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Video games are a significant cultural and creative force, often involving a number of art
forms, including narrative, design and audio composition. They have been the subject of a
large-scale exhibition at the Victoria and Albert museums in London and Dundee, while the
British Games Institute (BGI) was set up to support video game culture in 2019. The UK has
the sixth largest games market globally, with 37.3 million people playing games1, including
81% of 11 to 14-year-olds and 69% of 6 to 10-year-olds2. Given this popularity, it is
unsurprising that the video games industry generates considerable revenue; indeed, in the
UK, this has been forecast to overtake spend on books by 2020 (£5.5bn vs. £4.9bn)3.
The National Literacy Trust recognises the importance of technology as a tool for teaching
literacy skills, and the way that technology can be used to support and enrich the literacy lives
of children and young people is an integral part of our research and programme work. We are
keen to explore this area in more detail, and in particular, to expand our knowledge of the
impact of video games on children and young people’s literacy attitudes, behaviours and
skills. In addition, while a considerable number of international studies and reviews have
explored game-based learning4, fewer have focused specifically on video games and
children’s literacy5.
The following report outlines findings from a short survey of young people conducted in late
2019. The survey received 4,626 responses from young people aged 11 to 16 across the UK.
This was intended to serve as a preliminary investigation of young people’s literacy-related
interactions both within, and in relation to, video games. Further qualitative work is planned
to complement these early findings, to contribute to the evidence base investigating the
potential for video games to engage children and young people with literacy.
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Key findings
Video games are a popular activity for this age group, with more than 4 in 5 (83.1%) young
people responding to this survey (N=4,626) saying that they play video games. Almost all
(95.6%) boys responding to the survey said they play video games, while two-thirds (65.2%)
of girl respondents were video game players.
Findings from the survey provide a number of insights into the interactions between playing
games, reading and writing. For example, they indicate that video games can serve as a route
into stories for some young people:


3 in 5 (59.5%) video game players feel a greater sense of immersion in a story when
playing video games compared with book-based texts. This increases to almost threequarters (73.1%) of young people who say that they do not enjoy reading, suggesting
that video games play a role as an access point into the world of stories, particularly
for young people that don’t enjoy reading.

Young people’s comments further indicated that playing video games motivated wider
reading for enjoyment. For example:
“They help me appreciate stories and other arts which inspire me
to read stories.”

Playing video games was also found to motivate some young people to read for information,
while others felt it could help boost their reading confidence or support creative writing:


2 in 5 (39.5%) video game players are motivated to read to find out more about
video games and more than a third (35.3%) believe playing video games helps them
to be a better reader.
“It helps me learn new words and gives me more stuff to imagine if I ever
needed to write a story.”
“It makes you imagine more things, and you need imagination in writing.”

Many young people who play video games also read, write and talk about video games
regularly, and include a wide variety of materials in these activities:




4 in 5 (79.4%) young people who play video games read materials relating to video
games once a month. Reflecting the importance of the social aspect of gaming, ingame communication was the most popular material (39.9%). However, more than 3
in 10 (30.5%) read longer-form text (such as game reviews and blogs), while 1 in 5
video game players say that they read books (21.8%) or fan fiction6 (19.4%).
More than 3 in 5 (62.5%) video game players write something relating to video
games once a month, and 1 in 5 (22.1%) say that they enjoy writing to help other video
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game players. While scripting videos is the most popular activity (27.5%), longer-form
material such as fan fiction is written by 1 in 10 (10.8%) young people and 1 in 12
(8.0%) write blogs or articles about video games.
Young people’s comments suggest that a wide range of other writing is also taking place, from
journals, code and songs about favourite games to video game ideas and scripts:
“Sometimes I …plan out a video game idea …if I ever make my own
videogame …something that I would want to do in the future, I write things
such as scripts for the characters and how they would act.”



More than three-quarters (76.3%) of young people say they talk with their friends
about video games. Young people’s comments indicate that video game playing not
only builds social connections with peers ‘in real life’, but that ‘online’ communication
can facilitate self-expression and improve their ability to support friends:
“…helps me make friends with classmates”
“[To] talk with my friends if I feel down without having to meet up with them”
“It helps me listen to my friends more and talk to them.”

Indeed, almost two-thirds (65.0%) of video game players say that playing video games
helps them imagine being someone else, suggesting potential benefits for increased
empathy:
“Playing games can help you create your own imaginary world and
understand other people’s view of life.”

Many young people agreed that they would like more opportunities to take part in activities
linking video games and literacy, and felt this could also support their wider life skills:




3 in 5 (57.9%) video game players would like to write or design video games, while
more than 3 in 10 (31.4%) would like more opportunities to read and write about video
games in school.
3 in 5 (59.5%) also felt playing video games helps them learn how to solve problems,
and just under half (46.8%) believe that it helps them develop team-working skills:
“They help me to work as a team …and inspire me to be a good person.”

