principal/deputy principals) will be advised of the project risks, and consulted regarding 

appropriate responses. School policies and procedures will guide the process of risk 

mitigation. 

Comment on whether you believe the anticipated benefits of this work justify the risks 

discussed above. 

I believe the anticipated benefits of this work justify the risks discussed, as the research is 

designed to make visible the diverse literacy practices of students in a variety of settings, 



215 

Margaret Toomey   

and to promote the recognition and validation of hitherto unacknowledged capabilities. It is 

the aim of this research to empower students through identification of their existing funds 

of knowledge. 
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Appendix C: Email correspondence with school personnel and participating teacher 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

To: WSHS teacher (former colleague) 

date: 19 October 2015 at 12:36  

subject: Research proposal 

Hi XX, 

How are things going at school and with your own studies?  I hope it's not all too crazy, and 

that you're still finding time for triathlons and down time with hubby.  

Have you had a chance to chat with admin yet about my idea for a research study there? If 

they are interested and looking for more information I can send through an overview of the 

research proposal.  

If they are not interested I have an option of approaching a school at Logan, as the principal 

there has made contact with my supervisor and expressed an interest in digital games based 

learning in the classroom. I need to get moving on this fairly soon though, as it will take time 

to process the ethics applications through the university and Ed Dept.  

Don't feel pressured to take this on if you feel you already have too much on your plate. I 

completely understand how onerous the workload is for you there.  

All the best, Margaret.  

from: WSHS (former colleague) 

to: Margaret Toomey margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au cc: ENGLISH HOD 

date: 19 October 2015 at 14:27  

Hello Margaret, 

I did mention it to Admin, their concerns were the Ed dept guidelines and paperwork, 

though they did not disregard it. They discussed that it would need to go through XX, HOD 

mailto:margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au
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of English. So I will mention it to her as well as, you would have met her from previous 

supply work, perhaps for a quicker reply email her directly. Her email is; XX Yours, XX 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: [English HOD] cc: Deputy principal 

date: 20 October 2015 at 09:54  

subject: Research project: digital technologies, learning and literacy in the junior secondary 

English classroom 

Dear [English HOD], 

I am currently undertaking a doctoral research project exploring students' everyday literacy 

practices when engaging with digital technologies, and the pedagogical implications of these 

'funds of knowledge' for learning and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom. My 

research questions examine a) the everyday literacy practices students enact when 

engaging with digital games, b) student and teacher perceptions regarding the relevance of 

these literacy practices in the junior English classroom, and c) the affordances and 

constraints of digital games as resources for junior secondary literacy learning. 

In brief my proposal involves: the recruitment of a year 9 English teacher and class to 

participate as research partners in the study; working with the class teacher to develop a 

unit of work involving a digital game as text and resource for learning and literacy 

development, designed to align with Australian Curriculum guidelines, and to be 

implemented in term one next year; and data collection through a student survey, teacher 

and student interviews, and observations of the class during implementation of the work 

unit. 

Please let me know if you are interested in this research project, and would be willing to 

allow  me to work with one of your year 9 English teachers and class in term one next year. 

If you would like further information I can send a more detailed research proposal, or come 

to the school to meet and discuss the research project with you and any other interested 

parties. I am also available to discuss the proposal by phone, on mobile 0401 090 990. 

mailto:jivet1@eq.edu.au
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All the best, Margaret Toomey, PhD candidate, Griffith University 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: principal@XXXX  cc: Catherine Beavis <c.beavis@griffith.edu.au> (Principal Supervisor) 

date: 13 November 2015 at 11:18  

subject: Margaret Toomey Research Application 

Dear [Principal],  

 I would very much appreciate your consideration of the attached application to conduct a 

research project in your school in term one of the 2016 school year. The project researches 

the use of digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom. Details 

of the research proposal are provided in the ‘Research Application’ and ‘Information 

Statement School Principal’ documents. 

I have spoken with the Learning Support Coordinator, XX, about the project and she has 

expressed interest in the research. XX has mentioned the proposal to your school academic 

administration team and has indicated to me there may be interest in the project, provided 

the English Head of Department approves, and Education Department policies and 

guidelines are understood and followed. I have therefore also emailed a brief outline of the 

proposal to the English Head of Department XX, and the Junior School Deputy Principal XX. 

Please find attached with this application the required supporting documents as outlined in 

the Department of Education Research Guidelines. A printed copy of this application and 

supporting documents has also been mailed to the school. For further information you are 

welcome to contact me, or the senior investigator Professor Catherine Beavis, by either 

phone or email as per the contact details provided.  

Thanking you in anticipation. 

Yours sincerely, 

Margaret Toomey 
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from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: principal@xxxxx cc: Catherine Beavis <c.beavis@griffith.edu.au> 

 date: 7 December 2015 at 17:25  

Dear [Principal], 

Further to my application to conduct research in your school next year I am pleased to 

advise that the research project has received provisional approval from Griffith University, 

subject to written confirmation from participating organisations. I write therefore seeking 

written confirmation that you approve access to teachers, students, and facilities at your 

school for the purpose of the proposed research project. The Griffith University ethics 

reference number for this project is:  2015/852. 

Yours sincerely, 

Margaret Toomey 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice  (participating teacher) 

date: 4 February 2016 at 13:00  

subject: Digital technologies, literacy and learning research project 

Hi Clarice, 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in my PhD research project. It was a genuine 

delight to meet you yesterday and discuss ideas for integrating digital games into the English 

classroom. It is so encouraging to meet teachers who are eager to embrace work with new 

media and who care about developing engaging and pedagogically sound learning 

experiences for their students. I am looking forward enormously to collaborating with you 

on this important research work. 

As discussed yesterday I have attached the draft work unit I submitted to the university 

ethics committee. I made sure to clarify when I submitted this draft that it is a sample only, 
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and that the final work unit is very much subject to school and teacher modification and 

approval. It was always only intended to provide a stimulus and starting point for our 

combined planning. I will also attach some resources I found on YA spec fiction novels 

featuring gaming or virtual worlds in the plot, and novels created from digital game worlds. 

Looking forward to meeting again next fortnight and beginning work on the project. 

Kind regards, 

Margaret 

3 Attachments – Work unit overview, lesson resources 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 4 February 2016 at 13:35  

Hi Margaret 

Thanks for your email. There is a unit which I taught last year on speculative fiction, we 

can go over the lesson sequence PowerPoints and create some new lesson plans to 

include gaming.  

See you at our meeting  

Clarice  Teacher - Music and English 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: [English HOD], cc: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 16 February 2016 at 12:51  

subject: Research project - Planning meeting 

Hi [English HOD] and Clarice, 
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Just a brief message to confirm our meeting tomorrow (Wednesday 17 Feb) at 9am to map 

out the work unit for the digital technologies, literacy and learning research project. I will go 

to the school admin office to sign in and ask them to let you know when I arrive. 

[English HOD], would it be possible to also make time for me to see Mr Brew to go through 

the Principal information and consent forms? Alternatively I could leave the forms with you 

or the reception office and collect the consent form at the end of the day. Written consent 

from the school principal is a requirement of the university ethics committee, and although 

provisional approval to begin the research project has been given based on my assurance of 

receiving verbal consent, they are asking for written evidence to sign off on the ethics 

protocol. 

Clarice, if you are agreeable we can take some time at the beginning of the day to go 

through the Teacher Information and Consent forms and conduct your entry interview - it 

will be a 30 minute semi-structured interview to obtain baseline qualitative data regarding 

your perceptions and expectations prior to commencement of the research project. 

Thank you once again for agreeing to participate in this research. I am very much looking 

forward to working with you on this. If you have any questions, or if there are any 

documents you would like me to look over to prepare for our planning meeting please let 

me know. 

Kind regards, Margaret Mobile: 0401 090 990 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: WSHS Clarice [participating teacher]  

date: 18 February 2016 at 19:56  

subject: Meeting notes 17-02-2016 

Hi Clarice and [English HOD], 

Please find attached my meeting notes as a brief record of our planning day yesterday. 
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Clarice, let me know if you want to go ahead with the student survey in the Friday lesson 

week 6. If so I will need to post out Parent Information and Consent forms by the end of 

next week.  

[English HOD], if we decide to go ahead with the survey in week 6, would it be okay for me 

to come in to the school next week to arrange posting the information and consent forms to 

parents? I don't know if I can have access to the students' addresses, so the posting may 

need to be done by the admin support staff.  I have attached a copy of the Parent 

information/consent forms. We might need to discuss whether the school would like to 

inform parents of the research project before this info package goes out, or perhaps a 

school letterhead document could be included in the information package. 

Thanks again Clarice for your time and enthusiasm as participating teacher. Thanks also for 

your assistance in contacting John about having one of the DPs sign the Principal consent 

form. It's good to have that final ethics requirement met. 

Kind regards, Margaret 

3 attachments: meeting notes 2016-02-17; information statement parent-caregiver; 

informed consent parent-caregiver 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] cc: [English HOD] 

date: 25 February 2016 at 12:44  

Hi Clarice, 

I've just spoken to [English HOD] and she has approved handing out the parent and student 

information and consent forms tomorrow. Are you happy to have them handed out during 

your English class last period? If you agree, [English HOD] suggested I come to the school at 

second lunch break to meet and arrange photocopying. I included a "please return by" 

statement at the end of the consent forms - see attached. Let me know if you want to make 

any alterations to this. 
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Kind regards, Margaret 

4 Attachments: information and consent forms-parent/caregiver and student 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Head of Department Internet Technology  

date: 1 March 2016 at 10:13  

subject: IT support for research project 

Hi XX, 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me yesterday to discuss IT support for my 

research project. I have attached a description of the research project and included 

supporting documents. The Education Department ethics submission document contains a 

more detailed account of the research project, and if required I can send further evidence of 

ethics approval and consent forms used. 

In my searches yesterday I found that many of the games I had marked as potential 

candidates for inclusion in the study are not age appropriate - even some of the earlier 

versions are at least M15+. However, many of The Elder Scrolls games are M, and their 

website now provides two of the earliest versions of the game as free downloads. Myst 

games are generally rated G or PG, and there is one online version. 

Let me know if you think any of these may be suitable. In the meantime I will also research 

other possibilities which require a local install. If we go with a game that has to be installed 

on the students' laptops, do the school computers have CD-ROM capability? 

If you need any other information which will help in the process please let me know. 

Kind regards, 

Margaret Toomey 

Mobile: 0401 090 990  

2 Attachments: project description (attached); supporting documents 
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from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 17 March 2016 at 14:58  

subject: Narrative writing powerpoints 

Hi Margaret 

Please find attached the PowerPoints I’ve created so far for NAPLAN prep weeks. I haven’t 

proofread yet, I’ll get to that. 

Clarice  

4 attachments: Seven steps to writing success; tightening tension; plan for success; dynamic 

dialogue – attached at end of thread 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   
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to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 17 March 2016 at 15:17  

Thanks for these Clarice. I have found a sci-fi short story we may be able to use. It also has 

an audio version, just over 9 minutes, so the story is quite short. Have a quick look and let 

me know if you think we can use it. (I zipped the folder up so the link to the audio version 

should work). 

Cheers, Margaret 

Attachment folder: antique story word document and audio file – word doc attached 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher]  

date: 17 March 2016 at 15:25  

Those PowerPoints look great Clarice. Nice way to make preparing for NAPLAN a lot more 

engaging for the students :) 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 18 March 2016 at 10:08  

Hi Margaret, 

Here are the remaining narrative PowerPoints. Finally finished!! 

3 attachments-PPTs: show, don’t tell; ban the boring; exciting endings 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher]  

date: 18 March 2016 at 10:34  
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Thanks Clarice. These are great resources. You're so organized - I don't know how many 

teachers could say at this stage that they have resources for the first 5 weeks of next term 

already done! Congrats - hopefully it makes for a more relaxing Easter break for you. 

Do you think you will be able to use that short story "Antique" in your PowerPoint for lesson 

1? 

Cheers, Margaret 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au  

date: 18 March 2016 at 12:58  

Hi Margaret, I’ll have a read this afternoon and let you know! Thanks, yes, I love to be 

organised!! Takes the pressure off. Bring on Easter!!!! 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>  

date: 23 March 2016 at 12:02  

Hi Margaret 

So sorry it took me all this time to read the short story! Looks great, we can use this. 

Have a wonderful Easter, see you Tuesday 12th before the lesson at 12.10. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 23 March 2016 at 12:03  

That's excellent news Clarice, I'm glad it suits. Hope you have a restful and enjoyable Easter 

break. See you next term. 

Cheers, 
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Margaret 

Attach Printed PPT handouts and Antique word doc 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 16 March 2016 at 14:44 

Hi Clarice, 

Thanks again for a very productive planning session. Please find attached a pdf of the hidden 

worlds stimulus for the writing sessions. Would you also mind sending me a copy of the 

PowerPoint Presentations you worked on today for lesson 1 week 1? 

I will stay in touch and send you any resources I find/make for the other lessons. All the 

best, Margaret 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 16 March 2016 at 16:01 

Hi Clarice, 

I have done up a graphic organizer based on the narrative writing graph you copied for me. 

Let me know if you think you can use it, or any alterations you think it may need. 

Cheers, Margaret 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>  

date: 17 March 2016 at 11:01 

Looks great. Now we can plot the gaming structure together with the narrative structure on 

a separate document. 
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Thanks Clarice  – attachments: Lesson 1 Speculative fiction; Lesson 2 Speculative fiction 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 23 March 2016 at 13:32 

Hi Margaret I just created a stimulus sheet for sci fi…It’s not that good, I’m not great with 

computers.. If you can do better, please do! Are you able to colour print? I was thinking we 

could get them laminated to preserve them. If you are able to colour print, I’ll send the next 

2 stimulus sheets to you and you can print them and keep them all together, is this ok? 

Clarice 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 24 March 2016 at 12:24 

Hi Clarice, sorry for the delay in getting back to you, and thanks for sending the stimulus 

sheet. I should be able to colour print from here, but will need to see the school secretary to 

organize an access code; she is not in again until Tuesday. Please do send me the other two 

stimulus sheets. I have an A4 laminator, so can do the laminating myself. Cheers, Margaret 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 11 April 2016 at 09:59 

Hi Clarice, 

I hope you had a relaxing and enjoyable holiday and have come back to term two feeling 

refreshed. I colour printed and laminated the stimulus sheets for the writing tasks and will 

bring them along tomorrow (have attached the four sheets I made). I have also attached a 

comprehension worksheet I made (NAPLAN style!) - it may be useful for class work while 

you're away later this week - I have included an answer sheet for the covering teacher. 
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With your permission I'd like to focus on observing and taking notes in class tomorrow, and 

then do a short reflective discussion with you after class - this would only be about 10 

minutes. Does that suit you? All the best, Margaret 

6 attachments: 4 genre stimulus sheets (see below) and reading comprehension resources 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 11 April 2016 at 11:02 

Hi Margaret 

Thanks, I had a great break, I hope you did too! Thanks so much for the comprehension 

sheet, I will definitely use it this week. It’s fine to have a debrief after the lesson tomorrow! 

See you then. 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> cc: new English HOD 

date: 22 April 2016 at 09:30  

subject: Assessment 

Hi Margaret, 

I had a chat to our new English HOD, XX this morning about assessment for our year 9 class 

this term. In order to align with the other year 9 classes and maintain similar assessment 

profiles, we think it’s a good idea to change the plan slightly. I will now ask each student to 

write their own short story; they can plan in pairs and share the stimulus sheets, however at 

the start of week 6, they will each need to submit their own story. I will mark these and this 

will form the basis of their term 2 mark.  

Our work with digital games will culminate in a project; their body of work (3-level game 

and story board) will be exhibited, but will not be marked for summative purposes. I feel 

better about this arrangement, it will work well. 
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Look forward to seeing you this afternoon. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 22 April 2016 at 10:37 

Hi Clarice, thanks for the update on the assessment plan. I'm pleased the students will be 

able to exhibit their work on games. I'm sure they will like this too.  Cheers, Margaret 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 3 May 2016 at 13:17  

subject: Peer review 

Hi Margaret, 

Students are going well with their short stories, some are up to editing. So I thought I would 

get them to peer review their partner’s work. Attached is the tool for your perusal. We had 

a chat about using this technique in our gaming project. Maybe something similar might 

work? Could you adapt it? Thanks! Clarice  Teacher - Music and English 

Short story peer review attached 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 3 May 2016 at 14:24 

Thanks Clarice, this should adapt nicely to the games design project. Cheers, Margaret 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 4 May 2016 at 16:06  
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subject: IT support update 

Hi Clarice, 

I spoke to XX after our planning meeting and he has confirmed that the games are ready to 

load onto the student laptops in CPAC. He anticipates doing this tomorrow.  

Games will be: Minecraft;  Elder Scrolls - Arena;  Elder Scrolls - Daggerfall;  Riven - The 

sequel to Myst.  

For copyright purposes the Riven game will need to be purchased, but a copy of the game 

can be loaded for students to trial, then I will purchase the required number once they have 

made their choices. 

As all four games will be available on all student laptops, perhaps during the first gameplay 

lesson we can let them trial a few before they choose one to work on for the next couple of 

lessons. I could tweak the worksheet so they can fill out info on each game perhaps. Then 

the homework activity where they explain why they chose 1 game in particular will make 

more sense. 

Regarding the Minecraft server, we just need to phone Michael about 5 minutes before 

class to ask him to open access for the students. 

Thanks for an excellent planning day again today. I think we achieved quite a lot :) 

I'm currently working on the other resources we discussed and will send them to you soon. 

Kind regards, Margaret 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 5 May 2016 at 13:43 

Hi Margaret 
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Excellent news about the games.. Also excellent idea about letting them trial a few games 

during the first lesson. An amended worksheet will be great and will tie in nicely with their 

homework task. 

Speak soon! 

Clarice  

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 4 May 2016 at 16:57  

subject: Lesson resources 

Hi Clarice, 

I have attached a worksheet for use during the first game play lesson. Let me know what 

you think - feel free to adapt or make suggestions for changes. 

We will need to think about the students with their own laptops (only 16 on the trolley) – 

will they bring their own games? 2 of the games are available to download free, I can give 

students the link with instructions. I have the other one on a memory stick, they could copy 

this. Minecraft they will only be able to play on the school laptops. 

Attachment: video game worksheet 1 

Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice 

date: 29 April 2016 at 12:59  

subject: Intro PowerPoint 

Hi Clarice,  
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I have finished an introductory PowerPoint on video games and have almost finished the 

second on games, narrative and play. Also still working on a framework for designing a game 

and mapping against narrative theory - have found some good references for this.  

If you would like to meet to go over the lesson plans and resources let me know a day and 

time that suits you. 

Attachment: Lesson 1 video game ppt 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 3 May 2016 at 08:25 

Hi Margaret The first lesson looks great – maybe we can get the kids up out of their seats to 

complete a poster on one particular game type for our wall? Similar to what we did with 

speculative fiction? Allows them to summarise and collate the information? 

Wednesday would be good for a catch up, I will see if I can put myself in the absentee book 

for lesson planning during lessons 2 and 3. You could also meet XX (new HOD). Would this 

suit? 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: HOD IT and support staff cc: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 12 April 2016 at 15:52  

subject: IT support for research project 

Dear XX and XX,  

Further to our discussion last term regarding the research project on digital games in a year 

9 English class, please find attached a description of the research project, Education 

Department ethics submission,  and supporting documents detailing the work unit and 

information on the computer games to be included as lesson resources. The Education 

Department ethics submission document contains a more detailed account of the research 
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project, and if required I can send further evidence of ethics approval and consent forms 

used. 

To facilitate research into the use of computer games as a text in English the participating 

teacher, Clarice , and I request access to the following games on student laptops in the 

Starbucks laptop trolley in CPAC: The Elder Scrolls – Arena; The Elder Scrolls – Daggerfall; 

and Myst Online – Uru Live. The games will be required as lesson resources for the final six 

weeks of term 2: from Friday 13th May to Friday 24th June, and will only be required for use 

by students in XXXX. 

If Education Department permission is required for access to these games please forward 

our request with attached project description and supporting documents to the appropriate 

departmental authority. 

If you need any other information which will help in the process please let me know. 

Kind regards, 

Margaret 

Attachments: Project description; Ed Dept ethics submission; folder – supporting documents 

from: IT support staff   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>, cc: Clarice  

date: 13 April 2016 at 09:10 

Margaret, 

I’m currently working on trying to get the games installed and running.  Arena and 

Daggerfall shouldn’t be a problem.  However, judging from your information, Myst requires 

the students to register?  Is this just to download the program or do they need an account 

to play.  Basically I’m asking if I can create 1 account, download the game, and then let the 

students play without them creating an account? 
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If students need to create individual accounts than it opens a whole new can of worms.  I’ll 

leave it to [IT HOD] to go into more deeply, but it can involve things like the Principal 

needing to sign off on the risk of student information being stored outside of Ed 

department, and requiring parental permission.  This issue is further troubled if the students 

will be interacting with the general public in an unsupervised environment. 

The account creation system for Myst seems to be down at the moment, so I cannot check 

their privacy statement or other requirements such as age restrictions.   

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: IT support staff and HOD cc: Clarice  

date: 14 April 2016 at 11:04 

Hi XX, Thank you for following up on this. Regarding the Myst Online game, I tried to access 

the account creation system again this morning and it is still down. It looks like the online 

game requires logging in and playing in multiplayer mode, which [IT HOD] did explain to me 

last term creates a whole lot of problems with Ed Department. I have checked the single 

player Myst games, and found some of the older versions are available from gog.com. Once 

bought and downloaded there is no activation or online connection required to play.  Here 

is the link: https://www.gog.com/game/myst_masterpiece_edition  

Would it be okay for me to buy this version for the student laptops? (I have noticed some 

older reviews complaining of compatibility issues with Windows 7. I'm in the process of 

checking to see if these issues have been resolved). Kind regards, Margaret 

from: IT support staff   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 14 April 2016 at 15:38 

Margaret, Some quick googling did show a number of mixed comments regarding Myst and 

Win8, though the version from gog.com did seem to work better.  The only sure way is to 

get it and try it.  If you were to purchase the game, you would need one for each computer 



236 

Margaret Toomey   

it was to be installed on though.  If you did still want to go ahead, I would recommend 

purchasing 1 copy to test before purchasing the class set. 

Obviously I don’t know what it is you are actually trying to do with these games, but if it is of 

any use to you, we do have a class set of Minecraft.  It would not require any sort of 

purchasing and we know it works. 

The other 2 games seem to be working.  I’ve just tested them on a student laptop and 

everything seems to be good. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: IT support staff 

date: 15 April 2016 at 10:28 

Good morning XX, It's great to hear that you have successfully installed the two Elder Scrolls 

games. Thank you for that. 

The Minecraft game is hugely popular, I know, and there have been quite a few studies on 

the use of it in educational settings with some very encouraging results. Clarice wants to 

give the students a choice of games, at least 3, so the class set of Minecraft would be a good 

resource. I'm looking for a game that aligns well with the work we will be doing on narrative. 

I know there are many Minecraft players who can talk endlessly about their gameplay (my 

grandson included) and I'm sure we could find a way to encourage them to think of their 

play in terms of a story. 

I run windows 7 on my laptop, and purchased Myst Masterpiece and the sequel Riven from 

gog.com. I have not been able to start Myst, but Riven plays perfectly; for an old game the 

graphics and sound are lovely. I liked the game a lot and I think students could easily 

construct a very entertaining story from playing this game - the visual stimulus provided by 

the game's various landscapes alone could promote some lovely descriptive writing. I would 

be happy to purchase one for installation on a school laptop as a trial and then consider 

buying more. 
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I will be at school on Tuesday for Clarice's 12.10 English lesson; would it be possible for us to 

meet sometime that day? 

from: IT support staff    

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au  

date: 15 April 2016 at 10:39 

Margaret, There is no problem catching up some time on Tuesday.  I’m sure Clarice can 

bring you up to our office whenever you are ready. 

If you have the install files for Myst Masterpiece and Riven still, we can test it out using your 

copy to save you the expense.  You would still need the licenses for the class set if we went 

ahead with it though. 

from: IT support staff   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 27 April 2016 at 11:41 

Margaret, Sorry for not getting back to you sooner, things got a bit busy. 

I was able to get Riven working.  As I mentioned previously though, you will need to 

purchase a copy for each computer it is installed onto for licensing purposes.  I’m not sure if 

you wanted to have it installed on each of the 16 laptops that the class will be using, or if 

you wanted to ask the students which game they will use before purchasing. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: IT support staff   

date: 27 April 2016 at 14:40 

Hi XX, 

Good news that the game plays on the student laptops. I don't expect we will need to install 

it on all 16 laptops - I'm happy to purchase 4 to start with and if it's very popular and more 
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students want to play it I will look at purchasing more. Is it okay for me to come in some 

time in week 5 to sort that out? Let me know what time suits you best. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: IT support staff  cc: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 11 May 2016 at 10:35 

Hi XX, The following is a link to a short online quiz regarding video game character types. I'm 

hoping we can do this as a warm up activity in lesson 1, Tuesday 24th May (week 7). Would 

you mind checking to see if ED department will allow students to access it? 

http://www.allthetests.com/quiz19/quiz/1148249508/What-Type-of-Video-Game-

Character-are-You   

from: IT support staff  >   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au  

date: 11 May 2016 at 12:58 

All good, works fine.  Thanks for thinking to test it.  

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 12 May 2016 at 12:04  

subject: Lesson resources 

Hi Clarice, I hope you're having a good week and the students are not too burnt out from 

NAPLAN. I am doing up lessons and resources for week 2 and will have the folder ready to 

send you tomorrow. Do you want me to print any of the worksheets for week 1, or are you 

happy to take care of that your end? 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice  

http://www.allthetests.com/quiz19/quiz/1148249508/What-Type-of-Video-Game-Character-are-You
http://www.allthetests.com/quiz19/quiz/1148249508/What-Type-of-Video-Game-Character-are-You
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date: 13 May 2016 at 15:18 

Hi Clarice, I have attached the PowerPoint lessons for week 7. The video links won't work, 

but at least you can have a quick look to get an overview of the week. We can discuss these 

in more detail on Tuesday if you like. Tuesday's lesson should be simple enough, as long as 

the games load up okay and are playable! Have a great weekend. See you Tuesday :) 

3 Attachments: Lesson 3 Video games characters, Lesson 4 Games ludic elements; Lesson 5 

Video games sound music graphics 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 17 May 2016 at 10:35  

subject: RE: Lesson resources 

Hi Margaret Open day is coming up, it would be great to showcase our project. Would you 

consider creating an A3 colour poster? We could have it laminated and display it on the day! 

See you later on! 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 18 May 2016 at 10:37 

Hi Clarice, I didn't see this email before I left yesterday. Yes, I would be happy to make up a 

poster to showcase our project :) Hopefully we will have time tomorrow after class to 

discuss ideas for it. See you tomorrow morning. 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 19 May 2016 at 14:56   

subject: RE: Lesson resources 
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Hi Margaret, I am going to let WSHS know later tonight that I am not coming in tomorrow, 

due to family duties with James being sick (he actually is). I will also tell him that I have 

emailed you to inform you of my absence, and that you’re coming in to assist with year 9’s 

anyway. Laptops are booked! Have a great lesson. See you next week. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 19 May 2016 at 15:23 

Thanks Clarice, enjoy your long weekend and I hope James feels better soon.  Let's hope 

next week is not so crazy and busy with supervisions for you! Cheers, Margaret 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice  

date: 24 May 2016 at 10:52   

subject: Re: Lesson resources 

Hi Clarice, I have been looking for information to help with the template for students to 

design their games. Rather than storyboard, I think what we are asking them to create is a 

simplified "Game Design Document". Here is a link to a slide share page we may find useful. 

There are 34 slides, but we probable only need to look at the first 20 for our purposes. I 

think we could condense this information down to a reasonable lesson. 

http://www.slideshare.net/pierluca.lanzi/vdp2013-08the-designdocument  Cheers, 

Margaret 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 24 May 2016 at 11:18 

Hi Margaret, Looks good, very detailed.. We could create a simplified version of it.. Will help 

with the written component too.. 

http://www.slideshare.net/pierluca.lanzi/vdp2013-08the-designdocument
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from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 25 May 2016 at 09:33   

subject: Re: Lesson resources 

Hi Clarice, I'll make a start on simplifying that slideshare info today.  

I also realised that I had done up a puzzle type activity for Thursday's lesson that has the 

students matching characters with descriptions and images, rather than just copying notes 

from the PowerPoint slides - the slides are there just so they can check their answers. I'll 

have those worksheets printed and ready to go for Thursday morning. The students will 

need scissors and glue (I can bring a few extras). Could you have some A3 sheets ready for 

them to paste their puzzle pieces on? I'm guessing we'll have about 8 groups? 

