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Looking back, the digital life of children and young people has seen a dizzy-
ing acceleration due to the recent entry of mobile and connected devices such 
as the smartphone in 2007 and the tablet in 2010, which younger generations 
use to explore personal interests (social, recreational, communicational and 
educational.

In Portugal, as in other Western countries, families with children and young 
people are more digital than ever (INE, 2019). But several factors shape the 
socialisation of children and young people for the use of screens in the domes-
tic environment, namely the socio-cultural context and how parents supervise 
these uses (Ponte et al., 2017; Castro & Ponte, 2020). When such access is not 
possible autonomously and by their own means at home, institutions such as 
the school or public libraries have played an active (albeit unequal) role in the 
digital inclusion of school-aged children and young people (Brites, 2020).

In light of COVID-19 pandemic, this has taken a turn for the worse. If house-
holds have been plunged into unprecedented digitalisation, those in the mar-
gins of such opportunities find themselves doubly excluded as schools and li-
braries are closed during the successive lockdowns.
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In order to keep up with the technological and social (r)evolution, research 
is looking for new strategies to reach young people’s perspectives. The idea of 
creating a game that would be both a research tool and an empowering strategy 
emerged during a workshop with students of the Masters in Clinical and School 
Psychology, at ISMAI (Maia, Portugal). In response to the task: “How to con-
tribute to the empowerment of families and young people with regard to the 
acquisition of digital skills and an on/offline balanced life?”, students suggested 
games as a stimulating strategy for an intergenerational exploration. With this 
inspiration a new project started gaining form.

The game presented in this text was used with young people participating in 
the DiCi-Educa project, but its genesis is associated with a postdoctoral project 
– iTec Families1, developed at the NOVA University Lisbon − ICNOVA, a longitudi-
nal research that is carried out in domestic context (Castro & Ponte, forthcom-
ing; Castro & Ponte, 2018).

The game design is the result of a collaboration between UNL − ICNOVA, the 
Catholic University of Sacro Cuore (Milan, Italy) and the Joint Research Centre 
(European Commission), with the support of COST Action − DigiLitey. We will 
then give a brief presentation of its dynamics and the results of its implementa-
tion at DiCi-Educa.

For building the game we started from two assumptions: a) not all children 
and young people have guaranteed access to online (Brites, 2015; Castro, 2015) 
− which led to the decision of building a material version of the game; and b) 
young people have different experiences of digital. Contributions from Vygot-
sky’s Proximal Development Zone theory (1978) and Bronfenbrenner’s ecologi-
cal approach (1979) have been included in the design. Also inspiring was the 
MakEY project (Marsh, Arnseth & Kumpulainen, 2018), which highlights the im-
portance of engaging children and adults in dialogues on key issues where both 
can share meanings and perspectives while creatively improving their critical 
literacy. The dynamics of the game were inspired in well known games, includ-
ing Monopoly and Party & Co, some of which have been used successfully in 
previous research with children (Castro, 2015).

The game brings to reflection themes that aim at a balanced and healthy 
life, inside and outside the digital landscape, as the two domains are interwo-
ven: Internet of Things, screen time, data and security, digital privacy, online 
games, geographical location, parental mediation, social networks, YouTubers/

1 iTec Families’ is financed by the Portuguese Science and Technology Foundation, MCTES and the European 
Social Fund (SFRH/BPD/116279/2016).
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influencers, but also aspects related to knowing friends interests, nature, food, 
physical exercise and health. In the game, participants perform varied tasks 
by answering and reflecting on given situations (what would you do?), multiple 
choice and true or false questions, mime, guessing by sound, drawing, guess-
ing friends preferences, mimecking physical activities, breathing exercises and 
facts about healthy eating.

Before we implemented this strategy in DiCi-Educa, the game had already 
been tested, validated and improved based on feedback from families with 
children (iTec Families). To be used in DiCi-Educa, we made some adjustments, 
to better match the context and young people’s age. The game proves to be a 
flexible tool (by the dynamics and by allowing the insertion of new themes) and 
inclusive (by the themes and format). It is accessible to participants of different 
ages and digital experiences.

The game is used in DiCi-Educa last session, closing the workshops in a playful 
way, accompanied by young people’s reflection on the project. Up to the mo-
ment of the writing of this text, the six groups reacted positively to the game 
− through competition, complicity (in the task of getting to know the tastes of 
the colleague). Some did not mind losing a football match to keep playing this 
board game, others repeated the game feeling confident when they helped 
their colleagues to respond. The reactions were registered in field notes obser-
vations, some in loco, others afterwards (pictures and participant observation).

Thus, we now share three observations recorded in our field notes, which 
summarise the receptivity and point to the processes of self-reflection, and also 
of joint reflection and dialogue during the sessions, in line with Paulo Freire 
(1967) thinking.

Between theory and practice:

“If, in a previous session, they revealed technical knowledge of how to 
do, for example, illegal downloads, in the game we were able to re-
port the difficulties in answering questions that implied digital literacy 
at technical and security level. Sometimes, with some support from 
us, they could come up with the right answer, although they added 
that this is not what they do in practice”. (field notes, group 2, CE2)

Critical reflection:

“In some cases, there may be more than one right answer in the game 
and they have reflected loudly on the choices on their own” (field 
notes, group 4, CE2)
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Between risk and harm:

“An example was given by C. who confessed to having already pub-
lished a photo online that ‘should not have been posted’ and which had 
consequences. The participant did not want to give more details of the 
experience”. (field notes, group 1, CE1)

Although these are only three observations, they are noteworthy as they show 
a clear advantage in discussing serious issues with young people using an attrac-
tive, ludic strategy, while also taking their rights and interests into account. 
This approach has been positive in the interaction it has created between re-
searchers and participants. It allowed the sharing of experiences, perspectives 
and voices so difficult to access in the field; it enabled reflection and learning 
in a playful, empowering, collaborative and dynamic way.
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