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INTRODUCTION 

Discussions about Higher Education (HE), its role and purpose is an ever evolving one, particularly relating to 
its responsibilities and the part it plays regarding the promotion of democracy, pluralism, civic values and 
citizenship. Mix this responsibility with the role technology plays within educational environments, and this 
conversation becomes all the more complex.  
 

Gaming, along with gamification methodologies for educational purposes, has become an increasingly used 
tool to support teaching and learning strategies. The gaming term in this context, refers to the utilisation of 
game elements and video games in non-gaming environments, to include such platforms as Socrative, Kahoot, 
Quizlet, Menti etc. (True Education Partnership, 2021). Its application within educational environments, 
essentially builds upon its success within business settings, with synergies regularly sighted between 
successful in-service employee learning strategies and its employment for achieving desired learning 
outcomes within educational environments (Swacha, 2022). While a relatively new phenomenon from an 
active research standpoint, much of the current studies on gaming’s impact within pedagogical environments 
is predominately theoretical, with the limited active research focused mainly within functionality paradigms,   
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relating mainly to its use, design, and adaption. Little empirical research has been undertaken that purposely 
and explicitly attempts to assess gaming’s effects to consider its impacts, particularly on learners, beyond 
these functionality and design paradigms.  
 
Noting the increased promotion and utilisation of gaming to aid with teaching and learning strategies, this 
study sought to explore a key question; whether the current analysis framework in relation to planning and 
implementing a gaming activity for pedagogical purposes was sufficiently expansive to ensure a thorough and 
considered approach that best captures all values, beyond frameworks that focus only on increasing student 
engagement and achieving explicit learning outcomes. In this context, the research problem that this study 
sought to address, was centred on investigating if the uncritical adaption of technology, gaming for the 
purposes of this study, was promoting something different beyond the stated learning objectives. Specifically, 
it examined whether student emotional and motivational experiences, having undertaken a gaming exercise 
as part of their normal course studies, could provide tangible insights into other potentially unstated and 
hidden values beyond stated objectives of the pedagogical task. 
This study, therefore, was focused on the following: 
 

• To provide an insight into the impacts of gaming beyond stated learning outcomes to include the 
potential for collateral side learning (Fawns, 2022) 

• To consider the implications of learner experiences for broader debates relating to democracy, 
participation, and educational values. (Ruch, 2021; Birch, 2020; Costa et al., 2019; Tulloch & Randell 
Moons, 2018; Woodcock & Johnson, 2017) 

CONTEXT 

The function and role of Higher Education Institutions (HEI’s) in terms of their role in promoting a democratic 
society are essential (Sage, 2021; Keeling, 2020; Jesephson, 2020; Green, 2012). But what does this mean 
from day-to-day perspectives? HEI’s fundamentally exist to facilitate environments, whereby individuals can 
immerse themselves in a culture conducive to multiple points of view and ways of looking at the world 
(Jesephson, 2020). There is also a recognition of HEI’s role in promoting pluralism; accepting and promoting 
diverse theoretical values. The co-existence of these values, acknowledging that there are many ways for 
people to live, engage and behave, forms a critically important backdrop and context to the importance of 
HEI’s role in our societies (Green, 2012 & Sage, 2021). Admittedly, this is not an easy task, noting, with what 
Keeling (2020) would describe as the difficulties HEI’s face in terms of trying to cultivate humanity,  prevailing 
economic orthodoxies and realities can deprive HEI’s of the time required to do same.  
 
The positioning of emerging technologies, to incorporate its relationship with education, in addition to the 
perceived dominance of economic rationality frameworks, provides an interesting backdrop concerning the 
role of educational settings, and their part in promoting democracy, civic engagement and pluralism. This 
research considers how insights of learner educational gaming experiences can inform broader debates in 
relation to these values, to include educational principles. This study sought, through a technology mediated 
lens, to explore how game-based learning can shape learner participation, student agency and decision 
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making, to gain insights on how such environments can foster or inhibit such qualities. It is regularly 
suggested that much of the emerging technology focused language and associated platforms and products, 
fundamentally represent the status quo concerning efficiency driven business narratives (Corballis & Soar, 
2022), despite the fact that they are presented as something new and innovative. When technology is 
positioned within this economic context, it can become problematic, potentially causing HEI’s to drift away 
from their core mission, due to the prevailing dominancy of effective business paradigms (Keeling, 2020). 
 
