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The Place For Gaming In Education

Abstract
This literature review set out to explore the current state of research concerning the impact of playing video games on young people. Evidence was compiled and ultimately fell into two categories: benefits of playing video games and limitations of gaming on young people. Findings suggest that the benefits may outweigh the limitations, specifically the benefits around social skills and improved cognitive performance (Granic et al, 2014; Alshammari et al, 2015; von Gillern and Nash, 2024). There is a portion of evidence that suggests, however, that young people could be exposed to hate speech and discrimination, and that gaming may impeded their ability to perform tasks in the day if their sleep becomes impacted (Wells et al, 2023; Ferguson, 2025). This article also briefly discusses the technological advancements in gaming and how this has changed the landscape, alongside debates and policy related to safeguarding young people in the UK. 

Introduction
Video games are an increasingly popular stakeholder for people’s attention. Since their introduction, they have increased in popularity to the billions of players worldwide and have become significantly influential in most economies around the world. So influential, in fact, that musicians and movie releases have been delayed due to their conflict with upcoming AAA studio games (Sky News, 2018). 
To understand the impact that video games can have on young people’s education, it is important to first understand video games as a whole phenomenon. This brief literature review will therefore discuss a brief history of gaming, moving into policy changes resulting from public scrutiny, then into the benefits and limitations of using video games to support education. The discussion will focus on the current gaps in the knowledge base that have emerged over the last decade, namely the benefits to young peoples’ practical skill development outside of brick-and-mortar education. This is a recognised, demonstrated gap in the research base (Turkay et al, 2014; John and Bates, 2024), which has hindered the perception of video games in society, particularly games produced as entertainment rather than overtly educational (Martinez et al, 2022). Although this literature review will briefly touch on games produced for educational purposes, it will propose that games produced as entertainment from the outset can indeed have a positive impact on young peoples’ educational skill development despite limitations observed in some research. 

Terminology
For the purposes of this article, definitions of gaming and education need to be clarified. Education refers to not only formal school settings, but education in a wider, informal sense. Young people experience education as an entire, enveloping experience during their formative years, which includes social, emotional, and academic education (Johnson and Majewska, 2022). This wider view of education incorporates more of the lived experience which forms young peoples’ perception of the world around them. Thus, education refers more to the experience of learning and developing skills, not related to pure academic success. Gaming in the article refers to the use of electronics to engage in any type of game. This can include on mobile phones, consoles, computers, and any other device that allows a user to play any type of game. Finally, this article refers to young people. This term refers to any person 18 years and under, predominantly people aged between eight and 16 due to their independence in decision making beginning to grow (General Medical Council, 2024), as well as being the demographic most current research and statistics covered in the gaming community. The term young people is preferred in England to refer to this demographic as it empowers and encourages the importance of the development of young peoples’ views in matters that include them, such as education. 

History and Context
Gaming as a hobby has been around for decades, with roughly 3.1 billion people playing across numerous platforms in 2025, including: mobile phones, consoles, personal computers (PC), and virtual reality (Entertainment Software Association, 2025). The scope of players is perhaps the widest it has ever been in the UK, with an almost even split between male and female players and age range from 4 years old to 65 years plus (Statista, 2026). The Covid-19 pandemic helped to increase global player numbers, seeing a peak of 92% of young people aged 16-24 playing video games during lockdowns (Statista, 2026). Due to the vast subject matter that gaming encapsulates, it is important to clarify the types of games that are available, and how this has evolved. 
Video game development is directly linked to the development of the computer. In the height of World War II, rudimentary computers were being secretly developed at Bletchley Park as code breaking machines with simple input-output algorithmic systems (Computer History Museum, 2026). There is a large amount of debate about which game was the very first, largely due to the functionality of the game and whether it used video display or analogue mechanics (Ivory, 2016). Most believe the first commercial video game would be 1958’s Tennis for Two, as although it used analogue not screen controls, it was purely intended for entertainment purposes; but it was not deemed revolutionary, thus fell into a purgatory of invention for several years (Wolf, 2012). It was not until 1972 that the first commercial, coin operated arcade game Pong used screen video mechanics and was intended for entertainment, therefore is widely considered the first iteration of video games that is recognisable today (Ivory, 2016). Perhaps surprisingly, though, the first educational video game was introduced before Pong, and according to Wilkinson (2016), an English games researcher, it was a clear segue to video games as a pop culture phenomenon. The Sumerian Game and just a few years later followed by Oregon Trail were the first of their kind to offer educational experiences used in classrooms around the world, cementing the rise of video games as early as 1974 (Wilkinson, 2016).

