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ABSTRACT
This article addresses a gap in research about primary school boys’
identification as ‘gamers.’ Drawing on a survey of 318 Year 3 (7–8 years
old) students, the research identified boys’ self-reported enjoyment for
gaming, their frequency using digital devices, and their self-rated digital
skills. Interviews with four boys from the survey also explored the
lifeworlds of self-professed ‘gamers.’ Findings point to the salience of
games for many boys’ emerging identities and the inter-related nature
of their experiences. We argue that teachers can capitalise on the
strength of video games to create ‘in-group’ cultures and communities
of practice in their classrooms to support learning.
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Introduction

There are a few popular video games, like, if you have a certain game then you’re a certain person. One popular
game in the school is…well, mostly Fortnite, most people play that game. Doesn’t really matter if you have it
or not, but you at least have to know the game. (Jax,1 8 Years, 7 months old)

In the narrative above Jax is responding to questions about his enjoyment for gaming – prompting
him to highlight the significance of Fortnite, one of the most-popular video games of the time. Jax’s
personal recount highlights the salience of games for his identity formation or recognition as a ‘cer-
tain person’ (Abrams 2011; Gee 2003; Marsh 2003), along with the social currency afforded by
knowing the intricacies of the video game Fortnite (Carter et al. 2020; Dezuanni, Beavis, and
O’Mara 2015). As digital practices reshape social, cultural and interpersonal interactions in the
twenty-first century (Mills 2010), critical examination of the relationship between boys and technol-
ogy is increasingly significant, particularly in terms of identity issues that arise from these relation-
ships, and the implications for learning (Livingstone and Sefton-Green 2016).

Many boys who play video games identify as ‘gamers’ within a culture stereotypically considered
a male affinity space (Garcia 2017). Such identity work, and relationships with associated social
groups, has implications for boy’s attitudes, beliefs, behaviours (Killen, Mulvey, and Hitti 2013),
and digital skill development (Drabowicz 2014). How boys such as Jax, in the opening vignette, pos-
ition themselves and identify as gamers, is an important part of their social recognition as members
within groups and how they engage in digital spaces (Abrams and Hogg 1988; Nesdale and Flesser
2001). That is, ‘gamers’ adopt dynamic subjectivities with learning integral to this process (Gee
2003). Engagement in action gaming also promotes problem solving, creativity, critical thinking,
and the ability to develop new cognitive learning templates (learning to learn), due to enhanced
perception, attention, and cognition to become better players (Bejjanki et al. 2014). The role of gam-
ing in the lives of self-proclaimed video gamers can provide situated insight for educators who seek
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to move beyond knowing how technology works to explore how technology can be used to enhance
learning across the curriculum (McKnight et al. 2016). As Selwyn et al. (2020) recently noted, how-
ever, visions of the future require understanding digital education as part of complex and unpre-
dictable systems, without a one-size-fits-all ‘solution’ or systematic ‘way forward.’

This article explores boys’ identification as ‘gamers’ in Australia, as student engagement with
digital technologies needs to be understood from an international perspective, but also a local
level (Selwyn et al. 2020). Examining current data on the nature and frequency of boys gaming
is critical as the gaming and technology landscape is changing rapidly. Past research on video gam-
ing has tended to focus on older cohorts (Johnson et al. 2013) and male gaming identities in
countries beyond Australia, with the majority in the United States (e.g., Paaßen, Morgenroth,
and Stratemeyer 2017) while the present study involved 7 to 8-year-old boys. We build on earlier
Australian work by Beavis and Charles (2007) who explored ‘girl’ gamers, to focus here on ‘boy’
gamers. An in-depth focus on boys is warranted as research has found that a larger proportion
of boys report spending more time gaming compared to girls (Desai et al. 2010; Gilje and Silseth
2019), and play within larger social groups, with game play an important part of their socialisation
(Hygen et al. 2020).

In our Australian context, the first research question asked: Are there differences in Year 3
boys’ and girls’ enjoyment of video games, frequency of using digital games, and their self-
reported digital skills? Our second research question asked: How do boy gamers describe their
experiences of gaming? We were prompted to ask these questions because there are no contem-
porary large-scale mixed methods study in the Australian context that develop understandings
about the salience of gaming cultures for younger boys, including how these cultures are
embedded in their emerging local identities (Sefton-Green 2006), and what affordances are pro-
vided for promoting learning.