It is from these initial observations, that this study sought to look at HE’s relationships with technology 
adaption, gaming in this instance, and to explore the potential consequences of its promotion to include 
broader philosophical considerations. Much of the current critical review and research literature that looks at 
gaming as a concept within pedagogical contexts is principally done through two prisms; 
 

a. The examination of gamification within best use, design, and adaption frameworks 
b. To include political, philosophical, or ideological considerations.  
 

A review of some of the literature within these paradigms, shows that there appears to be a large body of 
literature focussed mainly on best use, design, and adaption considerations with limited empirical research 
to accompany this critical literature (Vlachopoulos & Mikro, 2017; Toda et al., 2017; Rabah et al., 2018; Ofosu
-Ampong, 2020; Arifianto & Izzudin, 2021; Jensen et al., 2015). This position is even more acute when the 
impact of gaming is assessed to incorporate broader political, philosophical or ideological perspectives. This 
shows how much of the literature is predominately theoretical, with empirical research material 
predominately disposed to analysis from within functionality contexts. This indicates a gap in the current 
body of research that seeks to explore this.  
 
Some of the literature is now seeking to examine the impacts of gaming beyond stated dominant 
frameworks. There is a growing, albeit limited body of literature that does attempt to analyse and critique 
gaming, to consider its broader political and philosophical impacts, albeit predominately from a theoretical 
perspective. (Ruch, 2021; Fukuyama, 2014; Birch, 2020; Costa et al., 2019; Blikstein & Blikstein, 2021; 
Woodcock & Johnson, 2017 & Tullock & Randell-Moon, 2018). Therefore, the aim of this study was to build 
on this, to broaden the scope of existing research areas, and to address the implications of learner 
experiences for broader debates in this area.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

A phenomenological based approach to this study was adapted, owing to the nature of the subject that was 
being researched i.e., student experiences, emotions, and motivations. This approach was deemed a suitable 
strategy as the research sought to explore “emotional and often intense human experiences” (Merriam 2009 
quoted in Worthington, 2013, p. 1). 
 
One focus group session took place, face-to-face, in one Higher Education Institution (HEI) campus during the 
Spring 2023 term. Ethical approval for this research was sought and obtained in November 2022. The focus 
group consisted of six current HEI undergraduate students, all of whom had an experience of undertaking a 
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gaming activity within their respective undergraduate programmes. A gaming activity was part of their 
normal learning schedule within their undergraduate course programme. No gaming exercise was explicitly 
undertaken on a stand-alone basis for the sole purpose of this research study.  
 
All participants in the focus group were active students undertaking courses within the subject HEI’s 
Humanities, Business and Sport Media & Marketing undergraduate programmes. Students from the HEI’s 
undergraduate programmes in computing were not invited to participate, as were students with no 
experience in a gaming activity for pedagogical purposes. These exclusions were applied as it was important 
for all students selected to have had a similar experience basis with the phenomenon being explored (Alase, 
2017). Participation in this study was voluntary, with all participants invited to participate. All participants 
were over 18 years of age. Throughout the focus group study, no names were used, and participants agreed 
to be solely identifiable through a designated number and their course discipline. The focus group interview 
session was semi-structured but followed signals “directed to the participant's experiences, feelings, beliefs 
and convictions” (Alase, 2017, p. 47) relating to the subject as the focus group progressed. It is important to 
point out that the nature of the research was made explicit from the outset which ensured that the 
participants understood the key themes to be discussed and explored before joining the focus group 
interview.  
 
