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Introduction

Learners are becoming disengaged from a school culture which relates less 

and less to the practices they are encountering in their everyday lives. Many 

schools ban the use of personal devices such as mobile phones and tablets, 

restrict the use of the Internet and see digital games as the root of all evil.  

How can schools prepare students for the future and give them opportunities 

to be creative, collaborative and solve problems in unique ways?

“I like games that are creative and 

kind of challenging at the same time

…so it’s not too easy ..you have to 

work things out….but I like things that 

are creative as well”    

(Female student, Year 9)

Research Questions

1. How do disengaged learners construct knowledge whilst playing digital 

games compared to learning in the classroom?

2. How do the personal narratives of these learners help us to understand 

engagement and the construction of knowledge?

3. How important are the cultural models in each context to their learning and 

engagement?
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According to Arthur et al (2012) the ethnographers' goal is to learn from 

people what counts as cultural knowledge.  Ethnography contextualises 

behaviour and values which will enable me to examine the impact of culture 

and values on learning as well as the environment within which the learning 

takes place and the experience of individual learners within it.

Why Narrative?

There are two perspectives: seeing narrative as a mode of knowing and 

narration as a mode of communication (Czarniawska, 2004).  Both of these 

perspectives will be of value to my research, the former as a theoretical 

framework for understanding the nature of learning and knowledge-building 

in digital games and the latter as a method of collecting data on this 

phenomenon, and on using it to reconstruct the possible cultural models 

which disengaged learners are drawing on in their learning experiences in 

digital games and in the classroom.

“You basically live someone's life in a game..there's a set of three 

characters… progress through their lives, you can do ridiculous 

things you can even attend classes....it's like living a real life”
(Male student, Year 10)

Cultural models
Shared mental schema. Gee (2003) describes them as images, story lines, 

principles or metaphors that sum up what a group finds normal or typical in 

regard to a given phenomenon.  Narrative is a form of mental schema.

My research relates to the idea that disengaged learners’ cultural model of 

learning is in conflict with the dominant culture of learning in schools.

Refs: Shore, 1996; Mandler, 1984; Gee, 2003; Holland and Quinn, 1987

Participatory culture
“…a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic 

engagement, strong support for creating and sharing creations, and some 

type of informal mentorship whereby experienced participants pass along 

knowledge to novices.” (Jenkins, 2006, p. xi)

Refs: Purushotma, Clinton & Jenkins, 2006; Squire, 2011

Engagement
Three categories of engagement in my research:

• School engagement is multifaceted and includes behavioral, emotional, 

and cognitive engagement although in practice the main focus is 

behavioural.

• Games engagement is usually described in terms of ‘flow’, ‘immersion’, 

‘interactivity’, ‘presence’ and autonomy.

• Engagement in learning is related to cognitive engagement and ideas 

such as investment, thoughtfulness and willingness to comprehend 

complex ideas and master difficult skills.  Harris (2011) includes goal-

setting, intrinsic motivation, self-regulation, commitment to mastery 

learning and the use of learning strategies.

Refs: Fredricks et al, 2004; Boyle, 2012; Harris, 2011

Metaphors of learning
Knowledge acquisition- transmission of existing knowledge to individual 

students - knowledge the property of an individual mind

Knowledge participation - participating in various cultural practices and 

shared learning activities. Cognition and knowing are distributed over both 

individuals and their environments.

Knowledge creation. a process of creating or articulating knowledge rather 

than just assimilating existing knowledge or participating in prevailing 

practices. 

Refs: Paavola and Hakkarainen, 2005
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• Gameplay
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Sample and data collection

My sampling method will be purposive - a mixture of 5 engaged and 

disengaged, game-playing learners from 3 secondary schools in South 

Yorkshire.

Sample will be selected by teachers – criteria based on engagement, interest 

in game-playing and being involved in the study for up to a year.

Data will be collected

• through face-to-face, semi-structured interviews, both group and 

individual; 

• through recorded Skype interviews,  individual and group

• through learners’ audio and video recordings of game play 

• through screen captures of discussion forums and online 'walkthroughs'.

1 The pupil premium is additional funding for publicly funded schools in England to raise the attainment of disadvantaged 

pupils and close the gap between them and their peers.
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