
  is funded by the Society for Educational Studies 
1 

NP3 Exploratory Study Exploratory Study 6 
Hempel-Jorgensen with Twining, Henry, Murphy, Harrison, Gillen, Passey, Kucirkova, Dawadi, 
De Geest, & Fletcher-Campbell (2016) NP3 Exploratory Study 6. Milton Keynes: The Open 
University. 

What is NP3 
 

New Purposes – New Practices – New Pedagogy (NP3) is a collaboration between The Open 
University, Lancaster University and Manchester Metropolitan University, led by Professor Peter 
Twining.  
 
NP3 documents, evaluates and theorises how children's digital practices influence teaching and 
learning. NP3 aims to find out about how children use digital devices outside school 
and what influence (if any) these practices have on what pupils and teachers do 
inside primary schools. The focus is on pedagogy across the curriculum (rather than the 
teaching of computing). 
 
Our Research Questions (RQs) for these exploratory studies were: 

RQ1 What are the digital practices that pupils bring to their learning in school? 

RQ2 Across subject domains, what do teachers’ intended and enacted pedagogic practices 
indicate about their awareness of and the value accorded to pupils’ digital 
competencies, and how do pupils’ experience these pedagogic practices? 

RQ3 What institutional circumstances and practices enable or undermine how pupils’ digital 
competencies and practices are recognised (RQ1) and integrated into teachers’ practice 
(RQ2)? 

This brief report provides “a snapshot” of the digital practices evident in one of the 10 
Exploratory Studies that we conducted between October 2015 and March 2016, with a 
summary of emerging findings from this Exploratory Study.  
 
For further details about NP3 please go to http://www.np3.org.uk.   

Exploratory Study Overview  
Exploratory Study 6 is a community primary school located in in a village in East England. The 
Exploratory Study focussed on a Year 3/4 and a Year 5/6 class, as well as the out of school 
digital practices of individual pupils in Foundation, Year 4 and Year 5/6.  

Emerging findings  
• Children engaged with a wide range of digital practices outside school including, playing 

games, watching films on Youtube and Smart TVs, communicating on online chat 
applications, using search engines to locate information or e.g. music and making films 
and games.  

• There was a significant gender difference in out of school digital practices in the sample 
of children interviewed. Boys played a much wider variety of games and created and 
adapted games, whereas girls watched more films which tended to be related to 
personal interests and other aspects of their offline lives and enabled them to develop 
new knowledge. 

• There was evidence that ICT was used pedagogically to further the school’s aims of 
developing independent, reflective learners  

• The school had a small number of iPads – 18 for 322 children – but there was evidence 
of some very effective use of a small number of iPads in lessons.  

• At least one teacher consciously planned lessons to build on children’s out-of-school 
digital practices where they made a film using iMovies. The teacher and children could 
concentrate on the film-making aspects of the activity rather than technical aspects of 
using iMovies or the iPads.  
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Pupils’ digital practices outside school 
Six Year 5/6 pupils (5 boys and 2 girls) took part in one of two focus group interviews. Six 
Year 3/4 pupils (1 girl and 2 boys) took part in the other focus group interview. However, while 
verbal consent was gained from parents for the latter interview, written consent was not 
provided and the data has not been used. Three other children (all girls, in Foundation and 
Years 4 and 5/6), and their mums, kept photographic records of the child’s ICT use over a two-
day period. The two older ‘Log’ children and all three mums were then interviewed individually 
(the third Log pupil was not interviewed due to time constraints).  
	  