FIGURE 1: Participant Coding Details 
In terms of putting a suitable framework in place in relation to the fully transcribed data, Colaizzi’s 

descriptive phenomenological method was adapted and deemed a suitable and robust qualitative technique 
to try and understand the participant's lived experiences and reveal emerging themes from within the 
phenomena that was explored (Colaizzi, 1978, cited in Morrow & King, 2015). This framework consists of a 
seven-stage process with each step ultimately focused on its proximity to the qualitative originated data in 
an attempt to extract meaningful understandings from the “rich first-person accounts of experience 
generated” (Morrow & King, 2015, p. 643). 
 

LIMITATIONS 

Time restraints were a significant factor throughout this study, with the initial proposed research design 



 

 

Student Teacher Educational Research e-Journal,  
Volume 7, 2026, pp 34-43. ISSN: 2712-0201   
[www.ster.ie]  

 38 

 

suggesting a wider brief regarding surveys, focus groups and individual interviews. The sample size from 
which all the research data originated was small, with six participants participating in the focus group. All six 
participants were from three different distinct undergraduate programmes; marketing, business studies and 
media studies, which did provide an element of a diversity of views concerning gaming's impact. Noting the 
sample size, it would not be appropriate to derive significant meanings on differences between course 
disciplines. The focus group consisted of two males and four females. Again, noting sample size, it would not 
be appropriate to break down the key findings from within gender contexts on similarities or observable 
differences. 
 
FINDINGS  

Four key themes emerged from this study which focused on how a gaming activity influenced a pedagogical 
task on the following topics; 

a. Engagement 
b. Individual and Group Work 
c. Competition 
d. Thinking 

As part of this paper, I will focus the discussion on two of these themes, namely Competition and Thinking, 
and how a gaming activity can influence a learning task within these domains.  
 

COMPETITION 

When the focus group conversation explicitly discussed the idea of competition in terms of winning and 
being rewarded as a stand-alone concept, most participants' responses indicated that this was not a 
significant motivating factor. Despite this, losing and the fear of being last have an impact, particularly 
from a self-confidence point of view.  

 

• COMPETITION AND REWARDS 

From a tangible perspective, i.e., to achieve a reward such as a badge or a certificate, four participants 
expressed that this was not a priority or a motivating factor. As one participant noted, I wouldn’t really be 
interest in getting rewarded (7FH) and another added I don’t think everyone would like care about that like, 
getting a little badge or something (5MM) 

 

• WINNING AND LOOSING 

It is worth re-stating, winning in its own right was not seen by all participants as a hugely motivating factor, 
with one contributor opining that, In the grand scheme of things like, it doesn’t really matter if you finish last, 
because it’s just a little game you do in the classroom [sic](5MM).  

 
Despite this, losing, finishing last or near the bottom of a gaming leaderboard emerged as a consideration for 
at least two participants, whereby it appeared that their focus was just to do ok, not be noticeable or stand 
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out for the wrong reasons, i.e., not to do well.   
 

(Motivated) Not to win, but to be doing somewhat ok, rather than lose completely, 
like finishing at the end of the board. That’s my main motivation, just to get 
something right at least (7FH) With another contributor also reflecting So, if it was 
out of ten, I’d be happy, once I got six out of ten (2FH) 

 

• GROUP WORK 

However, competitive behaviour within group work environments emerged as a motivating factor. Two 
contributors noted that seeing your group, go up and get more points, that can be an intrinsic motivator 
(5MM) and if you’re name shows up, you’re definitely going to be induced to do well. Its healthy competition 
(7FH). Interestingly losing or finishing last as a team was viewed as a shared team experience and less 
problematic from a self-conscious and isolation perspective. This was seen as a likely factor to why 
competition or competitive behaviour appear to be embraced from within group work contexts with one 
participant reflecting that If we finish last, there’s five of us finishing last, so I don’t really mind (2FH) 

 

• THINKING 

Some of the participants' observations regarding the actual concept of thinking proved insightful. This was all 
the more acute when the concept of being timed while trying to think was introduced. It is worth noting that 
all participants advised that being timed to undertake a task or answer a question as part of their 
coursework was a feature in all gaming activities that they had undertaken. 
 