To explore these questions the article progresses through three stages. First, the article considers
background research on the role of video games for learning, and relatedly, boys’ identity for-
mation. Second, our mixed method study focusing on the voices of boys is presented. We report
findings from our survey of 318 Year 3 (7–8 years old) students from diverse economic commu-
nities (regional, metropolitan, private, public), and their self-reported enjoyment for video gaming,
their frequency using digital devices, and their self-rated digital skills. This approach addresses a gap
in previous methodologies as the majority of studies of gaming, particularly from the socio-cultural
approach, have been ethnographic, and small-scale (Mills 2010). We report broad patterns in boys’
responses, while referencing girls’ data as a counterpoint.

To enrich the findings, we present the interview narratives of four boys from the survey who
reports a love of gaming, daily engagement with digital devices, and outstanding digital skills. In
this way, we consider broad trends in boys’ gaming practices across a significant sample size,
while the case studies permit an in-depth examination of emerging identities to advance discussions
and provocations related to the role of cooperative gaming in schools (Hygen et al. 2020).

Video games and learning

Video games are fundamentally multimodal texts that involve two or more modes and are socially
and culturally shaped resources for making meaning (Mills and Unsworth 2017). The growing
popularity and accessibility of multiplayer games afford opportunities for social interaction that
are reshaping the nature of multimodal communication (Stone, Mills, and Saggers 2019). In line
with increased game play, scholarship has focused on game-based learning (Gee 2003), making
links to educational imperatives, such as media and literacy learning (Beavis 2014; Dezuanni
2018; Gee 2003; Marsh 2003), and mathematics and scientific concepts (Lane and Sherry 2017),
with ongoing research into the potentials of serious games (Jones et al. 2020; Scholes et al. 2014),
and gaming for education (Dezuanni, Beavis, and O’Mara 2015; Livingstone and Sefton-Green
2016).

164 L. SCHOLES ET AL.



There is an increasing economic divide, however, that impacts on access to digital devices in
homes in countries across the globe (Pick and Sarkar 2015), including Australia (Thomas et al.
2018) and the United States (Warschauer and Tate 2018). The idea that students today have
unlimited access to online platforms and possess uniquely advanced digital skills is persistent
in the field of education, yet we remain cautious, as the myth of the digital native has been dis-
pelled (Bennett, Maton, and Kervin 2008; Kirschner and De Bruyckere 2017). Jenkins, Ito, and
Boyd (2016) have drawn attention to the continuing reality that we do not yet live in a fully par-
ticipatory culture, with ongoing issues of inequality and exclusion. Inequity in digital access at
home has negative implications for learning in formal education contexts (Kirschner and De
Bruyckere 2017).

The above complexities and situated shifts in digital worlds have implications for students’
access to, and development of, digital skills, as well as the learning opportunities afforded by gaming
(Van Deursen and Van Dijk 2014). However, when boys do have access to and engage with video
games, there are implications for the digital skills they cultivate, along with their emerging
identities.

Video gaming and boys’ identities

In this article we are interested in boys who have access to, and engage with, video gaming. Our
analysis of boys’ relationship with gaming draws on social identity theory (Tajfel 1979), to under-
stand how identifying as a gamer and belonging to associated cultural groups is an important source
of pride and self-esteem. Along with gameplay, indulging with associated paratextual materials (e.g.,
fan-based gaming wikis, game play walk through videos, blogs, game play guides, YouTube, and so
on), contributes to one’s sense of belonging to a gaming community (Molyneux, Vasudevan, and de
Zúñiga 2015), and to opportunities for learning (Carter et al. 2020). For instance, gaming can lead
to engagement in related platforms such as Twitch.tv – where players live stream themselves playing
digital games and subscribers receive perks, such as special emoticons for chat, access to ‘sub-only
streams,’ newsletters, and the opportunity to play alongside the streamer (Consalvo 2017, 180).
Social identity, then, evolves as a sense of self-concept, and is central to one’s membership within
an affinity group with its associated values and practices (Tajfel 1979).

Belonging to an affinity group defines members of the same social category (Abrams and Hogg
1988), while excluding those who do not belong. It also describes what it means to be a group mem-
ber (e.g., what gamers are like), reflecting the norms (e.g., popular video games and related para-
texts), and common attitudes (e.g., gamers often see themselves in opposition to others, such as
‘sports’ students at school). In this way, traits, stereotypes (e.g., gamers are nerdy), and behaviours
(e.g., playing specific games relates to your identity) manifest. Through a social comparison process,
young people who display group normative values and behaviours are categorised as ‘in-group,’
while young people who differ from the norms are categorised as the ‘out-group’ (Killen, Mulvey,
and Hitti 2013; Nesdale and Flesser 2001).

Societal expectations about groups, status, and power begin in early childhood, and are reflected
in school playgrounds and peer interactions (Killen, Mulvey, and Hitti 2013). Traditionally gaming
cultures have supported the formation of affinity groups based on mainstream understandings of
masculinity and social identity of gamers (Gilje and Silseth 2019). Reductive and normative gender
differences in who plays games begin to emerge in the early years of school, and speculatively may
contribute to the digital skills gap that manifests post-schooling (Wong and Kemp 2018).

