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Abstract

‘Investigating the Lived Experience of an after-school Minecraft Club’

This qualitative study seeks to explore and illuminate the lived experience of a
group of ten and eleven year-old children, playing in and around the popular
multiplayer, sandbox videogame, Minecraft, during a year-long after-school club.
Drawing on the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) the research employs a
playful and emergent methodology, referred to as ‘rhizomic ethnography’, which
provides a suite of approaches as a means of exploring the complexity of the
social world. This poststructuralist study also builds upon existing research
around play, New Literacy Studies, new literacies, space and place,
multimodality, multiliteracies and virtual worlds. The accounts that constitute
this thesis draw from a pool of rich and varied data, generated using a number of
participatory and visual methods, including child-produced video, audio,
screencasts, photography, fieldnotes and virtual model-making discussion
sessions. In response to this data, this thesis takes a novel approach to
representation, drawing on a range of modes. This results in a hybrid text that
includes comic strips, illustration and audio, as a means of transcribing and
representing the complexity that is the children’s lived experience.

Using different selections of data, I investigate the lived experience from three
alternative but interconnected perspectives, employing the Deleuzian trope of
the plateau. Firstly, I examine how the children’s play worked across the on and
off-screen spaces in this complex hybrid site. With a particular focus on the
children’s construction of the virtual community that they named ‘Banterbury’, 1
demonstrate how the game itself shaped the club. Secondly, I show how the
children’s interactions regularly drew on aspects of their lives outside of the club,
revealing the club as a social site of play, driven by a range of resources from
children’s everyday experiences and wider culture. Thirdly, through a focus on
the club’s soundscape, I reveal how the children’s play often had a mischievous
and exuberant quality. Finally, reading across, between and beyond these three
plateaus, I conclude by examining how the lived experience of the club was
characterised by an emergent playfulness. Therefore, as well as contributing to
the existing literature on virtual world play and demonstrating methodological
potential for application in other contexts, this thesis also offers new insights into
what constitutes the emergent dimension of play. This has implications for how
we consider the kind of opportunities provided for children to interact and drive
their own play experiences, with or without technology.

NOTE: An alternative, comic strip version of this abstract, using the same text,
can be found on the following four pages.




'INVESTIGATING THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF
AN AFTER-SCHOOL MINECRAFT CLUB'

CHRIS BAILEY, SHEFFIELD HALLAM UNIVERSITY

f THIS QUALITATIVE ~*
STUDY SEEKS TO
EXPLORE AND

ILLUMINATE THE LIVED PLAYING IN AND AROUND THE
EXPERIENCE OF A POPULAR MULTIPLAYER,
GROUP OF TEN AND SANDBOX VIDEO SAME,

ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD MINECRAFT, DURING A YEAR

CHILDREN... LONG AFTER-SCHOOL CLUB.

DRAWING ON THE WORK OF DELEUZE AND GUATTARI (1987)..

THIS RESEARCH N REFERRED TO AS

EMPLOYS A PLAYFUL 'RHIZOMIC
AND EMERGENT ETHNOGRAPHY'...
METHODOLOGICAL

v APPROACH... >

WHICH PROVIDES A SUITE OF x
APPROACHES AS A MEANS OF
EXPLORING THE COMPLEXITY OF
v THE SOCIAL WORLD. >



THIS POST-STRUCTURALIST STUDY ALSO BUILDS UPON EXISTING

RESEARCH IN A NUMBER OF AREAS...

VIRTUAL
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NEW
LITERACY
STUDIES
NEW
LITERACIES

SPACE
AND
PLACE

THE ACCOUNTS THAT CONSTITUTE THIS THESIS DRAW FROM A POOL OF RICH
AND VARIED DATA, GENERATED USING A NUMBER OF PARTICIPATORY AND
VISUAL METHODS, INCLUDING...

CHILD-
PRODUCED VIDEO,
AUDIO, SCREENCASTS,
PHOTOGRAPHY,

VvV FIELDNOTES... *

AND VIRTUAL
MODEL-MAKING
DISCUSSION
SESSIONS.

IN RESPONSE TO THIS DATA, THIS THESIS TAKES A NOVEL APPROACH TO
REPRESENTATION, DRAWING ON A RANGE OF MODES.

THIS RESULTS IN A HYBRID

TEXT THAT INCLUDES COMIC

STRIPS, ILLUSTRATION AND
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TRANSCRIBING, THINKING
WITH THEORY AND r
REPRESENTING THE 1 \ VvV
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EXPERIENCEAA/ A
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USING

DIFFERENT SELECTIONS OF
DATA, I INVESTIGATE THE LIVED

EXPERIENCE FROM THREE

ALTERNATIVE BUT INTERCONNECTED

PERSPECTIVES, EMPLOYING THE

DELEUZIAN TROPE OF THE

PLATEAU.

FIRSTLY, X EXAMINE HOW THE CHILDREN'S PLAY CROSSED THE ON AND OFF-SCREEN SPACES IN
THIS COMPLEX HYBRID SITE.

WITH A PARTICULAR FOCUS
ON THE CHILDREN'S
CONSTRUCTION OF THE
VIRTUAL COMMUNITY THAT
THEY NAMED 'BANTERBURY'

I DEMONSTRATE HOW THE
GAME ITSELF SHAPED THE
CLUB

SECONDLY, I SHOW
HOW THE CHILDREN'S
INTERACTIONS REGULARLY
DREW ON ASPECTS OF THEIR
LIVES OUTSIDE OF THE
CLUB-

REVEALING THE
CLUB AS A SOCIAL SITE OF
PLAY, DRIVEN BY A RANGE OF
RESOURCES FROM THE
CHILDREN'S EVERYDAY
EXPERIENCES AND WIDER
CULTURE.



THIRDLY, THROUGH A
FOCUS ON THE CLUB'S
SOUNDSCAPE...

FINALLY, READING ACROSS, BETWEEN AND
BEYOND THESE THREE PLATEAUS...

I REFLECT ON HOW THE
LIVED EXPERIENCE OF THE
CLUB WAS CHARACTERISED BY
AN EMERGENT PLAYFULNESS.

THEREFORE, AS WELL AS CONTRIBUTING
TO THE EXISTING LITERATURE ON VIRTUAL
WORLD PLAY AND DEMONSTRATING
METHODOLOGICAL POTENTIAL FOR
APPLICATION IN OTHER CONTEXTS...

" I REVEAL HOW THE N
CHILDREN'S PLAY OFTEN HAD
A MISCHIEVOUS AND
K EXUBERANT QUALITY. >

THIS THESIS ALSO OFFERS NEW INSIGHTS
INTO WHAT CONSTITUTES THE EMERGENT
DIMENSION OF PLAY.

THIS HAS IMPLICATIONS FOR HOW WE
CONSIDER THE KIND OF
OPPORTUNITIES PROVIDED FOR
CHILDREN TO INTERACT AND DRIVE
THEIR OWN PLAY EXPERIENCES,

WITH OR WITHOUT TECHNOLOGY.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introducing Minecraft Club

In this study I investigate the lived experience of a group of participants in a year-
long after-school club, involving the videogame Minecraft (Mojang, 2016). One
potential way of introducing this club would be to utilise the kind of formal
discourse often employed when talking about research in educational
institutions, primarily addressing the school’s socio-economic and geographical
context. In this way I could introduce the participants, eight boys and four girls,
as ‘year six children’ who were therefore entering their final year of primary
schooling. The location could be stated as being a smaller-than-average primary
school in a small village, located on the rural outskirts of a large city in the north
of England. I might note that the school’s catchment area was one of the largest
in the region, with all of the children being of white British heritage. I could also
mention that the number of children with special needs and / or disabilities in
this school was below average and that very few were entitled to free school
meals. Relating this formal content would impart some relevant contextual
information. However, this kind of institutionalised discussion also begins to
frame the setting and represent participants in a particular way, perhaps
encouraging certain associations and assumptions about the character or

diversity of the group, or lifestyles of the children involved.

