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Abstract 

Digital learning must move beyond tools and skills to meaningfully engage people and help them 

understand digital technologies and AI in their everyday lives. This paper explores how 

conversation games can support data literacy development in adult learning education setting. 

Empirical examples are drawn from a case study conducted in a data literacy workshop attended 

by continuing education students from diverse professional backgrounds. The workshop used 

analogue games as a key learning activity to raise awareness about data creation, digital footprints 

and data types. The games can be characterised as conversation games because they utilise social 

interaction reflective dialogue as key learning mechanics. Students’ reflections on learning 

experiences were collected through paper questionnaires with quantitative and qualitative 

questions after playing the games. After thematic analysis of 62 student responses, three themes 

were constructed regarding the educational value of conversation games: (1) Inclusive and safe 

learning environment, (2) dialogic, two-way communication, and (3) social connections.  

The key argument is that conversation games offer a potential for advancing digital learning due 

to their inherently social nature. Informed by sociomaterial and networked learning theoretical 

perspectives, learning is understood as emerging through everyday actions and activities situated 

within social and material contexts. This paper argues that the conversational and turn-taking 

format of analogue games created productive networked learning situations through encouraging 

social connections, and dialogic talking and thinking. The paper concludes that the rule-based 

interaction and informal sociality of conversation games represent a valuable and productive 

game-based learning modality for developing digital and data literacies, particularly because 

digital practices themselves are fundamentally socially embedded and motivated. 
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Introduction 
 

While policy priorities aim to foster quality and inclusive digital learning, overall digital skill levels across Europe 

remain low, highlighting the ongoing need for further education and training (Datatilsynet, 2024; European 

Commission, 2023). To help people understand digital and data-driven technologies in everyday situations, digital 

learning initiatives must move beyond technical solutions and individual skills. In this paper, we explore how 

conversation games can support awareness of digital data through offering inclusive, relevant, and engaging 

training opportunities.  

The paper follows a sociomaterial, networked learning perspective on game-based activities as embedded in social 

and material practice (Castañeda et al., 2024), exploring games’ potential as social spaces for reflection, and 

shared meaning-making. Since many digital practices are deeply socially motivated, the informal sociality and 

playfulness of analogue conversation games offer an effective, engaging path to build foundational digital 

literacies and a shared understanding of digital technologies. 

 

Conversation games for learning 
 

In this paper, conversation games are understood as card or tabletop games that use questions and tasks designed 

to prompt meaningful dialogue as a core game mechanic. While these games are typically used to foster reflection, 

communication, and social interaction between players, they do not necessarily aim at learning or understanding 
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as explicit outcomes. In informal contexts, they could appear as ‘party-’ and ‘ice breaker’ games, or ‘conversation 

cards’, used to promote closeness and address communication challenges (Potočnik, 2024). Meanwhile, 

conversation games have also been successfully used in formal educational settings. They have, for instance been 

used to support the development of academic discussion skills (e.g. Reese & Wells, 2007), trust-development 

(Depping et al., 2016), and to facilitate discussions around difficult topics, such as death (Van Scoy et al., 2016). 

Following McEwan et al. (2012), the formalised turn-taking and rule-based social interactions in games can be 

seen as creating an abstract distance that offers a safe space for exploring practices from other contexts. 

Simultaneously, the social activities generated in games can be understood as ‘legitimate forms of human contact 

which create a shared experience through an (albeit stylized) form of human interaction’ (McEwan et al., 2012, 

p.555).  

Following this, conversation-focused games offer exciting educational potential for developing data literacy and 

support digital transformation. 

 

Research Context  
 

The empirical examples in this paper are drawn from a study of an after-education data literacy workshop informed 

by a case study research approach (Simons, 2009). The workshops were in-person, optional events offered to 

complement the online teaching. Six workshops were organised in the spring semester of 2024 and attended by 

78 students from diverse professional backgrounds. Analogue data literacy learning games were used as part of 

the teaching and the students spent around two hours playing the games, including introduction and de-briefing 

sessions with further discussions and reflections. The aim of the workshop was to enable students to interact face-

to-face with their peers, engage in interdisciplinary collaboration, and discuss the data literacy concepts they had 

studied online.  

The empirical data were collected after the students had played two analogue learning games. We provided paper 

questionnaires, with some quantitative and some open-ended, qualitative questions about the participants’ learning 

experiences and how the games contributed to these experiences. Participation was voluntary and informed, with 

62 students deciding to take part. We conducted a thematic analysis of the open-ended answers, constructing 

themes from recurrent topics in the material (Braun et al., 2018). 

 

Two data literacy learning games 
 

The first game, Game of Phones, is a turn-based game, played in groups of 4 to 6, using a deck of playing cards 

and the players’ digital device (DALI, 2023). It is designed to promote digital participation and asks players to 

use internet search skills to look for specific items online in the form of images, videos, websites, and music 

tracks. One player takes the role of the judge, picks a card and reads it to the others, for instance: ‘Find an image 

of your favourite breakfast’. Then, after 1 minute, each player takes turns in sharing what they found, and the 

judge decides the winner. During the workshop, this game generated positive group interaction almost 

immediately, and thus appeared to serve as a social catalyst. During the debrief, the workshop-facilitators initiated 

group reflections about what data could have been created by the players’ search activity during the game, with 

the aim of raising curiosity and awareness that we constantly create information or data footprints when interacting 

with digital devices.  