Materials and methods

The study draws on a broader mixed method program of work (Scholes 2019) that explored student
beliefs and attitudes towards a range of activities. In this article we draw on original survey and
interview data to investigate the following research questions proposed in the introduction:
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(1) Are there differences in Year 3 boys’ and girls’ (ages 7–8 years old) enjoyment of video games,
frequency of using digital devices, and their self-reported digital skills? (Survey phase)

(2) How do boy gamers describe their experiences gaming? (Interview phase)

The first question was asked because we were interested in boys’ self-reported perceptions of
their engagement and enjoyment for gaming with girls’ responses providing a counterpoint.
Based on survey analysis, the second question focused specifically on boy gamers, defined as
those reporting a love of gaming, who use digital devices daily, and who believe that they have
high level digital skills. We were interested in how they described their love of gaming, including
how they positioned themselves within the gaming culture. Sex was self-assigned by the participants
(indicated by male or female). An explanatory, sequential, mixed method research approach was
implemented. It involves collecting and analyzing quantitative and then qualitative data in two con-
secutive phases within one study to allow a more robust analysis, taking advantage of the strengths
of each (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998). The approach highlights congruence of patterns in the data
across surveys and interviews, strengthening the applicability of the findings (Blatter and Haverland
2012). This design included conducting and analysing interviews second in the sequence to help
explain and elaborate the survey results (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998).

Materials

The following description of the materials is divided into two parts for this mixed method, two-
phase research. The phase one survey sampling, survey design, and survey analysis are presented
first, followed by phase two interview methods, including participant selection, interview descrip-
tion, and analysis.

Survey sampling
Primary schools were randomly selected across South East Queensland, Australia to include a range
of faith and non-faith institutions embedded in a range of geographic locations (inner city, metro-
politan, regional), with diverse economic demographics (lower to higher socioeconomic commu-
nities). They included Anglican (n = 1), Catholic (n = 2), and government schools (n = 11)
schools. Participants who took part in the survey included 318 third grade students (ages 7–8
years old) from 14 schools across Australia, including 152 boys and 166 girls.

Survey design
A 21-item pencil and paper questionnaire was developed and validated as part of a broader program
of study to survey students about their enjoyment of a range of school related activities (Scholes
2019). This article specifically draws on Year 3 survey responses to three of the items. The first
item was student self-reported enjoyment for video games on a 3-point Likert scale (like a lot,
like a little, don’t like). A three-point Likert scale was used with an understanding that younger chil-
dren may not have the cognitive ability to make a five-point differentiation. Additionally, because
the reliability and validity are independent of the number of scale points used for Likert-type items,
the three-point scale is adequate (Jacoby and Matell 1971) (Table 1).

Table 1. Self-reported enjoyment for video games example item.

How much do you like the following activities?
Colour in the face to show your answer. Like a lot Like a little Don’t like

Playing video games
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The second item gauged student self-reported frequency of using digital devices (iPads, computers,
gaming consoles, smart phones and so on) on a five-point scale that ranged from: (i) hardly ever, (ii) a
few times a fortnight, (iii) once per week, (iv) a few times a week, or (v) every day (Table 2).

The third item recorded student’s perceived level of digital skills on a five-point scale that ranged
from: (i) poor; (ii) average; (iii) good; (iv) very good; or, (v) excellent.

Survey analysis
Responses to student level of enjoyment for video gaming were coded 2 = like a lot, 1 = like a little,
and 0 = don’t like. Student self-reported frequency using digital devices were coded 5 = every day, 4
= a few times a week, 3 = once per week, 2 = once per two weeks, and 1 = hardly ever. Responses
related to student self-reported digital skills were coded 5 = excellent, 4 = very good, 3 = good, 2
= average, and 1 = poor. Because we were interested in broad patterns in student responses to
the three items, and any differences in responses between boy’s and girl’s answers, analysis included
running frequencies and Pearson’s chi-square tests for correlation. Analysis of the survey responses
then informed the follow up interview phase. For instance, in the survey students were asked about
their level of enjoyment for playing video games, and in the interview, we probed to understand
participant justifications and elaborations.

Interview sampling
Follow up interviews took place after the survey using convenient sampling of 45 students (9 boys
and 16 girls) across six demographically diverse participating schools (Lavrakas 2008). The inter-
views purposely selected for this article represent four boys who met the criteria for participation,
namely, that they self-reported a love of video games, used digital devices daily, and believed they
had excellent digital skills.