I can also make a start on the poster for the open day today. 

Students will also need their A3 storyboard worksheets - are you able to copy those? 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 25 May 2016 at 12:32 

Hi Clarice, I've attached a possible poster for open day. Let me know what you think, or any 

changes you'd recommend. 

Attachment: Open Day Poster  

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 25 May 2016 at 13:35 

Wow Margaret, Looks fantastic!! 



242 

Margaret Toomey   

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 25 May 2016 at 16:00 subject: Re: Lesson resources 

Hi Clarice, That's awesome - so pleased you like it! 

Here is my simplified version of the game design document slideshow - it's very basic and a 

bit dry, but at least something to begin working with. I have a few examples of video game 

flow charts I can print off also. I'm thinking we will need to scaffold this a lot more for the 

students, but I also want to give them a certain amount of freedom in the way they design 

and present their work. Cheers, Margaret 

Attachment: Lesson 6 Game Design Document 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 26 May 2016 at 11:07 

Updated slide 

Attachment: Lesson 6 Game Design Document – updated CM 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 27 May 2016 at 10:08 

I have laminated all resources for Open Day display. They look great! I’ve got PGD during AM 

break, but have a spare in lesson 3 and am free in PM break. SO I’ll be good to go from 

about 12 pm. Does this suit you? 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 



243 

Margaret Toomey   

date: 30 May 2016 at 15:13   

subject: student focus group interviews 

Hi Clarice, 

As I mentioned on Friday I would like to begin some student focus group interviews this 

week, and am hoping to use the pm lunch break tomorrow to begin. I think the simplest way 

to go is to interview students in their project group. I'm happy to bring along some lunch 

treats as an incentive :) 

Do I need to book the classroom for this?  

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   

to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 31 May 2016 at 08:14 

Hi Margaret, no that’s fine, I will secure the room for you! 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 12 September 2016 at 15:28 

Hi Clarice, I hope term three has been a good one for you and that this last week of term is 

not too frantic.  I would greatly appreciate having catch up with you and post research 

project chat. If you're agreeable, would you have time this week, or does next term suit you 

better? I was thinking it would be nice to have a coffee together somewhere away from the 

hustle and bustle of school. The Nook is only three minutes from school, and if you have 

some time available I'd be happy to shout lunch or morning or afternoon tea :) Let me know 

what suits you best. Kind regards, Margaret 

P.S. Please say hello to your lovely year 9s from me - I miss our regular weekly contact. 

from: Clarice [participating teacher]   
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to: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au> 

date: 12 September 2016 at 15:31 

Hi Margaret, I am absolutely swamped this week – term 4 might be better?  I will definitely 

say hi to the year 9’s for you!! Hope you are well. 

from: Margaret Toomey <margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au>   

to: Clarice [participating teacher] 

date: 13 September 2016 at 09:23 

Hi Clarice, 

I had a hunch things might be a bit hectic for you this week - if we can arrange a meeting 

early next term that would be great :) Hang on in there for the rest of the week, and enjoy 

your break. 

All the best, Margaret 
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Appendix D: English curriculum unit developed for the study 

Digital games, literacy and learning 

Work unit overview English Year level Nine 

C
u

rr
ic

u
lu

m
 i

n
te

n
t 

Year level 
description 

This unit is built around the three interrelated strands of Language, Literature and Literacy outlined in the Australian Curriculum – English. The strands are 
integrated and balanced to allow students to develop knowledge, understanding and skills in listening, reading, viewing, speaking, writing and creating in 
digital and print modes. English learning in this unit also builds on and complements knowledge, understanding and skills developed in Media Studies and 
Computing, offered as year nine electives at Westfield State High School. 

In this unit students are encouraged to interact with peers, teachers, individuals, groups and community members in a range of face-to-face and online/virtual 
environments. They experience learning in familiar and unfamiliar contexts, including local community, vocational and global contexts. Students engage with 
a variety of texts for enjoyment, as well as texts designed to inform and persuade. These include various types of media texts such as: digital games, 
speculative fiction novels and films; games, novel and film review programs and forums; trailers and promotional texts; internet sites, fan fiction blogs and 
forums; magazines and news articles. Students develop a critical understanding of contemporary media and the differences between media texts, with 
themes and issues involving levels of abstraction, higher order reasoning and intertextual references. 

Literary texts that support and extend students’ literacy capabilities in this unit are drawn from the speculative fiction genre and involve complex, challenging 
and unpredictable plot sequences and hybrid structures that may serve multiple purposes. These texts focus on young adult issues and explore themes of 
human experience and cultural significance, interpersonal relationships, and ethical and global dilemmas within real-world and fictional settings and represent 
a variety of perspectives. Informative texts represent a synthesis of technical and abstract information (from credible/verifiable sources) about young adult 
and speculative fiction topics.  

In this unit students are encouraged to create imaginative, informative and persuasive texts in print and digital modes, including narratives, game designs, 
discussions, literary and textual analyses, transformations of texts and reviews. 

This work unit is also designed to align with Australian Curriculum – General Capabilities guidelines for literacy, information and communication technology 
(ICT), critical and creative thinking, and personal and social capabilities, which work in conjunction with curriculum content to “assist students to live and work 
successfully in the twenty-first century” (ACARA 2013, p.13). The introduction of digital games into the English learning area provides innovative possibilities 
for students to develop these capabilities in the following ways:   

 Students develop literacy capabilities through analysing, interpreting, evaluating and creating digital games and associated paratexts. 

 Students develop ICT capability as they learn to appreciate the role of technology in their in- and out-of-school lives, and explore ways of adapting 
that technology within the discourse of education and the English classroom. Students use their ICT capabilities as they interpret and create digital 
texts, use online forums to research and evaluate digital games, speculative fiction novels and films, and to collaborate and communicate with 
others electronically.  

 Critical and creative thinking is employed as students learn to analyse and evaluate the digital games, novels and films that form a significant part of 
their out-of-school lives. 

 Personal and social capabilities are developed as students cooperate to discuss and evaluate their own cultural artefacts, engage in digital 
gameplay, use social forums to research and analyse novels, films and digital games, and develop an understanding of language and literacy as 
situated, social and cultural practice. 
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Achievement 
standard 

Receptive modes (listening, reading and viewing) 

Students analyse the ways that text structures can be manipulated for effect. They analyse and explain how images, movement, music, sound, and 
vocabulary choices and language features distinguish the work of individual authors. 

They evaluate and integrate ideas and information from texts to form their own interpretations. They select evidence from the text to analyse and explain how 
language choices and multimodal conventions are used to influence an audience. They listen for ways texts position an audience. 

Productive modes (speaking, writing and creating) 

Students understand how to use a variety of language features and multimodal conventions to create different levels of meaning. They understand how 
interpretations can vary by comparing their responses to texts to the responses of others. In creating texts, students demonstrate how manipulating language 
features, movement, music, sound effects and images can create innovative texts.  

Students create texts that respond to issues, interpreting and integrating ideas from other texts. They create multimodal artefacts and contribute actively to 
class and group discussions, comparing and evaluating responses to ideas and issues. They edit for effect, selecting images, music, sound, movement, 
vocabulary and grammar that contribute to the precision and persuasiveness of texts and using appropriate presentation, formatting, coding, spelling and 
punctuation. 

 

 
 

 General 
capabilities and 
cross-curriculum 
priorities 

Opportunities to engage with: 

         

Key to general 
capabilities and 
cross-curriculum 
priorities 

 Literacy   Numeracy   ICT capability   Critical and creative thinking   Personal and social capability                       

 Ethical understanding   Intercultural understanding 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures   Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia   Sustainability 
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Unit source QCAA – Curriculum into the Classroom Westfield State High School – 
Year nine English curriculum 

Margaret Toomey – Work unit proposal for 
research study 

Unit overviews – 
comparative table 

Unit 3:  

Reading and interpreting 
information texts   

Students listen to, read and 
view a variety of information 
texts to produce close 
readings of these texts. In 
particular, students examine 
how authors of information 
texts use text structures, 
language and visual features 
to present information, 
opinions and perspectives 
about issues commonly 
represented in works of 
speculative fiction. 

Unit 4:  

Creating speculative 
fiction 

Students listen to, read and 
view information texts and 
speculative fiction texts. 
Students use their 
knowledge of literary texts to 
create a speculative fiction 
short story, using an 
information text, such as an 
article from a science 
magazine, as a stimulus. 
Students also examine and 
experiment with the features 
of hybrid texts and apply 
their knowledge of how 
authors create different 
levels of meaning in their 
writing to transform their 
speculative short story into a 
hybrid text. 

Visions of the Future  

Students will listen to, read and 
view a variety of information texts 
and speculative fiction texts to 
create a speculative fiction short 
story, using an information text, 
such as an article from a science 
magazine, as a stimulus. In 
particular, students will develop an 
understanding of how 
experimenting with the features of a 
short story through the creation of a 
hybrid short story allows authors to 
create different levels of meaning in 
their writing.  

Digital games, literacy and learning 

Students will listen to, read, view and play information 
texts, speculative fiction texts and digital games to 
develop understandings of the complex relationships 
between the various media addressing young adult 
issues and utilising the speculative fiction genre. In 
particular students will analyse representations of 
digital game worlds in young adult speculative fiction, 
game websites, forums and review media, and in 
digital games themselves. In their examination of 
information texts students identify how authors use 
text and multimodal conventions to present information 
and persuade audiences. Students respond to fiction 
texts and/or digital games by creating a review for a 
magazine, TV program, blog or forum. Students will 
then develop their own speculative fiction short story, 
and a multimodal text or digital game design. As they 
engage with the various media in this unit, students 
will be encouraged to reflect on the variety of literacy 
practices employed as they live, work and play in the 
twenty-first century digital world. 
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Unit source QCAA – Curriculum into the Classroom Westfield State High School – 
Year nine English curriculum 

Margaret Toomey – Work unit proposal for 
research study 

Assessment – 
comparative table 

Unit 3: Comprehending 
information texts 

Week 5: Exam/test 

Students read and 
comprehend an information 
text that presents 
perspectives about an issue 
commonly represented in 
works of speculative fiction, 
evaluating the effects of text 
structures, language and 
visual features. 

Unit 4: Hybrid speculative 
short story  

Week 9-10: Written 

Students create a hybrid 
speculative short story that 
is stimulated by ideas and 
issues represented in an 
information text to present 
perspectives on aspects of 
the world and significant 
human experiences.   

Visions of the Future  

Imaginative / Narrative: 
Transformation.  

Written mode, open access to 
resources. 

 

 Narrative: Close reading.  

Written mode, supervised 
conditions. 

Digital games, literacy and learning 

Imaginative / Narrative: Students develop their own 
speculative fiction short story, drawing on ideas from 
stimulus sheets representing speculative fiction sub-
genres.  The short story is an individual written task. 

Written, open access to resources. 

 

Creative / multimodal presentation, or digital game.  
The multimodal composition and presentation is a 
group task. 

Written or multimodal, open access to resources. 
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Lesson Sequence Table 
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Phase Focus Activities 

Phase 1 
Narrative 

Week 1 Introduction to unit: 
Speculative Fiction 

List speculative fiction sub-genres; identify sub-genres in books, movies and computer 
games; read and analyse speculative short story; read information texts on speculative 
fiction and computer games; comprehension activities based on information texts. 

Week 2 Writing skills Short writing activities using the Seven Steps to Writing Success strategy; forming groups to 
work with a speculative fiction sub-genre; stimulus sheets and practice stimulus response 
writing. 

Week 3 NAPLAN preparation School resources for language conventions, reading comprehension; speculative fiction 
stimulus sheets for writing practice. 

Week 4 NAPLAN preparation School resources for language conventions, reading comprehension; speculative fiction 
stimulus sheets for writing practice. 

 Week 5: NAPLAN TESTS 

Phase 2 
Computer games 

Week 6 Introduction to computer 
games phase of the unit 

Exploring differences and similarities between books, movies and computer games; identify 
structures and features of computer games; explore narrative and ludic elements of 
computer games; computer games installed on class laptops; one lesson allocated to 
computer gameplay with worksheet for analysis. 

Week 7 Deconstructing and 
analysing computer games 

Exploring elements of computer games:  characters, ludic elements, sound, music, graphics; 
introduction to Game Design Document, begin designing concept for computer game. 

Week 8 Joint construction, modelling Scaffolding activities, students developing a game design document using class template; 
groups begin working on multimodal composition to promote their new computer game. 

Week 9 Constructing   Students working in groups on their multimodal composition 

Week 10 Constructing  Students working in groups on their multimodal composition 

Week 11 Presentation of multimodal artefacts 
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Content descriptions for Year 9 English 

Language  Literature  Literacy 

Language for interaction  Literature and context   Texts in context 

Understand that roles and relationships are developed and 
challenged through language and interpersonal skills 
(ACELA1551) 

 

Investigate how evaluation can be expressed directly and 
indirectly using devices, for example allusion, evocative 

vocabulary and metaphor (ACELA1552) 

 Interpret and compare how representations of people and 
culture in literary texts are drawn from different historical, 
social and cultural contexts (ACELT1633)  

 Analyse how the construction and interpretation of texts, 
including media texts, can be influenced by cultural 
perspectives and other texts (ACELY1739)  

Text structure and organisation   Responding to literature  Interacting with others  

Understand that authors innovate with text structures and 
language for specific purposes and effects (ACELA1553) 

 

Compare and contrast the use of cohesive devices in 
texts, focusing on how they serve to signpost ideas, to 
make connections and to build semantic associations 

between ideas (ACELA1770) 

 

Understand how punctuation is used along with layout and 
font variations in constructing texts for different audiences 
and purposes (ACELA1556) 

 Explore and reflect on personal understanding of the 
world and significant human experience gained from 
interpreting various representations of life matters in texts 
(ACELT1635)  

 Use interaction skills to present and discuss an idea and 
to influence and engage an audience by selecting 
persuasive language, varying voice tone, pitch, and pace, 
and using elements such as music and sound effects 
(ACELY1811) 

 

Plan, rehearse and deliver presentations, selecting and 
sequencing appropriate content and multimodal elements 
for aesthetic and playful purposes (ACELY1741) 
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Language  Literature  Literacy 

Expressing and developing ideas  Examining literature   Interpreting, analysing, evaluating 

Explain how authors creatively use the structures of 
sentences and clauses for particular effects (ACELA1557) 

 

Analyse and explain the use of symbols, icons and myth in 
still and moving images and how these augment meaning 
(ACELA1560) 

 

Identify how vocabulary choices contribute to specificity, 

abstraction and stylistic effectiveness (ACELA1561) 

 

Understand how spelling is used creatively in texts for 
particular effects, for example characterisation and humour 
and to represent accents and styles of speech 
(ACELA1562) 

 Analyse texts from familiar and unfamiliar contexts, and 
discuss and evaluate their content and the appeal of an 

individual author’s literary style (ACELT1636)  

 

Investigate and experiment with the use and effect of 
extended metaphor, metonymy, allegory, icons, myths 
and symbolism in texts, for example poetry, short films, 
graphic novels, and plays on similar themes 
(ACELT1637) 

 Interpret, analyse and evaluate how different 
perspectives of issue, event, situation, individuals or 
groups are constructed to serve specific purposes in 
texts (ACELY1742)  

 

Apply an expanding vocabulary to read increasingly 
complex texts with fluency and comprehension 

(ACELY1743) 

 

Use comprehension strategies to interpret and analyse 
texts, comparing and evaluating representations of an 
event, issue, situation or character in different texts 
(ACELY1744) 

 

Explore and explain the combinations of language and 
visual choices that authors make to present information, 
opinions and perspectives in different texts (ACELY1745) 

. 
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Appendix E: Information and consent forms 

 

 
INFORMATION SHEET: PRINCIPAL 

Date:    December 2015 
 
Project Title:  Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: Griffith 

University reference no. 2015/852 
 
Research Team:  Senior Investigator: 

Professor Catherine Beavis, Deputy Head of School (Research) 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
Deputy Director, Griffith Institute of Educational Research  
(0)7 55528267 
c.beavis@griffith.edu.au    dhos-research@griffith.edu.au 
 

Researcher:  
Margaret Toomey 
PhD candidate 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
0401090990 
margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au 

Dear Principal, 

I am a secondary school English teacher with current QCOT registration, and PhD candidate at Griffith 
University, seeking to undertake qualitative, case study research exploring students' everyday literacy 
practices when engaging with digital technologies (e.g. smart phones and tablets; computer games etc), 
and the pedagogical implications of these 'funds of knowledge' for learning and literacy in the junior 
secondary English classroom. My research questions examine: 

 the everyday literacy practices students enact when engaging with digital games, 

 opportunities for drawing on students’ knowledge and experience with digital gameplay in service 
of learning and literacy development in the classroom, 

 strategies available to teachers to identify and manage the affordances and constraints of digital 
games as resources for junior secondary literacy learning. 
 

The potential benefit of this research is a greater understanding of students’ digital culture, the kinds of 
literacies students develop as a result of their engagement with digital technologies, and the implications of 
this engagement for curriculum planning and literacy pedagogy in the English classroom. There are no 
foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 

I would like to invite an English teacher at your school, and his or her year nine English class, to participate 
in the above mentioned research. I write to seek your approval and assistance to conduct this research 
study in your school. The proposed research would involve my presence at your school to: 

 Collaborate with the classroom teacher to develop a unit of work for a year nine English class, 
including a digital game as text and resource for learning and literacy development. The work unit 
will be designed to align with Australian Curriculum guidelines and the Education Queensland 
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Literacy Framework, and is intended for implementation in term one 2016. Guidance and approval 
from the Head of Department English will also be sought during development of the work unit. 

 Collect qualitative data though administration of a short, anonymous survey (approximate duration 
30 minutes) to identify student attitudes and uses regarding digital technologies and games. 

 At least once per week attend class during implementation of the work unit to observe literacy 
practices enacted when students engage with digital games. 

 Once per week hold an informal discussion of 15 minutes duration with the classroom teacher 
following an observed lesson to reflect on pedagogical processes and strategies for supporting the 
needs of diverse learners when working with digital games in the classroom. 

 Conduct  30 minute semi-structured entry and exit interviews with the class teacher to establish 
teacher attitudes and expectations regarding students’ use of digital technologies at home and 
school 

 Conduct 20 minute entry and exit focus group interviews with two small groups of students from 
the class to further identify students’ perceptions regarding the literacy practices enacted when 
they engage with digital games. Participants for these focus groups will be recruited in consultation 
with the class teacher, Head of Department English, and student welfare support staff. Only 
students who have previously provided individual and parental consent will be invited to 
participate in focus group interviews. 

 Collect artefacts such as curriculum documents and student work samples. 

 To supplement the above data participating students’ NAPLAN results from year seven will also be 
considered. 

All interviews are to be conducted on site, and in a room approved by the appropriate school leaders. With 
your approval, and teacher and student informed consent, some audio recordings may be used to facilitate 
greater depth in the analysis of data following the completion of the research project. If you do not wish 
this to occur, handwritten notes will be taken. To comply with government requirements all data will be 
stored securely for a period of a minimum of 5 years after final publication. It will then be destroyed.  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified personal 
information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your 
consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified 
copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone 
(07) 3735 4375. The findings of the study will be published in my doctoral dissertation, and may also be 
published in academic journals. Neither the school nor any individual will be able to be identified in any 
publication. Should you wish to access any publications arising from this project, you may contact me at any 
time.   

Approval to undertake this research project has been given by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
Griffith University. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. Please also find attached to this letter the Participant Information Sheets for 
the teacher, students and parents/caregivers. If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project or 
the way it is being conducted then you may contact: The Manager, Research Ethics, on 3735 4375 or 
research-ethics@griffith.edu.au; please cite GU reference no. 2015/852. 

If you have any questions you can contact me via email or by phone as per the contact details provided above. 

Yours sincerely 

Margaret Toomey 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
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CONSENT FORM: PRINCIPAL 

Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: GU reference no. 2015/852. 

 

  I have read and I understand the Information Sheet provided, and hereby provide approval for the 

research study proposed by Margaret Toomey to be conducted at Westfield State High School. 

  I understand that this study is undertaken as part of a doctoral research project, with the aim of 

learning more about the use of digital technologies in the junior secondary English classroom, and to 

provide information and resources for English teachers, teacher educators and English curriculum writers. 

  I understand that this school’s participation in the project is voluntary, and that I can withdraw my 

approval at any time. 

  I understand that the identity of the school, and privacy of teacher and student participants will be 

protected, and that full names will not be used. 

  I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact Margaret Toomey or the senior 

investigator, Catherine Beavis. 

  I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee on (07)3735 4375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the 

ethical conduct of the project. 

 

Name (please print) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Signature …………………………………………………………            Date  ………………... 
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INFORMATION SHEET: TEACHER 
 
Date:    December 2015 
 
Project Title:  Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: Griffith 

University reference no. 2015/852 
 
Research Team:  Senior Investigator: 

Professor Catherine Beavis, Deputy Head of School (Research) 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
Deputy Director, Griffith Institute of Educational Research  
(0)7 55528267 
c.beavis@griffith.edu.au    dhos-research@griffith.edu.au 
 

Researcher: 
Margaret Toomey 
PhD candidate 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
0401090990 
margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au 

Dear teacher, 

I am a PhD student at Griffith University currently researching connections between digital games, literacy 
and learning in the secondary English classroom. You are invited to take part in this research project. 
Participation in any research project is voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you are not obliged to. 
Deciding not to participate will not affect your relationship to the researcher or to Griffith University. Once 
you have read this form and agree to participate, please sign the attached consent form. You may keep this 
copy of the information sheet.  

Digital technologies (e.g. smart phones and tablets; computer games etc) play a significant role in youth 
culture and have a huge impact on students’ out-of-school lives. While many educators recognise the vast 
potential of these digital artefacts for literacy and learning, there is a need for research to identify the 
possibilities and constraints provided by the use of digital technologies such as games in the formal 
educational arena. The purpose of this research is to investigate the everyday literacy practices, and the 
possibilities for literacy learning, made visible through students’ interactions with digital games in the 
junior secondary English classroom. The project is designed to align with the current Australian Curriculum 
for English and Education Queensland literacy framework documents. The research explores the potential 
for improvement in student engagement and literacy awareness, through the development of a unit of 
work in which students investigate, evaluate and engage with digital games as a resource for literacy 
learning. The potential benefit of this research is a greater understanding of students’ digital culture, the 
kinds of literacies students develop as a result of their engagement with digital technologies, and the 
implications of this engagement for curriculum planning and literacy pedagogy in the English classroom. 
There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 

With your consent, your participation in the project will involve: 

1.  Entry and exit, semi-structured interviews with me of approximately 30 minutes to highlight your 
own perceptions, attitudes and expectations regarding the use of digital games in the classroom, 

2.  Collaborating with me in the development and delivery of a unit of work, for the period of one 
school term, for your year nine English class, 
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3. Once per week participating in a reflective discussion of about 15 minutes following one of the 
class lessons.  

4. Data collection for the research project will also involve students in an, anonymous survey to 
determine their uses of and attitudes towards digital technologies and games (approximate 
duration 30 minutes), observations of their involvement in class, gathering some work produced in 
class, and participation in entry and exit focus group discussions of approximately 20 minutes 
duration (with informed consent of students and caregivers).  

5. To supplement the above data participating students’ NAPLAN results from year seven will also be 
considered. 

With your and students’ informed consent some audio recordings may be used to facilitate greater depth in 
the analysis of data following the completion of the research project. If you do not wish this to occur, I will 
take handwritten notes of the interview.  

You may of course decide to stop your involvement at any point. You may also ask up to the time of 
publication that any information collected from you be destroyed and not used for the research. To comply 
with government requirements all data will be stored securely for a period of a minimum of 5 years after 
final publication. It will then be destroyed.  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified personal 
information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your 
consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified 
copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone 
(07) 3735 4375. The findings of the study will be published in my doctoral dissertation, and may be 
published in academic journals. Neither the school nor any individual will be able to be identified in any 
publication. Should you wish to access any publications arising from this project, you may contact me at any 
time.   

The primary method of communicating results back to the school, teacher and parents will be through you.  
Academic papers and conference presentations utilising data gathered during the research will be referred 
back to you for checking for accuracy and feedback.  Student interviews and materials referenced in the 
dissertation or papers will also be referred back to students. 

Approval to undertake this research project has been given by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
Griffith University. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being 
conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, then you may contact: The 
Manager, Research Ethics, on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au; please cite GU reference no. 
2015/852. 

Plain language information sheets and consent forms for the proposed research will be provided for the 
students, parents/caregivers, yourself and the school.  Students may participate in the research without 
being interviewed if they choose, and they will have the option also of choosing whether to allow the work 
they have created to be part of the research. Parents will be informed of the activity, and have the 
opportunity to request that their child not be included as research participants should they so choose. 
Although all students will be included in class work, only those who have provided individual and parental 
informed consent will be included in the data gathering processes of the research study. 

If you have any questions you can contact me via email or by phone at the address provided above. 

Yours sincerely   

Margaret Toomey 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
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CONSENT FORM: TEACHER 

Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: GU reference no. 2015/852. 

 

  I have read and I understand the Information Sheet provided, and hereby consent to be part of the 

research study undertaken by Margaret Toomey. 

  I understand that this study is undertaken as part of a doctoral research project, with the aim of 

learning more about the use of digital technologies in the junior secondary English classroom, and to 

provide information and resources for English teachers, teacher educators and English curriculum writers. 

  I understand that participation in the project is voluntary, and that I can withdraw my consent at any 

time 

  I understand that my privacy will be protected, and that my full name will not be used. 

  I understand that my commitment to the project involves an entry and exit interview of 30 minutes, and 

a weekly informal discussion with the researcher of 15 minutes duration. 

  I understand that samples of de-identified student work may be used as exemplars in publications or 

presentations. 

  I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact Margaret Toomey or the senior 

investigator, Catherine Beavis. 

  I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee on (07)3735 4375 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the 

ethical conduct of the project. 

Name (please print) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Signature …………………………………………………………            Date  ………………... 
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INFORMATION SHEET: PARENT/CAREGIVER 

Date:    December 2015 
 
Project Title:  Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: Griffith 

University reference no. 2015/852 
 
Research Team:  Senior Investigator: 

Professor Catherine Beavis, Deputy Head of School (Research) 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
Deputy Director, Griffith Institute of Educational Research  
(0)7 55528267 
c.beavis@griffith.edu.au    dhos-research@griffith.edu.au 
 

Researcher:  
Margaret Toomey 
PhD candidate 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
0401090990 
margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au 

Dear parent/caregiver, 

I am a PhD student at Griffith University, and I am researching ways digital technologies (e.g. smart phones 
and tablets; computer games etc) can be used in a junior secondary English classroom. Your child is invited 
to be part of this research project. Participation in the research project is completely voluntary. If you do 
not wish your child to take part in the research, he/she does not have to. Deciding not to take part in the 
research will not affect the way your child participates in class, nor his/her interactions with the class 
teacher or other participating students. Once you have read this form and agree to allow your child to 
participate, please sign the attached consent form. You may keep this copy of the information sheet.  

The aim of this research is to investigate the seemingly ordinary, everyday activities students engage in 
when playing digital games, and uncover the kinds of literacy skills and the cultural knowledge they 
develop. The research also explores ways teachers can use the skills and knowledge students bring to the 
classroom from their digital gameplay to make literacy learning in English more engaging. In order to do 
this, your child’s teacher and I have developed a unit of work for term one, in which the class will engage 
with digital games as a classroom resource. 

This work unit forms part of your child’s year nine English study program and has been approved by the 
English Head of Department. For this reason all students will participate in class work. However, only those 
students who agree to be research participants will be included in the processes for gathering research 
data. These processes are:  

1. A short survey on the use of digital technologies, such as computers, game consoles and mobile 
devices, at home. Approximate duration 30 minutes;  

2. Classroom observations by the researcher;  

3. Small group discussions with the researcher about the work students are doing in class. 
Approximate duration 20 minutes;  
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4. Collection of some samples of student work. 

5. To supplement the above data participating students’ NAPLAN results from year seven will also be 
considered. 

With your consent some of the class work and discussion groups may be audio recorded to help with the 
analysis of the data after completion of the research project. If you do not wish this to occur, the 
researcher will take handwritten notes. 

The potential benefit of this research is a greater understanding of students’ digital culture, the kinds of 
literacies students develop as a result of their engagement with digital technologies, and the implications of 
this engagement for curriculum planning and literacy pedagogy in the English classroom. There are no 
foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 

If you do not wish your child to be a research participant he/she will not be asked to complete the survey, 
participate in discussion groups, or have samples of class work collected. Also, although I will be observing 
the class as a whole, I will not record or take notes on his/her activities or contributions to class discussions. 