Whilst the above information is accurate, verifiable from this anonymised
school’s inspection reports and website, it is not necessarily the most useful
introduction for illuminating the club or the children’s lived experience. I am not
claiming that the club was free from the circulation of discourses relating to
school, gender or socio-economic background; the club was indeed subject to
multiple tracings of the children’s schooled associations and the aforementioned
kinds of controlled discourse. However, I am proposing that employing this kind
of commonly used shorthand for context as a starting point has the potential to

misdirect, allowing other things to escape our view. Such ordered and potentially
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classifying ways of accounting may not encourage an exploration of, for instance,
the children’s references to their out-of-school experiences, their experiences of
popular culture or their on-screen construction of a virtual community. [ suggest
that some of the formal discourses that permeate reports of educational research
sites are not the same as the discourses that circulate in the sites themselves.
Whilst these children were part of a particular school community, this should not
necessarily be seen as a defining feature of the club, where they drew upon
influences from diverse cultural and personal sources, from different times and

different spaces.

Given this, it might be more relevant to impart that the group consisted of twelve
children, all aged between ten and eleven. These children could be called ‘Ber’,
‘Mia’, ‘Freya’, ‘Rob’, Joe’, ‘Lisa’, ‘Molly’, ‘Callum’, ‘Ed’, ‘Tom’, ‘Jake’ and, in one
case, ‘Unnamed’. These participants are individually profiled later, and their
voices and actions are present (or at least represented) throughout this thesis.
The group was often fun, friendly, good-natured, articulate, funny, inquisitive,
knowledgeable, mischievous, insightful and a genuine pleasure to be around.
During the club they engaged in lively and imaginative play, communicating
whilst using laptop computers to play Minecraft. They often sang, danced, did
impressions, told jokes, laughed and acted out roles. They frequently described
their behaviour during the club as ‘banter’, a word which also partially formed
the name they chose to give their virtual world: ‘Banterbury’. The room was rarely
quiet; conversation often digressed from Minecraft, even to the extent that
Minecraft itself sometimes seemed a digression. Play was messy, inconsistent,
exuberant, problematic and, sometimes, mundane. Of course, describing the
club in this way also serves to position it in a certain light, as an introduction to
this particular piece of research. However, this description is perhaps more in

keeping with account of the club that follows.

I ran the year-long Minecraft Club that forms the basis of this study. I had

previously supervised other Minecraft Clubs, in the same school, for two years
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prior to this with different groups of children, originally at the request of a child
in my class. I used to be a teacher at the school but left full time teaching to
pursue this PhD, having become interested in the complex and compelling type
of self-directed play I had seen manifest in and around the game. A focus on what
I have called the ‘lived experience’ was a way of directing my gaze towards the
children’s participation, rather than a particular aspect of play or, indeed, the
game itself. (I define my specific use of the term ‘lived experience’ in 3.6). The
club ran for 26 weeks during the academic year 2014/2015, prefaced by two trial
weeks to allow for testing of the data generation methods and familiarisation
with the participants. The club met at the end of the school day on Tuesdays
from 3.30pm - 4.45pm. Although [ was familiar with the school, I did not know
these children well, particularly not within the context of a club. All children in
the class of 18 were invited to participate; those who did not attend suggested
that they had other commitments on the same night, which prevented them from
participating. Although ideally I would have rearranged the session to enable all
children to attend there was no night on which all children were free. Whilst
most of the children had played Minecraft in some form before, there were
differences in the participants’ levels of proficiency and I emphasised that prior
experience of the game was not necessary. Initially eleven children joined the
club. After a few weeks, one child left due to other commitments. Another
member joined a few weeks after, meaning that eleven children were present for
the majority of the weeks. (A specific breakdown of the detail of the club is

provided as a table in Appendix 1).

1.2 Introducing Minecraft

Whilst this research is not specifically about Minecraft, it played a significant role
during this club. The game has been a commercial success; its profile has grown
exponentially from its inception in 2009 as a one-man project by programmer
Marcus ‘Notch’ Pearsson, through to the creation of games studio ‘Mojang’,

purchased by Microsoft in 2015. The game has more than 100 million users
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(Mojang, 2016), spread across multiple cross-platform versions. Due to its
creative potential, the game has established itself as a familiar presence in homes,
but also in institutions; schools, museums and galleries. Recent studies
examining children's videogame preferences have seen Minecraft rated highly by
both boys and girls (Holloway, Green, and Brady, 2013; Beavis, Muspratt and
Thompson, 2015). Likeminded players have found opportunities to connect
remotely to collaborate on shared maps, resulting in the completion of
construction projects that would not have been viable for players working alone
(Mashable, 2013). The game has also inspired popular YouTube channels, with
Minecraft used as a tool for producing creative, video-based content (Guardian,
2015). Its appeal and subsequent cultural significance are arguably a result of the

game's associations with a particular type of creative play.

Minecraft is a first-person perspective, virtual world videogame that can be
played by single or multiple players. The game's landscape is constructed using
coloured blocks (representing wood, grass, gold etc.), and the game is sometimes
likened to a kind of virtual Lego (Garrelts, 2014, p.43). When played in
multiplayer mode, a group of individuals can inhabit, interact, communicate (via
text) and create in a common world. There are two main modes of gameplay:
survival and creative. In survival, the aim is to collect resources to enable the
player to survive the threat of the monsters that come at night. In creative,
players create with the threat removed. Gameplay during the club swapped
between these two modes, at the request of the children. Within the confines of
the game, much is possible, as the game’s visuals act as a stimulus for imaginative
virtual world play. Steve is the central controllable avatar in the game; his blocky
appearance, rejecting real-life representational detail in favour of a cartoon-like
abstraction, providing the recognisable eight-by-eight-pixel square 'face’ of
Minecraft (Bailey, 2017). In the version played by these children, Minecraft Edu
(Teacher Gaming, 2016), the children could choose from a selection of different

‘skins’ and were also able to rename Steve with their own choice of name.



Notch has explained that he wanted to make 'games where you can do
anything...' (Pearsson, 2013, n.p.). This kind of open exploration has long been a
motivation for game designers and players; the creator of Nintendo’s successful
Super Mario Bros. franchise, Shigeru Miyamoto, has reflected on how his games
were influenced by his own experiences of exploring caves and urban landscapes
(Sheff and Eddy, 1999). Minecraft extends this idea of exploration, in scale and
style. In Minecraft, the player can explore any aspect of the procedurally created,
three dimensional terrain that forms the game's vast landscapes. By using in-
game tools, the player can enact changes on any aspect of the game's virtual
space. Particularly in creative mode, the accessibility of the game as a creative

tool enables all manner of imagined spaces to be represented on-screen.

Given the game's infiltration into the popular consciousness it also regularly
features in mainstream media. However, where videogames are a regularly
enlisted as a scapegoat, historically blamed for all manner of social ills (Parkin,
2015), Minecraft breaks this mould. Whilst some concerns persist about the
popularity of Minecraft leading to ‘addiction’ (Mirror, 2014; New York Post, 2016),
much of the related media content is suffused with enthusiasm and positivity
(Guardian, 2014; BBC, 2016). As such, Minecraft has helped to partially reframe
popular perceptions of gaming, providing the basis for a more positive narrative,
one that is increasingly sympathetic to the positive possibilities of videogames. In
spite of this popularly, paralleled by growing academic interest in the game, there
is currently no longitudinal work that examines collaborative use of the game
from a socio-cultural perspective. There is also very little work that examines the
potential of Minecraft, or similar creative virtual world environments, in groups

involved in co-located participation.



1.3 The Study

1.3.1 Aims
This project aims to illuminate the lived experience of participants involved in
the distinct play environment generated through the club. This small scale,
longitudinal study aims to provide rich description of the club and the group’s
experience; it may be of use to academics interested in such contexts, teachers
and parents of primary age children, those interested in organising play
opportunities for children in after-school settings and those who have an interest

in the affordances of on-screen videogames and virtual worlds for young people.

The study was driven by a number of questions, building on my previous
experience of running the club and a systematic review of the literature. These
open questions guided my observation and analysis, relating in particular to the

group’s play and their use of space:

e What is the nature of the children’s play in the club? What motivates this
play?

e What do the children draw upon in the club; what ideas and resources fuel
their play? How is Minecraft implicated in their play?

o How do the children use the on and off-screen space? What is the nature

of the group’s interactions in this space?