Finally, while more than half (52.7%) of survey respondents enjoy reading overall, slightly
fewer of those who play video games say that they enjoy reading (51.8% vs. 57.0%) and read
daily (29.2% vs. 34.3%) than those who don’t. Fewer video game players enjoy writing (43.1%
vs. 53.0%), and slightly fewer write daily (52.4% vs. 57.7%). This indicates a greater difference
in writing enjoyment than reading enjoyment in video game players, and some degree of
displacement, albeit less than may have been expected. It also suggests that interest in video
games could potentially be employed to support literacy skills, particularly writing.
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Introduction
The effects of video games on learning and wellbeing have been studied extensively in
recent decades7. This research has found that playing video games can have a variety of
positive and negative impacts on individuals, ranging from improving multi-tasking,
memory, attentional control, critical thinking and problem-solving techniques8 to increasing
exposure to violence, addiction and greater cortical thickness9. A common concern
expressed in relation to video game playing is the displacement of time that might
otherwise be spent on physical activity, reading or social and communication activities10.
At the same time, a considerable number of studies have examined the potential for video
games to facilitate learning and academic achievement. For example, an extensive review by
Qian and Clark (2016) concluded that video games could support the skills needed for
employment in contemporary society, such as collaboration, creativity, communication and
critical thinking. Lantz (2018) takes this one stage further, proposing that video games teach
“systems literacy (logic and procedures)”, which are needed to develop young people’s
knowledge of “how systems work to generate the complex world around us”. Other studies
have explored video games and education through the lens of gender. For example, Hosein
(2019) found that girls who play video games were three times more likely to study for a
physical STEM degree than non-game players.
Focusing on literacy, while fewer studies have explored links between video game playing and
literacy, some have evidenced positive outcomes. For example, action video game playing
was not only found to improve visual attention span and, by extension, enhance reading
performance in both adolescents and adults but also to support improved reading ability in
children with dyslexia11. Larger-scale, international research observed a positive relationship
between 15-year-olds’ gaming activity and reading attainment in 11 of 23 countries included
in the study12.
Gender differences have also been found in studies exploring video gaming and literacy. For
example, the gap between girls’ and boys’ performance in Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) reading tests was found to narrow significantly when these took
place on screen rather than paper. Researchers suggested this may in part relate to greater
experience with video gaming, improving boys’ ability to navigate digital texts (OECD, 2015,
2019). Smaller studies indicate that projects promoting video gaming in the classroom may
both encourage girls to engage in technology and motivate boys to develop their storytelling
skills13.
Our interest in the interaction between playing video games, reading and writing was in part
a reaction to responses given to one of our surveys of online reading behaviour. When young
77
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people were invited to share examples of what they read online, many mentioned texts
associated with video games, such as ‘blurb’, in-game text, dialogue and help files or
instructions, or online forums such as Discord and Reddit (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: Other screen-based reading material, young people aged 11 to 16

The number of responses indicated that many young people had considerable enthusiasm
for, and interest in, reading relating to video games and video game culture. We’ve long
known that intrinsic motivation to read is often very interest driven, so we were curious to
find out what other literacy behaviours might be linked to young people’s interest in video
games and gaming culture. Furthermore, it seemed timely to explore the potential for better
engaging young people in reading and writing by recognising this interest and enthusiasm. In
collaboration with publishing and interactive entertainment industry experts, we designed a
survey focusing on video game playing and literacy, to allow us to begin to explore any
relationships between young people’s attitudes, behaviour and confidence across these
areas.

Young people’s engagement with literacy
Reading enjoyment is associated with better reading performance (see e.g. Clark, 2019). Just
over half (52.7%) of the students responding to our survey said that they enjoy reading. This
is a somewhat higher level than may be found in comparable national surveys; for example,
in our 2019 Annual Literacy Survey, 44.9% of 11 to 16-year-olds said they enjoy reading (a 7.8
percentage point difference – see Clark and Teravainen-Goff, 2020). However, in common
with other studies, fewer of those eligible for free school meals (FSMs) enjoy reading
compared with those not eligible (43.6% vs. 53.9%) and, while almost 3 in 5 (57.6%) of girls
say that they enjoy reading, less than half (48.1%) of boys say the same.
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Video game playing, literacy attitudes and behaviours
Corroborating findings from similar surveys in this area, video game playing was popular
among the 11 to 16-year-olds responding to our survey, with more than 4 in 5 (83.1%, n =
3,561) saying they play video games. Over half (54.0%) of responses were from boys, 2 in 5
(41.0%) from girls, and the remaining 5% were ‘other’ (1.6%) or ‘would rather not say’ (3.4%).
Boys were significantly more likely to say they played video games, with almost all (95.6%)
saying they did so, compared with just under two-thirds (65.2%) of girls (see Figure 2).
Figure 2: Video game playing by gender

95.2%

65.2%
54.0%
41.0%

Boys

% of survey respondents

Girls

% of gender that play video games

Most (52.7%) respondents say that they play video games daily, two in 5 (40.2%) weekly or a
few times a week, with the remainder (7.1%) more occasional players, playing monthly or less
often. When asked how long they normally played video games for at any one time14, almost
half (49.0%) indicated that they did so for more than three hours at one time (see Figure 3).
Figure 3: Time spent playing video games
1 to 30 minutes
31 minutes to 1 hour
1 to 3 hours
More than 3 hours

5.9%
14.9%
30.1%
49.0%
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Weekdays and weekends were not specified; rather the question stated “When you play video games, how long do you
normally do this for?”
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How video games support young people’s literacy
In order to explore attitudes to video games, literacy and learning, video game players were
invited to agree or disagree with a number of statements. As shown in Figure 4, a high
proportion (3 in 5) of video game players agreed that they prefer games to books because
they feel ‘more part of the story’, indicating that for these students, video games provide
them with a greater sense of immersion in a story than book-based texts.
Figure 4: Preferences for books or video games in relation to story immersion
I prefer video games to books because I feel more
part of the story

I prefer books to games because I can imagine the
story for myself

Agree

59.5%

33.6%

Neither agree nor disagree

27.8%

33.1%

12.8%

33.3%

Disagree

Indeed, commentators have argued that when “…students read traditional books, they may
only passively engage in a story’s narrative. Conversely, as players work through complex
video games, they choose their paths and actively construct their own narratives, resulting in
deeper engagement in the story”15. That being said, among respondents to our survey, a third
of video game players said they prefer the way that book-based texts allow them to imagine
a story. This suggests that video games and books can also provide complementary (rather
than similar) cultural, imaginative and leisure experiences for some young people. At the
same time, a number of respondents feel the experience of reading books and playing games
to be similar:
“For me video games are very helpful, it is really just like reading a
book.”
“Video games help me think of [a] story in my head that I would think of
while I go to sleep.”
“Books help grow your imagination and so do games, because of all
the things you can do.”

