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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to encourage boys to read stories and have them create story 

reflections through digital games and electronic journals. Twenty-eight boys were involved in 

a six-week reading programme, which demanded commitment, determination, collaborative 

work, and creative thinking. In order to make the process entertaining and more accessible for 

today’s students, there was also a huge fun aspect to the project. Data were collected 

throughout the six-week project to assess whether reflecting on stories through digital 

journals and games promoted engagement in reading. Data collection methods included 

baseline questionnaires, journal entries, interviews, and careful observations. The data clearly 

showed a distinct improvement in the boys’ attitudes toward their engagement in reading 

while participating in the project action. This engagement was enhanced by the use of 

technology to reflect and create games. An additional finding showed that many boys did not 

need to create a digital game to be encouraged to read; rather, they needed the right genre of 

story to hook them. Many teachers are skeptical that video games can help students’ 

achievement; however, this research study shows that the fun these games bring to student 

learning is worth investigation.  

Introduction 

The 2018/2019 IBSC research topic, Boys and Stories: Pathways to Learning afforded me the 

opportunity to find ways to encourage boys to see the value in reading and storytelling. In this 

ever changing world, I have noticed that students of the 21st century sometimes do not 

appreciate the importance of sharing a good story and engaging in a decent book. I hoped to 

change these attitudes because, as Dyson and Genishi (1994) state, “through the sharing of 

stories, teachers and children create the potential for new connections that link them together 

inside a new tale” (p. 11). 

We often hear parents and educators complaining about our boys’ excessive gaming and their 

lack of reading. I too have witnessed my students placing far too much emphasis on gaming, 

which often drives them to be competitive and distracted. Consequently, they are losing sight 

of reading and reflection. I hoped that meaningfully integrating technology and games into 
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the curriculum might help combat this problem. Dexter, Anderson & Becker (1999) indicate 

that the effectiveness of technology integration into education is largely dependent upon its 

ability to engage students into learning. In an attempt to change students’ negative 

perceptions and encourage them to try something different, I developed the following 

research question: How can reflecting on stories through digital journals and games affect 

Grade 6 boys’ engagement in reading? 

Research indicates that in order to achieve meaningful technology integration, learning must 

be designed from a constructivist approach that encourages students to learn in a social 

context and help them develop an ability to readily create new knowledge, solve new 

problems, and employ creativity and critical thinking (Griest, 1996; Hoffman, 1997; 

Mergendollar, 1997; Richards, 1998). My project action required the boys to think critically 

after reading stories in order to construct their own game questions.  Hopefully, designing 

games based on stories would also promote creativity and “outside of the box” thinking and 

result in renewed excitement around reading activities.  

Action research was a useful methodology to use for this investigation because I was able to 

get actively involved in a process that forced me to relook at my own pedagogy. It also gave 

the students an opportunity to contribute toward changes in teaching and learning by giving 

rich feedback. Stringer (2014) states, “action research is a systematic approach to investigation 

that enables people to find effective solutions to problems they confront in their everyday 

lives” (p. 1). 

Literature Review 

Storytelling is the original form of teaching (Pedersen, 1995). When describing stories, 

Litherland (as cited in Johnson, 2016) states:  

             Stories have power. They delight, enchant, touch, teach, recall, inspire, motivate and 

challenge. They help us understand. They imprint a picture on our minds. 

Consequently, stories often pack more punch than sermons. Want to make a point or 

raise an issue? Tell a story. (para. 67)  

Crafting storylines offers a simple but powerful method to help students to make sense of the 

complex and unordered world of experience (Bruner, 1990; Gils, 2005). Boys sharing their 

stories and teachers telling theirs can provide an important pathway to learning. Learning the 

art of storytelling is part of growing up; it enhances social and cultural understanding (Zipes, 

1995). We live in such a diverse world where we know very little about the people around us; 

storytelling and reading help us to appreciate and respect each other. 
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There are two types of reluctant readers: those who can read but do not enjoy it and those 

who find reading so difficult that they avoid it whenever they can (Kimpton, 2004). Reluctant 

reading in boys is particularly pervasive in our society. Data suggest that boys around the 

globe are struggling with literacy, especially when compared with girls at their same grade 

level (Boltz, 2007; Farris, Werderich, Nelson & Fuhler, 2009; Kush & Watkins, 1996; Moss, 

2000). Writing expert Ralph Fletcher (2006) summed up many boys’ experiences with literacy 

when he described the boys he observed in elementary school classrooms as “Turned off. 