Interview design
Two researchers withdrew the selected participants individually from their classrooms and first
reviewed their survey, asking if any of their responses had changed. Second, the students were
asked to elaborate on their survey responses. The audio-recorded interviews took approximately
20 minutes and were transcribed at a later date.

Interview analysis
The first deductive iteration or ‘confirmatory’ approach (Saldana 2009) of analysis involved identi-
fying interview narratives that corresponded with responses identified during quantitative analysis.
For instance, if a student had responded that they enjoyed video games ‘a lot’ in the survey, we
identified interview narratives that elaborated on their response. The second iteration considered
the qualitative data as a means of exploring more complicated and textured relationships and nuan-
ces associated with identity theory (Tajfel 1979) (Table 3).

Table 2. Self-reported frequency using digital devices.

How often do you use a digital device?
(e.g., computer, laptop, ipad, gaming console etc.)

Colour-in the diamond to show your choice

Everyday
A few times a week (3–4)
Once a week
A few times a fortnight
Hardly ever

LEARNING, MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY 167



Aspartof thisprocess, openendedcodingof interviewswasundertakenindependentlyby theauthors,
with iterative intercoder discussions at multiple points to discuss analytic memos (Saldana 2009).

Results

The findings are divided into two sections presenting the phase 1 survey findings, followed by the
phase 2 interview findings. Each of these two sections is organised by the key areas of inquiry in the
research questions – level of enjoyment of digital games, frequency of gaming using digital devices,
and digital skills.

Survey findings

Enjoyment for gaming
Responses in Figure 1 illustrate that video gaming was enjoyed ‘a lot’ by the majority of Year 3 stu-
dents (220 out of 318 students or 69%) with more boys (133 or 87%) indicating they enjoyed gaming

Table 3. Interview coding example.

Student
ID Survey item

Survey
response Interview narrative

0101 Like gaming Like a lot Researcher: On the survey you said you like video games a lot. Can you tell me
about the games that you like?

0101: Car racing games, hack and slash, definitely bike games and other stuff like
Minecraft, I like to watch YouTube.

Researcher: What do you watch on YouTube?
0101: Jacksepticeye. It’s a YouTuber.
Researcher: Oh. What’s his name?
0101: Jacksepticeye but his real name is Jack. He plays videogames.

0202 Frequency
gaming

Everyday Researcher: You said on the survey that you like to play video games every day.
Can you tell me why you like to play each day?

0202: Because you can meet new friends online.
Researcher: How do you do that?
0202: You can join games and sometimes they can [unclear] and you might have
a lot of things in common.

Figure 1. Level of enjoyment for playing digital games.
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‘a lot’ than girls (87 or 52%). This gender difference indicates a 35% variance in self-reported levels
of enjoyment.

We can only speculate that this difference may reflect game play habits that begin to manifest in
the early years (Marsh 2003).

Frequency using digital devices
Approximately 50% of the 318 students reported using digital devices (including iPads, computers,
gaming consoles, and so on) ‘every day’ (79 students) or a ‘few times a week’ (85 students). This
number is lower than expected, particularly as there has been an increase in tablet and laptop
use in classrooms (Selwyn et al. 2017). This trend however, may reflect the socioeconomic contour
of some of the schools in the study, and subsequently issues of access as the digital divide between
the rich and poor has been widening in Australia since 2014 (Thomas et al. 2018). However, as illus-
trated in Figure 2, a breakdown of gender indicates that more boys (52 or 34%) reported that they
use devices every day, as opposed to girls (27 or 16%).

This variance may also reflect autonomy of children at this age or parental restrictions due to the
age of the cohort (7-8 years old); even when children grow up in homes with a high-level presence
of digital devices, this does not necessarily lead to high use (Chaudron et al. 2015).

Perception of digital skill level
Student responses illustrated that while many young people reported excellent digital skills (124 stu-
dents or 38%), more boys (51%) indicated this high level of skill than girls (27%). This gender var-
iance in self-belief at this early age is noted in Figure 3, and may reflect differences in boys’ and girls’
enjoyment and engagement with digital devices, noted above.

Previous research proposes that girls’ perceptions may also contribute to the digital skills gap
that manifests post-schooling, especially in computer science, which is often gendered as a male
domain (Wong and Kemp 2018), and the decrease in number of girls pursuing STEM subjects
and entering traditionally male-dominated STEM-related professions (Drabowicz 2014).