Video game playing motivates young people to read and supports creativity
Playing video games could also be seen to inspire wider reading in some young people
responding to our survey, and to support imaginative and creative writing. Indeed, the
creative and imaginative aspects of video game playing were mentioned in more than 100
young people’s comments, some examples of which are given below:
“They help me appreciate stories and other arts which inspire me to
read stories.”
15
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“It makes you imagine more things, and you need imagination in writing
in literacy.”
“…get better vocab, have fun, create fun IRL [in real life] storylines and
games to play with friends.”
“It gives me a creative mind as I love to draw and write about games.”
“…expand your imagination and help improve by seeing others’
imaginations.”
The volume and variety of such comments suggest that there is a (perhaps somewhat
surprising) amount and variety of creativity and writing happening around games that could
perhaps be better supported. For example, several students said that they write diaries or
journals about their video game playing, while others mentioned writing code, maps or even
songs about their favourite games. A number had even been inspired to write their own ideas
and scripts for games:
“I take ideas from video games and sometimes make up my own.”
“I write AUs [alternative universes], depending on the game. For
example, if the game I decide to write about is a shooter …then I'd
replace a few characters and change the events that happen.”
“Sometimes I …plan out a video game idea …if I ever make my own
videogame, it is like something that I would want to do in the future, I
write things such as scripts for the characters and how they would act.”
In addition, it is worth noting that most of the comments featured are from boys, as more
boys report low reading and writing enjoyment and engagement than girls, particularly boys
in the 11 to 16-year-old age group featured in this survey.

Reading relating to video games
Following findings from our earlier survey relating to young people’s reading related to video
games (see p.5), we were also interested to find out what percentage of young people who
play video games might also read or write video game-related texts in their free time.
Academics have observed reading to be “an important (albeit often hidden) component of
participation in video game culture” (Steinkuehler, 2011). In one US study, researchers found
that struggling adolescent readers were able to read an average of six grades above their
usual ability when offered texts relating to video games (ibid.). The author noted such texts
often consisted of “academic language and complex structure” but “because they are
interest-driven …have an important advantage over assigned (school-related) tasks, especially
for struggling readers”. Subsequent researchers have also pointed out similarities between
digital game “paratexts” and conventional written texts16, suggesting that the former could
therefore be used effectively in the classroom setting.
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It is clear that a considerable amount of reading relating to video games is taking place.
Indeed, 4 in 5 (79.4%) young people read materials relating to video games at least once a
month, with video game players reading an average of 4.4 different materials (SD = 2.83).
Although many gamers communicate verbally (i.e. over headsets), a significant percentage
(39.9%) regularly read in-game communication from other players, indicating that the social
aspect of gaming is an important part of the experience (see Figure 5).
Figure 5: Reading related to video games
In-game text (e.g. dialogue, subtitles)

42.7%

In-game text communication (e.g.
messages to other players)

39.9%

Video game reviews

38.4%

Patch notes

32.4%

Blogs or news articles about video
games

30.5%

Game guides/ FAQs about a game

28.9%

Guidance/ walkthroughs

28.7%

‘Blurb’ (e.g. on streaming sites or back of
box)
Forums (e.g. Discord, Reddit)
Books about video games
None of the above
Fan fiction (stories relating to a video
game)

25.8%
24.3%
21.8%
20.6%
19.4%

Practical, informational text (such as patch notes17, guides and blurb) are also popular reading
material for young video game players, but comparatively long-form text (such as reviews and
blogs) are also read by more than 3 in 10 of those that play video games. In addition, more
than a fifth of video game players say that they read books about video games regularly, and
just under a fifth read fan fiction. As mentioned, this is notable given the age group of the
respondents to this survey, with 11 to 16-year-olds reporting much lower levels of reading
engagement than their younger counterparts18.
When invited to comment further about any reading they did relating to video games that
had not been suggested already, the majority of comments (47) mentioned magazines (e.g.
“Magazines based on games that give advice, tutorials and that showcase creations by other
17

Updates, fixes or improvements
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players.”) Clearly, this is an important format and source of information for many young video
game players. In addition, some young people mentioned less informational texts, such as
“Comics that are based in game universes”, and specific branded series such as Assassin’s
Creed titles. Some felt the genre of their preferred reading mirrored their favoured video
game themes, with one student stating, “I read a lot of science fiction, which in a way I guess
could be related to video games, as a lot of the topics covered are just like the games I play.”