The children, for whom data was collected about their home digital activity, reported that they 
engaged in a range of digital activities and had access to different types of devices, including 
tablets, iPhone, laptops, Smart TVs and one child, a Play Station. This group of children was 
comprised of 4 girls (3 Log pupils and 1 focus group participant) and 3 boys (focus group 
participants). The practices they engaged in covered playing video games; watching films on 
Youtube and Smart TVs; chatting and sharing videos using Google Hangouts; and creating and 
sharing games on a specific website. Data from one of the teacher interviews also suggests 
that some children also made films and knew how to use Apple iMovies from home. Most of the 
children and parents said that children’s time to use digital devices was limited, which possibly 
limited the range of activities individual children engaged in and the extent to which they used 
them. In addition to this, the types of devices some children had access to, was also limited; 
some boys were not allowed particular device types, e.g. Xboxes.  
 
There seemed to be a difference between the digital activities girls and boys engaged in. 
Watching films was the preferred activity for these girls although the three older girls also 
played a small range of games including Minecraft and Mathletics. The girls who watched films 
sometimes did this for particular purposes and informed their non-digital lives. A Year 5/6 pupil 
liked to watch films about guinea pigs on You Tube, made by another girl. While her motivation 
to watch the films was to relax and ‘switch off’, she reflected that she had learnt about 
introducing new guinea pigs to existing ones, which as a guinea pig owner she had not 
considered before. Another child in Reception watched The Octonauts, an animated children’s 
series, on BBC iPlayer, and during an episode featuring a volcano she had taken a keen 
interest in these. The child’s father found a film about (real) volcanoes on You Tube which they 
watched on his Smart phone. The child watched the film(s) repeatedly alongside 
reading/looking at a book about volcanoes.  
	  
Log	  pupil	  watching	  a	  film	  about	  volcanoes	  and	  looking	  at	  a	  book	  at	  home	  
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Another child searched for Christmas music online and copied and pasted some music onto a 
word document and printed out to bring into school to prepare a singing performance as part 
of the school 'Festive Fayre'.  
	  
A	  child	  searched	  for	  music	  online	  at	  home	  to	  bring	  into	  school	  

	  
	  
The boys played a much wider variety of games than the girls, including Battlefield 4, GTA V, 
Black Ops, Call of Duty - World at War, Halo 3, 4 and 5, Skyward Sword and Triforce Warrior. 
The boys also engaged in coding to make and share games online. These boys seemed 
confident in their competencies in making games which they shared online with other users 
(presumably on the Scratch website). Two boys had ‘remixed’ (or ‘edited’) a game, which they 
had liked, created by another Scratch user. They explained that this involved editing the 
games and each child had renamed their own versions of the original game.  
 
One child shared films from You Tube with friends on Google Hangouts which they watched 
and then discussed using the online chat function.   
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In School 
School Context  
This was a community primary school in a village 10 miles outside a university city, with 
around 322 pupils aged between 3 and 11 (i.e. Foundation to Year 6). The number of boys 
(180) outweighed girls (145) by 35.  Around 2.5% of children were eligible for Free School 
Meals, although 5.9% of children had been eligible for FSM any time over the 6 years prior to 
data collection. Less than 1% of children had a statement of Special Education Needs, yet 7% 
were eligible for SEN support. The school was rated ‘Good’ by Ofsted in their last inspection in 
2013. Attainment in all assessed subjects was at or above national benchmark levels.  
 

Vision and digital spaces  
The school’s aimed for children to develop core skills in the following subject areas: Literacy, 
maths and ICT. There was a strong focus on developing children as independent, reflective 
learners and ‘Learning to Learn’ (children reflecting upon and developing 6 characteristics of a 
‘good’ learner), was core part of the curriculum. The HT linked the school’s vision for ICT to 
this in that children should be using ICT as a tool, alongside any other resource, in a self-
directed way.  This included being able to use digital devices when a child felt this would help 
them to learn in a given situation. This is suggestive of a vision where ICT is embedded in the 
school’s pedagogical approach. This was evident in teachers’ practice to some extent, although 
it seemed that ICT was only used in this way in pockets rather than across the curriculum and 
on a daily basis.  
 