Figure 2. Frequency using digital devices.
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Pearson’s correlations
Chi-square (crosstab) was run to see if responses by boys and girls to the three variables – enjoy-
ment for digital games, frequency using digital devices, and digital skills – were by chance (Field
2015). A two-tailed analysis indicated there were significant differences in two variables – level
of enjoyment for digital games and level of digital skills. Specifically, there was a relationship
between sex and levels of enjoyment for digital games (n =−.386, p = 000) with a medium effect
size (−0.3 to −0.5), indicating boys’ higher levels of enjoyment. Correlations between sex and
level of digital skills (n =−.274, p = 000) were indicated with a small effect size (−0.1 to −0.3).
Although the relationship was not as strong as for enjoyment, boys indicated higher level digital
skills. These findings support previous research that highlight gendered digital divides and specu-
lations that boys’ more frequent gaming may put them ahead in terms of digital skills (Drabowicz
2014; Wong and Kemp 2018).

Interview findings and discussion

To probe into participants survey responses, the next section examines findings from follow up
interviews with four boys from an identity perspective (Tajfel 1979). Interviews with Jax, Tobi,
Zali and Mitch were selected because they met the criteria for participant selection; namely, all
enjoyed playing video games ‘a lot,’ used their digital devices ‘every day,’ and believed they had
‘excellent’ digital skills. The four participants identified as Anglo-Australian and were meeting
school academic requirements, although Mitch was achieving below the others in literacy according
to teacher reporting.

Enjoyment for playing video games
For Jax, Tobi, Zali and Mitch, gaming is an integral part of their everyday lives as they ‘love’ playing
video games and identify as ‘gamers.’ As noted in the opening narrative, Jax talks about gaming in
terms of identity, explaining that ‘if you have a certain game then you’re a certain person.’ He

Figure 3. Self-perception of digital skills.
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explained that to be popular you have to be funny, cool, and that ‘every single one of your moves has
to be good, if you make one bad move, you go down a rank.’ Playing and enjoying the ‘right’ games
is crucial. Attending a school in a leafy green suburb in a metropolitan city, for Jax, the game Fort-
nite is an important part of his daily gaming practice at home, and peer group interactions online
contribute to the identity he presents at school. He explains that Minecraft is not that popular now
with his peers:

Well, now that I have new friends, there’s new popular games. It’s kind of like one of those old games. There’s
different games, different times of years, different years – there’s been different games.

Jax’s gaming persona becomes part of his playground conversations at lunch time when the ‘gaming
kids’ hang around together and share insider information, such as game plays and game ‘cheats.’ As
Fortnite is often played in duos, four-player ‘Playground Mode,’ or in teams, the casual, social
nature of this specific game reinforces existing social relationships, such as those formed in schools,
providing opportunities to learn teamwork, collaboration, strategic thinking, spatial understanding,
and imagination (Carter et al. 2020).

While Fornite is recommended for children 13 years and up (officially rated PEGI 12 in most of
Europe – due to frequent mild violence), for Jax and his friends (8–9 years old during the inter-
views), an affinity with, and intimate knowledge about this popular game provides them with
high social capital (Abrams 2011; Carter et al. 2020; Dezuanni, Beavis, and O’Mara 2015). While
Minecraft has been touted as one of the most popular games for children between 3 and 12
years, it decreases in popularly, particular with boys, after the age of 11 (Mavoa, Carter, and
Gibbs 2018). Fortnite fans such as Jax, can draw on their expertise with Minecraft (at scavenging
and building) to scaffold a more interesting play experience. While the literacy benefits ofMinecraft
are well known, game play also promotes learning mathematical concepts (divide supplies evenly
among players, estimate the area needed to build a city), historical concepts (import famous build-
ings and landmarks), and STEM learning through modding and hacking – altering the original pro-
gramming code of the game to enhance the game (Dezuanni, Beavis, and O’Mara 2015; Lane and
Sherry 2017).

The appeal of Fortnite appears contingent on the rich and rewarding social experience that it
offers players such as Jax, intersections with YouTube and Twitch, along with the way the game
acts as a vehicle for social capital and the performance of masculine identity (Carter et al. 2020).
As Fortnite players improve their tier standing through skills development, they decipher new nar-
ratives for themselves by authoring authentic expressions of their personality, which ensures their
participation in the community of practice along with their identity as rising experts in the game
(Marlatt 2019), or identity development through textual interaction (Gee 2008).

Along with Fortnite, Jax also mentions playing Minecraft, Terraria, and Trove with his friends
online. As part of the preamble to his interview he explained that he had been playing Fortnite
with one of his school friends, Tex, online the previous night. He explains that ‘Most of the gaming
kids, they spend hours and hours playing.’ His enjoyment goes beyond engagement in the game as
he reads more broadly to learn short cuts and skills needed for new games, and as he writes game
tutorials for game plays. He recalls, ‘sometimes I post my YouTube videos to my YouTube channel
or watch others’ videos on there.’ These daily game-related practices are particularly salient for Jax,
given his desire to work as a gaming YouTuber when he finishes his education. For Jax, his personal
identity as a gaming YouTuber and his ‘in-group’ identity as a ‘gamer’ transcend his personal,
school-based relationships through online platforms in his home (playing with his school friend
Tex at night), his daily playground interactions with his affinity group (sharing cheats), and his
embodied lifelong aspirations (to be a YouTuber).