Writing relating to video games
Fewer young people write than read content related to video games, however, more than 3
in 5 (62.5%) do write something relating to video games at least once a month, writing on
average 2.2 different materials (SD = 1.68). The most common writing activity relates to
TikToks (videos), and a further 1 in 6 (15.9%) say that they regularly write a video game vlog,
suggesting that scripting videos is a popular writing activity among young people in this age
group (see Figure 6). At the same time, more than 1 in 10 young people say that they write
fan fiction (stories relating to video games) and 1 in 12 write blogs or articles about video
games, indicating that a high proportion of young people participate in longer-form writing
relating to video games on a regular basis.
Figure 6: Writing related to video games
I don’t write anything related
to video games

37.5%

TikToks

27.5%

In-game text communication
(e.g. messages to other players)

25.6%

Video game vlogs

15.9%

Forums (e.g. Discord, Reddit)

14.1%

Fan fiction (stories relating to a
video game)

10.8%

Game guides/ FAQs about a
game

9.2%

Guidance/ walkthroughs

8.7%

Blogs or news articles about
video games
Video game reviews

8.0%
3.8%

Reflecting research on the importance of interest in reading motivation (see e.g. Clark and
Phythian-Sence, 2011), 2 in 5 (39.5%) of video game players say that they are motivated to
read to find out more about video games generally, while slightly fewer (27.8%) read
specifically to improve their video gaming skills (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Video games, reading and writing
I read to find out more about video games

39.5%

23.6%

37.0%

If it wasn't for video games I would probably read
more

39.2%

25.3%

35.3%

31.5%

33.3%

I think video games help me to be a better reader
I read to become better at video games
I enjoy writing things to help other people who play
games (e.g. in forums)
Agree

35.3%

27.8%

22.1%

Neither agree nor disagree

22.0%

27.6%

50.3%

50.3%

Disagree

Nevertheless, 2 in 5 also agree that if it weren’t for video games, they would probably read
more (39.2% vs. 35.3% who disagree). At the same time, a very marginally higher percentage
believe that video games help them be a better reader (35.3% vs. 33.3% who disagree). Some
said video game playing had more specific benefits for their vocabulary, spelling and reading
practice:
“It helps me learn new words and gives me more stuff to imagine if I
ever needed to write a story.”
“Video games that include dialogue help me with spelling.”
“It helps you read better if it has subtitles.”
While one dyslexic student believed playing ‘story quest’-type games supported their
reading:
“Helps with my dyslexia and to see the story and to read better if it’s a
story quest”
This reflects findings highlighted by practitioners, which have suggested that the more
limited text in digital games can be easier for some students to visually perceive and track,
and that vocabulary may be more easily learned through gameplay, particularly in questbased games.19
It is also worth noting that more than 1 in 5 (22.1%) say they enjoy writing to help other video
game players. Commentators have noted that contributing to games-related sites online
provides young people with an authentic and knowledgeable audience20, and the enjoyment
of writing things to help others may be hinted at in young people’s comments about talking
about video games, which, as an ‘expert’ subject, may boost their confidence when
communicating with others:

19
20

See e.g. Kaltman (2017)
See e.g. Steinkuhler, as cited by Thompson (2014)
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“It helps with my self-confidence when I’m able to talk to others. The
ability to teach others…”

Video games, connectedness and empathy
Video games appear to be a very popular topic of conversation for young people, with more
than three-quarters (76.3%) saying they talk with their friends about video games (see Figure
8). By comparison, fewer than 3 in 10 (29.4%) say that they discuss books with their friends.
Figure 8: Video games, books and talk
I talk with my friends about video games
I talk with my friends about books

Agree

76.3%

29.4%

11.2% 12.5%

20.5%

Neither agree nor disagree

50.1%

Disagree

Comments from young people on this topic also suggested that, for some, video game playing
supports communication and social connections with their peers ‘in real life’:
“[To] have something to talk about with friends.”
“[So] friends will talk to me in the playground.”
Comments relating to ‘online’ communication indicate that both talking about, and talking
within, video games (i.e. in-game communication) helped some young people to deepen their
connections with peers, facilitate self-expression and increase their ability to support friends:
“[To] talk with my friends if I feel down without having to meet up with
them.”
“It helps me listen to my friends more and talk to them.”
Indeed, more than 100 comments related to a sense of connectedness, emphasising
communication, friends and socialising, for example:
“Helps [me] to communicate with others and make new friends.”
“Feel more a part of a community.”
“I learn new words from video games and I can meet friends of friends.
I'm not social, but it helps.”
When asked about other aspects of video game playing, almost two-thirds (65.0%) of young
people agreed that it helped them imagine being someone else, echoing findings relating to
feeling ‘immersed in a story’ and suggesting potential benefits for increasing empathy (see
Figure 9).
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Figure 9: Other potential benefits of video games
Video games help me to...
...imagine what it's like to be
someone else

65.0%

...learn how to solve problems

59.5%

...stay in touch with friends

58.9%

...work as a team
none of the above

46.8%
9.2%

Young people’s comments provided more context for some of these findings, for example,
with regard to empathy:
“[Playing games] shows me different perspectives from different
people.”
“Playing games can help you create your own imaginary world and
understand other people’s view of life.”
Given the many concerns around video game playing and more negative outcomes, it is
perhaps somewhat surprising to learn that video games can support emotional literacy and
wellbeing. It would, again, perhaps be instructive to explore more deeply the mechanisms
behind this, for example, what elements of games might most positively affect empathy (e.g.
first person viewpoints, immediacy, etc.)
In common with findings from a number of studies, 3 in 5 (59.5%) felt playing video games
helped them learn how to solve problems, considered to be an essential skill for the future
workplace. Indeed, commentators have suggested that, as “games force you to decide, to
choose…all the intellectual benefits of gaming derive from this fundamental virtue, because
learning how to think is ultimately about…weighing evidence, analysing situations”21.
Supporting social relationships, such as staying in touch with friends, was also a benefit
identified by almost 3 in 5 (58.9%) young people, while just under half (46.8%) believe that
playing video games helps them develop team-working skills. Problem solving and teamwork
were often mentioned together, with some comments also referring to related skills such as
focus, resilience and trust:
“Playing video games helps me solve problems as a team.”
“They help me to work as a team, help me to concentrate and inspire
me to be a good person.”