Early on in the study I added another question that drew upon ideas of group
identity and a wider methodological concern relating to my representation of

their experience:

e What constitutes lived experience? How can I take account of the lived

experience of a group? How can I best represent this experience?

These broad questions, with their often interrelated concerns, shaped my

observations and focused my analysis of the data.
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1.3.2 Contributions

This thesis offers four contributions to knowledge.

Firstly, a contribution is made through this thesis’ exemplification of the
emergent dimension of play. In the case of Minecraft Club, this emergent
dimension was largely characterised by collaboration, spontaneity, exuberance,
imagination, performance and mischievousness. Furthermore, it involved
collaboration that spanned difference spaces, drawing upon a diverse range of
resources from aspects of the children’s lives and their experiences of wider

culture.

Secondly, this thesis makes a contribution to the literature on virtual world play.
It provides distinct and rich accounts of the club as a longitudinal case study of
co-located play, in and around a virtual world environment. These accounts help
us to consider the potential for the use of similar technologies with groups of
players in similar contexts, with a particular focus on the possibilities for creative

play and social interaction.

Thirdly, a contribution is made through my methodological approach, which I
refer to as rhizomic ethnography. This constitutes a flexible array of methods,
underpinned by an epistemological perspective that draws on Deleuze and
Guattari’s (1987) rhizomic ‘image of thought’ (p.16). This emergent approach
could have affordances in other contexts as a means of tackling complexity.
demonstrate, for instance, how it enabled me to approach the project’s data from
multiple directions, thereby exploring the multiple and complementary ways of
understanding the fluid and complex concept of ‘lived experience’. This approach
allowed for new understandings of the fieldsite, as exemplified in the first two

contributions, that could potentially have been missed or written out of accounts

using other methodological approaches.



Finally, a contribution is made through the presentation of this thesis as a hybrid
form. This results in a text that employs multiple modes: words, images (in
multiple forms, including comic strip) and audio are used at different points, for
multiple purposes. This experimentation with different ways of conveying
research also serves to challenge the dominance of the written word in the thesis

format.
1.4 The Thesis

1.4.1 Organisation
This thesis consists of eight chapters, across two volumes. Following this
introduction, in Chapter Two I review the relevant literature to locate the work in
relation to previous thinking and research. I draw on work in play, New Literacy
Studies, new literacies, multimodality and multiliteracies and theories around
place and space. I then explain how this work sits alongside other poststructural
accounts of literacies. This is followed by a comprehensive literature review that
takes account of existing work on play in and around virtual world environments.

I conclude this chapter by reiterating how this relates to the aims of the study.

In Chapter Three I introduce my methodological approach. I provide details of
the club. Club members are introduced through a series of pen portraits and I
consider my role and positionality as a researcher. I describe how an
ethnographic approach was used, outlining the data generation methods

employed during the project.

Throughout the thesis I draw on a number of ideas from Deleuze and Guattari's
(1987) book ‘A Thousand Plateaus’. In Chapter Four, for instance, I build on the
methodological ideas already outlined, explaining how my eventual
methodological conceptualisation was characterised by emergence (Deleuze and
Guattari, 1987). I also use Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of ‘the rhizome’

(p.6) to explain how I came to understand and articulate my own approach,
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which I refer to as ‘Thizomic ethnography’. I describe the processes around data
selection, analysis and representation. I then consider the emergent nature of my
own identity as a researcher, explaining my use of visual methods of
representation. Next, I discuss the ethical implications of this project and how
they were addressed. I also address this project’s validity, considering what sort of
criteria might be used to judge the authenticity of a study of this kind. Finally, I
prepare the reader for the chapters that follow, providing an overview of the
three ‘plateaus’ presented in Volume Two of this thesis, each of which takes an
alternative perspective on a selection of the project’s data, providing a

commentary whilst drawing on particular theoretical lenses.

Volume Two begins with Chapter Five (Plateau 1: ‘Building Banterbury and the
BwQ’). Here I approach the lived experience of the club from the perspective of
the children’s creative play, examining on and off-screen instances of meaning
making that relate to the children’s interactions with the game. This helps to
illuminate how the group’s play is entangled across on and off-screen spaces. This
leads to a reconceptualisation of the group as a connected entity, drawing on
Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of the ‘Body without Organs’ (BwO) (p.175)
to consider the lived experience of the group, rather than of individual

participants.

In Chapter Six (Plateau 2: ‘Playing with the World’) I focus on how the children
draw on elements of their lives outside the club, using them as resources for their
social play that enable them to reflect and examine aspects of their everyday
lives. This leads to a consideration of how the group mobilise such resources,
using Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of the ‘plane of consistency’ (p.269)

to describe the social experience of the group in terms of a process of ‘becoming’

(p.21).

In Chapter Seven (Plateau 3: ‘Visualising Soundscapes’) I explore the club’s lived

experience via its soundscape, to illuminate how sound was a vital component in
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the participant’s lived experience and how it contributed to the often exuberant

nature of the children’s play.

Chapter Eight concludes this thesis. I begin by summarising what I hope the
reader will have taken from each individual chapter. I then consider the chapters
together to discuss what they tell us about the club. Here I elaborate on the
emergent dimension of play, considering the implications in terms of the kind of
opportunities that we provide for children to interact and drive their own
collaborative play experiences. Finally, I restate my contributions and consider
the implications of this research to illuminate the possibilities for using virtual
worlds, like Minecraft, with groups of co-located players. I argue that there is
considerable potential for the use of virtual world games to enhance and
stimulate creative play and social interaction. Finally, I reflect on how my
approach to this project could have methodological affordances for future

research.

1.4.2 Multiple Modes
As highlighted above, this thesis employs multiple modes, using written word,
image and sound. With this in mind, it is necessary to alert the reader to the
sometimes unconventional nature of this thesis. The reader will have already
encountered the comic strip version of this project’s abstract, and may have
reflected on the relationship between this and the text only version. From
Chapter Three onwards, comic strip transcripts are used to present data. A
rationale for this approach is presented later (4.4.3 b.), after these have been seen
in action. Whilst these particular comics could be considered ‘ancillary data’, I
have included them in the main body of the thesis to encourage the reader to
engage with them in advance of the commentaries that follow them in Chapters
Five, Six and Seven. These transcripts are labelled clearly with a figure number, in
the same way that tables or other data would be in any study. These comic strip

transcripts complement or exemplify points made in the text, as well as giving
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the reader an insight into which elements of the data are being considered, and

which are not.

Secondly, comics are also used as part of the main text of the thesis. For instance,
in Chapter Three I use comics that compile screenshots from Minecraft and other
photographs to develop points about my approach. [llustrations and illustrated
comics are also used throughout the thesis. A rationale for my use of images is
provided later (4.5). These particular comics and images should be considered
integral to the thesis, rather than as a supplement to the text. Therefore, where a
comic (or visual element) is presented without a figure number, this is intended
to be read as if in line with the typed text. Finally, given the focus on the club’s
soundscape, Plateau 3 takes an approach that is both visual and aural; a link is
provided to a short soundscape compiled from the data to contextualise the

chapter’s commentary and discussions.
This said, aside from its illustrated title page, the next chapter continues in a

conventional written form, synthesising the literature that has informed this

project.
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CHAPTER TWO: SITUATING THE STUDY

2.1 Introduction

This chapter consists of three main sections. The first locates this work in
relation to wider theoretical perspectives. This includes theories around
children’s play, New Literacy Studies (NLS), multimodality, multiliteracies, new
literacies and place and space. In the second part I seek to establish this work
alongside other poststructuralist work. After defining poststructuralism, I argue
that this paradigm offers a way of understanding the world that is appropriate for
this study. In the third section I outline the research that has informed this
project, beginning with an overview of classroom based studies employing an
ethnographic approach to examining the social worlds of children. This leads to a
systematic examination of research around virtual world play, identifying a
number of emerging themes. The chapter concludes with a focus on recent,

relevant research related to Minecraft in educational contexts.