• BEING TIMED 

One participant noted that when they are being timed, it is actually a form of motivation to do the task at 
hand noting that If (the task) it is timed, we do actually have to answer questions (2FH). But interestingly, the 
same participant acknowledges that while being timed, specifically if they are working on their own, they 
would not really think about the question and put in my answer straight (2FH). All six participants 
acknowledged that it would be better not to be timed when undertaking a gaming activity as it is a factor in 
how they approach and think about a question. One participant advised that being timed was a factor in not 
fully thinking about all of the question, only what she thought she had time to think about, noting that I was 
on point for the first part, but I missed the second part (3FH). Interestingly, another participant explicitly 
referenced the use of Multiple-Choice Questions (MCQs) within gaming contexts and concluded that these 
types of questions, in particular, do not encourage thinking at all (F6B) 
 

• SELF-CONSCIOUS 

Being timed was also a significant contributory factor for participants regarding how they felt, with one 
participant noting that they were not quite as fast answering questions as others during a class gaming 
activity; Oh look, we may wait for so and so later because they are still tapping away (2FH) 
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• DISTRACTION 

Distraction in the context of being timed, also emerged as a barrier to thinking, noting its association with 
the creation of a de facto competitive environment among all participants, leading to a situation whereby 
thinking and engaging with the actual questions appeared to become secondary concerns for the students. 
This theme was effectively illustrated by two students commenting that; you’re thinking of the time going 
down and not the actual question itself. It’s kind of a distraction in a way (5MM) and you can see how far 
along in the game people are, and how many questions they have answered (7FH) 

 
The majority of participants also made explicit reference to how gaming was a distraction to them, 
particularly when they undertook the activity through their smartphones, with all students agreeing with this 
sentiment. This was aptly reflected upon by one contributor is particular; I try to not go on my phone. If 
notifications are coming up on my phone, I’m not really engaged, I’m kind of distracted (2FH) 
 

• FINISHING 

With being timed identified as a source of distraction and a sighted reason preventing thinking, adding the 
concept of finishing to the equation appears to compound further the perceived negative effects of being 
timed; I feel like, if you were only, say on question two out of ten, and you’re seeing that someone is already 
after finishing, there is more of a pressure kind of thing to catch up (7FH). The introduction of time or the 
notion of being timed appears to impact on participant behaviour with what they view their primary 
objective while undertaking an activity. A number of the participants noted that finishing the task and 
catching up became a key concern while being timed, captured succinctly by one participant; 

 

I’m probably not even going to think about the questions. I’m probably just going to 
start tapping through to finish the game at the same time as everyone else, rather 
than actually thinking about it and put effort into it and finish last (2FH) 

 

DISCUSSION 

A by-product of a gaming activity particularly within group work environments was the creation of a 
competitive working environment, with points accumulation and leaderboard positioning emerging as 
primary motivators. This is an interesting finding, particularly when viewed through philosophical contexts 
and adds weight from an empirical perspective on Fukuyama’s (2014) critical observation regarding the 
relationship and objectivity between commercial marketing, winning, and gaming.  
 
The research shows that with the introduction of being timed, a dominant feature within the gamification 
process, the task of answering a question can become goal orientated and the speed of response can 
become a leading motivating factor. This, the study shows, encourages students to focus on timely or speedy 
task completion, with appearing to finish at the same time or ahead of your peers a primary motivational 
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consideration. This effect is further exacerbated by smartphone use to include its effects on the blurring of 
boundaries between student academic and non-academic life (see also Han, 2022; Hong et al. 2022; Kocak & 
Goktas, 2022 & Seo et al. 2023).   
 