If you agree to allow your child to participate, you may of course decide to stop your child’s involvement at 
any point. You may also ask up to the time of publication that any information collected from your child be 
destroyed and not used for the research. To comply with government requirements all data will be stored 
securely for a period of a minimum of 5 years after final publication. It will then be destroyed.  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your child’s identified personal 
information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your 
consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified 
copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.   However, your child’s anonymity will at all 
times be safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone 
(07) 3735 4375. The findings of the study will be published in my doctoral dissertation, and may be 
published in academic journals. Neither the school nor any individual will be able to be identified in any 
publication. Should you wish to access any publications arising from this project, you may contact me at any 
time.  

Results from the research study will be communicated to the school through your child’s class teacher.  Any 
published writings or presentations using information gathered during the research will be referred back to 
your class teacher to check for accuracy and feedback. Information from student interviews and class work 
will also be referred back to you and your child to check for accuracy.  

Approval to undertake this research project has been given by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
Griffith University. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being 
conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, then you may contact: The 
Manager, Research Ethics, on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au; please cite GU reference no. 
2015/852. 

 

If you have any questions you can contact me via email or by phone at the address provided above. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Margaret Toomey 
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CONSENT FORM: PARENT/CAREGIVER 

Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: GU reference no. 2015/852. 

 

  I have read and I understand the Information Sheet provided, and consent to my child being part of the 

research study undertaken by Margaret Toomey. 

  I understand that this study is part of a doctoral research project, with the aim of learning more about 

the use of digital technologies in the junior secondary English classroom, and to provide information and 

resources for English teachers, teacher educators and English curriculum writers. 

  I have discussed the matter with my child and he/she has agreed to participate in the research study 

undertaken by Margaret Toomey. 

  I understand that participation in the project is voluntary, and that I can withdraw my consent for my 

child’s participation at any time 

  I understand that my child’s privacy will be protected, and that his/her full name will not be used. 

  I understand that samples of de-identified student work may be used as exemplars in publications or 

presentations. 

  I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact Margaret Toomey or the senior 

investigator, Catherine Beavis. 

 

Name (please print) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Signature …………………………………………………………            Date  ………………...  
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INFORMATION SHEET: STUDENT 

Date:    December 2015 
 
Project Title:  Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: Griffith 

University reference no. 2015/852 
 
Research Team:  Senior Investigator: 

Professor Catherine Beavis, Deputy Head of School (Research) 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
Deputy Director, Griffith Institute of Educational Research  
(0)7 55528267 
c.beavis@griffith.edu.au    dhos-research@griffith.edu.au 
 

Researcher:  
Margaret Toomey 
PhD candidate 
School of Education & Professional Studies, Griffith University 
0401090990 
margaret.toomey@griffithuni.edu.au 

Dear student, 

I am a PhD student at Griffith University, and I am researching ways digital technologies (e.g. smart phones 
and tablets; computer games etc) can be used in a junior secondary English classroom. You are invited to be 
part of this research project. Participation in the research project is completely voluntary. If you do not 
wish to take part in the research, you do not have to. Deciding not to take part in the research will not 
affect the way you participate in class, nor your interactions with the class teacher or other participating 
students. Once you have read this form and agree to participate, please sign the attached consent form. 
You may keep this copy of the information sheet.  

The aim of this research is to investigate the seemingly ordinary, everyday activities you engage in when 
playing digital games, and uncover the kinds of literacy skills and the cultural knowledge you develop. The 
research also explores ways teachers can use the skills and knowledge you bring to the classroom from 
your digital gameplay to make literacy learning in English more engaging. In order to do this, your teacher 
and I have developed a unit of work for term one, in which you will engage with digital games as a 
classroom resource. 

This work unit forms part of your year nine English study program and has been approved by the English 
Head of Department at your school. For this reason all students will participate in class work. However, only 
those students who agree to be research participants will be included in the processes for gathering 
research data. These processes are:  

1. A short survey on the use of digital technologies such as computers, game consoles and mobile 
devices, at home. Approximate duration 30 minutes;  

2. Classroom observations by the researcher;  

3. Small group discussions with the researcher about the work you are doing in class. Approximate 
duration 20 minutes;  
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4. Collection of some samples of student work. 

5. In addition, participating students’ NAPLAN results from year seven will also be considered. 

With your consent some of the class work and discussion groups may be audio recorded to help with the 
analysis of the data after completion of the research project. If you do not wish this to occur, we will take 
handwritten notes. 

The potential benefit of this research is a greater understanding of the way students use digital 
technologies and games, the kinds of knowledge and skills students develop through using digital 
technologies, and ways students’ existing knowledge and skills can be used to assist literacy learning in the 
English classroom. There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this research. 

If you do not wish to be a research participant you will not be asked to complete the survey, participate in 
discussion groups, or have samples of your class work collected. Also, although I will be observing the class 
as a whole, I will not record or take notes on your activities or contributions to class discussions. 

If you agree to participate, you may of course decide to stop your involvement at any point. You may also 
ask up to the time of publication that any information collected from you be destroyed and not used for the 
research. To comply with government requirements all data will be stored securely for a period of a 
minimum of 5 years after final publication. It will then be destroyed.  

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified personal 
information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your 
consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements.   A de-identified 
copy of this data may be used for other research purposes.   However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded.   For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or telephone 
(07) 3735 4375. The findings of the study will be published in my doctoral dissertation, and may be 
published in academic journals. Neither the school nor any or individual will be able to be identified in any 
publication. Should you wish to access any publications arising from this project, you may contact me at any 
time.   

Results from the research study will be communicated to the school through your class teacher.  Any 
published writings or presentations using information gathered during the research will be referred back to 
your class teacher to check for accuracy and feedback. Information from student interviews and class work 
will also be referred back to you to check for accuracy. 

Approval to undertake this research project has been given by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
Griffith University. Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being 
conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, then you may contact: The 
Manager, Research Ethics, on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au; please cite GU reference no. 
2015/852. 

 

If you have any questions you can contact me via email or by phone at the address provided above. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Margaret Toomey 
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CONSENT FORM: STUDENT 

 

Digital technologies and literacy in the junior secondary English classroom: GU reference no. 2015/852. 

 

  I have read and I understand the Information Sheet provided, and consent to be part of the research 

study undertaken by Margaret Toomey. 

  I understand that this study is part of a doctoral research project, with the aim of learning more about 

the use of digital technologies in the junior secondary English classroom, and to provide information and 

resources for English teachers, teacher educators and English curriculum writers. 

  I understand that participation in the project is voluntary, and that I can withdraw my consent at any 

time 

  I understand that my privacy will be protected, and that my full name will not be used. 

  I understand that samples of de-identified student work may be used as exemplars in publications or 

presentations. 

  I understand that if I have any additional questions, I can contact Margaret Toomey or the senior 

investigator, Catherine Beavis. 

 

Name (please print) ………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Signature …………………………………………………………            Date  ………………... 
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Appendix F: Interview transcripts 

Teacher interviews and focus group questions: themes to be explored 

Teacher interviews – entry and exit: 

 The teacher’s personal experience with using digital technologies in general and digital 

games in particular, both at home and at school 

 The teacher’s perceptions regarding students’ use of digital technologies in general and 

digital games in particular at school 

 The teacher’s attitude toward the use of digital games in the classroom – expected 

benefits, anticipated problems 

 The teacher’s perceptions regarding the kinds of knowledge and skills students 

demonstrate when using digital games 

 The teacher’s expectations (entry interview) and reflection (exit interview) on strategies 

available to manage potential benefits or problems when using digital games in the 

classroom 

Conversational interviews with teacher: 

 Reflective practice to identify pedagogical processes and strategies for supporting the 

needs of diverse learners when working with digital games in the classroom.  

 Discussion of progress with the work unit and identification of any improvements that 

need to be made.  

 Review of researcher’s observations to provide teacher feedback and check for accuracy of 

details. 

Student focus groups – entry and exit: 

 Students’ personal experiences with using digital technologies and games both at home 

and at school 

 Students’ perceptions about teachers’ attitudes towards student uses of digital 

technologies and games 

 Students’ attitudes toward the use of digital games in the classroom 

 Students’ beliefs about the kinds of knowledge and skills they use when engaging with 

digital games 

 Students’ expectations (entry interview) and reflections (exit interview) on the benefits or 

problems of using digital games as a text in the English classroom 
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Teacher entry interview Wednesday 17 February 2016 

Westfield State High School Resource Centre RC03 9:15am 

Facilitator: Margaret Toomey; Interviewee: Clarice Warner 

I tested the Zoom mic with Ryan the night before the interview. We were concerned about 

how long the batteries might last, and I said I would buy new batteries in the morning. 

However, I was so nervous about arriving in plenty of time that I didn’t do that. 

I also tested the iPhone as a recording device – I didn’t know what the storage capacity might 

be, and how long I could record for. I also did not know where or how to store files. The test 

helped in that I learned how to name a file, and that it would remain in the “voice memo” 

app, from which I could play back. 

As it turned out the Zoom batteries died after about 20 odd minutes. And the iPhone 

recording ended at 29:53mins – I still don’t know why it did that. 

Fortunately I also took notes the whole way through the interview, so the last 2 or 3 minutes 

of Clarice ’s response to the final question are captured in my notes. 

Lessons from the field: always test technology before using it in the field!!! Always have a 

back up method, should the technology fail!!! 

Question 1:  

FACILITATOR: Clarice , can you tell me a little bit about your personal experience with using 

digital technologies, and especially digital games, and we’re looking at both your home and your 

school environment?  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think that growing up in the era that I grew up that digital technologies weren’t 

used as much as they are today and it’s been a big challenge teaching wise to catch up on using 

digital technologies. My children know more about them than I do. um but in our home we use 

our lap top, we have a desk top and a lap top which we use ah word processing and email that 

sort of thing. We have an iPad at home and we use apps on there like garage band. My son uses 

an iPad for school as well and so a lot of his learning apps are on that iPad. A lot of the bulk of his 

homework classroom time is used on the iPad. My son has a lap top which he uses for homework 
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as well where he accesses his school intranet site and he has to participate in online quizzes and 

online learning, so I’ve had to learn about that. As far as gaming is concerned, I am not a gamer, I 

have never played a computer game in my life, except for Candy Crush, on my phone, that’s really 

the only game I’ve ever been involved in. I have an iPhone, I use it every day, I use it for 

everything. Um, I am heavily involved in social media, so I have a Facebook account, … instant 

messenger, I dappled in the world of Instagram for a while, ah but mainly I don’t really game 

except for Candy Crush. My kids do, they love gaming. They wish they had more time to do so. 

They particularly love Minecraft, and games on their DS. My son started with a Leap Pad early on, 

ah to assist in some of his learning needs, but Minecraft is their biggest thing. Ahm  

FACILITATOR: It’s a huge phenomenon  

INTERVIEWEE:  It is. Umm, in the classroom I actually use digital technologies a lot now. So with 

music we’re constantly sourcing YouTube. We’re looking at different uploads there, different 

styles for YouTube, it’s an everyday part of every lesson, at least 3 or 4 YouTube clips. We look at 

online websites that, umm, encourage learning and that you can interact and participate on 

those websites. Things like learning about stringed instruments there’s a site that we go to when 

you can interact with that program that teaches you about that. We watch movies in the 

classroom. We listen to music through iPod. We also play Cahoot a lot, we do a lot of Cahoot 

quizzes to review as warm ups and to make content a little bit more engaging. Umm. I also use 

programs like Sibelius and Garage Band, and Muse score and Audacity. So they’re just some of 

the programs that are associated with music.  

The kids use word processing all the time, they use sites like Movie Maker, they use PowerPoint 

on a regular basis, um, and they use their devices for their emails and for the student common 

drive on which a lot of information is made available on that student common drive.  

FACILITATOR: So the intranet?  

INTERVIEWEE:  Yes.  

FACILITATOR: Um, and in your English classes, um, how, how familiar are you with using those 

same technologies in your English classes. You’re obviously quite comfortable with using them in 

the music class. Um, how does that translate then to English do you think?  
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INTERVIEWEE:  The only program was Movie Maker that we had to use in English last year and I 

really had to learn how to use that. Um, I can create a basic PowerPoint, but the kid’s knowledge 

of how to do transitions and how to add all these amazing features and things are better than 

mine. But, we don’t tend to need much more than that. I think, um, really we just looked at using 

Power Point and Movie Maker, they’re the two that come to mind. The kids research a lot, 

online. Um, a lot of sites are blocked state-wide, so it is difficult for them to have free reign to do 

things. But they certainly use Google. They search for information for their research for projects.

  

FACILITATOR: And, um, the fact that you use digital technologies more in your Music class than 

your English – would say that’s correct?  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think so. Music is a really practical subject. So there’s a lot of exemplary work 

that needs to be listened to, or watched in order to understand how things occur. So the practical 

application of the theory is really a major focus in Music. And when they’re learning to do things, 

to create things, replicate things, they, yeah, they use instruments and they use the technology 

quite a lot.   

Also we use technology when they’re aren’t enough instruments – when we’re missing out on 

keyboards, so we maybe use an iPad program that’s got a keyboard in it. So we can supplement 

resources with the use of ICT.  

FACILITATOR: so it sounds like … it’s the multimodality built into Music as a subject, that lends 

itself to the ICTs and perhaps in the English classroom that multimodality hasn’t been embraced 

to the same extent as a literacy practice. Would you say …?  

INTERVIEWEE:  Yes, I’d say so. I’d say so. Music has a – one third of the content is performance 

based, so ah, and creating based, so um, yeah I think that’s definitely it, that the practical 

application isn’t as much in English. They do PowerPoint presentations, they do present 

multimodality, but the kids do choose PowerPoint really over anything. They’ve got, they could 

use Presi, they could use different um, programs, but they all choose to do the PowerPoint 

mostly …  

FACILITATOR: why do you think that is?  
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INTERVIEWEE:  Familiarity, ease, um, and the versatility of adding the information that you want 

to add without being maybe restricted to any format.  

FACILITATOR: okay. And you personally, are you more comfortable with students using 

PowerPoint, ah, because it’s … I imagine you’re more familiar with that, or …?  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes, yes  

FACILITATOR: from a more practical perspective  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes. I guess I’ve never really questioned it because it’s been on the task sheet, or 

it’s something that we work with in class all the time. As an English teacher I’m often using 

PowerPoint to present class content. So the kids see it, they’re used to the visual literacy of it, 

they’re used to the arrangement, they’re used to seeing how it works. Um, and I think they use it, 

um, everybody feels comfortable doing so, me included.  

FACILITATOR: yes, so it’s that comfort level.  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes.  

FACILITATOR: and so it would be interesting to speculate that if you had, if you were given time 

and training to use another instrument, or, you know, another application, that drew on more 

digital technologies and engaged more of those digital literacies, and you felt more familiar with 

that, do you imagine that you would then promote that in class to your students?  

INTERVIEWEE:  Definitely, because I think the kids get bored with it. Um, it’s just one of those 

unspoken things, we just use it um, they don’t openly complain about it, but it would be great to 

be able to give them some more options and move forward a little bit. For me as well.  

FACILITATOR: okay, to create novelty for the students and for the teacher.  

INTERVIEWEE:  Yes.  

FACILITATOR: okay (I’m taking notes as well, just as a backup). Do you think we’ve covered that 

question? Is there anything else you want to talk about with that question?  

Question 2  
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So, getting into the way students use digital technologies, and so this is, these are just your 

perceptions, and from your experience – you have your own kids who are school students, … but 

just from what you hear at school, what are your perceptions about the way that students use 

digital technologies? And games in particular, at school.  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think it’s a massive part of their lives and I don’t think you can deny it, and I 

don’t think you can stop them from using it. Maybe through personal fear of not knowing what it 

is that they’re doing exactly, but you can’t stop it because it’s the way that the world is going to 

be. It’s, the technology boom has been incredible and the last few years it’s no wonder that the 

kids are highly engaged and excited by it. The content and their access to things is so diverse and 

quick, and exciting and fast, um, that it’s no wonder that they’re just so engaged with using 

digital technologies.  

FACILITATOR: yes, and that we need to  

INTERVIEWEE:  support that. Because there’s a lot of ah, every job, and industry based training, 

you know, there are ICTs out there that they need to be able to use. They can’t be left behind. 

FACILITATOR: yes. That’s a nice expression, because you know, when the American campaign for 

standardised testing … the tag line was that “there’s no child left behind” and that was all about 

those traditional print literacies, but you’re talking about our students can’t be left behind with 

regard to 21st Century literacy skills which really are those digital literacies. And so the way that 

students engage with digital games, and digital technologies as school, what are you seeing, and 

what are you observing?  

INTERVIEWEE:  They’re highly engaged, it’s exciting, it’s fun, um, it’s a novel way of making, you 

know, of getting your point across. Of having them learn and experience things. And it’s not just 

them sitting there being recipients, they’re actually actively engaging, responding to you, as a 

teacher. And I think that um, they love it.   

FACILITATOR: yes. Yes. I think that sort of covers that question doesn’t it? Do you feel that there 

is anything else …?  

INTERVIEWEE:  there is one concern though that I have about it is that they lose their patience 

for the more tedious laborious tasks. Um, still want to encourage them to read. Still want to 
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encourage them, for that delayed gratification, to take their time for things to unfold. To realise 

that things are a process and it’s not always an instantaneous result. That’s my only concern, that 

they don’t then lose skills, or have those skills redundant, because technology takes over for 

them. Even things like spell check, um, that they don’t lose that ability to work it out and just rely 

on a computer program to fix the problem instantly for them.  

FACILITATOR: so your focus would be on integrating the different literacy skills and and one 

feeding another, each supporting the other  

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right. Not making one skill redundant, so making sure that they still have 

the ability to problem solve and work it out without the aid of technology. Having technology 

certainly helps and makes it more exciting, and it’s a great way to apply the skills and knowledge, 

but you need to have them first.  

FACILITATOR: okay. So you’ve mentioned problem solving, as one of those skills, and I think 

you’re also talking about resilience.  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes. Persistence.  

FACILITATOR: and also, it sounds like you’re talking a little bit about those foundational, 

traditional print literacy skills, that students don’t lose those.  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes. I first really noticed it in music actually. With the inability to read music, not a 

necessary skill anymore, yet, you can do senior music without having to read music, um, having 

those skills, and the ability to actually write it by hand, um, having a computer program do that 

for you doesn’t do them any favours. It doesn’t help them develop their knowledge and skills. So, 

that’s my only fear.  

FACILITATOR: yeah. So it’s an over reliance on technology?  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes.  

FACILITATOR: okay.  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes. And maybe having content dumbed down a bit? Because that rigour isn’t 

there?  

FACILITATOR: okay. And why do you think that is?  
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INTERVIEWEE:  because programs do the work for them. So there’s ways to get around and be 

successful in subject, without necessarily having all the knowledge and the skills to be able to do 

that without a computer program.  

FACILITATOR: okay. Okay. The program does the work.  

INTERVIEWEE:  ahah ahah  

FACILITATOR: okay. That’s interesting. Anything else on that question? That’s good. This is great 

Clarice . Excellent stuff.  

Question 3  

So the third question, is about you and how you feel about using digital games, we’re talking 

about using a game in the classroom. So you might like to think about any benefits, any problems

  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think the benefits are definitely there. It’s highly relevant for kids in the 

classroom. I think they would view it as getting to do something that they love. Rather than being 

forced to participate in content that they really don’t want to do. So I think they would feel as if 

they were just there having fun, and that they were getting to do something that they really 

loved and that was relevant to their age group and dealing with themes that are relevant to their 

lives. So they actually can apply it to their life.  

FACILITATOR: yes  

INTERVIEWEE:  I certainly think you would have a high level of engagement. Um, and focus.  

FACILITATOR: okay. Okay. Mmm  

INTERVIEWEE:  issues maybe could be whether or not the school technology can deal with um 

the graphic content of games. I know that they’re highly refined and whether or not the school 

lap top program could deal with that. Whether or not you needed things like SD cards, or 

whether um.   

The other issue is that our lap tops are quite unreliable and so the BYOD program hasn’t really 

been very successful. I continuously have problems in my classroom around lap tops. So out of a 

lap top trolley I might have 50% of those laptops that work. And not all of the kids bring their 
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own devices. So one minefield could be simply access to computers, but I guess that could be 

problem solved by booking a room in advance that had enough lap tops for everyone. My second 

concern is controlling the rating of the games. So how do you – not being a gamer myself – how 

do I know, how can I be sure that they are watching the game that they say they are watching, or 

that they are playing the game that they say they are playing? How do I control the rating system 

in the classroom? Um, I would be very concerned, making sure that parents gave their permission 

for their child to be engaging with a game of a certain rating. My other concern is if we have 

students in the classroom who really don’t participate in gaming or don’t want to, or the parents 

don’t want them to. Um, and then you’ve got the standard issues of how do you know what they 

are really watching and flicking between screens and having to monitor very carefully what’s 

going on there. But the access I think could be a major problem.  

FACILITATOR: yes, that’s what the research is showing. Quite a lot of things you said there. Quite 

a lot of excited about the potential benefits, the affordances, but also very aware of potential 

limitations.   

Question 4  

And um, and I think that’s probably, that leads into that next question, which is about thinking in 

advance, what are your thoughts about the strategies that are available to you to manage those 

potential limitations or challenges or problems in the classroom, but also to draw on those 

benefits?  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think if we have parent consent. I think if we um, if the game is pre chosen and if 

it’s approved. I think if we book ahead in a room to make sure or that we have enough lap tops 

for everybody. And I guess we need to engage the IT department if there are any issues with um, 

the computers themselves not being able to display the game, or take the game. A lot of the lap 

tops that students have don’t have CD ROM drives, so I don’t know how, seriously, they can 

overcome that. Unless of course students bring in their own devices with CD ROM drives, but 

students lap tops don’t usually have CD ROM drives.  

FACILITATOR: okay, right. Technology is the actual hardware in the classroom is a big issue isn’t 

it?  
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INTERVIEWEE:  it is, it is. We often have issues actually even getting on to the internet, or 

students logging on.  

FACILITATOR: because of band width?  

INTERVIEWEE:  because of very below standard lap tops.  

FACILITATOR: okay. Oh okay. They’re slow?  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes, they’re slow.  

FACILITATOR: Slow computing capabilities?  

INTERVIEWEE:  mm mm  

FACILITATOR: very frustrating. So those are some good ideas for how we are going to manage it. 

It will be interesting to see, as we get into the project, what problems perhaps emerge that we 

didn’t anticipate, and strategies that we find that we didn’t expect  

INTERVIEWEE:  we find along the way, yes  

FACILITATOR: and what about the affordances, the benefits of using computer games in the 

classroom … what they offer. How do you think you’re going to use those …  

INTERVIEWEE:  I actually think it’s something that’s never really been touched on as a vehicle for 

narrative. You know we look at, we have two units a year, well one based on a novel, one based 

on speculative fiction, and both of those units end up using and looking at narrative ingredients 

in literature. And then writing, creating a written piece of work. The speculative fiction does look 

at hybrid elements like incorporating pictures, sound effects, but that’s really  as far as it goes. I 

think the kids would see the added benefit of understanding umm how to um use and decode um 

um novel parts like narrative elements when they are applying it to gaming. So to actually realise 

that there is a setting that there is a plot that there is character development that there are 

themes um and that the way these are put together in a certain style by the author or the creator 

of that game gives different feelings in different games. I think it would be highly relatable and 

transferable and relevant to their lives, in a way that they’re just taking something that they’re 

interested in but they realising oh hang on a moment there actually is a narrative plan to this 

game.  
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FACILITATOR: So it’s taking all those critical literacy skills that we normally teach students 

through the medium of print based text and using a multimodal digital format  

INTERVIEWEE:  definitely  

FACILITATOR: that they are already familiar with and using in their daily lives …   

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right  

FACILITATOR:  to teach those elements  

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right. And the correlations between catchy title and a blurb or a hook um 

problems that you encounter along the way, resolutions, strategies to resolve, I think that’s 

something that they can relate between, books, writing themselves and visual literacy as well. So 

looking at colours, positioning, font, icons, symbols, those sorts of sound um … just even the 

composition of scene, so it’s highly visual, the visual language is there as well as the text 

language.  

FACILITATOR: yes, okay, yes, that’s great. um something else with games that is coming up in 

studies is also that for the narrative to play out in a game the student has to play the game so 

there’s that interactive part for the student, there are actions that need to be performed in a 

game for the narrative to play out so while there are similarities to textual narrative there are 

also new affordances that can perhaps provide insights into ways of teaching that we haven’t 

been able to explore in the past. What are your thoughts about that? 

INTERVIEWEE:  definitely. I mean in a book as well in order for the narrative to play out you have 

to read  on, so… but that’s true, there’s that reciprocal relationship there that the decisions that 

they make in the games will result in that outcome and that’s what I think they have to 

hypothesise they have to think that if I do this this might happen, they test out those theories 

they have to interpret and decode, they have to comprehend, read between the lines put it all 

together, it’s not just what they’re seeing or what’s being said but um maybe reading a mood or 

anticipating, plan, strategize and if it doesn’t work persist and try again. and I like that idea, that 

it’s the same as creative writing that there’s no right or wrong and that it is a process, and things 

can be changed, you can go back and do things differently, so it’s the same thing playing a game 

[Notes: This is one area where we could explore the idea that the every day literacy practices 
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associated with digital gameplay may be skills and competencies that a teacher and students can 

draw on to enhance literacy and learning in the English class room. Learning to re-write, refine 

and rework successive versions of students’ creative writing work. If playing a game involves a 

process of continually repeating the sequence of play until ‘you get it to play out the way you 

want it to. things can be changed. you can go back and do it differently. this is a ‘practice’ that 

can be applied to the creative writing process – if students can see that similarity, and apply 

those same skills of persistence, and re-doing the ‘thing’ until it works – that would be a very 

valuable ‘practice’ to bring to the school room.] 

FACILITATOR: that’s interesting that you draw that comparison between what a student needs to 

do to play a computer game, and get to the next level or achieve the quest or the task, and the 

creative writing process and students so often struggle with the concept of writing drafts and 

rewriting and going back and doing it again, when it comes to creative writing, or with a text 

based task. It would be interesting to see how, in a class room, how you can draw on that analogy 

of what they do in games, that they could then take those skills, the problem solving, the 

resilience, the persistence, the trying again and again and apply it to more traditional types of 

classroom learning.  

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right, the first idea may not be the best one, try something else.  

FACILITATOR: yes, and be okay with discarding that first one and trying something else.  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes. And also the building in complexity. So, especially in Minecraft, where you 

can be as simple as or as complex as you like. You can go back take things away, add things on in 

other areas. It’s always it’s a growing thing and it’s the same with creative writing, it’s a growing 

thing, you can replace words, you can rewrite a book, you can consider a different way that 

things might be resolved. So it’s the work in progress idea.  

FACILITATOR: that’s right. which is a wonderful way for students to get access to that idea, 

because generally when they read a print based text they see the final product and they don’t 

see all the drafts and all the versions and all the reworks,  

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right  
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FACILITATOR: and then perhaps they develop a perception that when you sit down to write it’s 

meant to look like this final product that they’re used to in their consumption of written work.   

INTERVIEWEE:  and also the disengagement with a draft. It’s just something that needs to be 

done. That fight between the desire to have something finished and the desire to do well. there 

is the desire, I don’t think there is a student who doesn’t want to do well, in a task, but the desire 

to be finished is probably stronger in some and they will throw the draft in and that’s finished, it’s 

done, it’s actually being accountable and working with your draft and critiquing it yourself and 

having others look at it as well and knowing that you can persist and that it’s not the final 

product, I think gaming is similar in that way, that you can change things, upgrade things, make 

different decisions and it affects the outcome.  

FACILITATOR: that’s great. I would be interested to explore what are your thoughts about that 

whole the concept of those students who just want to get the task done and get it finished and 

submitted, um just where that sits within the way we deliver curriculum in the schools?  

INTERVIEWEE:  I think tasks um, it’s the be all and end all, and um, a lot of the teaching is for the 

task, uh, and so I think that they see that once they get the task done they see the job as being 

done and not actually engaging with the process of saying oh hang on a moment I have the, the 

reciprocity here I have the power to create, this is a skill that I’m really enjoying, this is a process 

that I can see that I’m making improvements, and I think that feedback is really important with 

that. I mean gaming you get instant feedback, if you do the wrong, make the wrong decision, you 

die in your game, or something happens to you, so you have to go back and try it again, um, 

perhaps with drafting there isn’t enough time, for students and teachers to really look at what 

you’ve been doing along the way. It seems to be that feedback - by the finished product. It’s the 

finished product that gets the feedback, it’s not the feedback necessarily along the way.  