2.2 Framework for Research

2.2.1 Children’s Play
This research provides a close examination of children engaged in ongoing,
collaborative, playful activity. As such, it is influenced by theoretical work
relating to children’s play. Here, the word ‘play’ is used in its broadest sense to
cover a multitude of on and off-screen playful interactions engaged in by the
group. Sutton-Smith (2001) suggests that ‘play’ is a name applied to ‘a
conglomerate of activities’ such as ‘exploration, practice, manipulation, mastery,
experimentation, reading and listening, making music, painting, dancing,
roughhousing and so on' (p.134). Such definitions appear to be broad and
inclusive, and there have been a 'multiplicity of concepts’ applied to play (Sutton-
Smith, 2001, p.221). In spite of this, much of the discussion around children’s play

tends to focus on developmental progress. Such work is influenced by
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developmental psychology (Sutton-Smith, 2001), and Piagetian approaches that

link different kinds of play to cognitive development (see for example Piaget,

1951).

There is growing scepticism around such potentially constricting discourses, as
play is ‘seldom the only determinant of any of the important forms of learning
that occur in young children’ (Sutton-Smith, 2001, p.41). Piaget's (1951) theory has
been criticised for neglecting to account for potentially important cultural and
social factors present in the environments where play usually occurs
(Nicolopoulou, 1999). Whilst Vygotsky’s (1967) work examines certain activities
from a social cultural perspective, he still focussed on 'play as a source of
development' (p.16) and, more specifically, the complex and indirect impact on
'higher psychological functions' of pre-school children (Nicolopouloy, 1999).
Such work has fed into what Sutton-Smith (2001) calls the 'rhetoric of progress'
(p.51), relating to discourses around children's play that frame its value in terms
of development, obscuring other valuable perspectives that could provide
insights into play. For instance, one alternative perspective positions play as a
form of phantasmagoria, including elements of ‘ludicrous distortion,
exaggeration, and extravagance at times bordering on the bizarre’ (Sutton-Smith,
2001, p.158). This concept perhaps more effectively describes much of the play
seen during Minecraft Club. Hughes (2013) also suggests that play is multiple;
'not one thing, but several different things' (p.80). His taxonomy outlines sixteen
categories of observable play types: symbolic, rough and tumble, socio-dramatic,
social, creative, communication, dramatic, locomotor, deep, exploratory, fantasy,
imaginative, mastery, object, role and recapitulative play (Hughes, 2002). The
majority of these are applicable during this study, observed either on-screen, off-
screen or across these spaces. Marsh, Plowman, Yamada-Rice, Bishop and Scott
(2016) suggest an addition to Hughes’ list, in the form of ‘transgressive play’,
whilst noting that ‘it is not necessarily the types of play that have changed as a
result of new digital contexts as the nature of play’ (p.242). Again, there were

examples of play that could be called transgressive identifiable during the club.
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Play, in the literature, is often conflated with the idea of playfulness. An
understanding of the words ‘paidia’ and ‘ludus’, regularly used in relation to play,
is helpful for clarifying my use of the terms ‘playful’ and ‘playfulness’ in this
thesis. Caillois (2001) uses the term ludus to describe play that is often controlled
and rule bound, involving repetition and practise. Paidia, meanwhile, describes
more free-form, spontaneous and improvisational types of play (Caillois, 2001).
Sutton-Smith (2001) uses the word "playful” to describe a wide range of
behaviours that involve play, from playing football, a musical instrument, a game
of chess or ‘messing about’ with friends. In other words, he uses the word
“playful” to describe engagement in/with both paidic and ludic behaviours. When
I refer to playfulness in this thesis I am mobilising the word in a similarly broad
way, for instance to describe the playful nature of the club itself. However, my
usage tends to refer to behaviours orientated more towards the paidic end of the
spectrum when, for instance, referring to my own playful methodology or the

children’s playful conversations.

Throughout the literature, a number of different terms are used to describe the
type of play that is the focus of this work. Each has distinct meanings, dependent
on the context. Giddings (2007) uses the term ‘videogame play’ (p.1) to signpost
play that involves interaction with a screen based game, and ‘gameplay’ (p.1) to
describe play that happens, often away from the screen, in relation to instances
that draw upon videogame texts. Marsh et al. (2016) use ‘digital play’ (p.241) to
describe the play related to technology. Pearce (2010) uses the phrase ‘virtual
play’, which is also mobilised by Merchant (2015 b) to describe how ‘play and
play-related activities and interactions’ (p.301) are supported by digital media and

networks.

In this thesis | often use ‘virtual play’ to describe the children’s participation in
the club. Here, ‘virtual play’ frequently relates to play in or around the virtual

world. This said, there are times when I simply use the word ‘play’ to describe
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what the children are doing in the club; sometimes children were engaged in
activities that seemed to have no direct relationship to the game (eg. playing with
a pack of cards). In these cases, | would not add ‘virtual’ to the description of this
act. At other times, children seemed engrossed in their Minecraft play, in a 11
interaction with their keyboard and screen. In these cases, [ may use the term
‘videogame play’. In other words, the club featured ‘virtual play’, which included
‘videogame play’. However, not all of the play in the club was of a nature that
seemed to require either of these qualifying words. Such terms are slippery;
whilst this explanation is provided to give the reader some clarity there should
also be recognition of some fluidity between the behaviours that these

unavoidably rigid terms have been chosen to signify.

Given the above, in this thesis I do not seek to accurately classify play based on
pre-determined types. Neither do I intend to establish a link between these
children's play and their cognitive development. Instead I hope to develop an
understanding of the character, value and the meaning of play for the group of
children. In other words, I am seeking their lived experience of the club. To do
this I take a New Literacy Studies perspective on the group’s play, to move away
from theories of progress towards a focus on the social significance of play.
Whilst the content of Geertz's (2005) observation of a Balinese cockfight is a
world away from that of a group of children engaged in virtual world play, the
principle he raises is universal; that an analysis of play activities can shed light on
the culture of the groups involved. Examples of research that explores children's
social and virtual play are woven throughout the following sections of this
chapter. In the next section, however, I will explain in more detail how work on

literacies helped to define the focus of this research.

2.2.2 New Literacy Studies (NLS)
This research is influenced by work on New Literacy Studies (NLS), as a means of
focusing on the lived experience of the group. Prior to NLS (Gee, 1991; Street,

1984), literacy was largely understood, using a psycholinguistic model, as a set of
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skills to be acquired (Gee, 2003, p.77). This included 'phonological awareness,
decoding, word recognition, and literal comprehension’ (Gee, 1999, p.355).
Literacy was defined with little consideration of social context. However, largely
due to Street's (1993) ground-breaking work, NLS emphasised literacies as an
evolving set of social practices, as opposed to the more traditional concept of a
single literacy and the formal, academic content of school-based literacy. As such,
whilst I have described a contemporary, NLS understanding of literacy, other

conceptualisation of the word dominate in different contexts.

NLS distinguishes between autonomous and ideological models of literacy. The
limited, autonomous model of literacy (Street, 1993) is exemplified by the
mainstream educational model of literacy, outlined and enforced by the current
National Curriculum in England (Department for Education, 2013). This
increasingly focuses on the structured, technical aspects of language and treats
literacy (singular) as a set of skills to be learnt and applied. The ideological view
of literacy (Street, 1993), however, describes how literacies (plural) are actually
shaped by how and where they are used. From this perspective, school literacy is
just one instance of literacy. NLS view language in actual use as complex, messy
and diverse, dynamic and constantly remade (Kress 1997). In this manner,
literacies exist in the interactions between people, rather than being a fixed set of
properties residing in (or taken on by) an individual (Barton and Hamilton,
2003). This study considers the uses of literacies employed by the club
participants during their play, rather than attempting a more formal assessment
of the impact of their gameplay, as might be consistent with an autonomous
model of literacy. Whilst the club members' interactions were, at times,
influenced by curriculum based literacy, this is just one of many diverse resources

that they drew upon during the course of the club.

