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The Role of Digital Games in Children’S Life

Summary: Starting from the questions to what extent children use digital games and for what 
purposes as well as whether teachers play a role in the creation and presentation of different teaching 
content by using digital games, a survey was conducted with pupils of the third and fourth grades 
of primary school in the Republic of Serbia. The research involved three hundred and eight students 
from two private and four state primary schools. The results show that 100% of the respondents con-
firm that they play digital games, mostly for the purpose of entertainment and recreation, but also 
for understanding and observing a new educational content. The results of the survey also showed 
that there is a significant difference in the level of using digital games in public and private schools. 
Examining students’ attitudes towards the use of digital games in teaching indicates that children are 
highly motivated to master educational content through digital games.
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Introduction 1

The game as a key component of children’s 
development and their learning has gained a prom-
inent place in modern forms of education, learn-
ing, and teaching. In this modern digital age, digital 
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types of games have been developed which are now 
increasingly responding to  the world of children 
and young people. Games contribute to spontane-
ous learning, interactivity, and dynamics through 
learning, as well as to the functional adoption of new 
learning contents. According to Žarko Trebješanin, 
game is “a multifaceted term that includes different 
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and opposite concepts” (Тrebješanin, 2008: 183). 
On one hand, the game can be viewed as a free, 
spontaneous activity which does not have a practi-
cal goal and it is performed for satisfaction. The per-
formance of a game is accompanied by feelings of 
joy and satisfaction. Apart from spontaneous games, 
there are games that are organized, pre-planned, tar-
get-oriented activities with clear rules and involving 
a specific start, progress and completion, such as 
various social, competitive and sports games. Games 
can be divided into children’s and adult games, com-
petitive and cooperative, traditional and modern, 
and other types of games (Trebješanin, 2008). The 
era of information and communication technology 
has brought a digital type of game that is becoming 
an everyday activity of children. A digital game is a 
game type that is played with different digital devic-
es (computer, tablet, mobile phone, etc.). Children 
nowadays use digital games in their everyday lives 
both for entertainment and learning. “Like video, 
film and even books have done in the past, digital 
games are becoming a part of the educational pro-
cess” (Michael & Chan, 2006:142). Stapleton in his 
article Serious games: Serious opportunities empha-
sizes that “Games provide powerful and meaning-
ful contexts for learning” (Stapleton, 2004:1). While 
digital games are becoming more and more a part of 
children’s lives, it is extremely important to find the 
answer to the question whether digital games can be 
applied for the purpose of learning and teaching as 
well as creating and presenting different educational 
contents for students. The aims of the research were 
to determine the extent to which children use digi-
tal games, for what purposes, as well as to describe 
the attitudes of children regarding the application of 
digital games for the purpose of learning and func-
tional understanding of different educational con-
tents. In addition to the above, the paper also deals 
with questions whether and to what extent teachers 
use digital games for encouraging interactive and 
digital learning and teaching.

Theoretical part of the research

Education is not received. It is achieved.
Albert Einstein

The era of modern technologies brings about 
rapid changes in all aspects of human life, including 
to a large extent the sphere of education. Learners 
are no longer passive recipients of information, but 
they are actively engaged in the exchange of knowl-
edge and experience, participating in the produc-
tion of the new knowledge. They are aided in this 
process by their own knowledge of modern technol-
ogies and by their computer skills, which have be-
come an integral part of the modern children’s life. 
Learning as the acquisition of knowledge for the 
purpose of its reproduction has shifted the bounda-
ries of learning to functional understanding of con-
tent and information, to critical thinking and, fur-
thermore, the application of the learned content in 
concrete life situations. Games provide invaluable 
opportunities for children to learn through imita-
tion, to experience the consequences of their actions 
and to experiment with different skills and different 
outcomes without fear (Plummer, 2008). “Games 
provide players, as learners, with deeply satisfying 
challenges that require the development of skills and 
strategies in order to achieve the game objective. 
Further, when contrasted with traditional views of 
education, games provide a learner-centered, rather 
than teacher-centered approach to education. Un-
derstanding games in this way opens the possibility 
for games to move beyond their primary focus with-
in entertainment and explore the new contexts and 
markets” (Stapleton, 2004).