FACILITATOR: that’s right. So it’s the focus on the summative assessment task rather than the 

formative  

INTERVIEWEE:  that’s right, and I think that’s why the students also then focus on the end task, 

that’s the goal.  

FACILITATOR: because that’s the way our curriculum is designed  
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INTERVIEWEE:  yes  

FACILITATOR: lends itself to that and then your pedagogy tends to change because of that focus.

  

INTERVIEWEE:  mmm, mmm  

FACILITATOR: that’s all very interesting.  Anything else on that question? Anything you want to 

discuss. Some great ideas coming out of that.   

Question 5  

So the last one is um in your experience so far what are the sorts of knowledge and skills that you 

think students are engaging when they are playing digital games?  

INTERVIEWEE:  Well, they’re using the models of text, they’re decoding, they are using text, 

they’re um they’re looking at the layouts they’re looking at structure, they’re looking at uh visual 

literacies and visual language like colours and fonts and symbols and images and um so it’s not 

only just literary texts but non literary texts as well. They’re listening to language, um I don’t 

think they do as much reading, I don’t know if they read as much text as they maybe do with a 

book of course but they’re receiving information in other way  

FACILITATOR: so the receptive mode is still there  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes  

FACILITATOR: but it’s different  

INTERVIEWEE:  yes, comprehension is definitely a skill that they need to be able to know that 

they are reading a scenario correctly.  

FACILITATOR: yes  

INTERVIEWEE:  they also have to know how to run the game. Actually work with the technology. 

Understand the functions of the buttons, what they do, coordinate themselves to be able to use 

those quickly {end of tape}  [We were unaware the recording device had stopped] -  teacher’s key 

ideas taken in note form: Persistence, but it doesn’t seem to be a struggle. Fun. Reward. Payoff. 

Not seen as being at school. Choice – Resilience links  
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Teacher reflections: [Tuesday 12 April 2016 – 1:20pm] 

Westfield  State High School [PA10]; Researcher: Margaret Toomey; Teacher: Clarice   

Margaret: Your reflections on the classes and how you think things went, and anything else you 

want to talk about with regard to your preparation for the class as well. So anything you’d like to 

talk about to start with. 

Clarice : Well, I would have liked to have got the Wall-E video done, but I might get to do that next 

time, because I had to hand back these assessments and things like that took a little bit of time. 

[Researcher reflections – observations as of week 8] handing back drafts, giving feedback on 

these, other administrative type tasks take a lot of class time and often result in the teacher 

having to time manage by skipping some of the activities, or modifying them for example from a 

think-pair-share activity, to a whole class group discussion headed by the teacher, to reduce the 

time required for the task. Some activities have been skipped completely, and the teacher must 

make these decisions on the fly. Another example of the dynamic, fluid nature of classroom 

teaching and the need for the curriculum planning and teacher interaction to be a dynamic, 

interactive, flexible process.] 

But I think things went very well, and they didn’t quite realise how much they knew already, and 

how involved their lives are within the speculative fiction genre. and I was really pleased to see 

lots of results coming back about books and movies and games and things that they had seen, and 

I, although there was a lot of discussion around the room, that eavesdropping on conversations 

about movies that they had seen, or … I think they were really engaged in the topic. So … 

M: yeah, they did seem to be very engaged. 

C: Mmmm 

M: and they were volunteering a lot 

C: that’s right 

M: weren’t they, which was nice to see 
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C: yep. and I liked the balance between the bit of note taking and the bit of, you know, getting up 

and around as well. And engaging with the material a little bit as well, you know, creating those 

charts was a great thing, just as a point of reference for them when they come back to it later on. 

M: yeah. And when they were volunteering examples of the different genres, and then they got 

into games, did you feel, how did you feel about your ability to interact with them there? 

C: Well, I’m just have such a limited knowledge in games, except Fallout, so they could have told 

me gobbledigook and I would have had no idea as well. But that’s okay because there was plenty 

of feedback as well and I just let the kids tell me, and there wasn’t just, there was way more than 

just one answer there so … and Kirk, at the front, was really involved in it, which was great, so had 

them thinking, and um, yeah, I really don’t know much about the games, but they do, so it’s alright 

with me. 

M: and the impression I got was that it wasn’t a problem because of the class discussion that went 

on, so somebody would volunteer a particular movie or game, and then another student would 

say, no, that’s not post-apocalyptic, that’s …, so they were correcting each other, learning from 

each other. 

C: that’s right.  

M: which is good pedagogy 

C: yeah. 

M: in terms of the preparation, any thoughts yourself on  

C: for next time? 

M: well, what you had to do to prepare for this lesson, for the unit in general, how are you feeling 

about what it’s asking of you? 

C: um, well the spec fiction I’ve done before, so that’s not much, it’s not a problem at all, um, re-

gigging the PowerPoints is obviously something that’s taking up my time that I have to do. And 

putting in our new short story, the second one, as preparation for next time, so there is a little bit 

of prep there, but that’s okay, I don’t mind doing things differently, in fact I really like doing things 
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differently the second time around, or the third time around to keep it interesting and roll with a 

few ideas, so it’s okay. It helps me really understand what I’m going to be talking about as well.  

M: And how are you feeling about it, the whole idea. 

C: yeah, great. The speculative fiction stuff is nice and clear to me. The gaming is going to be 

totally different. So … 

M: that’s the new 

C: that’s the new thing. that’s right. but again, if the kids can, I’m more than happy to say that I 

don’t know much about games, they know that I play Candy Crush and that’s about it, but I just 

say I don’t know much about this so let’s talk about it, help me out. I think that’s great. The 

teacher doesn’t always have to know absolutely everything about everything, so we’ll just see how 

that goes a little later. 

M: yeah, there’s probably a bit of work to do with liaising with IT to make sure they do get to play 

the game in week 5. What are your thoughts about that. 

C: I’m really concerned about that.  I mean we can’t even get a basic email working here. And um, 

there’s constant issues, constant issues. It might have to be that they play on their phones, 

because I really don’t know how it’s going to work that they’ll be able to play games. I just foresee 

major problems. 

[Researcher reflection – observation. This theme recurs, [English HOD] had concerns regarding IT 

capability. Did it play out? Or was it an obstacle fairly easily overcome?] 

C: I know things are going to be statewide blocked. There’s no CD ROM drives in the laptops for 

them to bring a disc. So, um, phone, or those with their own devices with perhaps a CD ROM. I 

don’t know how to go about, if it’s even possible to get a game uploaded on the common drive 

that’s locked or something, just for my class, … um, but that’s something that maybe IT needs to 

be asked. 

M: I have emailed [IT HOD], and I had 3 games that are older games, and so they are lower rating, 

um and that possibly won’t need all the games engine software which is stuff that is blocked by 

Education Queensland, but I haven’t heard back from [IT HOD], and that was February that I sent 

that email. 
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C: so, um, what … I’d probably send it again and then if you can cc me in on that email, and then 

what I’ll do is I’ll write to [IT HOD] myself and just say look this time is looming,  I need this by 

week 5. Maybe now that we know that the Friday of week 5 is when we need it um we can put 

that to him. But we might send it to XXX as well. 

M: cc 

C: yes, because he’s a real doer. He’ll do it okay 

M: yes, okay, I think that’s a good strategy. And I think when I sent the original email we hadn’t 

decided when we were going to need it so if I can give him a definite time frame that will help as 

well. 

C: what we want is we want the kids to be able to use the starbucks trolley in CPAC here to access 

one of three games, a choice between 3 games, we want that for term 2 basically, and then we’re 

happy to get rid of it after that. 

M: and do you think they will only need it for just that Friday lesson, are you … 

C: no, I think we’ll keep it for the whole of term 2. From week 5 through to week 11 – six weeks 

M: yeah, that would be good if they could have access to it … okay, I’ll pop that into the email … 

C: that’s something that needs to happen 

M: yes – laughter – these are the frustrations 

C: otherwise we’re just talking about it but we’re not actually doing it. So, um, well, fingers crossed 

M: yep, we’ll see how that goes. Anything else you want to talk about or bring up 

C: not at the moment. feels like we’ve introduced the topic well, the kids, it’s relevant to their 

world, they’re going to enjoy working within the genre, even just their 5 minute rapid write, there 

was some amazing things and I really loved to see that we could link those ideas to the genre 

subsections and say well actually did you know that that was actually post-apocalyptic, what you 

were talking about, um, so … I actually am thinking that we should probably make every genre 

available for every group, for their short story, because I don’t think anyone really wanted the 

supernatural one at the end, or it would be good maybe if, even if everyone wants to write a 
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horror story, it doesn’t necessarily matter. I was thinking of having each group write a different 

genre, but maybe if it’s something that they choose, they choose it because they’ve got a lot of 

ideas and that’s what I really want for them, so we might increase those copies, is that okay. 

M: okay, that’s good, that gives them real choice then doesn’t it, rather than ‘if you don’t get in 

fast enough, you’re just left with what’s left’ 

C: yeah, 

M: so rather than printing off and laminating a second set, if I wait and let them make their choice, 

um, we can show them the examples, and then do up how every many sheets we want. So at next 

Tuesday’s lesson, if we introduce it  

C: oh, yes, what will I be doing, Yes, we’ll be doing the short story analysis next Tuesday, I think 

that’s going to take most of the lesson, with the Wall-e Clip as well. Um, I wouldn’t mind showing a 

few more examples of the different genres, but I don’t quite know how to go about that 

M: examples from  

C: movies, and novels perhaps … I certainly don’t know how to snip a bit of movie and drop it into 

a file or anything like that, I don’t know how to do that at all 

M: you can get trailers and things like that 

C: oh, maybe we’ll just look at trailers then. 

M: trailers are probably the best way to go 

C: we’ll just have to check the rating that’s all, just check that they’re – well M, no, no they’re 14 

aren’t they. That’s going to be a bit hard. 

M: M you can use but you just need parent permission, which for the games stuff we’ve got a bit 

of time, we could do that but for a lesson next week  

C: what I tend to do there is say if you don’t wish your child to participate let me know,  

M: yes, 
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C: because then if people don’t get back to me it covers me I guess, rather than let me know if you 

agree, if you don’t agree let me know, so that tends to work, but it never happens when I’ve done 

that a couple of times now. Alright, well I might begin – I know, as a warm up next week, I might 

play trailers and they have to guess which genre 

M: sounds great 

C: and justify their reason why. I’ll do that. And then we’ll do the short story analysis after that … 

and I’ll also prep them that  you’re going to be writing your own short story over the next few 

weeks, as a pair, in pairs, and you have to pick one of these speculative fiction genres, so what 

would you like, come and tell me your pair, tell me your genre, write it down, and then we can 

work on the stimulus sheets for the next lesson … have them ready to go 

Teacher reflections: [Thursday 19th May 10:30am] 

Westfield State High School [Resource Centre 06]; Researcher: Margaret Toomey; Teacher: Clarice 

1. “One thing I loved about the lesson was that they clearly knew more than I did about the 

topic, they were teaching Mrs Warner things.” 

2. It was great they had lots of ideas to share. 

3. The boys who are usually disengaged were answering most of the questions. Generally the 

girls are more engaged and provide more answers, contribute more to discussions. The 

high achieving girls were generally very quiet this lesson – maybe this is sexist, but my 

observation is that the boys know more about this topic and are more engaged about it 

than the girls. 

4. They were all engaged even though it was more a theory lesson – “because it’s language 

they understand.” “They’re more than happy to talk about it because they have so much 

prior knowledge.” 

5. Seamus and Tom don’t usually respond. Seamus sits at back – I often find him looking at 

inappropriate content on his laptop rather than engaging with the set task. 

6. Girls who normally respond a lot – Elizabeth, Kitty, Lydia, Jane; Maryann & Eleanor – didn’t 

have as much to say. 

7. The boys were the ones who responded the most today – that’s unusual for that class. 

8. Seamus gave very intelligent answers – that “non-linear plot” answer was great. 
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9. The lesson had a good balance between theory and creative work. 

10. I love that the work we are doing is tapping into their strengths. They are open to it. There 

is a willingness to engage. 

11. Seamus was the student called on to help Charlotte and Lucy, Eleanor and Maryann. He 

had figured out how to import pictures and text wrap them so they could be moved and 

controlled. 
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Tuesday 31 May, Lesson 3 - 12:10pm Student focus group interview: Elizabeth, Lydia, Jane, 

Kitty 

ME: So, yes, so it’s just two simple questions, what’s it been like for you doing this project, what 

has the experience been like for you, and then just a little bit of describing to me what you were 

doing here in this task, and what you had to go through to get the answers to this – frustration, 

and things that worked and things that didn’t. So yeah, what, just in general, with what we’ve 

done here, what’s that been like for you, what’s your experience of it? 

KITTY: um, it’s been pretty good 

LYDIA/JANE?: yeah 

ELIZABETH: yeah, it was really fun to like work in a group, and um, doing the games especially, 

because you just get to have fun with your friends doing it as well. So, yeah 

OTHERS: mm [general sounds of agreement] 

ME: so group work and fun, two big things? 

ALL: yeah, yep. 

ME: okay, anything you found a bit difficult? 

ELIZABETH: Working some of the puzzle games 

LYDIA: puzzles out 

JANE: finding solutions 

OTHERS: yep, yeah, yeah 

ELIZABETH: it was really hard with this game because, um, it was real, it was like, the graphics 

were like really slow. So when you were trying to click something it wouldn’t click and nothing 

would work. So like, um, and then when you would [laughter] What are you doing? So like when 

you would try to figure it out it would be really hard to find 
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ME: hmm, the graphics being slow, do you think that has something to do with the kind of 

computer you were using, or the game itself? 

All talking – yeah,  

ELIZABETH: yeah, but it was a pretty old game, it looked like a pretty old game 

KITTY: Yeah, it looked a bit old. But, yeah, it could have been the computers as well because 

some of our computers … [laughs] 

ELIZABETH: yeah, the computers are really slow, but the game itself it was like, the [pause], the 

[pause] I don’t know, it, and also the, you couldn’t hear anything. 

LYDIA: yeah, it wasn’t really 

ELIZABETH: … speaking, you couldn’t hear anything, so 

KITTY: yeah, you couldn’t hear his voice when he was explaining stuff 

ELIZABETH: so we didn’t know where to go, or what to do, or what was happening. So it was 

really hard. [all laugh]. We were, um,  holding the laptop like, um, up to our ear trying to figure it 

out. 

ME: so, you may have needed headphones on to hear it properly. 

Several: yeah, yep. 

LYDIA: but I don’t 

ELIZABETH: I think the volume was up fully 

OTHERS: yeah, yep 

LYDIA: and the writing was a bit hard to understand as well. 

ELIZABETH: oh yeah, it was , it would disappear before we read it, before we would finish 

reading it. So I don’t 

KITTY: [talking simultaneously – can’t make out what she is saying] 
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ME: and did you know how to go back and make it come on again? 

ELIZABETH: no 

OTHERS: no 

ELIZABETH: because like, the only thing you could click was um, the space button which made it 

go forward, for that part, so like there was different, for different like things when it was 

speaking you could only press one button to skip the thing, and when you accidentally skipped it 

you couldn’t go back. 

ME: so, it was lost then? 

ELIZABETH: yeah, so then we couldn’t understand the story, or, but uh, we kind of got it a bit 

JANE: yeah 

ELIZABETH: because we got a bit of it 

JANE: And you helped us out 

ELIZABETH: yeah 

ME: so I played it from scratch about three times, [laughter] because I could not work out how 

to save it, on my laptop, to save it where I’d finished it. I have Windows 7 on mine and it just 

doesn’t work well with Windows 7 

ELIZABETH: yeah, I think I accidentally didn’t save, it showed me just then when I exited I 

pressed control-alt-escape, and then it said do you save it, but I couldn’t press, um, I accident…, 

I accidentally pressed no, so  

ME: okay [laugh] 

ELIZABETH: but we didn’t get anywhere because we couldn’t figure anything out, so we just 

started again 

ME: was that okay? Was it frustrating that you couldn’t get anywhere or? 

ALL: yeah 
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JANE: yeah, it was for me because I was like 

LYDIA: it wasn’t the worst game though 

ELIZABETH: yeah, it was kind of fun once you 

KITTY: understood it 

ELIZABETH: yeah, understood it and got some of the puzzles, because you got into a new room 

and everything, and it was like, [pause], yeah. 

ME: yeah, I found that too. Is it a game you would play at home if you had it? Or  

[lots of voices, can’t make out individuals] 

ELIZABETH: um, probably not, but if it was like, if it was like faster and it was easier to 

understand maybe 

KITTY: but it was just like the, the 

LYDIA: we’re not really a gamer either, so it doesn’t really 

OTHERS: yeah [laughter] 

KITTY: but I think it was just the style of the game. Like they have to do like olden day words, I 

guess, like [can’t make out the next few words] 

ELIZABETH: Yeah, because it was in a theme really world because everyone was speaking like 

the olden talk, you know, like ‘thou’ and 

KITTY: yeah, like British, like that, so 

ELIZABETH: like the Shakespearean speech, or something like that 

ME: so not very familiar language 

ELIZABETH: yeah 

ME: old English 

ELIZABETH: it was a little bit weird,  



289 

Margaret Toomey   

OTHERS: yeah, yeah, 

ELIZABETH: so [pause] or was that in the other game? 

KITTY: no, it was this game 

LYDIA: no, it was that one 

ME: and what are your thoughts about using computers games in an English classroom the way 

that we do with movies or books? 

ELIZABETH: very different 

[several talking together] 

ELIZABETH: it’s really different, but it gets you, its easier to understand a narrative because like 

you can see the characters, [yeah], the end, like how they can work in a story [someone else 

talking as well], even though it’s not a book, but like,  

KITTY: but it still fits 

ELIZABETH: it’s visual [someone else talking here too] it will help the kids that learn visually 

easier I guess 

KITTY: yeah, and it’s more fun than just like, writing, writing and stuff 

LYDIA: yeah, reading, writing. 

ELIZABETH: and, it’s kind of like the rapid write, the reward is to have fun and then you still learn 

ME: that’s nice 

ELIZABETH: yeah, you still learn what you’re meant to do 

KITTY: yep, 

OTHERS: hmm, mmm 

ME: what sorts of skills do you think you develop from using computer games in a classroom? 

Do you think you develop different kinds of skills, or literacies? 
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LYDIA/Jane: yeah, like strategy 

ELIZABETH: yeah, trying to think more into, like find, I guess, the missing 

LYDIA: find, I guess 

JANE: you have to really focus on this one because it’s, um, a puzzle game, so it’s like you have 

to 

LYDIA: remember 

ELIZABETH: link, remember, and link things to other things, like the cage, you have to, sorry [she 

had interrupted] the cage you have to go in there, you have to press a button, you have to open 

the cage, go to the door, press the button and then go back. So it was, yeah 

KITTY: you probably learn more than reading a book though, because you’re learning new 

things, instead of, like, we know how to read, and you’re just reading and learning about the 

story, but like you can learn about a story in a game, and learn other things as well, like strategy 

and all that 

ELIZABETH: yeah, and when you’re reading a book you can’t see the structure, but like with this 

you kind of can. Because you can see, um how the players 

LYDIA: and you can understand more of the story and that 

ME: yeah, okay, well that’s all good skills. What about your digital literacies, things like knowing 

how to use computers, and how to, you know, the fact that you had to press control-alt-escape, 

do you think that using computer games in a class in English also helps you with literacy, with 

those sort of literacy skills? 

All: yeah, yeah 

ELIZABETH: Because, um, the digital, well, some of the games, um, don’t tell you what to do so 

you need to figure it out, and by that time it also helps you with other things, like if you’re stuck 

on a screen, you need to get out of it you control-alt-exit and yeah, the different types of 

moving things, there’s the arrows, but you can, also there’s, the one up there, that’s like the ws, 

there’s like this one up here, they use 
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KITTY: of yeah, like with Minecraft they use like W, like the letters to like move, instead of the 

arrows 

ME: oh, okay you use the keyboard 

KITTY: it was like W, S, A, E? it was something like that, but it was like to move, instead of using 

the characters 

ELIZABETH: and some of the, some of the letters represented,  like for the inventory it was E, 

and to type messages it was like T 

ME: how do you, how do you find that out? How do you know that. 

ELIZABETH: oh, you just, well you kinda gotta just play around with the 

KITTY: yeah, I just, I kind of pressed every button 

ELIZABETH: yeah, same 

ELIZABETH: until, and then you gotta memorise it. But it’s actually pretty easy once you 

remember. 

OTHERS: yeah 

ME: okay. It seems easy to you, but for people who have not grown up with computers and 

digital technology, that’s very unfamiliar. It’s actually quite a significant skill that you have there, 

that you can do that. 

ME: when you were working on this stuff here and you were working in your groups, and you 

didn’t know how to do things, you didn’t know what to do in the game, or you didn’t understand 

a concept you were filling out here, how did you work that stuff out? 

ELIZABETH: well I um, asked Kitty  

[laughter] 

ELIZABETH: cause Kitty had a better understanding of it I guess, cause she’d played it before I 

think. 
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KITTY: played what? 

ELIZABETH: Minecraft 

KITTY: oh, Minecraft. Oh yeah, I played, yep. I don’t know, we just, we just, kinda, tried to figure 

it out … figuring it out 

ELIZABETH: well, mainly we just played around with most of it to figure it out, I don’t really 

LYDIA: it was pretty easy 

ELIZABETH: yeah 

ME: [laughing] there’s a lot of playing around and figuring things out – which is great, which is 

really great. 

??: yeah, yep 

ME: anything else you want to say about what we’re doing in class? About what it’s like for you?  

KITTY: well, it’s better than what everyone else is doing 

ELIZABETH: yeah, they all seem like it’s, oh, it’s so boring, and like 

KITTY: They all hate it … yeah, my friends hate it 

[laughter] 

ELIZABETH: our friends, they have to read a story and write journal entries, and they say that 

like it’s really boring and like they don’t do, um, much, but with ours it’s more fun, 

KITTY: interactive 

ELIZABETH: intriguing, it’s more interactive and you can, you, well I guess um you pay more 

attention to it because it’s something fun to do instead of just  

LYDIA: boring old normal 

KITTY: But they’re like [difficult to understand]  read the book [….] Yeah we’ll do it 
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ELIZABETH: we’re like, yeah, cause ours was like, it’s easier because it’s not one way you can do 

different ways to figure things out on the computer and all 

ME: hmm, so there’s a lot of choice in it but it’s also you figuring things out, not being told 

All: yeah 

ME: by the teacher? 

All: yeah 

ME: I like that about it too  Thank you very much girls, That’s excellent. Take a muffin! 

 

Tuesday 31 May, Lesson 3 - 12:10pm; Student work groups. McCoy, Spock, Kirk, NJ 

Initial description of this classwork recording; analysis for The Trekkies: Working on the analysis 

worksheet, analysing Halo – these boys chose to play their own game. They at first tried the games 

I had supplied, but these were older games, slow and not as fast as the games they are used to 

playing. One of the boys had Halo on a usb, and they shared this and played it instead. Clarice and 

I discussed this, and agreed that as long as the game was not M15 or higher rating, and was a 

game their parents had knowledge of them playing at home, we would let them play this game for 

their class activity. 

These students were working, completing the set task, discussing how to complete the task, 

helping each other with drawings, while simultaneously discussing ideas for their next project. 

There was a lot of energy. Kirk was excited, energised and speaking quickly. NJ was interacting and 

asking questions and offering suggestions. Spock was drawing, McCoy had the laptop open. Spock 

and McCoy were sitting adjacent to each other at their desks, NJ was seated at the desk in front 

and had turned in his chair to join the group. Kirk had left his desk on the other side of the room 

and spent group time standing beside McCoy’s desk, looking over the work, leaning forward over 

the desk, occasionally adding a drawing. They were problem solving issues such as representation, 

developing visual representation skills, resolving issues about how to categorise characters in their 

game, explaining some aspects of the game to NJ, and in the case of Kirk, making a stance about 

certain values of gameplay “ it’s a sense of honour to have survivors”. There was a lot of social 

interaction going on here, learning from each other, instructing each other. They didn’t feel the 
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need to ask me or seek answers from the teacher in their musings about how they could make 

their trailer. There was a strong sense of ownership about this project, and excitement and 

enthusiasm. 

Later analysis for NJ caused me to take a very different look at this group dynamic: Interactions are 

numbered and identified using student initial + description of type. Interaction types are identified 

as: 

 S – statements (initiating statements) 

Q – questions 

D – directions (use of the imperative) 

R – responses (to questions, statements and directions; i.e. not initiated by speaker, but a 

response to a previous questions statements or directions, indicating continuation of a discussion 

/ inclusion in group discussion) 

K=37; M=32; Sp=23; NJ=10 

(Kirk very keen to talk about the trailer they will make for the game they design.) 

Played Halo – filling in worksheet on characters, ludic elements, sound and music. 

Spock had taken charge of filling in the worksheet – drawing and writing 

1-SP:  so 7 marines? – 7 survivors? 

2-K: half of them died straight away – there’s nothing you can do about it I already tried. 

3-SP: well, let’s just make 3 or 4 crappy AI designs 

4-M: that’s ready to go – [has set up game on laptop] 

5-K: wait, you don’t need to play Halo (for this) 

6-M: yeah, okay 

7-NJ: what’s marines, are they like troops or something 

8-M: yeah 

9-SP: allies 

10-M: they’re allies  which are infinite …. like they keep spawning 

11-K: no they don’t  

12-M: they keep spawning 
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13-SP: no they don’t. 

14-K: they’re extremely limited 

15-SP: you don’t even get more than 15 

16-M: oh I know, that’s Halo 2. In Halo 2 they just keep spawning 

17-K: There’re more like VIPs you have to protect them, it’s so weird.  

18-M: no that was in Halo 2, in Halo 2 they keep spawning 

19-K: But me and him,  Instead of letting them help us we just protect them. It’s a sense of 

honour to have survivors. 

20-M: okay 

21-SP: okay 

22-NJ: and the marines are like your sacrificial trooper are they? 

23-K: yeah 

24-M: no 

25-K: well, they are kind of like soldiers.  

26-K: w.. what. what are we doing? aren’t we supposed to be doing that? 

27-M: we can play this at the same time 

28-SP: … play campaign mode 

29-M: well we shouldn’t have campaign mode 

30-SP: I know the campaign mode, I can do this 

31-M: well,  – you kill people 

32-K: shhh shhh. I um 

all talking at once, filling in sections of worksheet.  

33-SP: achievement, convenience … gameplay 

34-K: I play lego a lot. I kind of have a destroyer made.  

35-K: Um, um  what do you want me to make for the trailer? 

36-NJ: so what are youse doing for the trailer? Are you using Halo are you? 

37-M: halo could be related to lego wars 

38-SP: like stop motion 

39-M: like lego wars, that could be our trailer 

40-K: I could make – instead of it being a destroyer, because I have a destroyer made, I could 

make … 
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41-SP: do you have any … lego pieces? 

42-K: yeah, I have plenty. I want to make like a starship, that can be like, 

43-K: have you ever seen Stargate?  

44-M: yeah? 

45-K: I’ve barely seen any of it but … there’s this ship that goes around searching for new 

planets 

46-M: how are you going to … 

47-SP: yeah, how are you going to … 

Neville – don’t spoil it, I haven’t seen it yet! 

K:spoil what?. 

Neville: stargate 

K:I don’t even watch it.  

I don’t include this in the coding as it is a short, contained interaction with a student from 

outside the group, and does not spill over into the group discussion. 

48-M: so how are you going to animate it without your fingers getting in the way 

49-NJ: make like a handle underneath it 

50-K: camera angles 

51-NJ: you can put like handles underneath the thingies, where you can’t see them. Like I’ve got 

lego things at home and stuff that I can play with without seeing them 

52-K: or we can have little string things 

53-M: string would work yeah 

54-K: so do you want me to go home and destroy my destroyer? 

55-M: no no whoa no [general consternation] 

56-SP: no no whoa no [general consternation] 

57-M: there’s no choice 

58-K: yeah, there’s no choice 

59-M: unless we have to draw this 

60-K: although it is a screen accurate destroyer to the movie battleship 

61-M: keep that 

62-NJ: why no keep the destroyer and like use it in the trailer 

63-SP: can you go back to the main title? What italics did you … 
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[outside question, was Candy Crush made by Sega? – Kirk in on this discussion too] 

64-M: no, no, no 

65-K: I was thinking of another one 

66-M: wait, what do we draw here? 

67-SP: just draw the Halo … 

68-M: no, we draw things here 

69-SP: draw elites, and grunts and all that 

70-M: yeah, 

71-K: yeah 

72-M: I’m not good at drawing 

73-K: I’ll just draw vehicles, um so you want a wraithe in this crib, or … 

74-SP:uh, gimme gimme 

75-K: I know how to draw a frigate 

76-NJ: do you know it takes 3 hours to make a minute long film? or a second long film or 

something 

77-M: [whispering] 

78-K: what? what? 