Literacies are also seen as situated in both time and place. In NLS, literacy is
conceptualised as being purposeful, historically and culturally located and

contextualised within specific domains (Barton and Hamilton, 2003). Literacy is
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not 'context free' (Street, 2011, p.108); it is shaped by the place in which it is
enacted. These ideas provide a vital foundation for this project, providing the
rationale for why a 'domain’ such as children's after school club presents a valid
focus for study. Although literacy is often thought of in terms of education, the
school 'domain’ of literacy is just one of many in which literacy comes into being
(Street, 2011, p.106). The durability of the approach that views literacy as situated
is exemplified by the broad contexts that in which it has been mobilised.
Examples include an ethnographic study of families in Lancaster (Barton and
Hamilton, 1998); the social uses of literacy in contemporary South Africa
(Prinsloo and Breier, 1996) and an examination of children's text creation in

home environments (Pahl, 2003).

Whilst literacies are situated, bounding the domain of study can be challenging,
as literacy practices often span domains (Burnett, Merchant, Pahl and Rowsell,
2014). For the majority of this study, the club was located in the classroom.
However, the lived experience of the club extended beyond the classroom's
physical space and the club’s allotted time; into the corridor, where the children
collected and returned their laptops, had discussions and made plans; into
lessons prior to the club, where they anticipated the club; into their home lives,
aspects of which influenced their participation. As such, literacies can be seen as
'multiply and flexibly situated' (Burnett et al., 2014, p.90). This project’s data were
generated only during the club and the discussion sessions, in the confines of the
school, at specifically allotted times. It is important to note, however, that these
were limitations necessitated by the research approach and, as such, were
artificial barriers imposed on the more expansive realities of the club itself. The
virtual aspect of the club adds complexity to the idea of the domain. Space is
extended virtually beyond the embodied space of the club's location. Similarly,
the immaterial resources used by the children were not physically present in the
room but drawn from their experiences from other times and places. This
enmeshing of the material and immaterial (Burnett et al., 2014) further highlights

the need for a framework to take account of how the literacies are situated. In
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light of these particular complexities, a more detailed examination of space and

place follows later in this chapter (2.2.5).

Literacies are also subject to power relations, with some literacies being 'more
dominant, visible and influential than others' (Barton, Hamilton and Ivanic,
2000, p.12). This is exemplified by Pahl's (2014) work on literacy in communities,
which highlights the potential for power imbalance between the speaking of
regional dialects and standard English. Pahl (2014) presents an example where a
cohort of local teachers in a Northern English school were instructed, by Ofsted,
to model the speaking of standard English for the pupils (p.47). Regional dialects
were positioned as less desirable and therefore less powerful. In this study, the
classroom used for the club already had associations as a location where the
children spent their time on a range of other activities. Certain activities were
prioritised over others and it was therefore not a neutral space. These activities
often drew upon an autonomous conception of literacy, implicitly valued above

other literacies bought to the classroom by the children.

Burnett et al. (2014) suggest that ‘literacies are materialised in things’ (p.93) and,
in this way, objects in the room were often involved in the literacies. Chairs and
tables were organised by adults to facilitate certain types of learning. Work on
the walls largely represented a particular, schooled implementation of literacy
synonymous with educational success, as measured by governmentally produced
criteria. A range of individual children's work, predominantly writing of different
genres such as newspaper articles, stories and recipes, was backed and displayed
by the teacher in a neat, uniform, ordered manner on the boards in the
classroom. This work was often the final, "polished’ version, adhering to a
prescribed assertion of what it means to be ‘literate’ in a Year 6 classroom in
2014/2015. Other display boards made evident the formulaic nature by which this
literacy success, defined in restrictive curricular terms, was to be achieved. For
instance, through the construction of 'super sentences' that follow a particular

grammatical structure, using a correct choice of punctuation mark from the
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confusingly hierarchical 'punctuation pyramid’, or through the use of correct
spelling of one or more of the 'words of the week'. These physical manifestations
of literacy, read in isolation, could suggest that this was a location which
privileged an autonomous, enforced version of literacy. Of course, these traces of
particular discourses on the walls represented just one policy-driven strand of the
multiple types of literacy that manifested during the school day between pupils

and teachers.

NLS is often concerned with how literacy is used in everyday life. Literacy is
understood as consisting of literacy practices, a large system comprising of
multiple literacy events that happen over time (Pahl, 2007). Although these
literacy practices are often intefnalised, they are observable through literacy
events, which arise from these practices (Barton and Hamilton, 2003). Literacy
practices, therefore, describe broadly ‘what people do with literacy’ (Barton,
Hamilton and Ivanic, 2000, p.7) and involve attitudes, values, feelings and social
relationships (Street, 1993). In this way, literacy practices could be said to be
‘infused’ by people’s identities (Powell and Rowsell, 2005, p.12), enmeshed with
the identities of those performing them, forming (and being formed by) people’s
identities. In this context, identity is often understood as emerging through
ongoing negotiation between an individual’s self-perception and how others view
them, with identity development being both individual and social (Maybin,
2006), socially constructed, rather than 'natural or inevitable' (Branaman, 2012,
p.37). Holland (2001) suggests that identities take form 'in the flow of historically,
socially, culturally, and materially shaped lives' (p.5). This perspective looks
beyond the idea of 'cultural identities’, (Holland, 2001, p.7) not to ignore issues of
ethnicity, gender, race, nationality and sexual orientation but to encompass these
within broader 'socially enacted, culturally constructed worlds' (Holland, 2001,
p.7). Identities are also not confined to the body, but are 'spread over the material
and social environment' (p.8), thereby helping to explain how they are implicated

in shaping, and being shaped by, literacy practices.
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As mentioned above, literacy practices are understood as being enacted through
discrete, observable literacy events; these often involve interaction with, or
creation of, print based text. For example, Heath's (1983) work with communities
in Carolina, USA, focussed on literacy events involving the production or
comprehension of print texts by individuals and groups (p.386). The
identification of literacy events can be problematic and inevitably involves
subjective judgments made by the researcher. This subjectivity emerges
temporally, with decisions made regarding when a perceived 'event’ begins and
ends. There may also be complexities in relation to who is participating in the
event: does it, for instance, include others present in the room overhearing a
particular exchange, even though they are not directly included in it? There are
similar challenges in ascertaining presence when virtual space is involved, as
exchanges and interactions around texts occurs in and across multiple and varied

spaces, on-screen and off.

Whilst observing a traditional understanding of text, as employed by Heath
(1983), it is also possible to employ a broader definition, conceptualising texts as
‘multimodal artefacts’ (Pahl, 2007, p.87). With this in mind, literacy events could
be understood to encompass a more diverse range of activities including, for
instance, the writing of a shopping list; the reading of a page from the bible in
church; singing a song as part of a birthday celebration; a child producing a
drawing of their family or a customer writing a cheque in a shop. This more
generous understanding of literacy, and the related texts, is particularly
appropriate for this project. The scope of the literacies under examination during
Minecraft Club was diverse, involving interactions on and off-screen between
multiple participants, interacting with and creating a range of different types of
multimodal artefacts. In this way, this thesis presents diverse episodes, such as
children spontaneously collaborating on a performed song about an on-screen
sheep and a group of children using their avatars to visually represent an on-
screen funeral for a virtual horse, to add to the varied examples of literacy events

outlined above. As may be evident from the above descriptions, these examples
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from the club involve the use of texts in multiple modes. With this in mind, the
concepts of multimodality and multiliteracies are explored in the next section

(2.2.4) in more depth.

Acknowledging the complexities explored above, this work also contributes to
New Literacy Studies by describing the play of a group of co-located children in a
specific extra-curricular (albeit school) context, revealing diverse literacies that
draw on many aspects of the children's experiences, schooled and otherwise.
Whilst other school based studies have drawn on a NLS framework, this project is
distinct in its focus on a group of children engaged in social virtual world play

over an extended period of time.