Games are primarily played for pleasure and 
fun, but they can also be educational. The aim of 
the game is to move away the players from reality 
and transfer them into another reality guided by dif-
ferent rules and behavioural patterns. Educational 
games are social or computer games that are spe-
cially designed to teach their users a certain topic, 



99

The Role of Digital Games in Children’S Life

guide them to expand certain concepts, strength-
en their development, understand a historical event 
and culture, or enhance the development of certain 
abilities. Educational video games represent educa-
tive computer software and are used as a supplement 
to traditional teaching process, or as a separate type 
of distance learning (Yanhong, et al. 2010). Orga-
nized children’s play, didactically and methodical-
ly conceived, provides the possibility of maximum 
children engagement in various learning activities. 
At the same time, the game contributes to the ac-
quisition of new experiences, in relation to the en-
vironment and peers, as well as exercising and de-
veloping children’s abilities. Children’s interest in the 
learning content is increasing, they are more satis-
fied, and they make progress in their development 
(Ivić, 1997).   

Learning through traditional or digital games 
is focused on spontaneity, self-exploration, reach-
ing conclusions, interactivity, dynamism and crea-
tivity, independent or group task solving, in order 
to overcome some of the requirements of the game 
and continue with further research, through fun 
and spontaneous learning. Based on this, it can be 
concluded that a student in such a learning process 
has an active role and takes responsibility for his/
her work and content management as well as the 
acquisition of new skills. In scientific literature, au-
thors illustrate that games represent a specific way 
of teaching children and youth. Didactical games 
require intellectual activity and contribute to intel-
lectual development of children. Didactic games are 
usually games with established rules, which provide 
the possibility of agreeing and matching rules be-
fore or during the game. Didactical games can like-
whise include adjusting the established rules to the 
children’s needs; sometimes students can be given 
the opportunity to create game rules. The game be-
comes a learning experience in a serious, fun and 
interesting way (Kopas, 2006). These types of games 
are used for the purpose of education and learning 
(Dejić and Egerić, 2006).

Didactical and digital games

“Play is a natural childhood activity and a 
child’s imagination is a valuable inner resource 
which can be used to foster creative thinking, healthy 
self-esteem and the ability to interact successful-
ly with others” (Plummer, 2008: 13). In addition to 
influencing the development of cognitive abilities, 
many authors point out that children games con-
tribute to their social and emotional development as 
well (Levy 1978; Plummer 2008; Whitebread 2012). 
In addition to spontaneous games, the other group 
of games inludes organized, pre-planned, target-
oriented activities with clearly set rules, the begin-
ning, progression and completion, such as various 
social, competitive and sports games (Trebjesanin, 
2008). Emil Kamenov states that the phenomenon 
of the game cannot be covered by a single definition 
(Kamenov 2009, according to Bruner et. al., 1976). 
In the interpretation and the definition of the con-
cept of the game, different starting points are stand-
ing out - sociological, anthropological, pedagogi-
cal, medical, ecological, cultural, developmental and 
others (Kamenov 2009; Whitebreard 2012).

While playing a game, children explore the 
world around themselves, find new ways and op-
portunities to act in different situations, which are 
usually associated with children’s everyday life ex-
periences. Games encourage children to be ready 
to adapt to change at any time, use different sources 
of information, explore and experiment  in order to 
find better solutions for solving the same problem 
(Barr, 2017).

The diversity of computer games has lead to 
their classification in categories. According to the 
classification stated by Michael and Chen (Michael 
and Chan, 2005), digital games can be classified into 
two groups: informal and educational games. Infor-
mal digital games require no special skills of play-
ers and have very simple rules. As such, they can be 
played by individuals of varying ages and interests, 
and their basic aim is entertainment and amuse-
ment of the players. As opposed to them, education-
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al games serve the aim of educating, not only en-
tertaining. Similarly to informal games, education-
al games have simple rules – however, a  game in-
corporates certain information that unconscious-
ly contributes to the enrichment of the knowledge. 
These games can be used for gaining new knowl-
edge through interactive communication, or for 
testing the acquired knowledge through interactive 
tests. A game whose primary aim is education and 
its secondary aim is entertainment is called a seri-
ous game (Clark, 1970). Serious games utilise char-
acteristics which offer students authentic learning 
experiences, in which entertainment and learning 
are unobtrusively integrated in a manner that ena-
bles their implementation within a wider range of 
teaching methods. The expansion of digital games 
and their presence in children’s lives have encour-
aged authors and researchers to explore and demon-
strate how digital games can be applied in the area 
of learning, developing skills and matching certain 
educational content. This undoubtedly contribut-
ed to the increasingly frequent use of the term se-
rious games, which applies to educational digital 
games (Susi, 2007). Serious games “are the games 
in which education (in its various forms) is the pri-
mary goal, rather than entertainment” (Michael and 
Chan, 2005:17). A game in which the primary goal 
is education, and the secondary is fun, is called a 
serious game. (Clark, 1970). Their initial intention 
is to combine an element of fun and learning ele-
ment. An educational digital game is created for the 
purpose of learning and its goal is to simultaneous-
ly combine elements of learning, playing and enter-
tainment. Educational digital games are expected to 
contribute to an interactive and dynamic learning 
process, with the aim of a clearer and more func-
tional understanding of different scientific phenom-
ena and/or concepts, as well as encouraging the de-
velopment of certain knowledge and skills.