21

Johnson (2016).
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“Navigation and teamwork – ways to improve and how to learn from
mistakes.”
“It helps me build trust in my teammates if I'm playing squads and I put
my trust in them to help.”
When invited to share anything else they felt video games might help them to do, comments
could be seen to fall into 16 broad categories: agency, communication, concentration,
creativity, empathy, entertainment, escapism, family, friends, hand-eye coordination,
imagination, interests, learning, literacy, relaxation and teamwork (see Figure 10).
Figure 10: Young people’s perceptions of wider benefits of video games

Unsurprisingly, many young people see playing video games simply as a source of fun, while
others focused more on the learning aspects of video game playing, for example:
“It’s entertainment in my free time.”
“Sometimes while playing games it involves using my brain and I think
it makes me more intelligent.”
However, a high number of comments shared how video games help some young people to
either deal with, or escape from, stress or difficult emotions:
“Helps to relax. If I'm stressed or nervous, I play a relaxing game and
it helps to calm me down.”
“Helps me release my anger”
“It’s a way for me to escape all my sadness …I think it helps my mental
health”
“Be happy and laugh. Be a different person to who you are in real life.
A new world...”
“…take a break from everything else and get lost in Hyrule (The
Legend of Zelda) or the Ruins or Hotland (Undertale)”

14

For other respondents, playing video games was seen as an opportunity to strengthen family
relationships:
“…to talk to my dad as he likes video games so then he can bond”
“…spend more time playing with siblings rather than sitting in a corner
and reading a book”
“Video games help me stay in touch with my cousin as he lives
hundreds of miles away.”
Other young people mentioned that video game playing had stimulated other hobbies and
interests, as much as helping them with interests they already had:
“Once I started playing World of Tanks, I developed an obsession with
tanks from WW2 and built my own.”
“Videogames have got me into many hobbies like electronics and
design and my love for superheroes.”
Finally, more than 30 comments indicated that many young people felt that video games
helped their hand-eye coordination, and that these skills helped them in other areas of life:
“Coordination, communication, imagination”
“It helps my concentration and hand-eye coordination, both of which I
use in art, which I love”

Video game playing and wider life skills
An important part of this pilot survey was to ask young people questions designed to help
inform potential programmatic work linking literacy and video gaming. While we aim to
supplement this with more in-depth, qualitative work, it was interesting to note that 3 in 5
(57.9%) students said they would be keen to write or design video games, and 3 in 10 (31.4%)
would like more opportunities to read and write about video games in school. In addition,
almost half (48.9%) of students believed they learned important facts from video games.
Figure 10: Attitudes to video games, reading and writing

I would like to write or design video games myself

I learn important facts from video games

I would like more opportunities to read and write
about video games

Agree

57.9%

20.5%

48.9%

31.4%

Neither agree nor disagree

28.2%

28.7%

21.6%

22.8%

39.8%

Disagree
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Comments suggested that the kinds of things young people felt that they learned from games
spanned from general knowledge, history and languages, to what to expect in a natural (or
supernatural) disaster:
“It helps you learn different languages and some games are related to
history”
“It sometimes teaches me things that I wouldn't learn in school”
“…Like my X-Plane 10 Flight Simulator, I learned a lot about planes”
“…it would help you to know what a zombie outbreak or natural
disaster would be like”
Not all young people felt they learned important facts, however. One student stated:
“Playing video games makes [my] brain turn to mush!”

Young people’s feelings about literacy and video gaming
Finally, all survey respondents were invited to share three words that described reading
books, and three that described playing video games. As can be seen in Figure 11, the top
word was ‘fun’, narrowly followed by ‘bored’ and ‘interesting’.
Figure 11: What three words would you use to describe reading books?

A number of similarities may be seen in words used to describe playing video games (see
Figure 12).
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Figure 12: What three words would you use to describe playing video games?

In this case, the top three words were ‘fun’, ‘exciting’ and ‘bored’, perhaps not as dissimilar
to reading books as might have been expected. Indeed, comparing the top 10 words that
young people used to describe each activity, ‘fun’, ‘bored’, ‘interesting’, ‘exciting’, ‘enjoyful’
and ‘good’ appear in both top 10 lists. However, ‘imagine’, ‘relax’, ‘calm’ and ‘creative’ appear
only in the top 10 for reading books, while ‘amazing’, ‘interesting’, ‘entertain’, ‘addicted’ (also
used to describe reading, but by fewer children), and ‘cool’ appear only in the top 10 for video
game playing. This suggests that while both activities are either ‘fun’ or ‘boring’ for young
people, reading is more likely to be associated with ‘imagination’ and ‘relaxation’, and playing
video games with ‘amazement’ and ‘interest’.
Notably, however, when asked about the benefits of playing video games, many of the words
used reflected those used to describe reading books, such as ‘calm’ and ‘relaxation’,
‘creativity’ and ‘imagination’, indicating that some young people feel they get several of the
benefits of reading from video game playing. Indeed, it is striking to note the degree to which
much of a recent description of what children get from book reading22 corresponds to the
reasons given for young people for video game playing in this survey:
“For many, book reading offers an immersive experience; an
opportunity to explore fictional worlds or spend time with new or
familiar fictional friends. For these children and young people, reading
offers an opportunity for absorption and escapism. Others read
because books bring happiness, laughter or an opportunity to connect
with friends. Some choose books that will give them a thrill, while
others see reading as a time to relax. Reading also offers opportunities
to develop empathy, see things from others’ perspectives, learn about
new topics or pursue favourite interests.”