2.2.3 Multimodality and Multiliteracies
The concept of multimodality provides a framework for understanding
communication as consisting of more than just language (Jewitt, 2013). Whilst
multimodal theory considers speech and writing as significant elements of
communication and making meaning, they are viewed as being parts of a more
expansive ‘multimodal ensemble’ (Jewitt, 2013, p. 251). Other modes include
‘image, moving image, sound... gesture, gaze and posture in embodied
interaction’ (Jewitt, 2013, p. 257). Multimodality also acknowledges the
situatedness of meaning making and communication, with the modes and their
interpretation being highly contextualised and socially shaped (Jewitt, 2013).
According to Kress (2009), for instance, ‘writing, image and colour lend
themselves to doing different type of work’ (p.1). In other words, multimodal
theory suggests that we choose different modes depending on the context and

the message we are trying to convey.

Ideas from multimodality fed directly into the concept of multiliteracies (New
London Group, 1996). Multiliteracies proposes an approach to literacy pedagogy
that takes account of the complex, culturally diverse nature of communication,

again using multiple modes of representation, including linguistic, visual, audio,
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gestural and spatial methods (New London Group, 1996). Multiliteracies seeks to
extend the scope of literacy teaching and learning to ‘include negotiating a
multiplicity of discourses’ (p.61) in order to generating educational experiences
that equip learners with the skills to enable them to ‘participate fully in public,

community and economic life’ (p.60).

Work around multiliteracies helps to take account of the multiple actions and
interactions taking place in the club by providing a rationale for also
understanding them as literacy events. Drawing on multiliteracies, therefore,
helps to make explicit the link between multimodality and a New Literacy
Studies approach. As outlined above, literacy events involve interactions around
texts. Whilst some texts in Minecraft Club were print based (for example the
Minecraft user guides read by the players, their written notes in notebooks, the
in-game chat and the virtual books they create), much of their play did not

involve written or typed text.

Multiliteracies therefore offers a broader conceptualisation of text that
encompasses multiple modes. This makes the boundaries that define the term
less rigid than those around definitions of text purely as written or printed words.
Here, then, a provisional but flexible conceptualisation of text is employed,
understood as the product or process arising from an attempt to make or convey
meaning. This allows for account to be taken of interactions between individuals
and screen based action, verbal conversations between participants and in-game
interactions with the virtual world's visual representations. In these ways, this
research demonstrates a broadening of conceptions of literacy (Kress, 2009) to

encompass different semiotic modes of meaning making.

This is useful when looking at the children’s lived experience of the club, where
meaning was made not just through speech or written text, but through the use
of other modes, on and off-screen. Taylor (2014) suggests that multimodality

allows us to take account of ‘embodied modes such as gesture, posture, facial
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expression, gaze and haptics that work in conjunction with speech in children’s
collaborative construction of knowledge’ (p.1). A perspective that takes account
of multimodality therefore provides a means of observing the children’s play
focussing on different modes, rather than relying solely on the interpretation of
the spoken word. Although I do not generate the kind of fine-grained multimodal
analysis that is sometimes associated with multimodal studies (Jewitt, zo12;
Taylor, 2014). I do, throughout the thesis, approach the data with a consideration
of different modes. This is made particularly explicit through the commentaries
provided about play episodes which draw on the visual data, and also Chapter

Seven that examines the club by focussing on sound.

By mobilising the concept of multiliteracies it is possible to see the interactions
between participants as consisting of literacy events, both on and off-screen (Pahl
and Rowsell, 2012). The played videogame can be framed as an ‘authorless text’,
‘written only in narrative terms when read (played)’ (Berger and McDougall, 2013,
p.142). Wohlwend (2010) states that, in videogames, ‘the text is co-played, always
under construction, and responsibility is shared as two or more people must
participate to jointly produce the text-in-process’ (p.148). This is particularly true

of virtual world play where multiple users interact in one on-screen location.

The concept of design, both as an ‘organising structure’ and a ‘process’ (Cope and
Kalantzis, 2000, p.20), lies at the heart of multiliteracies. This applies to this
project in a number of ways. The club itself was constructed around the idea of
children creating a 'virtual community'. This intentionally open instruction
initially positioned me as a designer of the type of environment that forms this
particular implementation of Minecraft Club, rather than as a 'boss... dictating' to
the participants what should be done (Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, p-19). The club
participants were also empowered as designers of the virtual space, using
Minecraft's building blocks to construct this virtual location. Minecraft provided
one of the main 'resources for design' (Cope and Kalantzis, 2000, p.20) that the

children drew upon in their creation. The participants were also directly involved
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in the design of other literacies around the club, drawing on material and
immaterial resources from the range of the available ‘modes of representation’

(New London Group, 1996).

Finally, concepts around multimodality and multiliteracies are particularty
important when considering the modes of representation used in the final
presentation of this thesis. As I explore in more depth elsewhere (4.5), this thesis
constitutes a hybrid text that uses visual and aural elements alongside traditional
text. By valuing different modes, a multimodal perspective provides a rationale

for taking this approach.

2.2.4 New literacies
Whereas New Literacy Studies deploys a paradigmatic use of the word 'New' to
provide a way of thinking about literacy as a social phenomenon, the 'new' in new
literacies indicates an ontological application (Lankshear and Knobel, 20m1). In
other words, the term 'new literacies' reflects the nature of the literacies under
examination. How individuals communicate and engage with texts is increasingly
mediated by screen based technologies (Pahl and Rowsell, 2005, p.4). Work on
‘new literacies’ (Lankshear and Knobel, 2011) predominantly explores literacy
practices that are afforded by such technologies. Examples that demonstrate the
diverse scope of studies involving new literacies include: the use of Facebook by a
group of hairdressers in the North of England (Davies, 2014); young children's
interactions with iPad story apps (Merchant, 2015a); children's creation of film
using puppets (Wohlwend and Buchholtz, 2014) and the creation of fan fiction

based on science fiction television shows (Jenkins, 2006).

As well as focussing on the nature of the texts, new literacies are also
characterised as being concerned with 'ethos stuff’ (Lankshear and Knobel, 201,
p.29) around the enactment of such literacies, often exploring how new
technologies enable different forms of collaboration. Sometimes technology is

not involved, such as Pahl's (2002) examination of children's use of Pokemon

26



card games. New literacies are broadly considered to be more collaborative,
participatory and distributed in nature, and less published, individuated and
author-centric than is the tendency for conventional literacies (Lankshear and
Knobel, 2on1). Together, these two strands that constitute new literacies are
relevant to this study’s focus on the literacies around the group’s videogame play,
and the focus on the 'social and cultural relations’ (Lankshear and Knobel, 2011,
p.29) that form around this pursuit; here the literacy practices involve the

gameplay itself, as well as the play that occurs around it.

As with NLS, identity is also a prevalent theme in new literacies. As Han (2012)
suggests, new technologies have created new forms of identity construction
(p-220) afforded by the possibilities for extending presence via screens in multiple
contexts. Much of the earliest work on virtual identity around virtual worlds
involves players accessing largely textual virtual worlds from remote locations
(Turkle, 1994; Rheingold, 1993), providing individuals with the opportunity to
reinvent themselves to form 'second selves' (Han, 2012, p.221), thus involving a
'delinking of identity with the physical human body' (Han, 2012, p.224). However,
Han (2012) argues that more recent work on virtual identity (for example Hansen
(2000)), re-emphasises the presence of the body (p.224), perhaps also reflecting
the presence of the virtual body in more complex, visually represented virtual
spaces. In such spaces the avatar gives the participants new opportunities to
communicate in muitiple modes whilst exploring or expressing themselves, as an
extension of their embodied selves. Work around new literacies and the
connection between avatar play, identity and text is relevant here in helping to

inform my understanding of this dimension of the children’s play in the club.