Digital Games in the Function of Learning

The success of learning through play has been 
confirmed by the fact that learning becomes enter-

taining, while teachers and lecturers are given op-
portunity to convey their knowledge in a manner 
that is both interactive and interesting. The basic 
aim of learning through games is to lead students 
to learn through research, interactive engagement, 
mistakes and repetition, in a manner that leads 
them to become engaged in the game, without be-
ing aware of the fact that they are also learning at the 
same time. (Okan, 2003) In the teaching practice, 
teachers can use educational digital play as a moti-
vational introduction to a new content, as an addi-
tional activity, in order to encourage student inter-
action with content, as well as motivation for learn-
ing. Research confirms that serious games great-
ly contribute to increasing motivation for learning 
(Papastergiou, 2009; Huang, 2011) and they encour-
age student efficiency and effectiveness in learning 
(Wang and Chen, 2010).

The authors emphasize the importance of the 
application of educational digital games with chil-
dren in order to master the skills of the twenty-first 
century, emphasizing that digital games contrib-
ute to active learning and functional acquisition of 
knowledge (Romero, et. al 2015).  Bar points to the 
importance of digital games in the development of 
students’ academic skills (Barr, 2017). Educational 
digital games are specially designed to teach users 
specific topics, expand concepts, strengthen devel-
opment, contribute to the understanding of histor-
ical events and culture, or contribute to the devel-
opment of certain player abilities (Yanhong, 2010). 
Serious games are innovative tools that are widely 
recognized as having considerable potential to sup-
port active learning. These games use game charac-
teristics to provide learners with an authentic learn-
ing experience where the entertainment and learn-
ing are seamlessly integrated (Gee, 2003).

To sum up, games are voluntary activities, ob-
viously separate from real life, creating an imaginary 
world that may or may not have any relation to the 
real life, and they require the player’s full attention. 
Games are played within a specific time and at a spe-
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cific place, they are played according to established 
rules, and create social groups out of their players. 
The aim of the game is to remove the players from 
reality and transfer them into another reality guided 
by different rules and behavioural patterns. Games 
are primarily played for pleasure and fun, but they 
can also be educational. Games in general, and vid-
eo games in particular, are now in the process of 
proving their effectiveness as tools of training and 
teaching.

Methodological part of the research

The aim of the research was to explore how 
children use digital games in everyday life, for what 
purpose and at what level. Furthermore, the re-
search results provide the answers of children aged 
10-12, indicating the extent of using digital games at 
schools or for educational purposes. The conducted 
research was done by using the descriptive method, 
and the survey questionnaire was the measuring in-
strument. 

There were 308 participants in total, 155 fe-
male, and 154 male children. Students were from 
different schools, public national (227 participants) 
and private international schools (81 participants) 
in Serbia. The data obtained by the survey question-
naire were processed, analyzed and presented quali-
tatively and quantitatively by presenting the tables, 
charts, frequencies and percentages, and describ-
ing the obtained results. The results of the research 
are presented in three parts: The level of using digital 
games; reasons and motives for playing digital games; 
the application of digital games for the purpose of 
teaching and learning.

Level of Using Digital Games 

The analysis and presentation of the obtained 
results can be an incentive for teachers, educators 
and parents to reflect on the degree of presence of 
digital games in the children’s world and to direct 
children to the functional and quality use of them. 