Checked out. Disengaged. Disenfranchised” (p. 4).   

Popular children’s author and former teacher Jon Scieszka (2003) suggested, “researching the 

problems that boys have with reading, I have come to the conclusion that much of the cause 

of boys’ reluctance to read can be reduced to a single, crucial element—motivation” (p. 17). In 

order to keep boys motivated and confident, teachers and parents should provide 

opportunities for boys to read genres that are of interest to them. According to King and 

Gurian (2006), “boys do their best work when teachers establish authentic purpose and 

meaningful real-life connections” (p. 60). In many cases, part of the reason boys become 

unmotivated to read or write is because they do not see how literacy can be of value to them 

outside the four walls of their classrooms (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). When reading and writing 

are presented strictly as assignments to complete, boys are not given an opportunity to 

become personally invested in the material (Boltz, 2007). 

Our students are digital citizens and, as educators, we need to modify our methodology and 

relook at our pedagogy in order to cater to how they learn in the 21st century. Bolter (1991) 

states, “the shift from print to the computer does not mean the end of literacy itself, but the 

literacy of print, for electronic technology offers us a new kind of book and new ways to write 

and read” (p. 218). Strommen and Lincoln (1992) look more at a constructivist approach to 

integrating technology in the curriculum, emphasizing that rather than simply absorbing 

content spoken at them by teachers, or through endless, repeated rote practice, children 

actually invent their ideas. They also contend that technology allows for the repurposing of 

pre-existing educational materials across media formats: print, static illustrations, still and 

digital photographs, digital audio, still and motion video, still and motion film, animations, 

computer graphics, and hypermedia can all be accessed and combined in novel ways 

(Strommen & Lincoln). The latter is line with my action research, whereby my students will 

have to repurposing pre-existing educational materials (a book) in order to create a digital 

game. 
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Although storytelling is not new, digital storytelling provides a new and engaging method to 

communicate stories (Meadows, 2003). Within the last 10 years, digital cameras, editing 

software, authoring tools, and electronic media outlets have encouraged teachers to utilize 

many more approaches and tools than ever before to help students to construct their own 

knowledge and ideas to present and share them more effectively (Standley, 2003).  

Robin and Pierson (2005) believe that crafting meaningful digital stories captures the 

imagination and has elevated the storytelling experience for students and teachers. Compared 

to conventional storytelling, digital storytelling audiences are viewed not only as listeners but 

also as learners who can interact and shape the story (Dorner et al., 2002). Robin and Pierson 

(2005) argue that educators at all levels and in most subjects can use digital storytelling in 

many ways to support students' learning by encouraging them to organize and express their 

ideas and knowledge in an individual and meaningful way. 

Research Context 

St Stithians Boys Preparatory is situated in Sandton, South Africa. It is one of five schools that 

make up St Stithians College. It is a transformative South African school, one that inspires 

excellence and makes a world of difference. St Stithians is grounded in values that reflect its 

identity as a Methodist School. Our students experience a holistic experience and we educate 

thinkers and leaders for the future. We have committed to academic excellence and support 

students across the range of abilities, including through a value-based leadership curriculum 

and extensive sport and cultural programmes. 

My participants included 28 boys from my Grade 6 English class. The boys were approximately 

11 years of age. I chose this cohort of boys because they were the only English class that I 

taught, and it was easier to integrate my action research into my teaching and to get the buy-

in of the parents and students. I sent an IBSC consent form home to the parents and 

participants informing them about the research. Parents were free to contact me if there were 

any concerns, and students were given the opportunity to ask questions. 

The Action 

I started the research process by discussing action research with my Grade 6 English class. 

Before tackling the “Big Question,” I decided to take the boys on a tour. We went for silent 

walks before the school day started, in-between lessons, during breaks, after school, and 

during a cricket fixture.  Boys documented their observations in their journals. I insisted that 

this tour was done in silence because I wanted their honest opinions, and they may have been 

swayed by their friends’ comments if there was frequent discussion. Once our tour was 
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completed, we had a robust discussion about what they observed. They saw boys on cell 

phones and iPads. They saw boys completely engrossed in their games; they witnessed 

arguments, laughter, chatter and complete engagement. When boys did not have a device, 

they were observed sitting around someone else’s device, cheering as though they were 

watching a soccer match. My students also noticed how technology affected sports. During 

cricket games, boys who were not batting or fielding were not supporting their team. Instead, 

they were glued to their screens. One of the boys also mentioned that the boys did not stand 

to greet the parents and teachers.  