The second game, Data Iceberg, is a memory game that uses a deck of cards and individual player boards that 

aims to raise awareness about visible and invisible data types (DALI, 2023; SLATE, 2024). Spaces on the 

individual player board represent different categories of data. Players first need to find a matching pair, which 

when placed together form a story. The player then needs to recognise data creation in the story and categorise it 

to the correct type of data on their player board. During the workshop, the players engaged in discussions and 

collaboration while they categorised the pairs, even though it is a competitive game. 

By incorporating questions and rules that promote turn-taking, interaction and sharing reflections as key game 

mechanics, the two games can be categorised as ‘conversation games’. Both games used were initially designed 

through the Data Literacy for Citizenship project (DALI, 2024), before being further developed in the Delta i 

Data! project (Klykken & Barendregt, 2025).  
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A sociomaterial, networked perspective on digital learning and 
games  
 

Sociomaterial theories foreground social practice as maintained and shared through relational, bodily, discursive, 

and material enactments (Hopwood, 2016). From this perspective, learning occurs through everyday actions and 

activities. While each enactment of an activity is unique and situated, over time, each enactment has consequences 

that create and restrict future opportunities for later actions and activities.  

A networked learning perspective highlights learning as relationally entangled and situated, both physically and 

socially (Carvalho & Yeoman, 2021). Thinking about learning from this perspective accentuates relational 

processes such as discussions and cooperation to build shared understandings, while also acknowledging how 

spaces, materials and technologies actively contribute to the quality of the learning process. 

Castañeda, Villar-Onrubia et al.’s (2024) concept of game-based networked learning strategies merges playful 

learning and network learning principles to understand how games can provide productive networked learning 

situations through foregrounding learner agency while encouraging connections and collaboration, and provide 

flexibility regarding learning contexts. This resonates with a social practice perspective on games, emphasising 

that when players engage in games, they also engage in a social knowledge development process, which involves 

material and social relationships, as well as broader forms of interaction and cultural expressions (Plass et al., 

2019). 

Similarly, sociomaterial perspectives highlight how digital practices are socially embedded (and socially 

motivated) and emerge in everyday activities across formal and informal settings (Gourlay & Oliver, 2016; 

Gravett, 2024a, 2024b). 

 

Students' experiences of the analogue data literacy conversation 
games 
 

This paper explores how analogue conversation games can support digital transformation. In our analysis of the 

continuing education students’ open-ended answers, we developed three themes. Students reported that 

engagement through analogue games in the workshop: 1) offered inclusive and safe learning environment, 2) 

contributed to dialogic, two-way communication, and 3) fostered social connections. 

 

1. Inclusive and safe learning environment 

One student explained that the use of games: ‘Lowered the threshold to “think out loud”. Not only the “confident” 

take the word’. Another student noted that the games’ integration of ‘trial and error’ and space for discussions 

facilitated a more level playing field in the learning situation, stating that: ‘Everyone is more on an equal footing’. 

Following this, it can be understood that the students experienced that the game contributed to a feeling of safety 

and inclusion in the situation, which allowed all participants to actively engage in the learning activities. 

 

2. Dialogic, two-way communication 

In the open answers, the students often mentioned being socially active and needing to listen carefully to others 

while playing. For instance, as one student noted, having to: ‘Listen to others and think--> can change your 

reasoning’. Another student wrote: ‘Fun. Had to think together with others. Important for applying new 

knowledge’. This demonstrates how the rule-based and turn-taking format encouraged active listening, and how 

this can impact learning.  

Several students noted that the data literacy games required them to communicate ideas, for instance: ‘Expressing 

myself to new, unknown people, put together information, and visual objects into meaning’. Another student 

stated that they learned through having to: ‘tell stories so that it is easier for others to relate to the answer’.  

This highlights how the games’ sociality encouraged two-way communication requiring both listening and 

expression. Students also described the learning experiences being positively affected by dialogue, for example: 

‘Dialogue and interaction with others provide new/different perspectives --> you make new discoveries’.  

 

3. Social connections 

The students recurrently pointed to the games’ fostering of social connections, and how the social connections led 

to connecting to the learning. One noted that: ‘The social (aspects) of the games helped to create the social of the 
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group’. Another pointed to that: ‘The social interaction with continuous input :) from others, gives new impulses 

and leads my thoughts into new tracks that I would not have had alone’. Furthermore, the students reflected that 

it was: ‘Fun to play in groups. Liked that the games are analogue - more room for discussions and socialising’. 

Thus, it becomes clear that the social aspects of the analogue games and their conversational mechanisms were 

beneficial for learning. 

 

Concluding thoughts: Affordances of conversation games for 
digital learning 
 

Following the above findings, conversation games can be understood as valuable for promoting digital learning 

due to their potential for (1) safe and inclusive learning environments, (2) two-way dialogue 

(listening/expressing), and (3) social connection. Students highlighted how the games connected and put them in 

the position listen carefully to others, express themselves, and ‘think together’ with others, and how this process 

led them to consider new or different perspectives.  

Thinking further, while drawing on sociomaterial and networked learning theories, the students’ reflections on 

the use of analogue conversation games in the data literacy workshop highlights the active role of game materials, 

rules, everyday examples of digital practices, and relational processes. It also indicates how the games contributed 

to digital understandings being socially shared, negotiated, and thus made meaningful. Following this, we argue 

that the abstract, rule-based and turn-taking forms of social interaction, together with the simultaneous informal 

sociality of analogue conversation games, can shape the quality of the learning situation and provide a relevant 

and productive social, game-based learning modality for digital learning and data literacy.  
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