The data obtained show that all surveyed children 
(all respondents) play digital games to some extent. 
It is interesting that no respondent in the survey 
questionnaire chose the answer “I do not play digi-
tal games”. This should  be an imperative for adults 
and professionals in the field of child development 
and education, to discover new issues and to find ef-
fective and functional games and/or ways of using 
available digital games.

Table 1: Level of using digital games – all respondents
I play digital games... f %

Every day in a week 114 37.01
Two or three times a week     105 34.07
Once a week 21 6.81
Rarely 68 22.08
Not at all 0 0.00
All results 308 100.00

The results show that 37.01% of all respon-
dents claim that they play digital games every day, 
34.07% two to three times a week, 6,81% once a 
week and 22.08% of all respondents claim that they 
rarely play digital games. None of the tested respon-
dents stated that they did not play digital games. It 
was noted that the majority of the respondents an-
swered that they played digital games daily or two 
to three times a week, while the smallest number of 
the respondents pointed out that they played digi-
tal games once a week, or that they did not play the 
games at all.

Table 2: Level of use of digital games by respondents 
– male and female respondents

I play digital games... Male Female
f % f %

Every day in a week 66 43.13 47 30,32
Two or three times a week 57 37.26 50 32.25
Once a week 7 4.58 14 9.03
Rarely 23 15.03 44 28.38
Not at all 0 0.00 0 0.00
All answers 153 100 155 100
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By analyzing the results of the responses re-
ceived from boys and girls, it was concluded that a 
higher percentage of boys (43.13%) stated that they 
played digital games daily, while 30.32% girls of-
fered the same response. According to the research 
results, a higher percentage of girls (28.38%) claim 
that they  play digital games rarely, while in boys this 
percentage is lower than 15.03%. Compared to girls, 
a higher percentage of boys stated that they played 
games two to three times a week, but it was observed 
that the difference in the percentage is not signifi-
cantly high (boys 37.26%, girls 32.25%). Regarding 
the answers that indicate that children play digital 
games once a week, the boys’ responses amount-
ed to 4.58%, while the girls’ answers amounted to 
9.03%. None of the male or female respondents in-
dicated that they did not play digital games at all. Fi-
nally, both the analyses of all the respondents and of 
male and female responses separately confirm that 
a greater percentage of the respondents claim that 
play digital games in comparison to the respondents 
who do not play digital games.

The analyses of the responses from all re-
spondents, as well as of the responses of boys and 
girls respectively, undoubtedly indicate that the fre-
quency of playing digital games is very high. Such 
a result raises a question of how parents, educa-
tors and teachers can direct children towards func-
tional digital games. Firstly, it is necessary that they 
themselves should be digitally literate, informed 
and trained on the possibilities, types, characteris-
tics and the adequate use of digital games by chil-
dren. The main aim of all who are involved in the 
development and/or education of children is to take 
advantage of digital games when they are used by 
children and to reduce possible negative effects of 
digital games on children.

Reasons and Motives for Playing Digital Games

The analysis of the results showing the rea-
sons and motives for playing digital games indicates 

that entertainment is the main reason why children 
play digital games.

Тable 3: Reasons and motives for playing digital 
games – all respondents

I play digital games... f %
...to have fun 234 75.97
... to learn something new 56 18.19
... to socialize and have fun with friends 18 5.84

Out of three hundred and eight students (f = 
308), two hundred and thirty four (f = 234) point 
out that they played digital games for entertainment. 
The answers given by the boys and girls respectively 
are approximately equal. The main difference in the 
male and female answers was observed regarding 
the question indicating that they play digital games 
to socialize with their peers. The 11.12% of boys 
said that they played digital games to socialize with 
their peers, while the percentage of the same answer 
among the girls was 1.93%. Compared to male re-
spondents, a slightly higher percentage of female 
respondents stated that they played games to learn 
and master a new educational content.