While smartphone use can enable quick and accessible learning opportunities, regularly viewed as an 
effective tool to encourage increased learner engagement, as this study shows, its use within educational 
contexts highlights a potentially problematic relationship. Learning content, delivered and mediated through 
smartphone use, a regular feature as part of the educational gaming experience, can simultaneously serve as 
a source of distraction, as students from this research frequently acknowledged. As the findings suggest, this 
delivery mode, in addition with being timed, risks encouraging a surface approach to learning, potentially 
shaping learning behaviour in ways that could fundamentally undermine core educational values. 
Interestingly, when the discussion within the focus group addressed the concept of being rewarded or 
winning, the findings show that this was not a motivating factor on an individual basis, but more so within 
group working environments. This is an interesting finding, particularly in the context of the Tullock and 
Randell-Moon (2018) critique, whereby they argue that the use of leaderboards, points, and badges as 
motivational instruments to encourage engagement is really about the reproduction and promotion of 
certain desirable behaviours more suitable to workplace environments. 
 
A key takeaway for educators is that game based learning, to include its purposeful designing to achieve 
stated learning outcomes, can be a powerful instrument to enhance learner engagement and understanding. 
However, it is not a neutral activity. A review of student emotional responses; reduced self-confidence, 
anxiety, over-emphasis on competition, shows that design choices e.g. leaderboards’, smartphones, being 
timed, group and individual work, not only impact on learning outcome objectives, but also learner values, 
behaviours and peer engagement dynamics.  
 

CONCLUSION 

Technology’s relationship with education and, more specifically, its role in HE formed an important backdrop 
to this study. Through a phenomenological study exploring student emotions and motivations, this study 
attempted to look at the role and impact of technology, gaming in this instance, beyond existing 
functionality and learning outcome contexts. Much of the literature that explicitly attempts to assess the 
impacts of gaming from within pedagogical contexts is primarily focused on its functionality and empirically 
directed towards learning outcomes and student engagement objectives. While a body of political, 
ideological, and more philosophically focused literature has emerged to critique gaming's impact beyond 
functionality contexts, there is a shortage of empirical research to accompany this material. This research 
study was an attempt to address this position and assess what collateral learning can occur due to its use.  
 
A broader analysis of the themes that emerged from this study provides an excellent channel from which the 
impact of gaming can be assessed to incorporate multiple considerations beyond narrow functionality 
analysis. This paper focused on Competition and Thinking, and when these findings in particular were probed 
a little deeper in an attempt to explore student emotions and motivations, the limitations of assessing 
gaming within binary terms, i.e., positive and negative considerations for its use and adaption, become 
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evident. This research shows that gaming, its use, and its adaption within educational settings require impact 
consideration beyond stated learning outcome objectives, highlighting the validity of much of the existing 
critical literature whereby the political, ideological, and philosophical impacts of gaming and technology are 
questioned, and objectives queried. Through an analysis of student emotions and motivations, this study 
provided a window into some of the impacts of gaming to consider some of the broader discussions relating 
to democracy, participation and educational values. Some of these findings focused on; 
 

• Gaming’s predisposition to creating competitive student behaviours, particularly within group working 
environments, whereby learning and answering questions become goal and task orientated. 

• The concept of thinking appears to become a secondary motivation behind speedy task completion. 

• Gaming’s relationship with smartphone use and its potential problematic role within educational 
environments, noting its negative impact on staying focussed, encouraging a surface approach to 
learning, along with the blurring of academic and non-academic student life.  

These key findings show that there are merits in the assumption that implementing a gaming exercise for 
educational purposes requires analysis beyond a pedagogy first mantra (Fawns, 2022). Gaming, noting its 
inherent roots and relationship with commercial marketing (Fukuyama, 2014 & Woodcock and Johnson, 
2017), forms an interesting dilemma for educators for its use and implementation when attempting to align 
learning objectives with principled pedagogical values and ideals. Educators therefore need to critically 
evaluate why a gaming activity is to be used, to ensure that it also focuses on core educational values to 
include inclusion, reflection and critical thinking, rather than just engagement and learning outcome 
considerations alone. 
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