Tobi who attends school at a metropolitan suburb in transition (higher income families moving
into the area), is also an avid gamer who uses a Play Station 4 (PS4) device at home that his Dad
bought him using Qantas points, and enjoys fighting platforms, particularly ‘hack and slash
games.’ He also spends time on Crash Bandicoot N. Sane Trilogy, Call of Duty: Black Ops, and
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used to playMinecraft: Story Mode – A Telltale Games Series, but he is waiting on the next season to
play it. He was quite excited, however, during the interview as he had found a YouTube video clip
about the next update. ‘There’s this really cool thing that I’m sharing with all my friends because it’s
really cool about Minecraft.’ In this way, Tobi has a broader range of practices related to gaming –
that potentially contribute to his sense of belonging, identification, and positioning within his peer
group (Molyneux, Vasudevan, and de Zúñiga 2015).

For Zali, who lives on the outskirts of a metropolitan city, enjoyment of play as a ‘gamer’ is
specific and is explicitly related to his preference for sports. Aspiring to be an NBA basketball
player, Zali plays this sport for a local club on the weekends. He also plays NBA 2K, a basketball
simulation video game based on the National Basketball Association (NBA) that allows the player
to compete in basketball games with the current season’s players and teams.

Zali: I play NBA 2K [videogames], because that’s my favourite sport.
Researcher: NBA. Is that NBA the US or NBA Australia?
Zali: No, not Australian, U.S.A. because Australian is NBL.
Researcher: Ah okay, thank you for that correction. Do you follow the NBL as well as the NBA?
Zali: Not as much as I do, no actually. Sort of, but I follow NBA a lot.

As part of his involvement, Zali ‘secretly downloads games’ and goes on the internet to ‘watch awe-
some NBA stuff because I’ve got the NBA app.’ As he explained he has his ‘own phone and I watch
everything through that.’

Mitch lives in a regional town that has a history of economic struggle. He talks of how having
muscles and being strong are important in his school context, and describes the physicality he
encounters in the playground as he has ‘been in a fight on the oval once or twice.’ Descriptions
of his interests beyond gaming includes riding his motorbike and playing rugby league. Aspiring
to be a policeman, because he would ‘get to Taser people and stuff’, his very specific gaming pre-
ferences reflect a hyper-masculine image (Scholes 2018).

Mitch: I play a really violent game.
Researcher: Which one is that?
Mitch: GTA – Grand Theft Auto.
Researcher: Grand Theft Auto. What do you like about that?
Mitch: You can steal cars and stuff.

Sometimes Mitch also plays Grand Theft Auto with his dad illustrating an example of home-based
social practice. Such a game described by Mitch himself as ‘violent,’ elicits a certain way of expres-
sing masculine identity in the gaming community (Garcia 2017).

There are some dangers for the self-professed ‘gaming kids’ who reportedly spent ‘hours and
hours gaming,’ as according to Tobi, ‘people normally pick on the gamers, because they’re not nor-
mally not as strong. So all the bullies normally pick on them.’ In Tobi’s recount there is an ‘us’ and
‘them’ dichotomy emerging – or stereotypes associated with the in-group related to the gaming
community at his school (Abrams 2011; Nesdale and Flesser 2001). For instance, Tobi explained:

I normally see the gaming kids getting picked on because the gaming kids normally stay together. They get
picked on and they get called weaklings and stuff like that. Because most of the really good gaming kids, they’re
normally not as strong as the kids that go out outside and do outdoor activities and sports.

According to the boys, sporting prowess and physical strength were important at their schools
because ‘boys who are good at sport are popular,’ creating another in-group criterion around ath-
leticism. Binary frictions between these competing male groups then, inform normative ways of
being a particular kind of boy, or ‘a certain person,’ according to Jax. Social comparison processes
were evident as group normative values and behaviours were categorised and labelled as in-group
(gamer group or sports group), while young people who differ from the norms were categorised as
the out-group (Nesdale and Flesser 2001).
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Frequency using digital devices
All four boys recounted how they played video games every day, sometimes with siblings, occasion-
ally with their parents, but more often with friends online. Jax explained how he connects with his
peers at home in the evening as they play favourite games online. There had been some compli-
cations the previous evening while playing with Tex.