Table 4. Reasons and motives for playing digital 
games – male and female respondents

I play digital games... Male Female
f % f %

... to have fun 110 71,89 123 79.36

... to learn something new 26 16.99 29 18,71

... to socialize and have fun 
with friends 17 11.12 3 1.93

The analyzed results confirm that the main 
reason for playing digital games is entertainment. 
The percentage of the respondents stating that they 
play digital games to find and master new educa-
tional content is also significant.  Based on this, it 
is important for children in modern education that 
teachers and parents find the most effective ways of 
using digital games for the purpose of education and 
development of children’s digital, cognitive, emo-
tional, and social skills. All the research results in-
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dicate that training and improvement of teachers 
for creating digital games should be encouraged to 
enable children to master new and revise the well-
known educational content with the primary goal 
that learning should be fun, functional, uncon-
scious, constructive, and based on play.

The application of digital games for  
the purpose of teaching and learning

The researchers analysed answers to the ques-
tion whether and to what extent teachers use and 

encourage using digital games for presenting and 
learning educational contents. The results of the re-
search also describe children’s attitudes to using dig-
ital games for educational purpose at schools. In 
this part of the research we have two different vari-
ables - answers from all of the respondents and an-
swers from the respondents from public and private 
schools.

The following results were obtained in re-
sponse to the question focusing on the application 
of digital games in teaching for the purpose of mas-

Chart 1: We use digital games at the school for learning and mastering new educational content – 
respondents from public and private schools

Chart 2: We use digital games at school for learning and mastering new educational content – 
answers from all the respondents
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tering new material – 39.94% of the respondents 
state that they do not use digital games in the class-
room while 60.06% of the respondents claim that 
they more or less use digital games  at school. Ana-
lyzing the obtained data, it can be seen that 56.83% 
of the state school respondents state that they do 
not use digital games in the classroom, while only 
1.23% of the private school respondents confirm 
this claim. The above data clearly indicates a signifi-
cantly higher percentage of the use of digital games 
in private than in public schools. The claim that dig-
ital games are used two to three times weekly is stat-
ed in 53.09% of the answers provided by respond-
ents from private schools, compared to 11.01% of af-
firmative answers to the same question provided by 
the respondents from state schools.

When we talk about children’s attitudes to 
whether digital games are used to revise educational 
content, the results are shown in the table (Table 5):

Таble 5. We use digital games at school for revising teaching 
content – answers by respondents from different schools.

We use digital 
games at school 

for revising  
teaching content 

– answers by 
respondents from 
different schools.

Public 
schools

Private 
schools

All respon-
dents

f % f % f %

Every day in a 
week 23 10,13 12 14,81 34 11,04

Two to three 
times a week 27 11,90 41 50,62 68 22,08

Once a week 64 28,20 22 27,16 86 27,92
We do not use 
digital games at 
school

113 49,77 6 4,41 120 38,96

All answers 227 100 81 100 308 100
From the table (Table 5) it can be observed 

that there is a significant difference in the responses 
from pupils of private and public schools regarding 
the use of digital games for the revision of the learned 
educational content. Can the higher level of techni-
cal equipment of state schools, as well as the reorga-

nization of lessons with fewer students contribute to 
reducing the existing difference in responses of stu-
dents from public and private schools as regard the 
use of digital games in teaching? Can teacher train-
ing actually contribute to the stated goal, so that the 
children of state and private schools are not exposed 
to such greatly different routines in terms of the use of 
digital resources at their schools? These are all issues 
that open up new questions for further consideration, 
and for which the survey was conducted, аs only one 
step, or an introduction to possible further explora-
tions. The conducted research aims to provide data 
on whether and to what extent teachers give students 
examples of useful and functional educational digital 
games. The results are presented graphically (Chart 
3, Chart 4).

The obtained results confirm that there is a 
significant difference in the use of digital games be-
tween state and private schools. The obtained re-
sults can be related to better technical equipment of 
private schools and a smaller number of students in 
them. The presented results  show a big difference in 
the application of digital games in teaching and learn-
ing in public and private schools, so a new question 
arises: how to reduce the differences and enable con-
temporary and digital education for students in pub-
lic schools?

The research also examined students’ attitudes 
to the application of digital games in the classroom. 
The results show that children gave positive answers 
in 73.05% of the cases, while 26.95% of the answers 
were negative.