22

See Sarah McGeown’s foreword to Topping (2020), What Kids Are Reading, London: Renaissance Learning
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Playing video games and reading and writing enjoyment and frequency
Looking now at whether young people who play video games have different levels of reading
engagement than those who don’t, it can be seen that slightly fewer of those who play video
games say that they enjoy reading (51.8% vs. 57.0%) and read daily (29.2% vs. 34.3%)
compared with those who do not. However, a larger percentage point gap between these
groups might have been expected, suggesting that the issue of video game players not
enjoying reading may be less of a concern than might have been predicted. Nevertheless,
more of those who play video games for three hours or longer say they do not enjoy reading
compared with those who play for shorter periods (see Figure 13).
Figure 13: Time spent playing video games and reading enjoyment
1 to 30 minutes

31 minutes to 1 hour

6.8%
4.8%

16.4%
12.8%

Enjoy reading
Don’t enjoy reading

1 to 3 hours

More than 3 hours

33.1%
26.1%

43.6%
56.4%

No significant differences were found between young people who play video games and those
who do not in terms of how long they read for. For example, both groups are equally likely to
say that they read for more than 30 minutes at a time (35.0% of video game players say they
do this, compared with 33.9% of non-video game players). However, fewer video game
players say that they choose to read daily in their free time daily (29.2% vs. 34.3%), and in
addition, fewer enjoy writing (43.1% vs. 53.0%) or write daily (52.4% vs. 57.7%). This indicates
a greater difference in writing enjoyment than reading enjoyment in video game players, and
some degree of displacement, albeit less than may have been expected.

Young people who do and do not enjoy reading
Acknowledging that reading enjoyment is associated with reading attainment, responses
from young people who do and do not enjoy reading were compared. Our survey found that
more young people who do not enjoy reading play video games daily than those that do enjoy
reading (59.1%, vs. 46.8%), and that more of this group play video games for over 3 hours at
any one time (59.1% vs. 46.8%). In addition, almost three-quarters (73.1%) of young people
who do not enjoy reading feel ‘more part of the story’ when playing video games, compared
with under half (47.1%) of those who do enjoy reading (see Figure 14).
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Figure 14: Video games, books and talk by reading enjoyment levels
74.4%
78.2%

I talk with my friends about video games
I prefer video games to books because I feel more
part of the story
I prefer books to games because I can imagine the
story for myself
I talk with my friends about books

Enjoy reading

47.1%

18.9%
12.1%

73.1%

47.0%
45.2%

Don't enjoy reading

As can be seen above, young people who say that they enjoy reading are just as likely to say
that they prefer video games (47.1%) as to say they prefer books (47.0%) with regard to their
sense of story immersion. This emphasises the role of video games as an access point into the
world of stories for young people that don’t enjoy reading.
Furthermore, more young people who do not enjoy reading believe video games help them
to be a better reader (see Figure 15); over a third (36.5%) of less keen readers are motivated
to read to find out more about video games, and a quarter (24.5%) to become better at video
games. This suggests that interest in video games can provide powerful motivation for young
people who are otherwise disengaged readers.
Figure 15: Video games, reading and writing by reading enjoyment levels
32.1%

I think video games help me to be a better reader

42.2%
36.5%

I read to find out more about video games
If it wasn't for video games I would probably read
more

33.1%

I read to become better at video games

24.5%

I enjoy writing things to help other people who play
games (e.g. in forums)
Enjoy reading

38.8%

44.9%

30.7%

23.1%
20.9%
Don't enjoy reading

Nevertheless, while more than 2 in 5 young people who enjoy reading agree that if it wasn’t
for video games they would probably read more, a third of those who don’t enjoy reading
agree with this statement.
At the same time, as shown in Figure 16, a somewhat similar percentage of those who do not
enjoy reading as those who enjoy reading choose to read longer-form text such as video game
reviews and fan fiction.
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Figure 16: Video game-related reading material by reading enjoyment level
Video game reviews

36.1%

Blogs or news articles about video games

33.6%

27.3%

Game guides/ FAQs about a game

25.6%

Forums (e.g. Discord, Reddit)

21.8%

Books about video games

17.3%

Fan fiction (stories relating to a video game)

17.3%

Enjoy reading

40.6%

32.0%

26.6%

26.1%
22.9%

Don't enjoy reading

Some differences were found with regard to video game types preferred by those who
enjoy reading and those who do not (see Figure 17).
Figure 17: Video game types played by reading enjoyment level
Shooters

59.1%
62.1%

Creative (e.g. Minecraft)
52.4%
50.1%

Driving and racing
Sports (e.g. FIFA)