79-M: [muffled] she’s recording – don’t swear 

80-K: what? I didn’t swear I said frigate. 

81-SP: frigate? 

82-K: frigate as in a ship 

laughter 

83-K: guys I did, I said I can draw a frigate. What did you think I said? 

84-M: [muffled] “friggin’” 

85-NJ: laughing 

86-K: I did I said frigate 

87-SP: hey guys, what does challenges mean, there are barriers and challenges 

88-M: challenges, I don’t know 

89-NJ: bad guys 

90-K: challenges could be maybe a tank 

91-NJ: bad guys 
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92-K: I don’t know, I just want to draw the vehicle 

93-SP: fine, just draw the Halion freezer, or no, just draw a frigate 

94-K: I don’t want to draw a frigate 

95-M: I’m going to draw a free-gate 

96-SP:… halion freezer … 

97-K: they kind of go up like that, and then go like that, and it kind of goes down like that 

98-SP: it’s like a … it’s got those two rails … and they … 

99-K: yeah, it’s a rail gun yeah 

100-SP: they have this bridge on the top … and the engines and the shields on the side 

NJ recording of discussion with me during classwork 3rd June 

M: So tell me about your back story. This… 

NJ:  Well what I was planning on doing. I still haven’t figured out what I want to call it yet. 

M: That’s fine, if you don’t need to get your title yet. 

NJ:  My basic idea of it, I should sound more abrupt but I haven’t figured it all out yet. Urm, well 

my basic idea is, like, you’ve been; the back story is the whole idea of the whole game isn’t it?  

M: Yes. That right. 

NJ:  Yeah, well my idea of the back story that I sort of want, is, you’ve had some sort of accident 

that’s saying you’ve been; like a kind of magical accident. 

M: Yes  

NJ:  Cause I’m in a Harry Potter fantasy at the moment. 

M: Mmmh. 

NJ: So you’ve had some sort of accident or something, with something or other, I’m not sure 

yet. And you’ve ended up locked in your brain. So like you’re just this little sort of thing, person 

thing in your brain. 

M:Yes 
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NJ: And the idea is you got to walk through your brain, and urhm, obviously attempt to get out 

of your brain back into the normal world. 

M: Okay. 

NJ: And so what I was thinking was it was sort of like one of those things where I’d make a whole 

bunch of sound effects, for example the footsteps, and then I’d narrate over the top saying “you 

walk, you are walking along the central corridor of your main thoughts”, or something. 

M:Yes 

NJ:  You need to click this button to do this, like, click the left button to turn left, click that 

button to turn right, or something.  

M:Yes 

NJ:  And do this and that and get through and I’ll have some sort of. I don’t know who it, what, 

who it or what yet, but I’ll have something trying to keep you back. 

M:Yes 

NJ:  That curse or something or whatever it was that put you in there. It could be like a web or 

something that trying to crack it just, it just refuses to be cracked so it could be self repairing for 

a certain while before you find like the antidote, or something in your thoughts.  

M:Yes. So you need to think about what the barriers and what the challenges are, don’t you?  

NJ: Yes. 

M:So inside your mind you’re locked inside your mind what are the sorts of…  

NJ: Oh, I know what would be bad. That your worst fear is… 

M: Yeah well that sounds good. 

NJ: Yeah well that’s fears, and bad, horrible thoughts of nightmares and things that you’ve had. 

M:And so you actually have to defeat those? 

NJ: Maybe. That seems like a really good idea. 
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M:It does, doesn’t it? So those are the challenges. 

NJ: Well like at the end you could have like your biggest, most evil fear, or nightmare whatever 

and you get the… 

M: Urm, that would be like the game boss. 

NJ: Suppose. Yeah. 

M: Yeah. 

NJ: You’ve got get through him or something. 

M:That’s great. 

NJ: Except, I’m not sure if I’ll get all the way up to there, because it’s only two levels that I can 

use. 

M:But that’s fine. That the … final level 

NJ:  I probably could keep scheming at home and finishing it. 

M:Yeah 

NJ: And then wishing to all heck that I could play it. 

M:Well you could. You, you could create fairly, something fairly close to a playable game really, 

couldn’t you? 

NJ: How? But a voice recording you can’t really tell an existing. Actually, I know what I could do. I 

could make a whole bunch of… I could, actually make a playable game just with my recorder 

device. 

M:You could. 

NJ: I could make a whole bunch of slides sort of thing. 

M:yes 
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NJ:  and you’d click, like I could make titles saying “you turned left”; “you turned right”; “you 

punched”; “you killed him”.  

M:Exactly. 

NJ:  So I could make lots of titles and you gotta get out of one window and into another window. 

I mean it would be a very slow playing game but I’d have at least five minute long scenes that 

you watch. Do you reckon it’d be more of a game or mini movie? 

M: Well it still sounds like a game. Put what you recorded for me from the night jar, sounds like 

everything you do in the game is prompted by voice commands, isn’t it? And then you choose 

your response on your keyboard or, or on your …  

NJ: Well you swipe, but it doesn’t actually say, you walked down the passage, mine’s gonna be 

like a voice, saying like… The original idea, what I want, like if my game was playable, instead of 

like using keyboard, if my game was playable, what I want, is that I’d say “you are walking down 

a corridor. It is black and dingy, and there is nothing in sight”. And you could say, that my idea 

was you use your voice to play the game and say, “turn on flash light”, “you tried to turn on the 

flashlight”, “you discovered that the batteries are flat”. 

M: Yes.  

NJ: So that what I really want, like a game where you use voices to interact with sound effects. 

M: that’s…  

NJ:  Except I can’t really do that because I don’t have any voice recognition software to use. 

M:No you would need voice recognition, but you could still, your game concept is still there, you 

might not be able to actually be able to create the game, but your game concept is still there 

isn’t it? Where you’re saying you want to make a game where the whole game is played through 

voice commands. 

NJ:  yes 

M:Voice commands sort of given, and then voice commands that you give to play the game. NJ I 

think that’s a brilliant idea. 
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NJ:  Yep, cause I can do all the footsteps and all that, like dug dug dug dug. 

M: You can. Yes. 

NJ:  kind of think that someone walk way too fast, think that sort of jumping and over sprinting, 

cause that happens to go like (knocks on table top). That’s a bit quick for feet.  

M:That’s quick isn’t it? 

NJ: Yeah 

M:And then you might want other sound effects like switching on, like you know when you 

switch on a light switch, or switch on a torch, you get those clicking sorts of sounds effects. Can 

you think you can get sound effects like that as well? 

NJ: I could. I’d just have to make, I’d just have to have somebody making them while I walked. 

Like I’d have to like this, doing this (knocks on table top), and I’d have to have someone around 

me banging things and throwing things in the air and something like making things do things.  

M: Yeah. Well we might be able to, we might be able to setup something like that. The thing for 

you to do is; The thing for you to do first is to plan your simple game, just two levels of it. What 

are the actions that are going to happen, and what are the sounds effects you need, and then 

we can think about how we would get those sounds effects. 

NJ: Yeah 

M:Yeah. So do you think you can do that? 

NJ:  Yeah 

M:How would you; can you just type up your ideas, as you get your ideas, can you just type and 

write them up? Cause that will help us. 

NJ:  Or I could do a recording of my voice. 

M: You could do that as well. Yes. 
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The Trekkies interview 7th June 

Researcher (MT): so this recording is just to help me get information about the process you’re 

going through and just your response to what we’re doing in this class. I won’t use your names 

in any of my writings if fact I don’t even use the … its all kept private and confidential … just tell 

me about your project 

KIRK: I wanted to build something out of Lego for the trailer so I just went straight onto that 

SPOCK: I decided to do the script 

McCoy: since I’m busy I decided to do most of the script with you? so we … easier and Kirk can 

draw. 

MT: you sound really keen about this project 

KIRK: yeah, so I’m more of the designer, I’m going to make … for the poster, I’ve made the ship 

which was very difficult and I’m making the power presentation, I mean um the  

D & SPOCK: the trailer 

KIRK: yeah, the trailer 

MT: and you’re using Movie Maker for the trailer?  

KIRK: um, yeah, movie maker 

MT: okay 

SPOCK: Uh, I did the script, uh, when she started talking about the game Kirk proposed the idea 

of use, of make, having a trailer and using his ship as part of the idea so we started talking and it 

developed into this sci-fi game because, I’ve always been interested with that, with sci-fi, 

MT: yep 

SPOCK: the future, and then [pause] McCoy’s a reliable guy, so it would, it’s a good idea to have 

him in the team, so to do that I said he could do the poster 

MT: right 

SPOCK: which he’s doing right now. He [Kirk] can focus on the trailer which he wanted to do, 

and I can focus on the script writing. So, I’m probably like linking 

McCoy: I can draw, like, very small parts of the poster, but if it’s goin to be like, say that thing 

that he drew, I would leave that to him because I would take three times as long to draw 

MT: to do it,  

McCoy: so, yeah, 

KIRK: but I  
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McCoy: I can bring colours yeah, so I’ll be bringing colours on Thursday, and 

MT: Did Kirk draw that 

McCoy: yeah, he  

MT: this is excellent, it’s shaping up really well. And so, you could have done either a trailer or a 

poster and you decided to do both, why did you decide to do both? 

KIRK: I … to do two posters, but I ended up putting them together, combining them both 

together 

MT: oh okay 

McCoy: works as one 

MT: so, you sound really keen about this project 

KIRK: yeah, we like video games and I really wish we got marked against this because, like, I 

worked really hard on this 

McCoy: yeah, you know this was not entirely compulsory, you had the option not to do it so that 

‘s why 

SPOCK: did we? 

KIRK: yeah 

McCoy: yeah, we didn’t have 

KIRK: we didn’t have to do it but I love video games 

McCoy: yeah 

SPOCK: when I first heard this I thought we were just going to be sitting in class and playing 

games 

McCoy: no 

MT: did you? 

SPOCK: which is partly true 

KIRK: I thought 

MT: and what did you think about that. If you thought you were just going to be sitting in class 

playing games what were your thoughts about that? 

McCoy: oh 

SPOCK: yes  

McCoy: you have to do something, that’s the point, I expected 

SPOCK: … work, just, just 
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KIRK: I actually thought we were going to be using one of those, um, like a website where you 

make your own game, and, I didn’t really want to do that because I’ve done it before and it’s 

really boring, and um,  

McCoy: really? 

KIRK: yeah, making your own game, there’s not much to it. You just put blocks down and that’s 

it. Whereas getting to actually make, get an idea for a game that’s a lot funner 

McCoy: I thought we’d be like, writing a paragraph based on the game concepts of gaming, so, 

that’s always, what I expected, so, but yeah 

MT: which is sort of more technical, sounds like it’s more technical doesn’t it? 

McCoy: yeah 

MT: so this is, because it’s an English class we’ve tried to keep what we’re doing in it very much 

the sorts of things you do in English, um, which is why I wanted to do a game that had a 

narrative, had a story, so that you could look at, you know, thing about the sorts of things you 

do in English is you read stories and create stories 

MT: so, yeah, if you’re doing media studies, if you’re doing design and technology you’d 

probably approach it from a different angle. So with regards to doing games in English, can you 

see, do you see that it actually helps  you with English or is it just fun because you’re doing 

games? 

KIRK:  Um, I do, I do see it for English because in a lot of games you need to 

SPOCK: have a story 

KIRK: yeah, and you need to read a lot and that, well, it does have a lot to do with English, and in 

English you have to make stories and stuff and games have really good stories. 

McCoy: it also helps with analysing and interpreting like, things? so example like you analyse a 

game you have to interpret it and also jot down, like you would in movies, so yeah, games and 

English stuff are very similar, so, that’s why I thought … extra subjects, it helps 

MT: yeah, you can see how it 

SPOCK: it’s like, English and writing, the narrative part, and games are more closely related than 

people think, with the, like, it’s more, it gives you more control, it feels like you’re more, how, 

intertwined with the character, because you’re actually controlling them and you’re part of 

them, you’re sharing the experience, even though it’s not real, but in a movie you just sit back 

and watch. 
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KIRK: parents see them, the games as like, just fooling around and doing nothing, and some 

games are like that, but then again a lot of other ones, they, they’re like, basically they are like 

reading a book. 

MT: yeah 

SPOCK: I believe like the view on games, like, people just like to chalk us up to just stereotypes, 

addicted doing nothing which might be true for some,  but for the rest of us it’s more important, 

it’s another way of life  

MT: okay, it’s another way of life? 

SPOCK: it’s, it’s different, it’s like you might not be the best at sport or something but you’re the 

best at this, it’s just a different calling card. 

MT: so you pride yourself at being good at video games like other people might pride 

themselves on being good at sport, is that what you’re saying? 

KIRK: I’m not actually that good at video games, [laugh] I kind of tell them if I was to be part of 

an elite team in a video game I wouldn’t be a sniper or a captain or anything, I’d be like, just an 

ordinary infantry guy because I’m not the best at games,  

SPOCK: … capture 

KIRK: but I love it so much [big smile – it doesn’t matter] 

MT: you love it, you obviously really love it 

McCoy: I used to play … competitive …  

MT: did you? 

McCoy: yes, um, yeah, I used to play competitive, I was in div 

SPOCK: ? 

McCoy: Team Fortress 2 

SPOCK: oh 

McCoy: so I was in division 

MT: what was your game? 

McCoy: um, Team Fortress 2.  

MT: Team Fortress 2? 

McCoy: I was division 4, which is like, like um, overall rank,  

MT: yes 
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McCoy: and, yeah,  I kind of dropped out quickly because I, um, going into high school years, 

and, I had to drop out quickly, but when I come back to regular games like COD I just suck at it, 

because I just forgot 

SPOCK: you get used to it 

KIRK: I’m really bad at it. I’m like that guy who runs in there and like gets shot first …  

[laughter] 

KIRK: in the movies. Like there’s always, when they run in there’s always the one guy who gets 

shot first 

[laughter 

MT: the token 

McCoy: that’s his game in a nutshell 

SPOCK:  I think games … it gives you more ways to actually talk about something, to connect 

with other people, because it gives you some, a common to talk about … like Overwatch … even 

though we 

KIRK: we don’t have that game, but it’s all we think about 

SPOCK: next gen console, or PC that can run it. you need …. to play it 

KIRK: yeah, whereas people with books, if they don’t have a book then they’re not really going 

to talk about it because they don’t know what it’s about, whereas with video games it’s more 

different, like everyone knows about it 

MT: and how does everyone know about it? This whole social thing that you’re talking about 

where you connect to each other through playing games and talking about games, how does 

that happen? 

SPOCK: I couldn’t just like butt in conversations, I kind of like, in my spare time, just surf the net 

since not much of a social life, just search the net and running into this stuff and I pick up bits 

and bits 

KIRK: it just always sucks, because like, we’re huge fans of Halo and Halo 5 is on Xbox, Xbox1, 

and we don’t have that 

SPOCK: none of us 

McCoy: yeah 

MT: so you just 

KIRK: think about it in our dreams 
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MT: yeah, or play it vicariously 

KIRK: I’m probably goin to get a job on the weekends so 

McCoy: I do watch people play so at least I know what it’s about 

SPOCK: do you know how YouTube, like you watch the people gameplay, I do that, but then I 

just realise ‘what am I doing?’ ‘why, I don’t know,  why don’t, why can’t I just enjoy it myself, but 

watch it instead?’  I don’t know why I do that. 

KIRK: yeah, it gets really upsetting, sometimes I just want to cry, it’s  like, ‘why can’t I do this?’ 

SPOCK: why? but yeah, the game industry, and well, money makes the world go round 

MT: so it’s that a lot of the games are expensive and the consoles you need to play them on are 

expensive, is that what you’re saying? 

McCoy: yeah 

SPOCK: yeah 

KIRK: yeah 

MT: so this game you’re talking about, is it not available across all of the consoles, is it only 

available on  

KIRK: um, it’s only available on next gen 

McCoy: next gen yeah 

SPOCK: or PCs that can run it 

KIRK: yeah, it’s not exclusive to a certain type of um, console, 

SPOCK: like Halo 

McCoy: yeah 

KIRK: Like Halo, it’s exclusive to the next generation 

MT: oh, okay, so you have to have PS4 or  

KIRK: or an Xbox, or a PC 

MT: right. okay, well thanks boys, that’s been great. You guys can help yourselves to a muffin. 

OH, is there anything else you wanted to add. Anything else you wanted to say? 

SPOCK: let’s see 

KIRK: well, what is it, what are you doing this for? 

MT: I’m doing this as part of my PhD, to gather information about what it’s like using computer 

games in an English class, so what’s the experience like for people. Do you, does it assist your 

learning? Does it help with literacy skills. We didn’t really talk about literacy. 
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Spock: it did help me with my typing skills, I remember playing this game called Warframe [ A 

third-person, co-op focused action game] and in the heat of battle I was with some teammates 

and I had to learn to type quick or I would be killed and I would be a liability to the team so 

KIRK: and learned a lot of words, what a lot of words meant, and different strategies, and I can’t 

remember what it was but I remember this one time it really helped me in life, this quote or 

something from a game  

MT: yes? 

KIRK: I don’t know, I don’t remember what it was 

MT: but you found it helped you in your life as well, like with your friends or with your family or 

with school? 

KIRK: yeah, I can’t remember but all I remember is getting this really nice, um, thing from a 

game 

McCoy: I learned just about all my vocabulary from game wikis because they use very 

descriptive words.  

SPOCK: yeah, games they use very good words, they use different words, it actually makes you 

want to search it up and find out 

McCoy: so for example they use synopsis which means overview so that’s why I go check it and I 

can probably use it in my English 

MT: and how did you learn what the words meant, so if you’re reading a game wiki and you 

come across a word that you don’t know what do you do 

McCoy: I either Google it or it’s fairly obvious because 

MT: from the context? 

SPOCK: from the context. 

McCoy: yeah, from the context. 

SPOCK: another thing … Warframe … in year 7 … two years ago, I was doing this, I was playing 

Warframe and I was watching the trailers and I just, I was amazed at how they used to describe 

the Warframes, and how the narrator used the words, and how it worked with the images, and 

that’s really helped me with my English so far, it turned it from being a bad subject to being a … 

how do you say, not exactly best, but I’m not exactly afraid of it. 

MT: oh! Really? So, you mean a bad subject in that you felt you weren’t doing very well in it? 

SPOCK: yeah. 
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MT: oh! and how? just in, in giving you 

SPOCK:  the words, the words the narrator used to describe it 

MT: oh, okay, right. So it gave you words, and it gave you the ability to describe things well, so 

like for your creative writing and things like that it helped? 

SPOCK: yeah, it did. 

MT: okay, did you guys, is English your second language? for both of you? 

SPOCK: not really 

McCoy: no 

MT: you don’t have another language that you use at home? 

KIRK: I speak Japanese and German 

McCoy: I speak Vietnamese but not a lot 

SPOCK: I speak Chinese 

McCoy: I can just understand Vietnamese … by my parents, but when I speak I just speak in 

English 

MT: oh okay, so, you grew up here, in Australia 

McCoy: I was born here 

MT: and your parents, do they speak English well? or do they speak mostly 

SPOCK: they speak English very well 

McCoy: yeah, they speak, they speak, well, like someone who was born in Vietnam, they speak 

English very well, but they obviously just speak Vietnamese very fluently as if they were from 

the country, so I can understand a bit of it. 

MT: right, so, you both come from bilingual homes. And do you have another language spoken 

at home? 

KIRK: um, well, we come from WA (Western Australia) so people speak a lot more normal over 

there, … over here everyone speaks more American. 

SPOCK: remember, America’s  

KIRK: yeah, I just hope that one day gaming will be an elective because it’s an art, like, Art’s an 

elective, but, gaming you have to make all the art 

SPOCK: yeah, and careers can come from it. Like you know, … PewDiePie 

McCoy: there are people who play games all their life … to get money, like, they’re sponsored 

MT: like they’re beta testers 
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SPOCK: online, they create entire careers out of it 

KIRK: yeah, like youtubers, and Good Game, those people 

McCoy: but, obviously they obviously have a background still, like for example PewDiePie first 

did Engineering, then dropped out, so they at least have a back story, don’t always just go into 

gaming 

MT: okay, well thanks boys, would you like to pick a muffin? 

 

NJ Recording of discussion with me during classwork 9th June  

M: But you needed to get your back story sorted anyway, didn’t you? 

NJ: Yeah, I’ve got, I got my all my back story and stuff done. 

M: You have your back story done! Is that finished? 

NJ: Ah well, you know, I’ve got the gist of it, I’m still filling it in and making it better. 

M: Yeah. Yeah. Okay, what… 

NJ: But I’ve got the outline and stuff done, I’ve just got to fill it in. It shouldn’t take too long at 

all. 

M: Uhh hmm. Tell me about that? 

NJ: Well, you’ve been involved in, I’ve decided a really serious car accident.  

M:Yes 

NJ: To the point where your car manages to; I think it hits another car, flies up in the air, does 

two flips while in the air, lands, tips over down an embankment, hits a tank full of rocket fuel, 

bounces up an embankment, hits a power pole, reduces it splinters, where upon your head hits 

the ground really hard  and puts you into a coma. 

M:Arh, and so that’s the game then is you’re locked inside your mind? 

NJ: Your mind yeah. 
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M:In a coma. 

NJ: And like your head’s like really, really mangled and your four friends in the car were dead 

instantly, but for reason it’s just your head that’s hurt, and everything else in your body is like 

totally fine, no grazes or anything. 

M:Right.So your body is fine? 

NJ: Your heads not though. It’s like squashed in. 

M: Yeah, but your brain is still functioning, other than; like enough for your mind to be working? 

NJ: Yeah well, for your character inside to be working, but you’re obviously not doing too much 

out in the real world. 

M: Yeah, Yeah. 

NJ: Cause I was thinking your brain like a series of corridors, well in the game it is, but in real life 

it’s not, it’s a puddle of water. Cause I was thinking your brain like a series of corridors which is 

why I kept making those noises, like those (taps desk). 

M:The walking? Walking through the corridors. 

NJ:  Yeah, cause I showed the teachers and she said that this is how they make real footsteps,  

and I thought, “Hah”, that’s a good thing cause obviously your brains not really like that, erh. 

M: yeah, because.  

NJ: like didn’t tell her that but I thought, “Hah” that’s exactly what I want. 

M:Right because your brain isn’t working properly, is that right? 

NJ: No well, no one really knows what your brain would be made of. 

M:Right. 

NJ: So I just. I mean like, I just thought it’d be good if I could insert the floor into it as a mystery 

just like you can tell sort of tell its sort of wooden, but I thought well the floor could be sort of 

whatever you think it to be.  
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M:Exactly. Could be anything, couldn’t it because it’s in your mind. So tell me about the game 

and the; what’s the ultimate purpose of the game? You have to have an end goal.   

NJ: well you gotta get out of ya head really. 

M:Okay 

NJ:  Get out it and you have to defeat all your erm, all the… (Sneezes) You have to defeat all the 

erm bad emotions and feelings, and stuff you’ve had in/during your life in particularly all the 

guilt and stuff that you have over the accident and deaths of your friends. Even though they 

were, I said in the back story they were tickling you while you drove down the road, which 

caused the accident. Except you feel really guilty for causing the accident. So the main thing is to 

overcome that guilt, sort of thing.  

M:Gosh. That’s amazing Seb. That’s a really. 

NJ: I was thinking how was I gonna get graphics of a car accident, or rather audio, cause I don’t 

really fancy putting myself in a car accident involving a tank full of space shuttle fuel and a truck. 

M: No, you’d just need to do a youtube, a youtube search.  

NJ: Or maybe urm. I have noise that I like for one part of the accident but not the whole thing, 

which is annoying. 

M: One of the other students, he just did a, a google, a youtube search for dramatic music and 

got something from that. So if you just did a youtube search for you know car crash sounds. 

NJ:  Cause there is a lot of car crash compilations. 

M: There are. Yes, there are, that’s right. 

 NJ:  I haven’t seen them though cause I thought it’d just be dodgy GoPro sounds. 

M: Urm, it might be but you might find some good ones. 

NJ:  Yeah. 
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M: Urm so the, so the end goal is to, is to defeat the…the levels are about defeating all those 

negative emotions. 

NJ:  Yeah. 

M: And the end goal is to come out of the coma basically, is that right? 

NJ:  Yeah. And there’s non-player, and there’s… a non playable player in there too, like he’s erm. 

M: Okay, tell me about the non-player character?     

NJ:  He’s like your guardian, he sort of hovers in front of you. Funny thing is he’s a pair of pants. 

With a face on them. 

M: Okay… and he’s a, he’s a helper, is he? 

NJ:  Yeah.  

M: Okay. Any other none player characters? 

NJ:  Not yet. I haven’t really schemed up too many. 

M: So the kind of the villains or the opponents are the bad feelings, the negative feelings? 

NJ:  Yeah, haven’t really, I haven’t really finished ‘Mr Fancy Pants’ yet. That’s his name ‘Mr Fancy 

Pants’. 

M: He’s your guide.  

NJ:  And he’s got a face, and his face looks like your Dad’s on the front … … As in like picture your 

own dad’s face on the front.  

M: Yeah 

NJ:  I don’t know how that got to me though like picture your own Dad’s face on the pair of 

pants. It does seem a bit random now that you mention it though. I should make it like a giant t-

shirt maybe. 

M: And are you going to design this as a game for people with vision to play or is it a game 

specifically for…  
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NJ:  Non-visionaries mainly, oh suppose visionary could play it, except like, as long as they have a 

voice box that works that can play.   

M: Yeah 

NJ:  And I suppose if I did a computer edition I could do like “type in this box to make things 

work”, if you know what I mean. 

M: Yes. Yeah. So the whole idea of the game is that it could be a game played by people … 

NJ:  There’s definitely going to be no graphics. I know that.  

M: No. Okay. So it’s a game, it’s a game with no graphics which is the types of games that you 

play.  

NJ:  Yeah. And it’s a … gonna make it sort of a suppose in my opinion vision accessible, except im 

hopeless with that .  

M: Yes 

NJ:  I know nothing about eyeballs… 

Stuff about hide and seek 

M: So when you do. Are you going to do a sound file? What are you going to create for this? As 

well as your script. 

NJ:  audio files and squish them together to make one. 

M: An audio file. Okay. So as part of your audio file will you have sort of a narration that 

explains, that would be the introduction of the game? 

NJ:  Urh yeah. 

M: Because you could record that yourself, couldn’t you? 

NJ:  I’ll have my computer read it out, so it’s not my voice 
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Appendix G: Research journal – reflective writing 

Journal notes – Thursday 18th February 2016 12.20pm 

I woke last night and became caught in thoughts about the collaborative planning day yesterday. I 

came home from the day at CSHS on Wednesday feeling so good about progress, really pleased 

and excited about having begun the data gathering process with the teacher entry interview. the 

recording worked, I had a back up recorder and also took notes. I thought the interview went 

really well and I’m looking forward to transcribing it and getting into the analysis – it will be great 

to have some practice at that part of the research process. but my anxieties and concerns that 

arose as I lay there awake in the middle of the night was a realisation that so much of the day, and 

the talk around planning, was directed by Clarice’s agenda and her enthusiasm about the new 

strategy she had learned regarding the 7 steps to narrative writing. Her narrative structure curve, 

with the hook, back story, complication in 3 stages of increasing complexity, resolution was useful 

and we fairly quickly found we could adapt that to working with digital games in the classroom. 

but when it came to planning and designing the actual lessons, deciding on the assessment and 

considering what could be done in the classroom, the focus was so heavily print text dependent, 

narrative focussed. It was difficult to get her to keep coming back to multimodality, digital 

literacies, using digital technologies. I think my fear is that the work unit will not include enough 

work with games to provide sufficient data for me to answer my research questions, or provide 

useful findings for the purpose of my study. it felt awful – like ‘I’ve got this all wrong”! And I can 

see that Clarice wants to have ownership of the work unit. How to direct her towards including 

more digital content, while still respecting the ‘ethnographic’ style of my research is troubling me! 

She has asked me to assist with the development of the work unit in a couple of ways, one of 

which is to find the resources, and develop some learning episodes around using these resources, 

to flesh out her overall work unit outline. I’m happy to do this as I recognise that time is limited 

and the time demands are onerous in her capacity as classroom teacher and literacy support 

specialist for year nine. But as I thought over our discussions and planning yesterday, I realised 

that there was very little allowance in the lesson plan outline for actually engaging with digital 

technologies – for playing games and analysing the process. I need to address this. Clarice is very 

concerned about the technology capabilities of the school and I suggested that we need to talk 

with the IT support. I think we need to do this sooner rather than later. To have a fairly clear idea 

of what we want to achieve, and then take this to the IT support personnel and have some quality 
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time to discuss the support we will require to achieve this. I need to be more assertive in arranging 

this.  