ICT equipment was in short supply across the school but especially among the lower year 
groups. Across the school there were around 18 iPads, distributed among the classes as 
follows: in the Y5/6 classes there are 3 iPads per class; in the Y3-4 classes there were up to 2 
iPads per class and in the Y1-2 classes there was 1 iPad per class. Teachers sometimes 
borrowed iPads from the year group or other classes to boost numbers for a particular lesson. 
The classrooms visited by the researcher also had a laptop, desktop and IWB. There was also 
an ICT suite with 16 desktops. The HT and teachers spoken with seemed to be heading in a 
direction of using tablets rather than desktops and in purchasing more of these once funding 
became available.  
 
The overall pedagogical approach in the school seem to build particularly on the aims related 
to being independent learners and to recognise effort. The pedagogical approach is presented 
as being inspired by the work of Carol Dweck – particularly Growth Mindset – in the focus on 
effort and developing the set of learning characteristics in the school’s Learning to Learn 
principles. The Learning to Learn initiative is based on six characteristics of ideal learner: I 
have good relationships; I am reflective; I am resilient; I am a risk taker; I am resourceful; I 
am respectful. These 6 characteristics are embodied in named characters from Winnie the 
Pooh. Years 3-4 and 5-6, children have around 3 Learning to Learn lessons per week where 
they focus on developing one of the six characteristics through a given activity. While other 
characteristics are often implicit in the activity, teachers and children reflect upon one more 
overtly and assess, through discussion, how they have embodied it and how they could do so 
to a greater extent. The characteristics are also intended to underpin the rest of the 
curriculum/timetable but L2L lessons are when this is focussed upon more overtly. ICT seems 
to be used more during L2L lessons, possibly to provide affordances for children to be more 
agentive.  
 
One of the observed teachers in particular recognised and took up some of the affordances 
offered by children’s digital practises from outside school. The teacher was aware that the 
children were proficient at using iMovies from home, so that children would not need to be 
instructed on the technical aspects of using it. This allowed both the children and the teacher 
to focus on children being independent film-makers and to learn about film-making. While one 
of the teachers said ICT was used in this kind of way across the curriculum on a regular basis, 
children in one of the focus groups felt differently about this. They reported that they routinely 
had access to ICT equipment on a rota basis to play educational games such as Skeeball and 
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Mathletics. However, according to children, more 'fun' and possibly creative use of iPads was 
seen as much less frequent. In another class, children had previously made films of their 
performances of poetry which they had then watched and discussed.  

Example 1  
This was a dedicated ‘Learning to Learn’ lesson in a Year 5/6 class, which initially took place in 
the classroom. Tables were organised in 4 groups of 3 with 6-7 children on each, although the 
grouping was not based on children’s ‘ability’. The Learning Objective for the lesson was 
displayed on the IWB:  
 
I can record a version of Private Peaceful.  
LL (Learning to Learn objectives): I can work as part of a team 
Success criteria: I know my role within a film crew team; I can consider how to use iPads 
 
The teacher introduced the lesson and the task to the whole class and framed it as being about 
effective film-making and working as a team. During the lesson itself there was little talk about 
the technical aspects of using the iMovies application or the iPads and the focus was on 
different aspects of film-making, including using music, setting the scene; film-making for a 
particular audience and actors.  Children were then divided into 5 groups each with a director 
who were selected by the teacher on the basis of their ICT skills. The teacher explained that 
this enabled some children who ordinarily would not take up leadership roles to develop their 
leadership, as well as collaborative, skills. Children were instructed that they could work with 
their team in any of 5 different spaces in addition to the classroom. These were: three rooms 
adjoining to the classroom, the space immediately outside (outdoors) of the classroom and the 
field, which was a large outdoor space out of sight and earshot of the classroom. Children were 
allowed to move around between the spaces whenever they wanted to.  Children spent a large 
proportion of the lesson working on their films in their teams and the teacher went around to 
each group to observe and ask questions to stimulate children’s work. At the end of the lesson 
there was a Q & A sessions where children reflected on different aspects of their film-making 
including sound, setting, actors, music and the intended audience.  
 