42.5%

49.5%

44.6%

Action/ adventure

55.4%

39.2%
36.7%

Fighting

31.8%

Puzzle/ matching

39.5%

29.8%
29.8%

Simulator
Management

26.9%
28.6%

Fitness

25.0%
28.0%

Strategy

20.7%
25.2%

Narrative/story-based

19.6%
24.6%

Role-playing

61.3%

51.3%

17.1%
21.7%
Don't enjoy

Enjoy
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For example, more young people who do not enjoy reading say that they play shooters and
sports-based games, while more of those who enjoy reading play creative, action/ adventure,
puzzle, fitness, strategy, narrative and role-playing games. There were no significant
differences in relation to driving, simulation, fighting and management-based games.
Finally, relatively similar levels of consensus are found between those who do and do not
enjoy reading with regard to the appeal of writing or designing video games themselves, and
opportunities to read and write about video games (see Figure 18). This suggests some
promise for those seeking to engage all young people, including less keen readers and writers,
with literacy by linking it to writing or designing, or reading and writing about, video games.
Figure 18: Attitudes to video games, reading and writing by reading enjoyment level
60.3%
55.2%

I would like to write or design video games myself
I would like more opportunities to read and write
about video games
Enjoy reading

33.6%
29.1%
Don't enjoy reading

The influence of age, gender and socioeconomic background
Reading enjoyment and frequency are associated with better reading performance, however
research shows that both decline with age and that boys spend less time reading for
enjoyment, less time on homework and more time playing video games than girls (OECD,
2015; Sizmur et al., 2019). Studies (e.g. Clark, 2019) have also found that socioeconomic
background can influence reading enjoyment and frequency. As this survey focused on
secondary-aged students we might expect to see low reading enjoyment overall, and for boys
and those eligible for free school meals to be less keen and frequent readers than girls and
those not eligible for free school meals.
The greatest number of differences between groups in this survey were found in relation to
gender. Fewer boys than girls said they enjoy reading (48.1% vs. 57.6%) and writing (38.0%
vs. 53.2%), and fewer read (52.3% vs. 58.7%) and write daily (50.5% vs. 57.7% - see Figure 19).
Figure 19: Reading and writing enjoyment, frequency and video game playing by gender
95.6%
57.6%
48.1%

53.2%
38.0%

58.7%
52.3%

57.7%
50.5%

65.2%

61.0%
35.6%

35.9%
15.1%

Enjoy reading

Enjoy writing

Read daily

Write daily
Boys

Girls

Play video
games

Play video
games daily

Play video
games for 3+
hours
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With regard to video game players only, fewer boys who play video games enjoy reading
compared with boys who do not; however, the difference between girls who play video games
and those who do not is less pronounced. Indeed, a marginally higher percentage of girls who
play video games enjoy reading compared with those who do not (see Figure 20).
Figure 20: Percentage of video game players (VGPs) and non-video game players (nVGPs) who
enjoy reading in 2019 by gender, key stage and FSM uptake
57.6%

58.1%

63.4%
56.6%

47.8%

Boys VGPs

Boys nVGPs

Girls VGPs

Girls nVGPs

52.2%

KS3 VGPs

Gender

55.4%

KS3 nVGPs

49.9%

KS4 VGPs

59.4%
52.8%

KS4 nVGPs

44.5%

41.5%

FSM VGPs

FSM - nFSM - nFSM nVGPs VGPS nVGPs

Key stages

FSM uptake

Similarly, with regard to students eligible for free school meals, those who play video games
are marginally more likely to say that they enjoy reading compared with those eligible for
FSMs who don’t play video games, while in those not eligible for FSMs this pattern is reversed.
As can be seen in Figure 21, similar patterns are found in relation to daily reading, with slightly
fewer boys who play video games reading daily compared with their peers who do not play
video games and the difference between girls being once again less pronounced. Differences
between video game players and non-video game players’ daily reading by age are also slight.
However, as with reading enjoyment, students eligible for FSMs who play video games are
more likely to say that they read daily compared with those eligible for FSMs who don’t play
video games, while again, among students not eligible for FSMs, the pattern is reversed.
Figure 21: Percentage of VGPs and nVGPs who read daily in their free time in 2019 by gender,
key stage and FSM uptake

52.1%

56.5%

59.4%

57.6%

54.4%

57.8%

54.8%

55.2%

54.6%

53.5%

58.6%

41.5%

Boys - Boys - Girls VGPs nVGPs VGPs
Gender

Girls nVGPs

KS3 VGPs

KS3 nVGPs

KS4 VGPs

Key stages

KS4 nVGPs

FSM VGPs

FSM - nFSM - nFSM nVGPs VGPS nVGPs
FSM uptake
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Taken together, these findings suggest that while fewer young people who play video games
say that they enjoy reading overall, this is less the case for girls and those eligible for free
school meals.
In terms of type of video game favoured, more boys than girls played all types of games with
the exception of puzzle and fitness games, which were played by more girls than boys (see
Figure 22).
Figure 22: Game types played by gender
Shooters

74.6%

27.4%

Creative (e.g. Minecraft)
Sports (e.g. FIFA)