2.2.5 Space and Place
In examining the children’s lived experience, this study focussed partly on the
spatial practices of participants, in the room in which the club was situated, and
in the on-screen play-space of the virtual world. An understanding of space and

place is important, to frame how I am understanding the context of the group’s
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lived experience. Therefore, it is necessary to establish a framework for thinking
about space and place that specifically takes account of these complex social
contexts. The following theory underpins this project's understanding of space as

social, constructed and distributed.

a. Space
This project employs a conceptualisation of 'space’ that is socially produced,
drawing on Lefebvre's (1991) assertion that '(social) space is a (social) product’
(p.26); this statement incorporates two significant ideas. Firstly, the idea of space
being ‘produced’ is important. Lefebvre (1901) suggests that 'physical space has no
'reality’ without the energy that is deployed within it' (p.13), therefore positioning
space as being under constant production by those in and around it. This
production of social space, however, is not an uncomplicated, neutral process; it
is subject to a number of internal and external influences and, as a 'tool for
thought and of action' (p.26), it is therefore subject to issues of power and
dominance {p.26). Massey (2005) also suggests that space is 'the product of social
relations which are conflicting and uneven' (p.152) whilst asserting that all space

is ‘socially regulated’ (p.152).

Secondly, a notion of 'social' space provides a useful focus for examining the
club's physical and virtual elements, both as distinct and 'hybrid' (Burnett and
Bailey, 2014) spaces. The club members interact with each other in the room and
in the game. The virtual space is conceptualised by me, through my inital
instruction to the group, as a ‘community’ space, thus emphasising the social
nature of the site(s) under examination. Lefebvre (1991) suggests that 'space is
social morphology: it is to lived experience what form itself is to the living
organism’ (p.94). Understanding the club’s spaces as products of the ‘social
relationships’ (p.27) of the group provides a strong rationale for including the

examination of space, in an attempt to investigate the 'lived experience’ of the

group.
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Whilst Lefebvre’s (1991) work sought to explain expansive spaces produced in
wider society, it is nevertheless useful as a means of focussing on the space
produced by the club’s much smaller group, understood as a 'social formation'
(p.33). Conceptualisations of space as socially constructed have informed a range
of literacies research (Leander and Sheehy, 2004), for example, to trace literacies
outside of school in a Latino community (Moje, 2004); to examine literacies in a
prison (Wilson, 2004) and to trace the spatial histories of a classroom literacy
event (Leander, 2004). Although Lefebvre (1991) was not writing about virtual
space, his work still resonates when applied to the gamespace created by the
players, particularly due to the over layering of ideas accounted for by his notion
of ‘representational space’ (p.39) which ‘overlays physical space, making symbolic
use of its objects’ (p.39). As well as accounting for the presence of conceptual
ideas, this over layering could also be used to take account of the concurrent
presence of the virtual (in terms of the on-screen) alongside the physical, perhaps
as a means of virtually represented imagination. Massey (2005) suggests that
'space is the sum of all our connections' (p.195) and therefore not bound to a
specific location - embodied or otherwise. Therefore, adding to Lefebvre's (1991)
ideas of space as social and produced, the notion of space being distributed is
significant here. Distinctions between the virtual and physical also become less
significant later on as I argue that, at least in this context, these spaces are much

more co-dependent than such binary distinctions may initially suggest.

b. Place
The words 'space’ and 'place’ are often used interchangeably in geographical
literature (Agnew, 201, p.5). Whilst Lefebvre does not use the term 'place’
(Agnew, 2011, p.18) it is important to clarify the distinction here, rather than to
treat it as synonymous with 'space’ or to avoid using it all together. A
conventional view positions 'place’ as specific in relation to the more general
'space’ (Agnew, 2011, p.6). However, this common sense definition begins to fall

apart when applied in this context, as the question arises of exactly how specific a
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place has to be to qualify. More useful, therefore, is a definition of place that, as

with the ideas of ‘space’ discussed above, also takes account of the social.

Tuan (1977) takes a broad view of place, asserting not only that 'place exists at
different scales' (p.149), but also that place can be defined as space that has
become 'thoroughly familiar to us' {p.73). In other words, place is not absolute, it
is relational, not fixed in size and is dependent on individual and social
experience. This familiarity can also be conceptual, rather than directly,
physically experiential. Tuan (1977) suggests that 'the mind frequently
extrapolates beyond sensory evidence' (p.16), using the example that 'the vastness
of the ocean is not directly perceived' (p.16). This definition is also therefore
inclusive enough to allow the application of the word 'place’ to the virtual world.
This familiarity, however, is not applied here to suggest a fixity or stability of
place. Throughout the year of observing the club, the place (physical and virtual)
was constantly being made and reconstructed. Massey's (2005) idea of place as 'a
constellation of processes rather than a thing' (p.141) is also useful, therefore, in
describing the version of ‘place’ that is implemented here. For example, whilst
‘space’ could describe the virtual on-screen environment, over time elements of
this space were determined socially to be a ‘place’ named ‘Banterbury’. This
‘place’ was not marked by boundaries, either virtual or physical, and was subject

to a ‘constellation of processes’ through the children’s on and off-screen play.

2.3 Poststructuralist Paradigm

Whilst drawing on the theoretical perspectives outlined above, this study works
within the poststructuralist paradigm, alongside other works that provide
alternative accounts of meaning making that exceed the scope of more patterned
accounts. Here I begin by defining poststructuralism. I then draw on a number of
contextually relevant poststructuralist studies before, finally, considering what

these studies suggest this approach can offer in this particular context.
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2.3.1 What is poststructuralism?
Poststructuralism is often described in terms of its relationship with
structuralism; both concepts have their origins in structural linguistics, drawing
largely on the work of Saussure (1974). Saussure (1974) reasons that words are
conventionally conceptualised as signs, pointing towards an underlying ‘presence
that exist[s] elsewhere’ (Belsey, 2002, p.10). However, Saussure (1974) suggests
that, rather than being secure signs of pre-existing meaning, words are actually
understood in relationship with each other, specifically in terms of their
difference; this undermines the idea that there is a direct link between a word
and its referent. Given this, Saussure (1974) divides the word, as a sign, into two
parts: the ‘signifier’ and the ‘signified’ (p.115). Whilst the former term relates to
the shape and the sound of the word itself (how it is written or spoken), the latter
refers to its meaning. However, Saussure’s (1974) argument that the sign is only
understood in relationship to other signs troubles the concept of a stable
signifier; it undermines the idea that secure and consistent ideas exist, beyond
language. This understanding of language as deferential rather than referential

has implications for how we understand the world (Belsey, 2002, p.10).

Whilst both structuralism and poststructuralism draw on Saussure’s (1974) work,
the difference in the approaches stems from how these ideas are mobilised.
Structuralism, as practiced by anthropologists like Levi-Strauss (1955), became as
a means of understanding culture. This approach was inspired by structural
linguistics in its intention to find a common, underlying pattern to the
organisation of cultures; just as Saussure (1974) sought to classify and
deconstruct language in terms of its underlying system, structuralists theorised
that it was also possible explain the world through the identification of
underlying patterns. However, whilst structuralism sought 'secure knowledge
through the charting of differences within structures’ (Williams, 2005, p.1), this
difference was often sought through the identification of binary terms: for
example, through Levi-Strauss's examination of the terms raw/cooked,

legitimate/forbidden, hostility/reciprocity (Belsey, 2002, p.45). As such, it is
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suggested that structuralism dealt superficially with the complex nature of
difference (Belsey, 2002, p.42) as proposed by Saussure (1974). Structuralism has
therefore been criticised for claiming to generate secure conclusions about
culture by drawing on the 'normal’ patterns that lay at its core, whilst sidelining

exceptions that exist at its limits (Williams, 2005, p.2).