We then made an appointment to meet the librarian. She shared quantitative data on the 

number of books taken out of the library per week and emphasised how the numbers 

deteriorated every year. We discussed the possible reasons for the decline in reading and 

surprisingly, the boys felt that gaming and social media were possible reasons. The discussions 

led to my action research question, and the boys were keen to be participants in my study.  

After our preliminary activities, the boys read a book of their choice and then filmed a video 

summary of their book on Flipgrid. This online platform promotes fun and social learning by 

giving every student an equal and amplified voice. The objective of the video summary was to 

recommend the book they read to a friend and provide details as to why they thought that 

their book was a good selection. Once the boys watched their classmates’ Flipgrid summaries, 

they created a questionnaire so that they could interview students to learn more about a why 

they may be interested in reading a particular book.  

Our reading lesson during class time is called Literature Circle. In Literature Circle a group of 

boys were given the same book to read according to their ability. They then created questions 

about their book and these questions were discussed as a group. For the final phase of the 

action, I instructed boys to create questions for the online games, Kahoot, Buzzer, Coding, and 

Who Wants to be a Millionaire. This brought about lots of excitement as there were more 

contestants. I selected these specific games because they engage the students with interactive 

learning. They are also used to impart crucial knowledge, assess understanding and just have 

fun while learning. 

I encouraged the boys to write a review in their journals, describing their journey and to 

explain the value of their digital game, indicating whether it also helped to better understand 

the book and if it had any effect on their attitudes towards reading. The boys were allowed to 

use Flipgrid for these journal reflections.  
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Data Collection 

I conducted several surveys to gather information from the boys. Surveys and questionnaires 

permit researchers to gather a lot of as well as a variety of information-relatively quickly 

(Johnson, 2008). At the beginning of the project, I administered a survey via Google Forms. 

The objective of the survey was to get an indication as to whether the students preferred 

reading hardcover books or a digital version. The questions were multiple choice, but students 

were also allowed to make comments if there was a need. The survey comprised five very basic 

questions and it literally took the boys five minutes to complete. I administered another 

survey once the boys had read their second book which they had chosen based on the Flipgrid 

summaries. The survey was to ascertain whether or not the boys agreed with the review and 

enjoyed the selection. In a final survey, the boys indicated whether creating a digital game 

based on a book was a worthwhile experience and if it was one they would be keen to 

continue.  

I also collected qualitative data, including Flipgrid reflections, interviews, journal recordings 

of student progress, and my own observations. I encouraged the boys to use Flipgrid for 

journaling throughout the process in order to record all their observations. Mertler (2017) 

recommends a student journal because it provides the teacher information that can help them 

gain a sense of students’ daily thoughts, perceptions and experiences. 

Data Analysis 

I analysed survey responses, Flipgrid journal reflections, my observations, and the interview 

transcripts throughout the process to identify emerging trends or patterns. Johnson (2008) 

suggests that, “as you collect your data, analyse them by looking for themes, categories, or 

patterns that emerge. This analysis will influence further data collection and analysis by 

helping you to know what to look for” (p. 63). I found it easiest to use a spreadsheet to 

highlight and code all data.  

Discussion of Results 

After analysing the data, several themes emerged relating to how digital journals and games 

affected boys’ engagement in reading. These included: 

● Sharing through digital tools engaged anxious and reluctant readers 

● A shared digital forum motivated readers to try new things 

● Digital games made reading fun and engaging 

● Creating digital games led to some challenges and deeper thinking. 
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As I kicked off my project, one of my challenges was finding ways to excite the boys about 

reading. Baseline survey results provided good indicators on their initial attitude toward 

reading. The data revealed that 15 out of 28 boys enjoyed reading occasionally, and the 

remaining 11 boys did not enjoy reading as much. One student mentioned, “Reading is for 

quiet times and only really necessary when I’m forced to or I have an assessment.” Sadly, one 

of the boys was very vocal and exclaimed, “I hate reading, its super boring!” During an 

interview, many boys emphasised that instead of reading, they really enjoyed gaming. At least 

eight of the boys indicated that they were able to communicate with friends while gaming, it 

was competitive, and really, “Lit” as one of the boys put it. These responses helped inform the 

digital gaming component of my project action. 