I think the next step is to go through Jenny, including Clarice, and arrange a definite meeting with 

IT support staff. If I contact Clarice and suggest this – I can meet with them alone first if necessary 

– just to thrash out some of the potential problems and do some problem solving with guidance 

and expertise of the IT staff. This is actually what I thought would be the case from our previous 

meeting with Jenny – that Clarice’s and my meeting would be booked into a room in the Resource 

Centre, and that we would have access to IT staff if we had any enquiries. As it turned out, we 

probably needed more time to be clear on what we want to do and achieve before we talk with 

the IT specialists, so the fact that we were not able to do that yesterday is not really a problem. 

But I need to make it a focus for the next meeting! 

So, I shall write up a ‘meeting notes’ to send to Clarice and Jenny as a courtesy and to provide 

feedback on our progress for the day. Perhaps in this I can suggest an agenda for our next meeting 

– including having a meeting with IT support scheduled first up. 

Saturday 5th March 2016 

It felt great to have the student surveys completed yesterday. It is a really nice class, the kids are 

all quite good natured. Most seem very excited ab out the project. I brought all the surveys home. 

Ill sort them and keep aside the ones without consent forms until I get the consent forms from 

Clarice. 

Clarice is very well organised, doesn’t seem to get flustered. Her manner in class is firm but 

supportive. She speaks well, clearly articulates critical literacy terms, has an expectation students 

will understand the critical literacy terms. 

Some of the boys – sit in the middle – seem very switched on and intelligent. Lovely to talk to. 

Some boys at back easily distracted. 

Remember to draw up a classroom map – map student placement and movement. Having the 

map done as a template to use for observations will help – can record movement on this. 

Monday 7th March 11:30am  

NOTE: As preparation for classroom observations, remember to find the classroom seating plan 

template. It will be on disc 1 of the school stuff back up CD ROMS. 
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Collaborative Planning notes: 16th March 2016 

Email Clarice the Hidden Worlds Stimulus 

Game genres: 

 action games 

 RPGs 

 Strategy Games 

General actions: 

 Confront barrier 

  barrier overcome – save – move to next level 

  barrier holds – reload, repeat above 

Week 5 Friday – play game 

Week 6 – deconstruct using framework 

end project – construct game using framework 

Create comprehension text based on computer game and spec fiction reading 

Short story – look for Spec Fiction short story featuring game world – look for 3 stages of conflict 

to match the framework created by Clarice for creative writing 

Powerpoints with definitions and examples 

Wednesday 21st September 2016 

As I read through these notes and transcribe them, I am aware how very invested in 
this project I was. Clarice, as classroom teacher was responsible for the planning of the 
unit, but as a novice to the use of computer games in class, and with very little 
personal experience of computer games herself, she relied on me to assist a lot with 
locating and creating resources. I was also happy to do this – I was missing the creative 
aspect of pedagogy, creating curriculum resources, I was missing the regular contact 
with students and the practical application, I wanted some connection to the 
classroom again, as teacher, as curriculum writer, as resource creator. While Clarice 
definitely wanted assistance with the work, I also wanted to contribute in a way that 
would enable the project to go ahead, in a way that would facilitate a well designed 
unit for the students, in a way that provided students with the best possible support 
for engaging in the learning for this work unit. I took on a fairly heavy workload to do 
this. Time for reading and writing my own stuff, time and effort spent on this work 
meant that I wasn’t refining my methodology chapter as was needed, I wasn’t looking 
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for publication opportunities, I wasn’t reading and informing myself adequately on 
methodological frameworks, data analysis etc. I allowed the whole process to operate 
very organically, responding to the needs of the teacher, the students, the 
environment – desiring to ‘make the unit work’, to provide a successful learning event. 
My motivation was more as a teacher wanting to make learning effective and 
engaging, than as a researcher wanting to see how do things work here. Or at least, 
the two were interconnected in ways that blur the boundaries of practitioner and 
researcher. Was I a researcher assisting with the practice? Or a practitioner dabbling in 
research? I fluctuated between the two – but the practitioner definitely held the upper 
sway – which is why I am now feeling very pressured about completing my dissertation 
within the timeframe provided by my scholarship. 

Do I regret the allocation of my time, energies and resources? No. Not at all. I don’t 
apologise for it either. Is it ‘rigorous’ research practice? Perhaps not. What value can 
my experience have? Can my discussion, and findings provide valuable insight and 
examples for others? What others would appreciate my musings? I feel I sit outside the 
academic establishment, wanting to research an issue I feel passionate about, feeling 
very much constrained by the conventions of academic research. I need to find a way – 
my way. I did find a way to do my research project – my way. It was enjoyable, it was 
effective, and I am sure I have some very useful information from it that I can share 
with the world. What I need to think about is: what is it that I want to say to the 
academic community about my research project?  

What do I want to say about literacy?  

What do I want to say about learning?  

What do I want to say about research? 

Monday 4th April 2016 2:10pm M10 HDR hub 

I’m transcribing the recorded planning session I had with Clarice on 16th March. As I’m listening to 

the recording I’m realising so much of this recording is actually really good data – it provides an 

insight into the planning process and the way a teacher takes a pre-designed curriculum unit and 

makes it her own. I’m also reflecting on Clarice’s work processes – when we were looking at the 

existing PowerPoint for lesson 1, an introduction to spec fiction, we talked about what we would 

need to change to make the PowerPoint, the lesson resource, suitable for our work unit. Right 

there and then she saved the ppt template to her own laptop and began making the changes as 

we were talking about them. This was a very efficient way of using our planning time. So often I 

have found myself talking or working through a document and making a note that this aspect or 

that aspect needs to change and making a mental note: “Oh, I’ll have to remember to do that 

when I have space and time”. Clarice just did it right there and then. It was cramped at her desk. I 

was there too, distractions galore, that didn’t stop her, she just got in and got the job done. No 

resistance. So admirable! 
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Also makes decisions quickly – no wanting approval holding her back – if she likes and idea she 

takes it, it not doesn’t feel she has to ‘be polite’. 

Monday 11th April 

Prep for CSHS research project – games design structure to match creative writing graphic 

organiser. 

look for games as examples of sci-fi; fantasy; horror, supernatural, superhero, utopia-dystopia; 

apocalyptic-post-apocalyptic. 

Prepare topics for discussion – teacher reflection interview, to be recorded. Email Clarice as a 

heads up. 

Second set of stimulus sheets 

21st September notes: this is another example of the amount of work I put into making 
this work unit workable. 

Tuesday 12th April 8:45 pm 

Today I did my first classroom observation. Felt like I didn’t really know what I was doing. Thinking 

I need to do more reading on observations as a method of data collection and look for tips and 

templates. I did draw up a classroom seating plan and made note of student movement. There 

was very little movement until the final group activity. They seemed to really enjoy that – got up, 

moved to form groups effortlessly, most worked very well. 

Waiting in the staffroom while Clarice took a phone call, Richard introduced himself (PE teacher – 

the Arts and PE staff share this staffroom). He was very interested in the research project – 

suggested it be promoted by the Principal in the school newsletter. Good idea! 

I found it difficult to maintain an outsider, researcher stance during observations. Clarice is keen to 

have me supporting students in class – I found it difficult to stay outside a teacher role. I think I 

need to be true to me. Observing is important at least one class per week perhaps I could stand 

aside and observe, but during other lessons I feel the need to be involved. My practitioner focus is 

very much a part of the research study, and although this is not team teaching, I do feel the need 

to do be more involved. I’m sure I can move around and interact with the students without 

necessarily stepping into a team teaching role. How? What are the boundaries?  They are very 
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blurred. What is the line – where is the line between colleague and researcher? When we 

collaborate to design the unit and resources, that line is already blurred. 

Wednesday September 21st note: insider-outsider / working the hyphen   as I read 
above I recognise that this dynamic persisted throughout the whole course of the 
research project. Many times when the ‘teacher instruction’ part of the lesson was 
done and students were working in groups on some task, as Clarice wandered around 
the room giving students support and encouragement, I also walked around 
interacting with students. However, I often found that because of the reflections I had 
made, and the discussions I had with Catherine prior to the research project, I was 
more aware of the ‘teacher role as ‘fixer’ of problems, or source of answers or 
information. I was more prepared to ask students to reflect on their own processes, to 
ask ‘what’s happening here?’, rather than ‘what can I do to help you?’ I think many 
times, my presence and my asking questions that encouraged students to think about 
what they were doing was useful in that it promoted their reflective practice, and they 
often came to understandings or answers themselves. Many students responded 
positively to this –although some still seemed to be looking for those cues that tell 
them they’ve given the ‘right’ answer.  I did sometimes wonder if Clarice, overhearing 
my interaction with the students, felt some frustration or annoyance that I was ‘being 
the researcher’ more than the ‘teacher’.) 

What am I looking for in my classroom observations? What questions will my 
classroom observations answer? I didn’t really have an answer to these questions as I 
was collecting my observations – I just recorded what felt right, what came up into 
consciousness, as it occurred – a very natural and organic approach, not constrained 
by a particular methodological approach, or a narrowly focussed gaze guided by a clear 
research question, or approach to data analysis. Was my approach ‘all wrong’? I realise 
as I write and reflect on my notes that I have been in resistance all the way to being 
controlled by methodological expectations, constraints, boundaries and frameworks. 

Clarice seems to have a good rapport with the students. Does the introduction of games into the 

lesson have an impact on this relationship? Question for Clarice? Do you think introducing games 

into the lessons has had any impact on the way you interact with the students? As a class or an 

individual? How is working with a unit involving a computer game different to doing this same unit 

without the games element? Good reflection questions for next discussion with Clarice. 

How did students react when asked to volunteer titles of games for the different genres? They 

were engaged. It generated discussion. Students offered answers then others commented or 

corrected. 

I did feel a bit anxious. Glad this first one is done. 

Friday 15th April 2016 
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Reflections on lesson 1: As I listened again to our recording of the planning day it was interesting 

to note the difference between planning and implementation, and also how time and attention to 

detail in the planning phase paid dividends in the classroom 

The students responded very enthusiastically with suggestions of examples of games in the 

different genres – sometimes they confused games with movies! 

Monday 2nd May 2016 2pm  

I’m really struggling with the act of keeping a research journal. I’m resisting this probably more 

than any other part of my research work. I’ve had a couple of days, and contacts with the school 

already, and have not really been recording my impressions. I keep telling myself I’ll remember, 

and know what to write when the time comes, but the whole notion of ‘effortlessness’ may 

require being consistent with recording my impressions, analysis and reflections as they arise. 

My thoughts are all over the place and I feel that I should have some kind of structure for the 

reflection process. I know I should just start and look for more effective measures as I go – just 

writing that this is the answer helpful to me. The planner in me wants to be so structured and 

organised , that the doer gets held back. I just need to let go the resistance to doing, just do it, and 

let the planner work away on the back burner for a while. 

So – what are some reflections arising from my first few experiences in class? Kirk is bright and 

energetic, eager to participate, will volunteer to share his story. During teaching from the front of 

class though he often seems to glaze over and his mind is clearly drifting, he seems to have 

checked out. But ask him about a computer game and he comes alive, lights up, talks rapidly, 

hands moving energetically, talking clearly, articulately and knowledgably about not only the 

gameplay, but production and distribution – corporate aspects as well. He will be a very 

interesting participant for this study. 

How will I arrange the student focus groups? When will I have the entry interviews? They only 

need to be about 10 – 15 minutes, perhaps I should ask Clarice if I can have some quick group 

chats during the Friday class when they will all be playing games. We may need to arrange a room 

that’s a bit quieter so my recording equipment will work better. 

Remember to look into this for next visit. I’m thinking pro-games group, uncertain or anti-games 

group may be a good contrast. High achievers Vs low achievers. Girls Vs Boys? No – not really part 

of my study. NJ? – how does this unit affect him? 
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What sorts of questions do I want to ask the students? The teacher?  

 Describe your experience? 

 Tell me about yourself and games? 

 What are your thoughts about this project?  

What are you hoping will happen? What are you afraid will / will not happen? 

 What might be good about it? 

 What might be bad about it? 

 Do you think it will help with your English lessons? How? Worse / better? How? 

 What is your experience? How have you experienced it? 

I’m feeling a bit lost and overwhelmed again, like there’s so much I still don’t know or haven’t 

figured out yet. So much more still to read. The whole thing seems so big – because I’m looking at 

the WHOLE thing, instead of just chunking it down into doable tasks, 

Keep releasing – and keep taking action! 

Planning meeting: Wednesday 4th May – planning notes 

Week 6: Lesson 1 – gameplay + worksheet 

game title, characters, setting, graphics, images, gameplay, sound.  

Some pictures of game genres 

Week 7: Character types, video clips, which type its pictured.  

Describe the following elements in your game as you play.  

Mind map.  

Add some questions.  

What is the main purpose of the game. How to progress through levels. How to win – game boss. 

One page handout. Give dot points.  

Activity for character, week 7: images of different game bosses – what game is this? 

Wednesday 4th May: Journal notes – reflecting on CSHS planning day 
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Today I met the new HOD – xx. She seems very enthusiastic about the project. Supportive. Angela 

easily approved our plans – will organise for the other year 9 classes to come visit the library and 

our 9F display of game design artefacts. 

I could consider doing up a flow chart of the process involved  here – told Clarice about the PE 

teacher who, on hearing about our research project, asked if it has be promoted/publicised in the 

school newsletter. He had said that’s a big event for the school to be involved in a university 

research project – it should be made news for school and community. Clarice right on board with 

that. She will contact the Principal to see about advertising the project, writing some items for the 

daily newsletter etc. 

After we visited Angela and gained her approval we went to the library to see Anne-Marie about 

setting up the display there in week 10. She was also right on board. Lots of areas to display 

posters. Also 2 TVs connected to laptops, can run the students projects on a continual loop. 

If students want to record their digital presentations with some voice over, perhaps they can use 

Movie Maker for that. Clarice said she will ask Terry for some help and tips regarding Movie 

Maker. 

The school is also hosting an Open Day on Saturday 22nd May – too soon for displaying the project 

work, but students will be able to display their class work then. 

We worked on ideas and a template for students to create  posters during the introductory lesson. 

Posters to display a game genre, give brief description of the genre, some game examples, then 

lots of images. 

I need to collect some images to be printed up in colour for students to past onto their posters. 

(Perhaps we could also run the lesson PowerPoint as a display? – set on autorun) 

Clarice has printed an A3 version of their storyboard – which we also created today. The students 

will use this to deconstruct their game during the gameplay weeks, then use a similar template to 

create their own game design.  

(Note: 22/09/2016 – I realise now that we were calling this template a storyboard 
incorrectly. When we discussed this with Terry and looked at examples of storyboards, 
we realised that what we had was really a graphic organiser, a template for 
deconstructing the games, and for creating a game design. Later when I was searching 
for a design for the template I came across the concept of a ‘game design document’, 
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and I then modified what I found on this, to come up with a simplified version we 
could use as a template for the students.) 

I will need to create a worksheet for them to do while playing their game in the first lesson, and 

some more teaching PowerPoints on characters, gameplay elements etc. 

Some nice things are evolving here. The planning is very much an evolving organic process. We 

have a plan, a structure, and discuss ideas, but this is very fluid – it changes and is very dynamic – 

meeting the requirements of the school timetable, external factors like NAPLAN testing, changes 

as HOD has input. Curriculum planning has to be dynamic and fluid, meet needs of students and 

teacher. It is very context specific. Teacher style, class ability and dynamic demographic all affect 

the lesson plans. 

(Note: 22/09/2016 – this is something important I need to say about what I learned as 
part of the research project. That curriculum documents may provide structure and 
resources and guide teacher planning for the classroom, but a tightly restrictive 
curriculum implementation policy is constraining to teachers whose lived experience 
of the classroom requires an organic, dynamic, fluid approach). 

Clarice is keen for me to be involved as a team teacher during these lessons – and I would like this 

too. As a teacher I enjoy this interaction with the students, and as I had a large input into lesson 

planning and development of resources, I have a certain feeling of ownership. The teacher / 

researcher role is also fluid and dynamic. I don’t actually see a distinction myself. [see notes and 

diagram below]  I am the researcher responsible for the overall research design, yes, but in class, I 

feel like I’m there as a teacher. I also felt my teaching involved a certain ‘researcher stance’ – 

taking a reflexive stance: what worked, what didn’t, why and what’s happen here, what impact, 

what outcomes, how is this affecting … – all part of the daily job of the teacher. 

(Or I see the duality, the separation of researcher self and teacher self, as constructed and imposed 

– something imposed on me by an academic establishment which places theory above practice in a 

hierarchy of values. Whereas I see the two as parts of a whole, made up of many parts, each of 

which inform the whole and each other). 
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Mother 

Student 

Friend 

 

I should look back at Robyn Gibbes’ dissertation – her autoethnographic approach. 

Teaching as an organic, dynamic process. Planning, writing curriculum, organic, dynamic – lots of 

interconnecting parts – a very dynamic flow chart. 

In teacher interviews I need to ask Clarice to reflect on the planning process. There is still quite a 

lot of work to do regarding resources. First off – a worksheet for lesson 1. 

7th July: Journal notes 

I chose the site for my research based on contacts I had made within the school. Access to state 

funded schools for research purposed can be fraught with obstacles. School admin wish to ensure 

standards of safety are met, curriculum guidelines are met, and departmental policy and 

procedures are adhered to.  

Why did I choose this school? I wanted research in a setting where there was some disadvantage. 

Where teachers struggle with all the usual difficulties of schools in lower to mid-range SES areas. 

Not particularly noted for technical advancement. A fairly ‘average’ school, if such a thing exists. 

Or at least one that is relatable to the teachers with whom I want to share my research. This was 

important to me. To send a message that computer games as text in English does not need to be 

seen as something that can only be achieved in either a very well-funded, private school, or in a 

case where the teacher is very knowledgeable and motivated to include games. I wanted people, 

teachers, to read my work and say, “well, my situation is like that, maybe I could do this”. 

Reflexivity

Self-image

Teacher

Researcher
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Tuesday 9th August 2016 Hill House Farm, Cygnet, Tasmania 

Experiencing English as learning through play: Experiential embodied learning – Learning to learn 

through gaming. 

As I listen to the interview with The Trekkies I feel a rush of emotion – of pride, of gratitude for the 

experience of sharing this time, gratitude to these boys for their openness and sharing, and 

wonder at the maturity and insightfulness of their perceptions and reflections. I want to return 

and reconnect with these beautiful beings. 

I want to share their experience with others, to make others aware of the precious humanness of 

these boys, the vulnerability; I want to protect, to nurture and empower them. I feel a tremendous 

sense of gratitude and pride at being, for a short time and in a small way, a part of their lives. 

There is a feeling of love in all this, a tenderness, a wanting oneness. A feeling of “we are in this 

together, this learning, this growing, this enterprise of ‘educating’. 

“Sometimes, the bodily depth of what one has lived through is ‘more than words can say.’ Yet 

such experience ‘looks for’ words. Sometimes, the language of what things mean changes bodily 

experience, and the words disappear; in and out of language. Embodying language; languageing 

the body; each has its day in an ongoing process.” Todres 2007, p. 34 

When I read the highlighted quote above, I think of Spock’s attempts to ‘language’, to give voice to 

his experiences with digital games and play. 

Monday 6th February 2017 3:30pm 

Trekkies interview: When I read my opening remarks to the boys I get ideas for how to introduce 

my data section – research design. 

Focus group Interviews: these interviews were more discussions than interview. I designed the 

data collection around the notion of learning a much as possible about what the participants 

experienced, and how they experienced it – based on my readings in phenomenological research 

methods. The interviews generally began with a disclosure statement and reiteration of 

confidentiality and anonymity, followed by a rationale for the interview, such as “this recording is 

to help me gain information about the process you’re going through and your response to what 

we’re doing in this class”. So right at the outset the interview, or discussion, was set within the 

framework of a phenomenological inquiry, but as the discussion progressed I followed the talk to 
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where it went, and sometimes brought it into line with my own agenda – my investment in the 

research project was often quite clear in the wording of my responses and questions. 

Does this weaken my research data? Does this ‘contaminate’ my research data? I guess that 

depends on what I am looking for. If I’m looking for some kind of scientifically pure and objective 

data, yes, my involvement does corrupt my data. If I'm looking for some kind of insight into the 

reality of what goes on in the classroom when educators and learners collaborate to create 

valuable learning experiences, then no, it doesn’t corrupt the data, it enriches it 
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Appendix H: Example analysis of transcript and themes table typed for clarity  

(description, analysis and listing of themes initially completed by hand on printed transcript) 

Interview with NJ 14th June 

Descriptive notes Transcript Interpretative notes 

emergent themes 

Colour code: First pass analysis (Oct) Second pass analysis on blank transcript (Nov) 

NJ is non-visionary 

 

I remember my first 

reaction when I realised 

one of the students in 

the class was totally 

blind. “What will the unit 

be like for this student?” 

“How will we make this 

unit accessible for NJ?” 

I’ve departed from my 

usual questions here – I 

did this interview last, 

after the Bennets and 

the Trekkies. Because NJ 

was sightless I wanted to 

know his initial reaction 

to the news that we 

would be using 

computer games as text 

in class. I thought it 

important to establish 

his expectations and 

contrast these 

M: I just want to get some of your 

impressions of the work we’ve been 

doing? So things like so when I first 

mentioned that we’re doing computer 

games, video games in class what was 

your first reaction before we started 

doing anything? 

Vision modality 

unavailable  
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expectations with his 

experience. 

First reaction: “oh-oh” – 

“here goes nothing” 

NJ is being very honest 

here 

Initial response was 

expectation of 

disengagement, “waste 

of time”? 

NJ: Uh oh! It was like: Uh oh. Here goes 

nothing! 

Affordances & constraints 

Disconnection – 

expectation of 

disengagement 

Was this the initial 

reaction of the Bennets 

too? For different 

reasons? Compare initial 

reactions? Trekkies 

excited, Bennets sceptical, 

NJ “here goes nothing!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 M: Yes. So why is that? Explain why?  

3 reasons: 

1. Don’t know anything 

about gaming 

2. Don’t know the names 

of many games 

3. Not a very good 

gamer 

NJ: Well it’s just that there are a few 

reasons. One I don’t know pretty much 

anything about gaming until I really 

have a game and throughout I don’t 

really know the names of not really too 

many games at all. And I’m just not a 

very good gamer, all together. 

Affordances? 

NJ needs to experience a 

game in order to “know 

anything about it”. 

Embodiment? The 

importance of experience 

without his vision 
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But there is a suggestion 

here that there are 

digital games NJ can 

play. NJ doesn’t play this 

up – it was a revelation 

to me that there were 

quite immersive games 

for non-visionaries. I had 

been locked into an 

attitude of video games 

being exclusively for 

visioned players! 

 

modality, NJ looked to the 

whole experience in order 

to make meaning. 

 

Identity 

I’m looking for NJ’s way 

of talking about his 

vision impairment. His  

manner is very matter of 

fact. This is an 

interesting segue. I 

assume NJ’s lack of 

knowledge about games 

is due to sightlessness. 

But it’s important for me 

to establish what NJ’s 

experience of sight is, so 

I can better understand 

how he might 

M: So tell me about your vision 

impairment, have you always had… 

Affordances and 

modalities 

NJ: Yeah, always had it.  

M: Can you see anything at all?  

NJ: Just light. That’s about all.  

M: Ok so you can see light and shade.  

NJ: yeah if it’s daylight and night. It’s 

about all I can tell you. 
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‘experience’ computer 

games. 

 M: And that’s always been like that?  

 NJ: Always been. Broken optic nerve, I 

think. 

 

Disconnection  

 M: So that would have an impact on, of 

course, video games for you. Because 

video means games you can see. So 

first of all your impression was – Uh oh, 

there’s not going to be anything for me. 

 

NJ expected the unit to 

be boring 

NJ: It’ll be boring  Disconnection-

disengagement “uh-oh. 

Here goes nothing” 

“It’ll be boring” 

I’m asking NJ to describe 

his experience as 

opposed to his 

expectation. 

M: yeah this is going to be boring. And 

then tell me about what happened how 

we progressed through that. Talk us 

through that? 

 

Focus on capability 

rather than 

deficit/disability 

We identify here that 

there are games NJ can 

play. His revealing this to 

us enabled him to 

participate in the lesson 

NJ: well I thought it was just that, I 

think it was just a lot of brain power 

and then we decided I would use one of 

the games I can play so then that’s 

where I got that trailer thing from. And 

then from there I created the 

assessment based on games like that. 

Pity I can’t do 3D sound effects on my 

recorder though. 

We identify here that 

there are games NJ can 

play. His revealing this to 

us enabled him to 

participate in the lesson in 

ways the teacher and I 

had not expected. 

Learner agency 
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in ways the teacher and I 

had not expected.  

NJ is referring to our 

combined problem-

solving. That trailer thing 

refers to one of the 

homework tasks, where 

we modified the visual 

task, to a sound one for 

NJ. 

“just a lot of brain power” 

I think this is NJ’s way of 

saying “problem-solving” 

 

Affordances-constraints 

I’m looking for clues to 

NJ’s experience of games 

in general 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M: So tell me about the games that you 

can play? 

 

 

 

NJ describes how games 

for non-visioned players 

work. 

The affordances of this 

technology actually 

seem to me to be 

extending the gaming 

experience – more 

immersive than 

NJ: Well the one I showed you is called 

‘The Nightjar’, and there’s no graphics 

in games like that. And all it is, there’s 

just three dimensional surround sound 

audio. And it’s duplicated so that it 

sounds like the, when you put your 

headphones on it sounds like you are 

actually in the actual game. Sometimes 

NJ tells how he can “lose” 

himself in a game – “I 

actually think that I’m 

there” 

“just 3D sound”-

affordances & constraints 

– “sounds like you are 

actually in the actual 
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traditional video games 

(pre VR era). While VR 

technology at the time 

of this study was 

available, it was in the 

early stages of 

development, and not 

widely available or mass 

produced. 

 

 

if I lose myself I actually think that I’m 

there 

game” – embodiment, 

sound + sensation/feeling  

Experience 

 

Games vs books – how 

games extend the 

imaginative experience, it 

becomes embodied. 

Books can create the 

feeling that “I’m there” 

too, but the senses are 

engaged through 

imagination. In games, 

vision, sound, tactile 

modalities are engaged 

also. 

I am making a realisation 

here: Before the ready 

availability of VR 

headsets for sighted 

players, NJ was 

experiencing the 

immersion created by a 

‘virtual reality’ effect in 

his games. Because he 

operated in a world 

where the visual mode 

was absent (i.e. in terms 

M: Yes. That sounds awesome.  

NJ: It is. Particularly like the first time I 

played the game I thought oh this is so 

realistic. 

 

M Yes. It would be even more realistic 

than for people who are sighted who 

are playing games and there’s that 

obvious kind of distance. There is 

obviously a tv screen or monitor or 

something in front of you. But for you, 

once you put the speakers on and you 
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of the input from the 

optic nerve) the game 

world he entered when 

he placed on his 

headphones, or filled his 

room with sound from 

the game’s audio files, 

re-created his actual 

world in a manner very 

real to NJ. 

 

 

 

 

 

get the surround sound you must feel 

like you really are in that game world. 

NJ describes how setting 

up the sound using good 

quality speakers in his 

room made the 

gameplay experience 

“even more realistic” 

because “it almost felt 

there was actually a door 

shutting” – is he using 

the tactile and auditory 

modalities together?  

NJ: Yeah and then once I’ve turned on 

my electronic piano, because pianos 

are really wide, I’ve tried it with those 

speakers, cause that was a really good 

headphone thing and that made it even 

more realistic cause it actually 

sounded like I was in my own little 

room, and every time a door shut, I’d 

swear it almost felt like there was 

actually a door shutting behind me. 

Sensation  Body vs brain;  

embodied vs cognitive  

vs or interconnected? 

Experience – fun? 

More than sound – the 

technology NJ harnessed 

also created a tactile 

response. 

Tactile modality/haptics 

Felt sensation - VR 

 

 M: You could almost feel it?  
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NJ uses the words 

“feeling” and 

“sensation” 

NJ has described what 

playing a “video” game 

for him is like. He 

describes how different 

ways of delivering the 

audio mode create 

different “sensations” 

and “feelings” for him, 

e.g. headphones vs 

quality speakers 

NJ talks about what his 

body tells him 

NJ: yeah it was that feeling of. Yeah I 

got that, I almost got that sensation of 

I’m in this room, no getting out now. 

Like I knew that my body was still 

telling me I was sitting on my bed, 

except my brain was going, what are 

you doing? You’re walking through 

doors that aren’t even there. 