Jax: We play online games together. I told him my user name and he told me his one, and then we
found each other, and joined each other…We went to an app. Well, he went to his Xbox, but I
had an app on my computer, so I could access my Xbox from there. Yeah, I found him from
there. We played Fortnite.

Researcher: Okay and how long did you play it for?
Jax: About an hour or something, but my online pass thing expired, so then I couldn’t play online.

We’re going to try again tonight.

Fortnite is a cross-platform game (through PC, PS4, Xbox One, Switch, Mac and mobile), which
means that friends, such as Jax and Tex, have greater access to multiplayer games. According to
Tobi, daily gaming online was also one way of making friends, and a benefit of being into gaming.
In this way seeking out friends with common ‘in-group’ characteristics related to gaming becomes
more accessible.

Tobi: Because you can meet new friends online.
Researcher: How do you do that?
Tobi: You can join games and sometimes they can talk, and you might have a lot of things in

common.

In this way the gaming community creates a dependency on others, rewarding players who learn to
work together as a team (Hewett, Pletcher, and Zeng 2020). The salience of gaming in Tobi’s life was
palpable, and he did not perceive any limits on his gaming play time at home. Zali however, was
having some problems with his daily access to gaming.

Zali: My dad keeps banning me.
Researcher: Why is that?
Zali: Because my brother asked me to come outside with him and I was just finishing a race on Crash

[Crash Bandicoot N. Sane Trilogy] in a level, and I just said hang on, I’m just going to finish
this race then I’ll come outside. Then he yelled at me, ‘No, mum said so.’ Then I said ‘okay,
okay,’ in like, a yelling voice, and then my mum was upstairs on the toilet, and dad was calling,
and he was on speaker (phone), and dad could hear me and mum.… Yeah, I got banned again
for some reason.

Everyday game play evidently flowed into other daily activities in Zali’s home. In terms of
associated paratexts, Tobi is an avid fan of Seán William McLoughlin, known as Jacksepticeye,
an Irish YouTuber with currently over 26.8 million subscribers. For Tobi, daily immersion in
video games permeates into broader media consumption (Apperley and Beavis 2011; Consalvo
2017) as he indulges in YouTube and vlog, and is part of a world-wide transmedia consumer
assemblage (Garcia 2017). Associated paratexts provide opportunities for learning for Tobi
through artefacts that surround a central text (video game), such as decoding of guides and
walkthrough, but also production of texts associated with game wikis, reviews, cheats and
player-created fan fiction.

Self-perception of digital skills
All four boys claimed they had ‘excellent’ digital skills. Successful digital game play requires mastery
of ‘traditional’ and ‘new’ literacy practices, with simultaneous attention required to process textual
meanings, such as on-screen semiotic signalling and juxtaposing modal meanings (e.g., moving
images, written text, audio), and contextual understandings related to plot structure, narrative,
genre, and specifics of game organisation (Beavis and O’Mara 2010). Literate understanding is criti-
cal in gaming cultures, including older forms of narrative conventions, understanding character
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and plot development, and experiences with multiple text types that players bring to the game,
along with knowledge from associated paratexts (Consalvo 2017).

As noted earlier, Jax has his own YouTube channel and aspires to develop this passion into a
career when he finishes school. He explains how broad literacy skills are important for ‘games,
yeah, and tutorials, because you have to write the guides in the description sometimes as well.
With games there’s usually popups, like cut scenes you have to read as well.’ His YouTube channel
also requires a lot of time on the internet.

Jax: Sometimes I post my YouTube videos to my YouTube channel or watch others’ videos on there
[the internet].

Researcher: You have your own YouTube channel? What kind of videos do you post there?
Jax: Tutorials and game plays.
Researcher: Fantastic. Do you have followers on your YouTube channel?
Jax: Yeah. There’s more than – last time I checked which was two weeks ago, there was more than

60 something. But I just made a Twitter account, so I have followers on that.

Jax is also involved in related paratexts – reading game reviews, walkthroughs, and game cheats,
while simultaneously honing his digital gaming skills. Texts can expand the world of gaming and
the mechanics of play; as noted by Tobi, many boys in his class have a thirst for reading experiences
that complement their game play (Hewett, Pletcher, and Zeng 2020). Along with understanding the
storyline of games there can be the need to read details of a mission, quests, cutscenes, lore books,
dialogue, scrolls, puzzles, and gaming websites.

Most of the kids in our class again as I said, they are not big on story books, because they’re not about gaming,
because the libraries don’t have much about gaming, they just read about gaming.

Keeping up with news, media, and cultural dialogue that shapes the broader world within which
gaming takes place is then pertinent to belonging for the boys (Garcia 2017).