Sharing Through Digital Tools Engaged Anxious and Reluctant Readers 

The boys’ anxiety surrounding reading became less apparent as the project progressed. After 

analysing the data and listening to the boys’ stories, I encouraged all the boys to read a book of 

their choice and retell their story using the Flipgrid digital tool. The ability to work with an 

online platform definitely got their attention. Once the boys read their books and created 

their reviews, they all had access to their peers’ reviews. The interpretation of the same books 

read by a number of different boys was interesting. While some boys were initially hesitant to 

give reviews, using the Flipgrid made the process easier. As one student indicated, “I am 

usually very shy to speak in front of people. When I made my book review on Flipgrid, I felt 

confident.” Another student commented that he hated all the eyes on him when presenting in 

front of the class, and he found this method to be “awesome.”  

Throughout the project, there was a shift from the boys being reluctant readers to more 

excited and enthusiastic participants. The boys were particularly motivated to share their 

stories during interviews. One particular boy who earlier indicated that he hated reading and 

found it boring was happily engaged in an interview. He was keen to find out more about a 

book that he had selected to read. Another student asked, “Is there a movie based on this 

book? I prefer watching the movie and then creating my digital game. It saves time.” Five boys 

in the class inquired about a shortcut option, watching movies, reading just the review etc., 

rather than reading. In my initial survey, 15 boys enjoyed reading and 13 did not. Only five boys 

now indicated reluctance, which was an improvement. On the other hand, six students could 

not wait to get started. I felt confident that things were starting to fall into place and the boys 

were developing an interest in reading. 
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A Shared Digital Forum Motivated Readers to Try New Things 

The boys shared their journal entries in a common drive, and these journal entries sparked 

conversation in the classroom that led boys to try new methods of reading. When zoning into 

the reluctant readers’ journals to try to ascertain reasons for their negative attitudes, I 

discovered that the busy schedules were impeding their reading. One of the boys stated, “I’m 

so tired when I get home from sport every afternoon. The last thing I want to do is 

read.”  Another boy mentioned that he often fell asleep while reading. Students started finding 

solutions to problems that hindered their reading. One of the boys suggested a fellow 

classmate try a Kindle. He shared how he downloaded his books onto his Kindle, and when he 

struggled with fatigue, he would set it to an audio book. This method ignited an interest in 

several of the boys.  

Sharing and reading classmates’ Flipgrid reviews lead to positive conversation in the classroom 

about various genres. There was a distinct pattern in the genres of books the boys were 

reading reflected in these reviews. Classroom discussion that resulted from the Flipgrid videos 

led to boys wanting to read different genres and get hooked on a new series. A number of the 

boys enjoyed reading fantasy stories and after listening to Xongi’s phenomenal review, they 

wanted to give mystery stories a try. One of the boys even tried a thriller; he could not read to 

the end though because it made him feel anxious.  

Digital Games Made Reading Fun and Engaging 

During this project, I observed a fully engaged atmosphere that one does not often see in a 

reading classroom. Observations, as a means of collecting qualitative data, involve carefully 

watching and systematically recording what you see and hear going on in a particular setting 

(Schmuck, 1997). I noticed that reading books was driving the creation of digital games. 

During Literature Circle, the very competitive boys were concerned about the genre of book 

selected by their group and they wanted a selection that would also lend itself to a variation of 

digital games. One student said, “We have to choose a good book if we are going to create a 

good game.” Another student echoed, “Fiction is best.” Boys started immersing themselves in 

discussions about authors and their experiences about specific books. Boys were so involved in 

the reading process that they motivated each other, especially when boys seemed to become 

distracted.  

The boys had lots to share about how adding a game component to reading added a 

dimension of fun. One boy from the team who created questions for Who Wants to be a 

Millionaire stated, “It was fun placing questions about a book in a game. It was a great learning 
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experience. It was nice to test people on a book, to see if they understood what they read. The 

book was also a pleasure to read.” Another boy shared, “I had lots of fun reading, and telling 

my story through my game. Who would have thought that English could be such fun?” I was 

pleased to hear other positive comments such as, “I found value in a game based on a book 

because I can see others reading cautiously and for enjoyment. I liked this because it was lots 

of fun reading and analysing books, it brings people together as a group.” 

Creating Digital Games Led to Some Challenges and Deeper Thinking 

Out of the four reading groups, three of the groups found difficulty deciding on a game to 

create. In theory, they seemed to have all their ideas mapped out, but practically it was not so 

easy. My final survey results indicated four of the most popular games that the boys created 

were Minecraft (an all-time favourite), Who Wants to be a Millionaire, Kahoot, and Buzzer. 