Body – felt sense vs 

“sensation” created by 

immersive audio 

experience 

Embodiment  

Feeling and sensation as 

body awareness 

Feeling as emotion vs 

feeling as physical 

sensation “my body was 

telling me” 

Connections: physical – 

emotional; connected to 

the game through: 

technology, sensation, 

embodiment 

Body-mind – felt 

sensations give/create 

meaning 

Mind work creates 

meaning 

Connected-disconnected 

Alignment-disparity 

 M: So what was it like in class for you 

when we first started doing the work 

on the video games? Were there… 

 

NJ describes the 

experience of using 

NJ: erh it’s all been fun.     He seems eager to 

interject this here 
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games in class as “fun” – 

compare this with his 

initial reaction “It’ll be 

boring” 

The use of “actually” 

here highlights the usual 

attitude to playing 

computer games in class, 

ref Steinkhueler 

M: Okay. So what were the things 

about it that you found were fun? 

 

 NJ: the bit that we were actually 

allowed to play games in class. 

 

 M: Yes okay. And how did you manage 

that, because I actually chose four 

games for all the other students that 

were not games you would play, so 

how did you manage that? 

 

 NJ: Well I told, I think it was either, was 

it you or Ms Warner, I told one of you 

that I had some games that I could do 

and then I think it was just a bit of 

mutual agreement and then I showed 

you all on the computer. And then I 

think that’s just how it all sort of came 

about wasn’t it? 

Learner agency 

We relied on NJ to guide 

us in this. Neither the 

teacher nor I had any 

knowledge or experience 

of graphic-free video 

games. 

Student as expert 

 M: Yes. So you brought your game in on 

your USB. 

 

 NJ: No an ipad.  

 M: Ah ok.  
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 NJ: It’s an ipad game remember I used…   

 M: That’s right.  

NJ used his digital 

literacy capabilities, his 

operational skills, to set 

up his iPad game so that 

he could play with 

headphones, and we 

could simultaneously 

hear through the laptop 

speakers. 

NJ: I used the auxiliary lead into the 

microphone section of the laptop. 

Learner agency 

M: That’s right. That’s right. So they’re 

both… It was a game on your ipad? 

 

NJ: And then I used the laptop like a 

speaker system.  

Learner agency 

M: That’s right.  

NJ: Just to make it audible.  

M: Yes. So you could listen to it through 

your headphones and we could listen to 

it. 

 

NJ: Through the laptop.  

M: Through the laptop.  

NJ made connections – 

the auxiliary cable he 

had used at home “at my 

dad’s house” for another 

purpose, he adapted for 

his classroom purposes. 

NJ wanting to connect 

with us. 

I could have brought in 

my audio splitter wo we 

both could listen on 

headphones – but it was 

important to allow NJ to 

NJ: And remember I don’t have to 

connect it to the laptop that’s just an 

extra cable I chucked in so you could 

hear it. And I’m happy it worked, I’m 

happy that it actually worked like that. 

Connections 

Leander & Boldt – 

dynamic, emergence, 

Adaptability – finding a 

way to connect with us 

Like the Trekkies – string, 

carpet, blanket, adapting 

their story 

Problem solving 

Learner agency – NJ had 

to problem-solve how to 

do this, provide the 

affordances or harness 
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problem solve this. It 

was a good example of 

me being able to put 

aside the teacher-as-

helper or teacher-as-

provider role and allow 

NJ to be the ‘expert’ 

here. 

 

 

the affordances of several 

devices/pieces of 

equipment (technology) – 

so that we could hear 

what he was hearing. 

M: So this is all using technology that 

you use at home, is it? 

 

NJ: Yes. The laptop and the ipad.  

M: The laptop and the ipad and the 

auxiliary cables. 

 

NJ: I’ve never really done the… I never 

used the auxiliary. Like I’m sure you 

know what an auxiliary is. Like I’ve 

never used that for work that was just… 

I use it for more for music at my Dad’s 

house. 

Learner agency + problem 

solving 

 M: Right. So that was something 

actually you had to problem solve and 

think through yourself. You had to find 

a way of showing me your game. 

 

“I thought” 

“I wonder if it would 

work?” 

NJ:Well I tried it once before at Dad’s 

house and I thought, because I know 

the laptop I can set it like as you seen 

with headphones and the speakers and 

that and I knew the auxiliary worked in 

the laptop. So I thought maybe if I just 

plugged the auxiliary in, I wonder if it 

would work? And it did. 

Problem solving 

Digital literacy skills – 

operational skills 
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Learner agency 

Problem solving 

 M: So the auxiliary was a cord that 

went from where you plug in the … to 

your. 

 

 NJ: Microphone.  

 M: Arh, so you plugged it in to your 

ipad microphone? 

 

 NJ: It goes into the microphone port of 

the laptop and the headphone port of 

the ipad.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 M: And the headphone port of the ipad. 

And how did you then listen to the 

ipad. 

 

 NJ: Well remember.  

 M: Did you have a split…  

 NJ: No. It went through the auxiliary 

cord into the laptop speaker and 

headphones. 

 

 M: Arh yeah okay.  

 NJ: And then the definition still worked.  

 M: Yeah so.  

Strange reverb NJ: Albeit, it felt slightly strange 

because there was a bit of a reverb 

that I didn’t want. 

Sound = sensation, “felt” 
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 M: Yeah. So you could actually hear the 

audio coming out of the speakers...that 

I could hear as well as the headphone. 

 

Sounded too open NJ: As well. Kind of made it a bit. Kind 

of sounded a bit more like it was a bit 

more too open, if you know what I 

mean? 

 

 M: Yeah. So was it less realistic for you 

when you did that? 

 

 NJ: Sort of.  

 M: Yeah. Yeah. You didn’t.   

I wasn’t getting the 

graphics as good 

 

 

NJ: I wasn’t getting the graphics as 

good or the audio … I wasn’t getting it 

as good 

I find it interesting that NJ 

uses this phrase – the 

sighted have a particular 

understanding of 

“graphic” as connected to 

the vision modality. For NJ 

graphic was connected to 

several modalities – 

including “feel” 

Integrated modalities 

 M: The audio. You weren’t getting that 

immersion experience as well. Like you 

would within the game world. 

 

 NJ: Yeah and the surround wasn’t 

working as well as it should of. 
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 M: Arh, so when you split it between 

the speakers and the headphone the 

surround sound didn’t work as well? 

 

 NJ: Arh well the surround sound 

worked. The surround sound would 

have worked as well as it usually does 

except my ears wouldn’t really, I 

suppose because I had the speakers 

and the headphones trying to say the 

same thing it, sort of makes it a bit 

more difficult to pick out, except it is 

still working fine.  

 

NJ uses a particularly 

vivid visual metaphor to 

explain the way the dual 

headphone and laptop 

speaker “corrupted’ or 

“distorted” his 

experience. 

M: Yep. It corrupted it a little bit.   

NJ: Yeah corruption. I suppose it be like 

watch the tv with a cloth over half the 

screen. Of course you know the tv 

screen still working you just can’t see 

it. 

Interesting visual 

metaphor – modalities 

Connecting through visual 

metaphor 

Strange that I used the 

word ‘rate’ here 

M: That’s a very good metaphor for it, 

yeah a very good way of describing it. 

So all in all I was really quite worried 

when I realised that you were vision 

impaired about how were we going to 

adapt what we were doing so you could 

have a bit of fun as well. So over all 

how would you, how do you rate your 

ability to participate in this class? 
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 NJ: Ow quite high.   

Corrected my wording 

here, returned to my 

original type of question. 

Because I wanted to 

keep these interviews as 

conversational as 

possible, allow the 

natural flow of talk, I 

didn’t work from a 

printed interview 

schedule. I reviewed my 

schedule prior to 

interviews, but also 

allowed a lot of flexibility 

in my questions to allow 

the students to direct 

the flow of the 

discussion. 

M: Yes  

NJ: Not sure.  I wouldn’t go a number in 

it, too hard. Quite good though. 

 

M: No. Not numbering. What has your 

experience been like?  

 

pretty good 

 

Probably one of my best 

English units 

 

This was a very 

unexpected outcome for 

me – L&B play and the 

unexpected 

NJ: Erm. It’s been pretty good, I’ve 

enjoyed the unit. Probably one of my 

best English units. And besides I liked 

the previous assessment as well as the 

short stories  

Enjoy 

“best English unit” 
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 M: Which led into what we’re doing 

now. The speculative fictions. 

 

NJ is talking about his 

short story here 

NJ: Pity I couldn’t get the dentist in 

there. He would have been nice. 

 

I feel so sad when I 

reflect on these remarks 

because as I read them I 

simultaneously picture in 

my mind remembered 

images of NJ trying to be 

part of a group, offering 

input, only to have it 

“unheard” by the others 

– or not responded to, 

the subtle exclusion of 

him. 

M: So yeah, what was it about it that 

you would say, you said it’s, you know 

you think it’s your, the best English unit 

you’ve done so far, what was it about it 

that you thought made it the best 

English unit you’ve done so far?  

 

create your own game 

people can actually 

understand 

NJ is pleased by the 

being able to connect – I 

see the social and 

affective dimension 

emerging again here 

NJ liked creating his own 

short story too! 

“try and build a simple 

version of what I go 

NJ: Well I liked the idea of the create 

your own game because I actually 

thought yeah actually try and build a 

simple version of what I go through as 

video gaming sort of people can 

actually understand. I mean I have 

never played a game that’s like the one 

I’ve designed but I’ve heard of them 

sort of in a book and I just hope they’re 

realistic because it sounded so fun in 

the books, so I thought why not, I’m 

going to build one myself and I’ve 

Understanding as 

connecting? 

Wanting people to  

understand – Spock also 

hedges around this. 

People think ‘gamers’ are 

…. He wants people to 

understand what it is 

really like – wanting 

others to understand, 

“video gaming sort of 

people” identity/gamers – 
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through” – connect this 

with the game An Aspie 

Life 

 

 

 

always wanted to [brief external 

distraction] And I’ve always wanted to 

build one like that and then urh to 

create one and all I’ve got do now is 

just try and merge it all together by 

Thursday and with any luck it’ll be 

done. 

NJ seeking to connect with 

gamers, wanting them to 

understand  ‘create your 

own game’. I’m sure this 

comes up repeatedly with 

the other students: 

creating their own game 

was exciting.  

Creativity – agency – 

ownership. Imagination 

and creativity. 

Connections: NJ draws 

from an idea he came 

across in a novel – 

(adapted to a movie) The 

Fault in our Stars. A 

character in this 

novel/movie is devoted to 

a video game – the cross 

textual links here are 

great – NJ’s game concept 

draws from a game 

described/played by a 

character in a 

novel/movie. 

Intertextuality – 

connections  
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Connecting with ‘video gaming sort of people’. This class was predominately male, many of the 

boys were very interested in video games. They didn’t ‘see’ him, in a way. I wonder what would 

have happened if we had designed a lesson where all the students played NJ’s game? Encourage 

them to critically reflect on issues of privileging and marginalisation in association with the 

affordances and constraints of video games? 

The inspiration for NJ’s game came from a book and movie. Does “I’ve always wanted to …” 

indicate an interest that transcends the classroom? What are the affordances and constraints of 

the English classroom, the English work unit?  

Note the use of “with any luck” here. What is this telling me? What is leaking out here that NJ 

doesn’t intend, or is not reflectively aware of? 

I also used the word 

“hope” 

M: yeah, Iet’s hope so. I really admire 

what you’ve done. 

NJ produced only a script 

describing his game 

concept – no multimodal 

artefact. Perhaps “with 

any luck” suggests here 

that NJ doesn’t really 

believe in his ability to 

actually create what he 

wants to create for the 

unit outcome – potential 

vs actual outcome – why 

was NJ unable to achieve 

his ambitions? Ambition 

vs capability? Personal 

affordances and 

constraints? 

 NJ: I still haven’t really got myself a car 

crash yet. 

 M: Arh okay. 

Resistance? NJ: I don’t think I really need that. 
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 M: look for your car crash compilation 

YouTube videos, see what you can get 

from that.  

 

 NJ: Yeah, I don’t really think I need the 

car crash though. 

 

 M: Oh you’ll be able to do without it. 

Alright. Well that’s, that’s nearly ten 

minutes. Is there anything else you 

want to talk about? Anything else you 

want too…? Say 

 

it’d be fun if there was 

more units like this 

Time was running out – I 

should have asked ‘what 

about ‘this’ would you 

like more of? 

NJ: Urm, maybe it’d be fun if there was 

more units like this. Urm I can’t think 

of anything else but it’ll be as soon as I 

… I think of twenty things … 

 

Exploring what he said 

about “I’ve heard of 

them in a book” 

M: Well that’s alright, we can do 

another interview next week if you feel 

like you’ve got more to say. I would like 

to talk to you a little bit more about 

your inspiration for the game. You said, 

you’ve read about it in books and 

maybe what book you’ve read about it 

in? And then...   

 

I find it interesting when 

NJ uses a visual 

expression “I saw the 

idea of it”: he saw the 

NJ: That was “The Fault in Our Stars”. I 

saw it. I saw the idea of it and then I 

thought I’m duplicating that, cause it 

looked fun. 

Fun 

Duplicating – 

intertextuality? Web 2.0 

and the sharing of ideas 
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idea for the game in the 

movie The Fault in our 

Stars 

Lifeworld connections and 

learner agency 

“I saw the idea of it …” fun 

– interesting! The concept 

behind the game is rather 

serious: locked in your 

brain – about illness and 

limitation. Yet NJ sees 

creating a game to 

address these issues as 

fun. (refer here again to 

An Aspie Life). 

 M: Yeah. Alright. Okay.  

One of the characters in 

the story 

NJ: Maybe a real game, I’m not sure 

cause it was something one of the kids 

had in there…  

 

 M: Well okay.  

 NJ: Have you seen that movie or the 

book at all?  

 

 M: What’s it called? The fault in the 

stars? 

 

 NJ: “The Fault in Our Stars”  

NJ didn’t complete his 

trailer. What do I say 

about that? It’s 

important! 

Where did the learning 

in class fail NJ? Not why 

M: “The Fault in Our Stars” I’ve heard of 

it, but I haven’t seen it. So yeah, maybe 

if you have a think about if we have 

another interview next week what you 

might want to say about, you know, 

what inspired your game, but I also 
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did NJ fail? But where 

did the limitations of 

learning in the English 

classroom fail to support 

NJ to bring his idea to 

fruition? *(once again I 

think I should research 

the student who created 

An Aspie Life, and make 

some connections here.) 

when you’ve actually finished doing 

your trailer for the game I want to talk 

to you about how you did it. 

* Student engaged and willing. Student has the conceptual framework. Actual physical 

manifestation of the conceptual framework not achieved. Lots of students fall into this category. 

When it comes time to do the production work, they do not complete. What is going on here? 

What is leaking out here? Note the use of the word ‘hopefully’. 

NJ talks about ‘trying’ ‘hoping’ ‘with any luck’. What is this telling me? Now, as I review this 

interview, Knowing NJ didn’t complete an actual multimodal artefact, I realise there was a clue 

in his language. Something important is surfacing in this! 

 NJ: Yeah.  

 M: What you found. How you found it. 

Stuff like that. So would you be happy 

to do that? 

 

 NJ: Yeah. Cause this will hopefully 

come off a lot better then 

 

 End of recording 
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List of emergent themes 

Vision modality unavailable     Affordances & constraints – modalities and  meaning making? 

Disconnection – expectation of disengagement 

Affordances? 

NJ needs to experience a game in order to “know anything about it”. 

Embodiment? The importance of experience without his Vision modality, NJ looked to the whole 

experience in order to make meaning – connections/embodiment? 

Identity 

Disconnection  

Disconnection-disengagement “uh-oh. Here goes nothing”  “It’ll be boring” 

Learner agency “just a lot of brain power” I think this is NJ’s way of saying “problem-solving” 

Affordances-constraints 

NJ states he can “lose” himself in a game – “I actually think that I’m there” experience 

Embodiment 

“just 3D sound”-affordances & constraints – “sounds like you are actually in the actual game” – 

Embodiment, sound + sensation/feeling  

Realistic experience  

Games vs books – how games extend the imaginative experience, it becomes embodied. Books 

can create the feeling that “I’m there” too, but the senses are engaged through imagination. In 

games, vision, sound, tactile modalities are engaged also. 

Sensation  Body vs brain;  embodied vs cognitive – vs or interconnected? 

Experience – fun? 

More than sound – the technology NJ harnessed also created a tactile response. Tactile 

modality/haptics 
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Felt sensation - VR 

Body – felt sense vs “sensation” created by immersive audio experience 

Embodiment  

Feeling and sensation as body awareness 

Feeling as emotion vs feeling as physical sensation “my body was telling me” embodied meaning 

(embodiment and affect?) 

Connections: physical – emotional; connected to the game through: technology / sensation 

(connections and affect?) -  

Embodiment  

Body-mind – felt sensations give/create meaning   Mind work creates meaning Alignment-

disparity? 

Connected-disconnected   

NJ: erh it’s all been fun.    He seems eager to interject this here. Why? 

Learner agency We relied on NJ to guide us in this. Neither the teacher nor I had any knowledge or 

experience of graphic-free video games. Student as expert    Learner agency     Learner agency 

Connections Leander & Boldt – dynamic, emergence, Learner agency / Adaptability – finding a way 

to connect with us. Like the Trekkies – string, carpet, blanket, adapting their story 

Problem solving 

Learner agency – NJ had to problem-solve how to do this, provide the affordances or harness the 

affordances of several devices/pieces of equipment (technology) – so that we could hear what he 

was hearing. 

Privileging and marginalisation / inclusion and exclusion – connecting / affinity groups?  Identity? 

Learner agency + problem solving 

Problem solving 
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Digital literacy skills – operational skills 

Learner agency   Problem solving 

Sound = sensation, “felt” 

I find it interesting that NJ uses this phrase – the sighted have a particular understanding of 

“graphic” as connected to the vision modality. For NJ graphic was connected to several modalities 

– including “feel” 

Integrated modalities  Interesting visual metaphor – modalities  Connecting through visual 

metaphor. Modalities of meaning making – how our language privileges vision – language and 

identity and connecting  

Enjoy (experience?) “best English unit” 

Understanding as connecting? 

Wanting people to understand – Spock also hedges around this. People think ‘gamers’ are …. He 

wants people to understand what it is really like – wanting others to understand, “video gaming 

sort of people” identity/gamers – NJ seeking to connect with gamers, wanting them to understand  

‘create your own game’ (ownership?). I’m sure this comes up repeatedly with the other students: 

creating their own game was exciting.  

Creativity – agency – ownership. Imagination and creativity. Connections: NJ draws from an idea 

he came across in a novel – (adapted to a movie) The Fault in our Stars. A character in this 

novel/movie is devoted to a video game – the cross textual links here are great – NJ’s game 

concept draws from a game described/played by a character in a novel/movie. 

Intertextuality – connections   Do video games provide greater intertextuality than movies or 

books? Affordances. 

Connecting with ‘video gaming sort of people’. This class was predominately male, many of the 

boys were very interested in video games. They didn’t ‘see’ him, in a way. I wonder what would 

have happened if we had designed a lesson where all the students played NJ’s game? Encourage 

them to critically reflect on issues of privileging and marginalisation in association with the 

affordances and constraints of video games? 
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The inspiration for NJ’s game came from a book and movie. Does “I’ve always wanted to …” 

indicate an interest that transcends the classroom? What are the affordances and constraints of 

the English classroom, the English work unit?  

Note the use of “with any luck” here. What is this telling me? What is leaking out here that NJ 

doesn’t intend, or is not reflectively aware of? 

NJ produced only a script describing his game concept – no multimodal artefact. Perhaps “with 

any luck” suggests here that NJ doesn’t really believe in his ability to actually create what he wants 

to create for the unit outcome – imaginative potential vs actual outcome – why was NJ unable to 

achieve his ambitions? Ambition vs capability? Personal affordances and constraints? Social 

exclusion? 

Fun 

Duplicating – intertextuality? Web 2.0 and the sharing of ideas 

Lifeworld connections and learner agency 

“I saw the idea of it …” fun – interesting! The concept behind the game is rather serious: locked in 

your brain – about illness and limitation. Yet NJ sees creating a game to address these issues as 

fun. (refer here again to An Aspie Life). http://www.abc.net.au/triplej/programs/veronica-and-

lewis/an-aspie-life/9144186  

* Student engaged and willing. Student has the conceptual framework. Actual physical 

manifestation of the conceptual framework not achieved. Lots of students fall into this category. 

When it comes time to do the production work, they do not complete. What is going on here? 

What is leaking out here? Note the use of the word ‘hopefully’. Experience   identity 

NJ talks about ‘trying’ ‘hoping’ ‘with any luck’. What is this telling me? Now, as I review this 

interview, Knowing NJ didn’t complete an actual multimodal artefact, I realise there was a clue in 

his language. Something important is surfacing in this! 

Theme clusters and superordinate themes 

Affordances: This comes up because I am interested in how we can manage to adapt the 

affordances of video games to NJ’s needs, that is, the vision modality is unavailable to him. 

http://www.abc.net.au/triplej/programs/veronica-and-lewis/an-aspie-life/9144186
http://www.abc.net.au/triplej/programs/veronica-and-lewis/an-aspie-life/9144186
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Affordances and constraints 

- Affordances and modalities 

- Affordances and constraints 

o Modalities 

o Technology 

- Affordances and intertextuality and connections to lifeworld 

o Do video games provide greater intertextuality than movies or books? 

- Affordances and imagination and creativity 

o How games extend the imaginative experience – it becomes embodied, more 

modalities engaged 

- Affordances and learner agency / problem solving 

Modalities and  meaning making 

- Absence of vision modality 

- How our language privileges vision modality 

- Affordances and modalities 

o Video games – more modalities engaged: sound, tactile/haptics, gestural, spatial 

(multiliteracies framework) 

- modalities and affordances  

o Tactile modality 

o Sound modality – 3D surround sound 

o Interconnected modalities / whole experience 

Embodiment and sensation 

- Body – brain / embodied vs cognitive 

- Body – felt sense / tactile vs sensation created by immersive audio experience 

- Embodiment and affordances 

o Extend imagination, becomes embodied, realistic 

- Feeling as emotion / feeling as physical sensation 

- Feeling and sensation as body awareness 

o Embodied meaning 

o “my body was still telling me” 



355 

Margaret Toomey   

- Embodiment and connections: Body – mind 

o Felt sensations create meaning 

o Cognition creates meaning 

o Interconnections – body/mind 

Connections and disconnections 

- Body/brain, embodied-cognitive, interconnected 

- Lifeworld connections, literate practice as emergent, dynamic, fluid, adaptability 

- Understanding as connecting 

o Belonging 

o Social acceptance 

o Affinity group 

o Identity 

- Connecting with lifeworld and intertextuality 

- Disconnection – expectation of disengagement 

o Affordances and constraints 

o Modalities and privileging-marginalisation 

o Absence of vision modality and social disconnection – inclusion/exclusion 

- Alignment and disparity 

o Signals and modalities 

o Body sensation vs mental constructs 

Learner agency 

- Learner agency and problem solving 

- Learner agency and creativity 

o Imagination and creativity 

- Learner agency and ownership 

- Learner agency and lifeworld connections – game inspired by novel-movie 

- Student as expert 

- Learner agency and affordances/technology 

Experience 

- Felt sense of immersive audio experience 
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- Enjoy: “like the create your own game” 

- Expectation of disengagement vs “it’s all been fun” 

- Whole experience – whole body  

- Experience and embodiment – minus the vision modality NJ calls on the whole body 

experience to make meaning 

o Interconnected modalities 

o Realistic 

- Fun vs serious 

- “hope” – “try” 

Identity 

- “not a very good gamer” 

- Identity and connections/disconnections 

o Privileging/marginalisation 

o Inclusion/exclusion 

- Identity and language 

o Modalities of meaning making 

o Privileging of the vision modality in language 

- Wanting to connect with “video gaming sort of people” 

- Identity and affordances/constraints/technology 

- Identity and achievement  

o Hope 

o Try 

o Imaginative potential vs actual outcome 

o Affordances and constraints of the English classroom 

 

 

 

  



357 

Margaret Toomey   

Appendix I: Field notes 

Wednesday 17th February 2016  

Interview: 

Giving Clarice my interview questions as I was setting up the microphone was very helpful. It 

gave me space to concentrate on setting up the audio equipment properly and testing it. It gave 

Clarice an opportunity to prepare for the questions and make some notes about how she might 

answer. This obviously affects the type of information the interview will provide – should I make 

a note of this in my report/findings/discussion? “It was a good sort of time-out strategy that I’m 

sure was calming for both myself and Clarice” 

Collaborative planning: 

“Threshing out the work unit was a long laborious task. It was quite challenging at times, and 

Clarice clearly felt overwhelmed at certain points – particularly when it came to working games 

into the plan. … It actually took quite a lot of persistence and resilience on Clarice’s part to get 

her head around how she could use the new pedagogical tool … to adapt it to a lesson around 

digital game. 

How did we overcome the obstacle of lack of knowledge and familiarity? Google! 

Clarice found a couple of helpful sites on the narrative structure of computer games, a structure 

for designing computer games. … [27 page article, long and overwhelming] … But she persisted – 

and began finding information that assisted her, gradually became more confident, then more 

engaged and motivated as she began to see a way to  map her lessons on narrative structure 

and creative writing against game design.” 

Another problem we faced was how to plan around NAPLAN – it is such an intrusion into the 

curriculum! What we decided on was to use the “NAPLAN folder – lesson outline and resources 

to “prepare” students for the NAPLAN test – to selectively pick resources or use some as 

templates to create our own resources for embedding NAPLAN preparation into the curriculum 

unit. 
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Field notes: Tuesday 12th April 12:10 Room PA10 ENG091F 

Routines – Students waiting at door till teacher calls them in. Teacher greeting students as she 

arrived. Cheerful, friendly.  

Seating plan noted, not all names recorded yet – still learning these, recorded Male or Female 

arrangement. Added names as teacher used them to help me remember the students names. 

[insert seating plan drawing here] 

Welcome back. How was holiday. Mixed response. Teacher has a nice rapport with students, 

discussion of holiday goes back and forth, with teacher citing the response of her year 10 class; 

boring! 

Teacher standing at front of class, moving a little across area in front of front row of desks. 

Returned assessment from last term. (handed out 2 extra info and consent forms and survey – 

Ann and Kirk, both new to school) 

Ann – female, Asian, non-native English speaker. She sat alone, Kirk sat with another male 

student, seemed chatty. I briefly explained the info and consent forms after giving a very brief 

description of the research project – Kirk very interested. 

Rapid write – what will life be like 100 years from now: technology/transport/earth/ health/ 

medical/social 

Count down by  minute (technology frustrations!! Looking for a countdown clock at start of 

class) 

Absolutely silent writing. Think/pair/share 

Kirk volunteered – dystopian. Eleanor 

Teacher: “you have created your own form of Speculative Fiction” – link to lesson 1 and 

PowerPoint content 

Students enquire – what about novel (other classes dong this term 2). T – will move to term 4 

Teaching from front with PPT – students taking notes. Boys positive response to Horror. Note 

taking quietly, quickly. Positive feedback from teacher. “Can I move on?”  

NJ hand up often. 

T – ‘not long to go now” affirming, supporting. Tone engaged, enthusiastic, making the boring 

task more interesting 

NJ is funny. Vision impaired. “Superhero” undies on the outside – does he understand? 
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I’m sitting at front observing and taking notes – how do students feel about this? How does it 

affect the dynamic in the classroom? Do they feel on display? Does it change the way they 

behave?  

Humour – “I’m excluded because I’m Asian!” Lots of laughter, “Ooooh” 

Table activity – lots of participation, fun, students very engaged, lots of discussion, dispute. 

Whole class – lots of activity, involvement. 

Boy back left did not contribute – Neville? Terry? 

Group activity – choose groups, come up to collect work sheet. Student choice. 

[insert graphic for movement and arrangement of groups here] 

10 minutes. 

It’s difficult for me to sit and just observe. 

 

Tuesday 19th April 2016 12:10pm PA10 ENG091F 

Rapid write – lovely upbeat greeting. Birthday – play piano while all sing happy birthday. 

Warm up – revise elements of short story 

Short story group work 

Deconstruction of Speculative Fiction short story 

Kirk’s short story –rapid write: Identify himself as a gamer [remember to ask for a copy] 

Kirk was very excited about a gaming element in English class. 

Movie trailers – lots of discussion, watching intently 

Very normal classroom, boys at back, chatty. Diverse students providing answers – teacher 

directed learning, questions eliciting knowledge. Student towards middle and front generally 

answering questions. 