61.6%

22.3%

Driving and racing

49.4%

19.7%

Action/ adventure

45.8%

22.4%

Simulator

34.2%

21.2%

33.0%
36.9%

Puzzle/ matching

29.5%
23.0%

Management

Narrative/story-based

29.3%

12.3%
14.4%

25.8%
23.3%
28.7%

Fitness
Roleplaying

60.9%

35.1%

Fighting

Strategy

68.2%

45.8%

20.8%
15.3%
Boy

Girl

Boys who do and do not enjoy reading and attitudes to video games and
literacy
Turning to boys who do and do not enjoy reading, more than half (55.4%) of those who enjoy
reading agree with the statement: “I prefer video games to books because I feel more part of
the story.” While this may seem a relatively high percentage among boys that enjoy reading,
this increases to more than three-quarters (77.0%) of boys who do not enjoy reading.
Conversely, this group are only half as likely to agree that “I prefer books to games as I can
imagine the story for myself” (15.8% vs. 38.2%).
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Fewer differences were found between girls who enjoy reading and those who do not. Both
groups were equally likely to play video games (66.0% of girls who enjoy reading play video
games vs. 64.6% of girls who don’t enjoy reading). However, echoing the findings for boys,
girls who don’t enjoy reading were almost twice as likely to agree that “I prefer video games
to books because I feel more part of the story” (63.2% vs. 33.0% - see Figure 23). Again, this
reversed in relation to the statement: “I prefer books to games as I can imagine the story for
myself” (27.0% vs. 62.0%).
Figure 23: Attitudes to video games and literacy by gender and reading enjoyment
77.0%
63.2%

55.4%
33.0%

62.0%
38.2%
27.0%
15.8%

Boys enjoy
reading

Boys don't enjoy

Girls - Girls - don't Boys enjoy
enjoy
enjoy
reading
reading

I prefer video games to books because I feel
more part of the story

Boys don't enjoy

Girls - Girls - don't
enjoy
enjoy
reading

I prefer books to games as I can imagine the
story for myself

Discussion and next steps
An ever-growing body of research focuses on the potential negative impacts of technology
use on children and young people. In addition, much existing research focuses on non-specific
‘screen time’, considered in terms of quantity rather than quality, or relates to informationbased content rather than exploring the extent to which technology may support creativity,
access to fiction or storytelling. While it is essential that the potential disadvantages of
technology use are thoroughly explored, a recent report by the Royal College of Psychiatrists23
asserts that there is also an urgent need for:
“…good-quality longitudinal studies which explore …how technology
can be harnessed for its positive benefits in children and young people
to improve or maintain wellbeing”
As may be seen from this brief, introductory survey, video game playing is not only extremely
popular among 11 to 16-year-olds, but many of these young people perceive that video games
hold benefits for their imagination and creativity. Findings also indicate that video game
playing can increase young people’s sense of immersion in stories, help them imagine being
someone else, help them deal with stress and difficult emptions, and improve communication
and connectedness with peers through shared cultural references. This suggests that video
game playing has the potential to contribute to, as well as detract from, positive mental
wellbeing for many young people.
23

Dubicka & Theodosiou, 2020
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Regarding literacy in particular, findings from this survey indicate that video games may serve
as a route into stories for some young people, encouraging and supporting a wide range of
reading, including longer-form texts such as fan fiction. More than a third even felt that
playing video games helped them become better readers, for example by inspiring them to
read stories and exposing them to new vocabulary. As noted, this is perhaps more remarkable
when the age group of survey respondents, and their average levels of reading engagement,
are taken into account.
Furthermore, it would seem that playing video games encourages a variety of creative writing,
from scripting videos and character dialogue to writing songs about favourite games. Many
young people also enjoyed writing to help other video game players, suggesting forums
provide an authentic purpose and audience for this group, and the potential for interest in
video game playing to be leveraged for creation as well as consumption. Several respondents
also made links between video games and ‘in real life’ hobbies, interests and reading
preferences, indicating that game playing is often one of many complementary activities
enjoyed by young people in their leisure time. This recalls Professor Jackie Marsh’s work
exploring links between traditional and digital play cultures, and the connections between
physical and digital game playing in children’s imagination and practice24.
In addition, many young people felt that playing video games improved the skills they might
expect to need for future employability, such as problem solving and teamwork. Interestingly,
a significant percentage of respondents to our survey say that they would be keen to write or
design video games, while some would like more opportunities to read and write about video
games in school. The UK games industry is considered to be a leading player in the use of
gaming in education25, with a fifth of developers producing serious or educational games. At
the same time, academics have called for more research into the successful implementation
of games in classroom practice26 and how curricular design can better accommodate the
affordances of games. Exploring opportunities for partnership work between industry,
publishing, academic and literacy experts could therefore be a fruitful next step 27.
It is hoped that the findings from this survey may be used to support the development of new
programmatic responses and the evaluation of these responses to better evidence the
potentially positive effects of video game playing on literacy skills. The increasing popularity
of video gaming in the UK suggests it may be a helpful tool in future-proofing a response to
low literacy levels, while supporting 21st century skills such as creativity, collaboration,
communication and critical thinking. Further qualitative work is planned to complement these
early findings to enable us to develop approaches rooted in consultation with teachers and
young people, and thus provide an authentic route into literacy for young people currently
most disengaged with reading and writing.
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See, e.g. https://darecollaborative.net/2018/11/14/playing-the-archive/
https://ukie.org.uk
26
E.g. Kuhn (2018)
27
See e.g. Van Eck (2006), Clark et al., (2016) and Kuhn (2018)
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Respondent characteristics
Our survey was directed at students aged 11 to 16. Almost 4 in 5 (79.1%) responses were from
young people in KS3, while the remaining fifth (20.9%) were from KS4. More than half (54.0%)
of responses were from boys, 2 in 5 (41.0%) from girls, and the remaining 5% were ‘other’
(1.6%) or ‘would rather not say’ (3.4%). Almost 1 in 10 (9.7%) respondents were eligible for
free school meals (FSMs), while 84.1% were not eligible (5.2% didn’t know and 1.1% would
rather not say).
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