One boy stated, “We created Kahoot, it wasn't easy coming up with questions that would 

challenge the other group.” In a journal entry, another boy wrote: 

It was challenging to come up with appropriate questions. Making a game was an 

experience for different types of people. Making video games is for a person who 

has a lot of patience and loves bringing joy to other people. I feel I did 

accomplish this. So over all, making a game, to tell a story from a book we read, 

was different and lots of fun and also stressful. 

While some reluctant readers acknowledged that games made reading fun, other boys voiced 

frustrations. One boy wrote, “I didn’t find much value in creating a digital game. Reading the 

book was ok, I guess but my group were messing around.” Many of the boys found trying to 

create a Minecraft game was very difficult. All the groups were geared to give it a go, but the 

only group that achieved it were the boys who had been to a coding class. They argued, but 

persevered. One of the members of the group burst into tears. He was frustrated with his 

teammates because they would not listen to him. Arguments turned into to tears and 

frustration, and later, lots of laughter. Despite the challenges, teamwork, collaboration, and 

commitment were evident in all the boys.  

Conclusion 

When embarking on this journey, I immediately knew which path I was going to take. I often 

watch our boys gaming and laughing, having fun as they enjoy the interaction and challenge 

of a game. I wondered how I could get that passion and enthusiasm into my reading classes. I 

was overwhelmed by the boys’ interest in the topic. I observed a relaxed environment, lots of 

laughter, debate, and a different learning experience through this project. Discussions were 
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held beyond the classroom. The boys would see me during the course of the day in a corridor 

and ask for advice or just to run an idea by me. The Student Learning Centre (Library) was 

buzzing during prep sessions and at break times. Boys were having discussions with the 

librarian and asking for assistance when selecting a good book.  

Reviewing data helped me understand that while some boys enjoy reading, the majority of 

them love gaming. Many of our students do not consider reading a quality book 

entertainment, but rather gaming as entertaining. As educators, we need to review our own 

pedagogy and finding creative ways of integrating technology into our curriculum to better 

cater for our boys. Although there were many boys who were reluctant readers at the 

beginning of the process, the journal reviews indicated that there was a huge success in the 

process; however, there was still work to be done. The boys’ reviews helped me reflect on ways 

of improving the process. 

The reading programme I had introduced to our Grades 4 to 6 needed some refining and this 

action research process provided valuable evidence on how to advance this programme. I 

invited the English teachers into my reading classes to witness the renewed energy of the 

students and hope that some of these changes will be adopted in other classrooms. My 

discoveries reminded me that our pedagogy must change all the time in order to keep our 

students excited about learning. Through action research, educators can feel empowered to 

make the necessary curriculum changes. 

Reflection 

This has been a roller coaster experience for me. When agreeing to be a part of the 2018/2019 

cohort, I had my reservations because I typically do not like to enter into the unknown. After 

reading up on the programme, I decided that this was the challenge that I had been waiting 

for. Through action research, I would be able to drive my own learning and teaching. As the 

activities started streaming in while I was still trying to keep on top of my job, I sometimes felt 

frustrated and wondered if I had made the right decision. I had been warned not to leave tasks 

for last minute, and I tried my best; however, it did not always pan out as I had planned. The 

project submission were well planned and structured to assist us with our projects, which 

benefited us in the long run. 

I knew what I wanted to research, and I enjoyed the process that led me to this point. I found 

working with my group of Grade 6 boys very rewarding. We were trying something new 

together, and they were just as determined to see this project work. Action research is 

characterised as research that is done by teachers for themselves (Mertler, 2017). This 
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statement resonates with me because I did this for myself to improve my teaching and to 

review what best practice is for my students. I have also imparted some of my findings to my 

colleagues, and I’m excited to drive a more constructivist approach in our teaching and 

looking at the value of storytelling. 

Meeting our team leader Laura Sabo in Australia and members of “Team Laura” was great. It 

was good to know that everyone felt as anxious as I did and that we all needed clarity on our 

“Question.” The brainstorming sessions were valuable and our team really pulled together. 

Laura is a phenomenal team leader. I’d like to thank her for all the guidance during this 

process; for the endless emails, WhatsApp messages and Skype calls. I couldn’t have done this 

without her support. A huge thank you to Margot Long. She has also assisted in guiding us 

throughout.  

I would also like to thank my mentor Lester Lalla for encouraging me throughout this process 

and my head Mr Jakes Fredericks for the opportunity.  
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