In sum, the follow up interviews of the self-professed ‘gamers’ illustrated how they established
an understanding about who they were as gamers. Everyday online multiplayer experiences and
associated playground interactions were related to their gamer ‘in-groups,’ while distinguishing
them from other groups. The associated digital skills transcended digital gaming literacies in play,
and encompassed gaming related paratexts and other gaming ‘in-group’ social experiences and
literacies.

Conclusion

Our findings provide insights into young boys (7–8 years old) participatory cultures. In response to
our first research question the survey data (n = 318) across 14 schools showed that boys, more so
than girls, ‘love’ video games, engage with digital devices daily, and believe they have ‘excellent’ digi-
tal skills. This finding contributes geographically and demographically broad data about boys’
beliefs in a field that has been predominantly based on ethnographic and small-scale studies
(Mills 2010). A surprising finding was the low number of students (50%) who reported using digital
devices daily or a few times a week (including phones, iPads, computers), particularly given the
increase in schools that promote tablets and laptops in classrooms (Selwyn et al. 2017). This
trend may reflect the widening digital divide (Kirschner and De Bruyckere 2017; Thomas et al.
2018) that has implications for students’ access to computer hardware/software, human resources
to facilitate training in the use of digital technologies, and institutional and national infrastructure
access (Warschauer and Tate 2018) that impacts on the development of digital skills (Van Deursen
and Van Dijk 2014).

Interview findings responded to the second research question and illustrated that the salience
of the gaming culture for self-professed gamers is palpable at an early age. It is integrated within
their emerging sense of identity, that transposes, and is ingrained in their experiences at home,
with peers in the playground, and potentially, the classroom. This finding addresses a gap in
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understandings about the way young boys’ gaming identities are embedded within broader
experiences and local contexts. Mitch, for instance identified with a range of masculine
expressions at home (motorbike riding, playing ruby league) in school (fighting in the play-
ground), and through his aspirations (to become a policeman). His specific gaming preference
(Grand Theft Auto) appeared entangled with his emerging identity, and with his portrayal of
self in the gaming community (Garcia 2017).

Similarly, Jax’s daily engagement in multiplayer action gaming, such as Forntite, was embedded
in his belief that playing the ‘right’ game was critical for his social standing and popularity, as well as
his aspirations to be a YouTuber. His daily engagement potentially promotes critical thinking and
meta-skills – learning to learn as his perception, attention and cognition is focused on learning the
strategy of the game (Bejjanki et al. 2014). As Jax creates content for his YouTube channel he blends
digital expertise with related paratexts (Beavis et al. 2009; Marlatt 2019) to encapsulate the new lit-
eracy practices we have come to associate with meaning-making in the twenty-first century (Mills
2010, 2013; Mills and Unsworth 2017). Together these findings provide new insights into links
between gaming frequency, digital skills, and participatory cultures.

Teachers can capitalise on the strength of video games to create ‘in-group’ cultures within com-
munities of practice to promote learning. In the Australian context Dezuanni, Beavis, and O’Mara
(2015) illustrated how 8- and 9-year-old girls performatively bring themselves into being in and
around Minecraft through the social processes of play, learning and identity construction within
affinity groups. Learning in these spaces enhances problem-solving, creativity, self-direction, and
collaboration, developing media literacy skills (Dezuanni 2018), and consolidating mathematical
and scientific concepts (Lane and Sherry 2017).

However, issues arise with using games in the classroom. The advent of the global success of
Fortnite, while increasingly linked to school curriculums through modes such as Fortnite Creative
– where students build their own world within the game, encouraging computational thinking and
problem-solving – raises issues of consent (13 years and older), privacy (voice-chat and text-chat
capabilities), and appropriateness (violence). While these issues will be ongoing, discourse related
to the value of games for learning is still critical.

Skills learned playing games are recognised in educational research (Apperley and Beavis
2011; Beavis 2014) and are increasingly used in real-life work situations that require leadership,
organisation, the ability to assimilate information, react swiftly, and co-ordinate actions whilst
remaining calm under pressure (Hewett, Pletcher, and Zeng 2020). Significantly, the study
showed the complexity and advanced level of the boys’ digital skills, with their gaming enjoy-
ment and daily engagement potentially linked to their self-reported confidence in their digital
expertise. How to ethically create gaming spaces in classrooms and promote participatory cul-
tures, however, is an ongoing challenge (Jenkins, Ito, and Boyd 2016). There is a need to explore
ways to provide safe spaces for students to exercise volition as gamers, and to engage in safe,
multiplayer experiences with peers, providing access for children marginalised by the digital
divide at home (Thomas et al. 2018). Providing educational access for children excluded or mar-
ginalised in such digital participatory cultures is a salient aspect of further research, as we move
forward to broaden communities of practice, and to create opportunities to enhance games-
based learning.
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