A sign posted on the door to one of the rooms in which a team had decided to work 
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Example 2  

This	  was	  also	  a	  ‘Learning	  to	  Learn’	  lesson,	  this	  in	  a	  Year	  3/4	  class.	  Prior	  to	  the	  lesson,	  Teacher	  B	  explained	  
that	  she	  had	  already	  done	  the	  ‘input’	  in	  a	  previous	  lesson.	  	  When	  arrived	  in	  class,	  they	  sat	  on	  the	  carpet	  
where	  the	  teacher	  showed	  them	  a	  book	  on	  the	  IWB	  about	  the	  Bronze	  Age.	  There	  was	  a	  short	  Q	  &	  A	  session	  
where	  children	  were	  given	  the	  option	  of	  asking	  any	  questions	  before	  they	  started	  their	  task.	  Children	  then	  
moved	  on	  with	  their	  task.	  The	  Learning	  Objective:	  ‘What	  was	  life	  like	  in	  the	  Bronze	  Age?’	  and	  the	  Learning	  
to	  Learn	  focus:	  'Pooh:	  how	  resilient	  are	  you?'	  was	  displayed	  on	  each	  desk	  along	  with	  8	  research-‐related	  
tasks.	  Also	  provided,	  was	  a	  list	  of	  web	  links	  to	  safe	  websites	  for	  information	  and	  safe	  search	  engines.	  
Children	  were	  to	  complete	  3	  of	  the	  above	  tasks	  during	  the	  lesson.	  There	  was	  a	  range	  of	  available	  resources	  
for	  children	  to	  research	  with,	  including	  two	  iPads	  and	  laptops	  as	  well	  as	  non-‐digital	  resources	  including	  
laminated	  signs	  in	  different	  parts	  of	  the	  classroom	  with	  facts	  about	  the	  Bronze	  Age,	  an	  e-‐book	  on	  the	  IWB,	  
some	  printed	  pamphlets	  with	  the	  same	  info	  as	  in	  the	  e-‐book	  on	  the	  IWB	  and	  worksheets	  from	  which	  
children	  could	  cut	  out	  pictures.	  This	  reflected	  the	  teacher’s	  belief	  that	  children	  needed	  to	  learn	  how	  to	  
search	  for	  information	  using	  digital	  devices	  as	  well	  as	  non-‐digital	  resources.	  
	  
Children’s online research 
	  

	  	  
   
 
 A child wrote their research up on a laptop 
 

  

Children	  were	  ostensibly	  able	  to	  choose	  who	  they	  worked	  
with.	  Some	  worked	  alone	  whereas	  others	  teamed	  up	  in	  pairs.	  
Two	  girls	  have	  a	  laptop	  and	  search	  for	  information	  to	  answer	  
the	  questions.	  The	  two	  iPads	  were	  used	  by	  a	  small	  number	  of	  
children	  throughout	  the	  lesson	  and	  at	  least	  one	  child	  was	  
observed	  saying	  she	  ‘needed	  a	  tablet’	  but	  did	  not	  obtain	  one.	  
One	  of	  the	  pairs	  of	  children	  who	  were	  observed	  using	  the	  iPads	  
watched	  a	  film	  about	  the	  Bronze	  Age	  and	  then	  began	  to	  look	  
up	  facts,	  using	  various	  websites,	  including	  the	  BBC	  website.	  
Other	  children	  moved	  around	  the	  room	  to	  collect	  the	  facts	  
from	  the	  fact-‐sheets	  on	  the	  wall.	  Children	  were	  given	  
autonomy	  to	  choose	  media	  with	  which	  to	  display	  their	  work,	  
including	  iPads	  or	  laptops	  and	  paper.	  Some	  are	  wrote	  up	  their	  
work	  in	  the	  writing	  books	  and	  others	  used	  a	  laptop.	  	  
 