Based on the results of the survey, it has been 
confirmed that among children there is a prevail-
ing attitude regarding the use of digital games for 
the purpose of education. It opened more questions 
for research: what types of digital games ought to be 
involved in the education process and at what lev-
el, what is the methodological aspect of it, and how 
to bring educational content closer to everyday ac-
tivities and contemporary interests of children and 
young people nowdays.
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51,95%
48,05%

Teachers give us the examples of useful educational digital games and 
encourage us to use them in the process of learning

Yes No

Chart 3. Teachers give us the examples of useful educational digital games and encourage us to use them  
in the process of learning – all respondents

Yes No

37,88%

62,12%

96,30%
3,70%

Theachers give us the examples of useful educational digital games and 
encourage us to use them in the process of learning

Public school Private school

Chart 4. Teachers give us the examples of useful educational digital games and encourage us to use them  
in the process of learning – respondents from public and private schoos

73,05%

26,95%

Students' attitudes towards the application of digital games in teaching 
and learning at schools

Yes No

Chart 5. Students’ attitudes towards  the application of digital games in teaching and learning at schools –  
answers of all the respondents
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Conclusion

The development of information and com-
munication technologies has affected the processes 
of learning and instructing, as well as the mode of 
creating the education strategy. The changes in the 
methods and procedures of knowledge transfer and 
knowledge adoption followed by the implementa-
tion of computers and modern digital media occur 
at an increasing rate. In order to increase the effi-
ciency of learning and instructing, it is necessary to 
enrich the education process with attractive and in-
teractive contents, which will involve students as ac-
tive participants. Learning through playing games, 
traditional or digital, is just one of the methods that 
lead to the achievement of the aforementioned ideas 
and encouraging the students’ activity and interac-
tion with learning materials.

A survey conducted in 2018 with three hun-
dred and eight students of the third and fourth grade 
of the primary school had the aim to demonstrate 

the extent to which children play digital games in 
their free time as well as for the purpose of learning 
and understanding different educational contents. 
The survey showed that the respondents are mostly 
motivated and interested in learning a given content 
through playing digital games. The results indicate a 
higher level of using digital games in private schools 
than in public schools. The reason for this could be 
better technical equipment in private schools, as 
well as a smaller number of students. The research 
confirmed that one hundred percent of the respond-
ents play digital games during their free time, which 
emphasizes the importance of the question of how 
to make children use digital games in a functional 
and educational way.

Teachers and parents, as well as experts in the 
field of education, should continue to deal with the 
fundamental question of functional and educational 
use of digital games, so that child development and 
education are productive, healthy and of high qual-
ity, while also fun at the same time.
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УЛОГА ДИГИТАЛНИХ ИГАРА У ЖИВОТУ ДЕЦЕ

Како у традиционалном, тако и у савременом приступу учењу и подучавању, игра се 
посматра као њихов најприроднији облик. Игра доприноси спонтаном учењу, интерактив-
ности и динамичности приликом усвајања нових садржаја и развоја способности. Савреме-
но доба изнедрило је дигиталну врсту игре, која данас све више испуњава свет деце и младих. 
Прелазак са традиционалних на дигиталне игре подстакли су савремено доба и енормно брз 
развој информационо-комуникационих технологија. Деца и млади данас све више користе 
дигиталне игре, како у слободно време, у сврху забаве и разоноде, тако и ради усвајања но-
вих знања и вештина. Како су дигиталне игре све присутније међу децом, све је учесталије 
питање да ли се и на који начин оне могу применити у сврху учења и подучавања? У раду су 
приказани резултати емпиријског истраживања спроведеног са ученицима трећег и четвр-
тог разреда основних школа на територији Србије. Узорак истраживања обухватио је три 
стотине осам испитаника из различитих основних школа, обухватајући, како државне, 
тако и приватне школе. Добијени резултати су показали да испитаници у 100% одговора 
истичу да играју дигиталне игре, у највећој мери ради забаве и разоноде, али незанемарив је 
проценат оних који указују да дигиталне игре користе у сврху откривања и усвајања нових 
садржаја и знања. Истраживање је указало на значајан раскорак у употреби и подстицању 
ученика на учење путем дигиталних игара у приватним и државним основним школама. 
Интересантан је податак који говори у прилог свеопштој мотивисаности ученика за ова-
кав вид учења и обнављања наставних и других образовних садржаја, што отвара даља 
питања − како дигиталне игре прилагодити наставном процесу и укључити их у процес 
истраживања, откривања и усвајања нових садржаја, кроз разумевање, игру и спонтаност? 

Кључне речи: деца, образовање, учење, дигиталне игре, игра. 