Short story elements – using 7 steps graphic organiser 

Eleanor didn’t recognise the unusual font as ‘e’. Tom read story very well. Eleanor: “Elizabeth 

has a very clear voice”. Elizabeth reading well. Both Elizabeth and Tom struggled with some 

words – ‘parameters’, ‘nostalgia’, ‘brandishing’, ‘reconstitute’. 

Reading print text – few students reading – all listening? Many reading along. 

Kirk staring blankly – playing with pencil. 

[insert seating plan drawing here] 

Break up into 5 groups: setting, characters, plot, ending, hook, conflict. Groups of 5/6. 
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5 – superhero; 2 – horror; 1 – sci-fi; 2 – utopian / dystopian; 1 – apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic; 1 - 

fantasy 

 

Friday 22nd April 1:50pm (Period 4) PA10 ENG091F 

Definitely chattier and less focussed as they enter today. NJ last – a bit disoriented. Tom tried to 

help. NJ needed guidance from Teacher. 

Students focussed on learning spelling. 

The spelling is a routine – just learning together, memorising, helping each other, then the text. 

They came in a bit more frenetic than usual, noisy and chatty – but during the test were settled 

and focussed. 

Peer correcting – Teacher writing correct answers on board. [Freddo Friday] 

Tom asked to have the story writing booklet available on common drive. 

 

Tuesday 17th May 12:10pm P.4 Room PA10 ENG091F (Invested!) 

First games lesson. I felt quite anxious about it this morning. Mainly about not wanting to forget 

anything, and also hoping the technology would work. 

Clarice had 2 spares on her timetable today – but she had been given supervisions for both. She 

had to rush off during her lunch break to run off copies of the worksheet for students. While she 

was having lunch she worked on a unit outline to print and copy for the students. It seemed to 

me that she made this job more time consuming than it needed to be, as she had already typed 

up a plan/outline last time we were there. Rather than searching for this she made a new one – 

using my printed copy as a guide. Perhaps she didn’t remember saving the last one. She did it 

fairly quickly anyway – then went to the library to run off copies of both. 

Because she was given 2 supervisions today I didn’t expect her to do a post lesson discussion – I 

could see she was very grateful for that, and even if I had asked she may have said no, or asked 

to be excused from it today. 
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While we were discussing the unit outline she asked Terry about a digital storyboard template. 

When he looked at the ‘storyboard’ Clarice had created he said it wasn’t his concept of a 

storyboard. I explained what we were looking for students to create was more a ‘design brief’ 

for a game. 

Perhaps the phrase CONCEPT MAP, or CONCEPT OVERVIEW or DESIGN BRIEF would work better. 

He (Terry) is currently working on a year 9 media studies unit which he thinks will be very similar 

to what we are doing in this unit. 

As part of my discussion with Terry I found myself explaining that as we are doing this in subject 

English our approach will be to treat ‘games’ as a text for study – to deconstruct, analyse and 

then create – taking a critical literacy approach. 

Many of the students asked if they are going to ‘make a game’. I’m sure some of them would 

love to. I interrupted Clarice to answer that for students who felt they had the skills to use game 

maker software – that would be fine – as long as they also do the designing and planning part of 

the project. 

Most of the students chose Minecraft. The school server was opened for the lesson. Most 

students played multiplayer – which meant they were playing against their fellow students. Two 

of the girls – Maryann and Eleanor I think, had chosen single player mode. They were all playing 

in survival mode – the only mode available on the school laptops. 

I wonder if I could buy Minecraft story mode for PC – let some of them use that? 

Jane and Liz, Lydia and Kit were cooperating – the boys were attacking them. When I asked the 

boys if they play as a team or cooperate together they replied that they just fight. They were all 

having a lot of fun! 

NJ is completely sightless. We asked him about games he can play. It was very interesting talking 

to NJ. He has his own laptop and iPad. I have noticed that he generally uses his laptop in class. 

He was able to play a car racing game using headphones and his laptop. It can be played online, 

but he plays against the computer. The game seems to be mainly about speed and navigation – 

NJ used keyboard commands to play – feeling his way over the keyboard and continuing to play 

as he spoke to me. 

He also has games on his iPad in which he can stand up and move the iPad around. Talking to 

him about using this game was very interesting. NJ likes the game a lot. But he didn’t want to do 

it in class. At first I thought it was about needing a safe, clear, space to operate in. but he was 
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also concerned about other students laughing at him stumbling around, unable to see, and not 

really able to hear what’s going on around either as the gameplay requires headphones. 

This will be an interesting embedded case study. NJ’s difference – the affordances of digital 

technologies for Steve; the social aspect of Steve’s interaction with class mates; how the teacher 

dealt with NJ’s difference, how I felt about dealing with it. 

At first I felt I just wanted to put it in the ‘too hard basket’. Let his teacher aide help, she’s with 

him on Friday. Catering to difference in a busy classroom where many students require support 

– it’s a big ask! 

Kirk tried Daggerfall. Neville said he couldn’t load Arena. They ended up playing Halo – all three 

together in multiplayer mode, each on their own laptop. They were having a lot of fun. I think 

they expected me to check them for not sticking to the 4 games provided – when they realised I 

wouldn’t they played on, and were more willing to talk to me. 

I think I managed to juggle the teacher / participant / observer role fairly well there. I hope so. 

I’m very conscious of this duality – of my bias towards ‘being the teacher’ – it’s this 

consciousness, awareness and meta cognition which I think will help me to maintain a reflexive, 

researcher stance. 

 

Thursday 19th May 9:05am P.1 Room PA10 ENG091F 

I met Clarice coming out of the office as I arrived at about 8:40 today. She had been given 

another supervision and for P.2, the lesson immediately following ours. So much for having time 

to do a post lesson briefing, and some more planning. After our discussion with Terry on 

Tuesday, seeing his Media unit and storyboard examples, I had done some research and found 

terms like Game Design Document and Game Concept Overview - more appropriate terms. I am 

working on compiling a template from some examples found in my searches. I was hoping to 

spend some time with Clarice going through these ideas, but that was not to be. 

There was an energy of discontent in the staffroom – seems there had been some news about 

permanency Vs contract for one of the younger teachers. 
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There are also some preservice teachers in the staffroom now – I thought it looked overcrowded 

before!! The conditions our state funded teachers work in is not that great – can I address this in 

my dissertation? It’s part of the ‘experience’ for Clarice – the state of the actual 

The lesson: The lesson began with Clarice collecting drafts for the short story – this is their one 

reportable assessment piece for the term. We didn’t do the rapid write because collecting up 

and organising emailing of drafts took a good five minutes. 

Eleanor was disappointed not to have the rapid write – she said she really enjoys them. 

We took a team teaching approach to the lesson (Clarice was not feeling on top of her game this 

morning as she had been up during the night with a sick son). 

I set up my laptop with the PowerPoint, this allowed Clarice to mark the roll without having to 

disconnect and connect again etc. It also meant I could stay at the desk and move slides while 

Clarice was able to move around more. 

She still stood at the front of the room, but more to the side of the whiteboard, and was able to 

note discussion points on the board. 

She read through the learning goals and lesson outline for students – explaining nicely as she 

went through them – highlighting the critical literacy approach – games are constructed with a 

purpose, for particular audiences or players. 

The remember and reflect activity went well. Students said they had not copied the information 

into their books from the board (as we had thought they would – this was an early, week 1, 

activity). But Clarice easily improvised by asking students to name just games from each genre. 

This elicited a very engaged, excited response and some robust discussion. The boys were 

dominating the discussion, girls made some contributions. Liz had said she thought Minecraft 

was Post-apocalyptic. One of the boys from the back also suggested this. Halo was offered as 

Sci-Fi. Kirk – who made a point of noting that there was a book and movie also.  

The boys’ confidence level with the content of this discussion was very evident. 

 Kirk was half up and out of his seat, leaning forward, eyes focussed, making eye contact, 

offering lots of suggestions. 
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Seamus also – body language was switched on, his eyes were clear, focussed, engaged, making 

eye contact. He was leaning forward over his desk. He smiled. When he offered suggestions and 

contributed to the discussion he did so with an air of confidence and a sense of ‘knowing what 

he was talking about came through in his tone of voice, gestures and body language. 

Seamus – interactive non-linear plot: this generated such an interesting response from the class. 

There was a general awe and ‘whoa’ of ‘impressive’. One student asked ‘what does that even 

mean?’ Clarice asked Seamus to explain and he did so articulately and effortlessly – the story 

doesn’t follow a clear linear sequence, it changes with the choices the player makes. Seamus 

was obviously very proud of his contribution – and many other students were obviously quite 

impressed. 

This comment came from the feedback after the Venn diagram activity. After displaying the 

Venn diagram slide and explaining how it works we gave the students an A3 sheet with the 

diagram and had them work in pairs to fill it out. 

NJ sat alone – he always sits alone at the front of class. 

A group of 4 hardworking, well-mannered girls sit to his right. There is quite a big social as well 

as spatial gap between NJ and his fellow students. 

No one offered to work with him – he didn’t ask to work with anyone. I asked him some of the 

questions relating to the activity. He said it was difficult for him to answer as he didn’t know 

much about video games because he can’t play them. And also that his games are not story 

games – just moving type games. So I asked him about books and movies -  similarities and 

differences. He could answer well – clear, articulate, understood the concept well. 

Then I switched back to games. He had told me about an iPad game he plays where he moves 

the iPad to play. Then he remembered a game (iPad0 that does have more of a story. He 

explained it a little, and then he was able to identify a similarity and difference – both have 

characters, dialogue --- (I can’t remember what unique games quality he identified). But from 

our chat we decided he should bring his game tomorrow to play in class. He said I won’t be able 

to see anything. But then he remembered he could connect the iPad to a laptop and I might be 

able to see the game then. 
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(NJ used the work ‘see’ when he was talking about movies and books, things he could ‘see’. This 

surprised me. I wondered whether he had some sight, or whether ‘seeing’ to NJ meant 

something that I did not understand, or have not experienced.) 

Remember to take some time tomorrow to watch NJ play his game. 

The feedback session from the Venn diagram was once again full of energy and enthusiasm to 

contribute. Kirk and Seamus stood out again. 

The students know this stuff and have lots to contribute- are eager to contribute. 

Check the images captured on the whiteboard. 

When it came to the definition slide – the students were confident with answers – and all 

immediately answered ‘no’ when we asked if they thought the definition was adequate. We 

didn’t have time to ask them to write a definition though. 

Clarice read fairly quickly through the next definitions slide. Students had fun with the 

terminology slide. Once again boys dominated the answers and Seamus contributed a lot. 

We held of giving them the worksheet – video game genres - as time was pressing. 

Clarice explained the activity – create and present. 

We sorted out groups and students picked their genre out of a ‘hat’. 

They worked well and quickly, but most were unable to finish. 

The need to be flexible with lesson design! 

We decided on the spur of the moment not to hand out the worksheet at all this lesson – so the 

homework activity will be also deferred. This is probably best as they are working on their short 

stories still. 

Friday’s lesson will now begin with students completing their posters and emailing them to 

Clarice. 
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Some students found it difficult to manage the template Clarice had created in the word 

document. Most groups had to be reminded that the ‘read only’ document must be saved to a 

different drive to save their changes. 

Within the smart shape Clarice had used for her template it was difficult to format and move the 

pictures. Seamus once again had the skills to do this. His digital literacy is impressive. It was 

Seamus that Clarice called on to help two groups of girls to manage this task.  

This is a real role reversal in that classroom. 

This was a great lesson. The students seemed engaged, happy. They were contributing with 

energy and enthusiasm. They remained focussed and on task. 

NJ was assigned to work with 4 girls – they agreed to do 2 genres. How much did he contribute? 

Finishing the class was such a rush. Clarice was clearly rushed and a bit harassed. She kept 

saying ‘I don’t have time …’. The students hadn’t all put laptops back in correct places – they are 

numbered and must be returned to the trolley in their corresponding number – not all had done 

this. School admin must expect teachers to see that this is done – I could see Clarice was feeling 

frustrated about that. 

The supervision put such a lot of extra stress on her. There is no ‘official’ turnaround time 

between P.1 and P.2 – no lunch break to ease the time pressure. A year 7 class was waiting for a 

teacher – and Clarice still had to see about picking up resources – she didn’t really have a clear 

idea of what she would need to do. Talk about dealing on the fly …… this is the reality for 

teachers in our system. Clarice dealt with it so well – but the stress and pressure to perform is 

great1 

I stayed with her and helped her set up the next class. Once students had settled and viewed the 

short video (ad for Evian) they worked on a worksheet and this allowed us to have a quick post 

lesson discussion, standing at the front of the room, no  recording, me taking brief notes, Clarice 

keeping an eye on class and stopping a couple of times to go to students and help with answers. 

Mischief managed! 
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Tuesday 24th May 12:10 P.3 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 

Seating arrangement joke. 

1. Minecraft chat – Clarice had to remind students about appropriate behaviour and 

language while chatting through the Minecraft chat feature. The IT support teacher had 

seen some inappropriate comments as he surveyed students’ use of the game. Clarice 

reminded students that at school the game server is monitored and that the usual 

expectations regarding appropriate behaviour and language at school applies. 

2. Short story drafts – reminder that the final is due Thursday week 8 (next week) 

3. Open day – posters to display the work we are doing for Open Day on Saturday 

Discussion notes: Choice; exposition; un-skippable stop scenes; trial and error; re-set; quests; 

player led by game instructions. 

Posters: 

Kirk, McCoy, Spock – Halo combat Evolved FPS Sci-Fi 

Dean, Seamus – Skyrim RPG Fantasy 

Neville – Crisis III FPS Sci-Fi 

NJ – The Night Jar – audio file 

Eleanor, Maryann – Candy Crush 

Maria, Ann – Harry Potter Lego 

Tom – Fable 

Fred, George – Verdun 

Liz, Jane, Lydia, Kit –  

NJ: “this is the most fun I’ve had in a lesson”. 

Journal note – 4th November 2016: During this lesson NJ showed me his game and how it 

worked for him. He brought in the audio cables necessary to connect his iPad to his laptop so 

that he could hear the game through his headphones and I could simultaneously hear the game 

through his laptop. He showed me how he plays the game by listening to the sounds, 

instructions and narrative. We talked about the game elements and I asked him questions about 

the game requirements and levels. To me it seems like he is able to experience the kind of 

gameplay that is only available to sighted players when they make use of a VR headset. In this 

way his gameplay experience is actually me absorbing and compelling than the kind of gameplay 

offered to sighted students playing on laptops or video game consoles. While playing he is very 
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immersed in the game world, as he is unable to hear anything else around him, he is quite 

separated from the physical world of sight and sound while playing, and his tactile responses are 

all attuned to the sounds, instructions and physical-material affordances of the iPad device. 

Prior to this episode I had been concerned that NJ would be very much excluded from the work 

we are doing during this unit due to his blindness – after having seen him engaged in gameplay 

with the affordances offered by the technology he regularly used, I was relieved to observe that 

he could participate quite well in the activities and discussion we were having about types of 

games, game elements etc. This was a real turning point for us both I think. I felt much more 

confident after this that I could work with NJ to help him engage in the classwork, and produce 

something for the project outcome. 

Students to complete  mood board for homework. 

Narrative – Ludic worksheet table discussed – to be completed in class Thursday. 

 

Thursday 26th May 09:10 P.1 Room PA10 Class ENG091F Group work and fun; Visual learners; 

Strategy; Think more; Focus →puzzle; Remember, link; Figuring things out; Play around then 

memorise; Read story and journal – boring; Fun interactive 

 

10/02/17 I think I must have taken  these notes while observing class discussion, or while chatting 

with The Bennets as they worked! Read story + journal = boring: this is how the class, or the 

Bennets described what the other year 9 classes are working on in their novel unit. Fun 

interactive: was how they described their lessons working on computer games. 

20/02/17 Invested researcher: This is a good example of my becoming more invested in the 

classwork – my field notes are sparse! 

Friday 27th May Post lesson reflections Friday’s lesson was not so smooth. I arrived early to help 

Clarice put up our display of the research project in the Junior School classroom assigned to us – a 

display board. We cut out the Pac Man shapes Clarice had printed and laminated.  

We couldn’t put them up until PM break though as the classroom was in use. When we turned up 

a year 8 class was completing a Maths test and many students stayed to finish. We waited at the 
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door for about 5 minutes then went in and asked the teacher if we could begin – there were still 

about 6 students finishing up. I took a picture of the display. 

 

Clarice hadn’t spent much time looking at the PPT lesson for the day, I hadn’t recently reviewed it. 

The videos were too long for the amount of work Clarice wanted to get through in the lesson. We 

cut the two Good Game reviews down to  - and that didn’t have examples of comments about 

sound and music. Had to adjust on the fly – watched again and students made notes about the 

sound and music. Clarice adjusted the activity well, and had enough knowledge of sound effects 

and music to pull it together into some valuable learning. She really had to think on the spot 

though, and not having looked at the videos beforehand didn’t help. But I understand how the 

time for this sort of preparation is often just not available for teachers – constant supervisions 

eating into preparation time, the time in the term – marking drafts and giving feedback. So many 

demands on a teacher’s time – need to prioritise, urgent important tasks get done, sometimes 

urgent but not-important tasks are done next, and the important, but not urgent tasks are left 

undone! 
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The lesson would have run more smoothly if we had taken the time to listen or view both videos 

and decide how to use them appropriately in the condensed format before the lesson. 

My role as researcher  is often sacrificed in this environment, and I become a team teacher, 

classroom assistant. It is difficult for me to step back and just observe, allowing the process to play 

out in whatever way it must. Having taught in a school where similar demands are made on 

teachers I empathise strongly with teachers who I can see are simply ‘run ragged’. I feel a strong 

desire to step in and help – to ensure the students’ learning experience is not compromised by an 

educational system that is not always able to place students’ learning at the centre of things. Just 

ensuring there is a qualified teacher in the classroom is sometimes all that can be realistically 

ensured – anything else is a bonus!  

13/02/17 It took quite a while for me to sort out which PPT we had used on this day. In the end I 

remembered that Clarice had decided to cover sound and graphics next, rather than 

ludic/narrative PPT – we had designed their concept map around several elements. 

 

Friday 27th May 1:50pm P.4 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 
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13/02/17 Note: we swapped the order of the PPTs for this lesson, doing sound, music and graphics 

– the students filling out concept map for deconstruction on A3 which Clarice had designed as part 

of the preparation for creating their Game Design Document  

Groups: 

McCoy Spock Kirk NJ:  NJ working on sound and music. Kirk and Spock discussing characters. Kirk 

very confident, excited, writing, drawing. McCoy helping NJ – queueing music and sound effects. 

Working collaboratively, resolving disputes, task sharing, assigning roles.  McCoy offering 

suggestions. Focussed, intent, crouched over work (Spock and McCoy). Teacher aide working with 

NJ transcribing his descriptions. 

Neville and Terry working together, discussing work, but each  has his own worksheet 

Dean and Seamus working very well together 

Yul and Junior working together. Junior playing, Yul watching, commenting. Jason, sitting alone, 

needs teacher to call him in. 

Kitty, Lydia, Jane, Elizabeth – Elizabeth playing Riven. Jane drawing. 

Fred, George Tom – elder Scrolls Arena – working well. Discussing how to save and name file. 

Charlotte, Ann, Maria – Fireboy & Watergirl. 

20/02/17 – Research practice: This was obviously a lesson where I was more inclined to step aside 

once the teaching content was covered, and observe students and take notes. I remember walking 

around just watching what students were doing. Not asking questions, just observing and making 

notes. Trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, but they were aware of my presence, although I 

had been part of the class for long enough that the novelty of my being there was less – they were 

better able to ignore my presence I think (from memory !) 

Tuesday 31st May 12:10 P2 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 

Reflections written after lesson about atmosphere in staffroom prior to class: supervisions: very 

busy today, run off feet. Supply teacher in staffroom. A lot of staff absent. Regular staff 
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frenetically busy. Staffroom small and overcrowded, now also has 3 or 4 pre-service teachers. A 

busy, noisy workspace with  many distractions. 

A day in the life of a classroom teacher. FLEXIBILITY. Planning must be flexible – time allocated 

for certain tasks has to be forsaken or rescheduled due to supervisions 

Classroom observations: 

Begin with rapid write – 4 minutes. Students working very quietly. Eleanor brought completed 

poster – Candy Crush – very colourful. Clarice praised. Placed on wall display with other posters. 

Rapid write – rewards: gives incentives, hard work pays off, allows teachers to reward students: 

notes based on discussion with class after rapid write. 

most students agree – rewards help learning: 

List of ludic elements. Students copying down list from the board 

NJ asks what are they?– Clarice reads list out for NJ. NJ transcribes onto lap top as Clarice reads. 

NJ remarkable well engaged in activity – he listens carefully to the video clips, accesses a 

remarkable amount of information and offers answers to questions when he is able to. 

Memo: ask if I can get some pictures of rapid write and ludic elements list (done) 

Tom answering –  

Viewing game play video – Spiderman  

All watching intently 

Almost no body movement or fidgeting 

Sanka (Struggles with literacy, has had recent suspensions, often disengaged) leaning forward 

over desk – focussed, absorbed  

Tom& Tom chatting a bit, but chatting about the topic 

Girls taking notes – Elizabeth’s group 

Collective oooh during one of the more difficult gameplay moves 
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Class giving answers – teacher writing on board – even spread boys and girls 

Spiderman  genre superhero 

Characters:  Spiderman, civilians, firefighters 

Goal:   save civilians from burning building 

Obstacles: overcome bad guys, falling building, walls as blockages, fire, amount of people 

Resources:  seismic blast, spider webs, crawl on walls, strength 

Rewards:  get XP – can use points to get upgrades, praise 

Penalties:  restarting, dying, civilians dying 

Reflection: New Media: old methods – compatibility with existing pedagogy. The type of activity, 

the ‘what is happening’ in this classroom is very similar to any other junior English classroom, 

The resources are not great. There is no interactive whiteboard or smartboard. The teacher 

projects PPT slides onto a traditional whiteboard, and writes students responses in whiteboard  

marker on the board. The class is set an activity: list all the examples of rewards, penalties, 

barriers etc. (ludic elements) you can see in the following video of gameplay. Students then call 

out answers. Teacher notes on board. What is different here? Ask Clarice 

Kirk asks very thoughtful questions – how do we do a trailer that’s our own game. 

How do video games tell stories: narratology/ludology debate:  

varies, half half, ludic, depends on game,  

Elizabeth – you can have both, 

NJ – some games you can play ‘the story’ or just have fun playing,  

Tom also e.g. GTA ‘you can skip the story and just play the game’ 

Detailed explanation of how to fill out analysis worksheets. 
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Spock McCoy Kirk NJ: Kirk standing at side of desk, moving constantly, gesticulating excitedly, 

Spock filling in worksheet. “She’s recording. Don’t swear!” McCoy. Kirk –some consternation 

(explains he wasn’t swearing, was misheard).  

 

Thursday 2nd June 12:10 P1 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 

Short stories due – 10 minutes collecting up short stories – noting submissions, chasing up 

students who haven’t submitted. 

Sanka very reluctant to submit – needed to be reminded sports privileges would be suspended if 

work not submitted (Jess Porter) 

McCoy and Spock showing stories and sharing with Kirk. 

Kirk has floated around a bit since starting late in term 1 – now seems to be happy to work with 

Spock and McCoy. 

Learning Gaols board: To begin planning gaming project, commence planning tool. 

Lesson outline: 

1. Short stories due 

2. PPT – project 

3. Choose groups 

4. Begin planning 

Kirk, Spock and McCoy are already planning their project as class is quietly talking during 

collection of short stories etc. They are having a discussion over whether to do poster or trailer – 

beginning to brainstorm ideas for the plot. 

Some students emailing short stories – this process has taken up 20 minutes of class time. 

Spock, Kirk and McCoy are reading Lydia’s short story (Lydia arrived late). They are discussing 

the story with her. 
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Tom and Finn have been separated. 

Eleanor: “we don’t have to do a trailer doe we?” 

Finn: can we do a front cover? Oh Mad! 

Kirk: “Can we make a poster and a trailer?” 

Eleanor: “Do we get a mark?” 

Very excited about not being marked on this. 

Asking questions about how to do the trailer. 

Eleanor: “I think I’ll just do the poster; I am not good with technology.” 

Tom offering ideas for doing the poster in PPT – with sound and links. 

Students asking lots of thoughtful and helpful questions about the project – some students 

offering suggestions for how it can be done. 

Students taking notes from board or Miss suggested take a photo of info. 

Students get up to sign up and sort groups.  

NJ: “Miss, what can I make? A trailer or a poster?” 

NJ: “Can do!” 

Miss emails the planning document to NJ. 

Jess & Mel: Farmville and Candy Crush (Smart phone game) 

Chatting excitedly, gesticulating a lot. The girls were making eye contact, sharing ideas, lots of 

“oh yeah, and then we could …”. Constantly think tanking the ideas thinking through how to 

make their game unique, but drawing inspiration from Farmville and Candy Crush. 

NJ – Locked in your mind game – find sound effects. 
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Thursday  6th  June 12.10pm P.3 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 

This week is production week – all students should be working on their project – designing a computer 

game, completing their plan, beginning work on their trailer or poster or both. Neville wants to make a 

game but only knows Scratch or Machinima. He says he has an idea for a game, but finds Scratch too 

limited, didn’t seem interested in Machinima. Neville, Terry, Dean and Seamus seemed to be just playing 

games in Friday’s lesson. 

Clarice is in the CPAC hall judging the CHSH has talent final – no lunch break today? The staff room seems 

a little more mellow today, less frenetic, but still fairly active, busy. Clarice’s desk is covered with folders 

– assessment stuff. This is a busy time for marking. The Media Studies teacher is going through marking 

with his pre-service teacher, explaining the marking and grading process, talking through the drafting and 

feedback. 

Class beginning – review the project process. 

Maryann: “What is the script?” 

Finn: confused 

Clarice: come see me if still confused. 

Week: Tuesday – Practice script presentations; 

Thursday 1st half – Ms xx Class; 2nd half Ms xx 

Sony Vegas / Adobe Premier Pro 

Terry has created a trailer already at home, used editing software to edit trailers from commercially 

available games; 2 games, searched “dramatic music” on YouTube and used this as a backing track. He 

seems to work best alone, but is socialising well with Neville, Dean and Seamus. Neville is till keen to 

make a game. He is looking for a game maker program. Seamus showed us Construct – a simple click and 

drag – he quickly explained how to use it while simultaneously clicking dropping dragging components. 

Neville said he will download either Game Maker, Sploder, or Unity 3D – he said he will try them out 

tonight. 

We are not setting homework – students are needing to work independently, and be self-directed and 

fairly self motivated to do this task.  
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Group recording _ Yul, Sanks, Junior – boys sitting at desks in classroom. Yul at laptop, Junior and Sanka 

looking on – pointing – choosing characters for game. Yul typing in searches into google images – 

pointing laughing. Literacy knowledge of context, applicable names, scrolling through images 

12:5- Derice is now standing behind Yul looking at the images and joining in – then looking across at the 

girls. He’s quite disengaged – in his own world. 

Ann is providing the music for her group. To show me the music she searched online on her phone using 

her 3G data – it was slow, she wasn’t able to connect to show me. I asked her how she would access the 

music for their presentations – she said it would be on her phone – she realised she would need to load it 

up in advance so it’s available to use in time. 

Fred and George work happily and independently, require only a little guidance and direction and know 

what they need to do and just get in and do it. 

Tom is working well on his PPT – Tom mainly just messing around, not really much help. 

NJ working with teacher aide today. 

 

Thursday  9th  June 9:05am P.1 Room PA10 Class ENG091F 

Last of my field notes – after this I was totally invested in helping teacher and students to bring 

off the presentation  

Teacher address - Project Timeline: 

Week 9:  

Thursday work on project 

Friday work on project. 

Week 10:  

Tuesday – practice run in library 

Week 11: presentations 



378 

Margaret Toomey   

Kirk – I’m sending my file to iCloud. The boys are discussing their project, talking about how to 

organise their presentation for next week. 

Maryann is working quietly and independently 

McCoy Spock are on their computers 

Yul is working on computer with earphones in 

NJ has set himself up – has his headphones on 

Clarice is sending emails to invite HOD and DP 

Seamus and Dean are working together on their lap top 

Eleanor has printed letters for her poster – colour, but they printed back-to-back, she has had to 

problem solve that – she suggested using the letters she has then printing more copies of she 

needs more letters. 
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Appendix J: Low socio economic status communities: Smarter schools national 

partnerships 
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Appendix K: Great results guarantee 

 

  



 
  390 

 

  



 
  391 

 

  



 
  392 

 

  



 
  393 

 

  



 
  394 

 

  



 
  395 

 

  



 
  396 

 