Structuralism'’s claims to form secure knowledge arising from the 'normal’ or
regular patterns observed in culture is directly challenged by poststructuralism.
As a concept, poststructuralism also deals with the relationship between human
beings, the world and meaning making (Belsey, 2002, p.5). However, it differs
from structuralist approaches largely in its rejection of binary differences, instead
seeking to generate more nuanced meaning through the identification of
difference in context. As such, poststructuralist approaches reject structuralism's
attempts to discover an underlying or secure pattern to explain culture, instead
seeking to challenge accounts of what is often presumed as 'stable truth and
value' (Williams, 2005, p.3). This exploration of a culture arguably makes the
accounts more complex, potentially messy, partial and less securely bounded.
Whilst this could be seen as a criticism of poststructuralism, Law (2004) suggests
that its use acknowledges that the world is so rich that our theories about it will
always fail to catch more than a part of it (p.8). Similarly, Clarke (2005) suggests
that ‘methods are needed that intentionally aim at capturing complexities rather
than aiming at simplifications; that elucidate processes of change in situations as
well as they elucidate patterns and stabilities’ (p.xxix). As such, poststructuralist
accounts may also draw on Saussure's (1974) reasoning about the unstable
relationship between the signifier and the signified, which can be seen to
challenge the sufficiency of the written word {or, at least, conventional
conceptions of the written word) as a means of representing the world.
Therefore, poststructuralism also opens up the possibility for employing
alternative means of representation. [ will explore this more directly later (see

section 4.5) when I discuss the composition of this thesis.
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2.3.2 Exemplifying poststructuralist studies
This study aligns with a number of other poststructuralist accounts of literacy
and meaning making, in terms of its approach to complexity and the form in
which these accounts are presented. The accounts referred to here are not a
comprehensive selection, rather they provide an overview of some recent and / or
influential accounts that draw on poststructuralism in contexts relevant to this
study. These accounts do not always necessarily self-define as poststructuralist,
perhaps because of the slipperiness of the term itself. Nevertheless, they are
included here based on their demonstration of an underlying philosophical
perspective that aligns with poststructuralism, as outlined above, or through
their mobilisation of theorists who have also been associated with
poststructuralism. For instance, a selection of poststructural work around
literacies employs the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) to provide a
theoretical framework. The work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) also underpins

the work in this thesis.

Masny and Cole (2009) draw on poststructuralism in their development of Multi
Literacies Theory (MLT) by suggesting that literacy research has been dominated
by an overemphasis on certain formal aspects of literacy, such as comprehension.
This leads them to take an approach that involves ‘going outside of the norm’
(p.1), reflecting poststructuralism’s focus on that which exists on the periphery,
rather than at a predefined centre or core, as directed by binary discourses. In
particular, they cite Deleuze and Guattari (1987) and their idea of ‘multiplicity’
(p.30) as a way of conceptualising litéracy as complex and multiple. This suggests
that literacy can be explored, explained and understood from a number of
different perspectives, rather than necessarily being defined in simple, singular
terms. They suggest that using the ‘spontaneous and joyful approach to
theorisation’ (p.3) offered by Deleuze and Guattari (1987) is useful in helping to
understand the construction of literacy in contemporary life. Leander and Rowe’s
(2006) study of a classroom performance also draws on Deleuze and Guattari

(1987), this time for the concept of ‘rhizomic analysis’ (p.428) which provides
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them with a way of ‘asking different types of questions and engaging in a
different mode of thought regarding literacy performances’ (p.41). Here we see
poststructuralism, via Deleuze and Guattari (1987), being used to generate a

complex understanding of a particular concept.

Similar ideas in relation to complexity are also present in Hollett and Ehret’s
(2014) use of the concept of ‘assemblage’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) to consider
the complex multiplicity presented by an individual’s participation in an instance
of gameplay. Conceptualising the event as an assemblage allowed them to ‘de-
centre the role of the human player (p.1851), thus enabling a consideration of the
agentic relationship between other aspects of the gameplay assemblage,
including the role of objects and technology to achieve what they call an
‘agentive (re)balancing’ (p.1851). This perspective helped to generate new
insights, particularly in relation to affective engagement with gameplay,
higlighting the complex role played by multiple-bodily experience during certain
kinds of literacy events. Taking a poststructuralist perspective therefore enabled a
focus on the physical, felt aspect of the episode, rather than focussing solely on

the textual aspects of the site under examination.

Similarly, Ehret, Hollet and Jocius (2016) use similar concepts to consider the
‘entanglements’ between bodies, materials and place, in the context of young
people’s new media making. Likewise, Kontovourki (2014) examines the way that
multiple subjects ‘intertwine’ (p.4) in a school space, taking into account how the
school curriculum and aspects of popular culture intersect to ‘exert power on
students’ bodies’ (p.4). These perspectives can again be considered
poststructualist in their adoption of a viewpoint on literacy and play that differs
from other more established ways of seeing the world; focussing, in these
examples, on an assemblage of factors that incorporates and finds connections

between concepts, places and bodies.
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Whilst the above studies consider the relationship between multiple human and
non-human bodies, Wyatt, Gale, Gannon and Davies (2010) also draw on
Deleuzian concepts to help them to focus on the flow generated in and between
multiple bodies during writing composition. Asking ‘what concepts can we use to
grasp the fluidity of being and becoming’ (p.10) they consider the relationship
and experiences of multiple participants. Here, again, the emphasis is on felt
experience, with the addition of the concept of ‘becoming’ helping them to
consider these relationships as ongoing and changing rather than fixed and
certain. This focus on change, alongside a continuing focus on the body, is
present in Perry and Medina’s (2011) work around dramatic performance. Here
they draw on the notion of ‘emergence’ as a way of describing ‘the change
inherent in embodied experience’ (p. 65) in their mapping of participants’
performances. Here, then, a poststructural account enables description of felt

processes in action.

Also significant in Wyatt et al. (2010) is the genre of representation; rather than
taking the form of a traditional journal article, this piece is presented as a script
depicting an ongoing conversation between its four authors, with Deleuze as a
fifth voice. The account reflects on the act of collaborative writing whilst being an
act of collaborative writing. A similarly playful method of representation is used
by Guttorm (2016), representing the process of writing a PhD thesis. Suggesting
that ‘often, the becoming of the thinking is not documented’ (p.354), Guttorm
(2016) writes in a fluid, hybrid form that includes ‘poems, or movements-toward-

poems, and love letters, as well as digressions, and steps “back and forth.”

(p-353)-

In their reflection on poststructural accounts of literacy, Burnett and Merchant
(2016) introduce their ‘stacking stories’ approach to meaning making as a means
of highlighting the ‘gaps, contradictions, continuities and discontinuities’ (p.258)
between their accounts, considering what this can reveal about literacy. This

again speaks to the poststructural concern with what is missed in more
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simplified, structured accounts of literacy. Presenting a number of different takes
on children’s participation in a virtual world, they suggest that ‘baroque’ (p.260)
sensibilities can help to challenge portrayals of literacy as singular and simple. In
doing this, Burnett and Merchant (2016) present rich, complex and evocative
accounts of the sites under examination that feature ‘unanswered questions,

undeveloped ideas, and vague hints of feelings and responses’ (p.270).

2.3.3 What does poststructuralism offer for this study?
Reading across these studies it is possible to identify how a poststructuralist
perspective resonates with this project. Poststructuralism provides a way of
conceptualising complexity (Leander and Rowe, 2010; Burnett and Merchant,
2016), particularly through the mobilisation of ideas of assemblage and
multiplicity (Hollett and Ehret’s, 2014; Masny and Cole, 2009). Poststructuralism
has enabled researchers to examine practices that could be seen as outliers
(Masny and Cole, 2009), rather than necessarily drawing on existing dominant
discourses, thus enabling accounts in/through which new perspectives emerge. It
has also led to a focus on affect and felt bodily experience (Perry and Medina,
2011; Kontovourki, 2014) and a consideration of the connections between the
human and non-human aspects of a culture (Hollett and Ehret, 2014; Hollett et
al., 2016; Wyatt et al., 2010). Poststructuralist perspectives have potential for
considering action and process, and events as ongoing (Wyatt et al., 2010;
Guttorm, 2016) and incomplete (Burnett and Merchant, 2016). They also open up
possibilities for alternative ways of representing concepts and the subjects of
research (Guttorm 2016; Burnett and Merchant, 2016). Finally, they offer the
possibility of mobilising alternative ways of engaging with, presenting and
representing experience (Wyatt et al., 2010; Guttorm, 2016; Burnett and

Merchant, 2016).
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2.4 Existing Research

This thesis builds on existing research in two main areas: the social worlds of

children and work on virtual world videogames.

2.4.1 Social Worlds of Children
Minecraft Club took place in the social context of a classroom; this research
therefore builds upon existing ethnographic studies that examine children's
social lives, both in and out of school. Rather than focussing on learning, such
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