Policy Changes and Public Opinion
In recent years in England, there has been much debate about young people’s internet usage and access to technology. Perhaps rightfully so, parents and lawmakers alike have begun questioning their children’s access to entertainment content, including gaming. To reflect this changing attitude toward gaming, there have been several policies and laws proposed to protect children. There is significant debate about whose responsibility the protection of children in gaming is, with some arguing that the onus lies with the parents and not the government (Wolf and Dee, 2013). On the other hand, more recent evidence suggests that a multifaceted approach is needed to properly safeguard young people, including caregivers, educators, lawmakers, and international bodies to ensure safety crosses all borders (Faraz et al, 2022; van der Hof and Liefaard, 2025). Due to the complexity of the functions used, it is feasible to suggest that the most debate on the use of video games by young people comes from online gaming. Public opinion has shaped much of the legislation around gaming and continues to impact the perception of gaming in perhaps a more unique way than other media forms. 
Possibly the best example of dynamic changes to the law is the Online Safety Act 2023 (OSA) (Department for Science, Innovation, and Technology, 2025).  The aim of the OSA is to safeguard children from accessing or inadvertently coming across illegal content online, including from games (Department for Science, Innovation, and Technology, 2025). The OSA also dictates that the Office for Communication (Ofcom) will work to collaboratively enforce the OSA across all platforms children may access harmful content (Ofcom, 2025). Crucially, the OSA has continued to evolve to protect young people online, most notably in 2025 with the addition of age verification processes for gaming services such as Microsoft’s Xbox Gamepass, the first of its kind (Microsoft, 2025; Department for Science, Innovation, and Technology, 2025). 
Alongside the OSA, there are other bodies that have become responsible parties in safeguarding young people in gaming. The cornerstone of these is the Games Rating Authority (GRA) which oversees the use of the Pan-European Game Information (PEGI) system (GRA, 2025). Although this system currently rates both video games and board games for age-appropriate content, controversially the law currently does not make the online sale of age restricted games to younger people illegal (Department for Digital, Culture, Media, and Sport, 2014; GRA, 2025). The GRA uses the PEGI system to limit the sale of age restricted content to young people, but also to inform caregivers of what exactly makes the game inappropriate. According to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) (2025), online communication tools within games is a pivotal reason for a higher PEGI rating, as well as a dominating issues for caregivers due to the difficulty in monitoring chats. 
Another body that has become increasingly involved in the regulation of video games of late is the UK Gambling Commission. Unexpectedly, the Gambling Commission became involved due to the in-game asset of ‘loot boxes’, which are essentially randomised rewards that can be traded with other players for both in-game and real-life currency (UK Gambling Commission, 2017). This was a particular issue for young people due to loot boxes being present in popular games such as Fortnite. By supplying a way to exchange currency for a random reward, it has been argued that young people become susceptible to gambling behaviours and impulsivity in trying to find in-game loopholes to exploit (Sanmartin et al, 2023). Loot boxes are a part of a larger problem known as microtransactions; the practice of having unlockable content behind small paywalls to progress a game in a meaningful way (Gibson, 2022). Evidence from Gibson et al (2022) suggests that not just young people are negatively impacted by microtransactions: adults that have used loot boxes or other microtransactions are then more likely to experience problem gambling behaviour. These transactions are the heart of why the UK Gambling Commission became involved with game regulation. 

Benefits of Video Games for Supporting Education
The exploration of the benefits on education from video games is already more prolific than much of the public is aware of. There are many benefits to students within education playing video games, with three predominant themes that emerge from the literature: increased social skills, increased cognitive performance particularly on standardised assessment, and increased engagement with cultural perspectives around them (Granic et al, 2014; Alshammari et al, 2015; von Gillern and Nash, 2024). This is not just limited to the use of educational video games in a formal classroom setting but rather extends to the use of entertainment video games as a hobby (Adachi and Willoughby, 2017). 
For children that regularly play video games as a pastime, there is evidence to suggest that their social capital could increase, particularly for those young people playing Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMO RPGs) (Korkeila, 2021). Korkeila’s (2021) research is specifically interesting as it essentially expands on the concept that video games have become more socially complex and diverse as Granic et al (2021) proposed. This social complexity has helped form a small but ever-growing pod of research that finds the potential for children to develop skills such as empathy, inclusion, and relationship building (Wiederhold, 2021). This is partly due to the exposure of more complex characters and storylines, including games that deal with difficult subject matter such as racism and death. Games that incorporate heavy narrative social commentary, even subtly, can help young people explore themes in a safe way, often touching on topics that are viewed as too complex for younger people (Suter et al, 2021). This is the case with widely bestselling recent games such as Detroit: Become Human and Red Dead Redemption II; whereby these games promote empathy through difficult storylines, accessed by young people who were not the intended audience upon release. Wiederhold (2021) also notes that video games provided a virtual way to recreate social gatherings, particularly during pandemic lockdowns, which for young people became an outlet for stress during a time they may not have understood the implications of a global pandemic. Crucially, research by Walsh et al (2024) supports the concept that neurodivergent children especially benefit from video games as a way to build social skills. Because socialisation can be a barrier to many neurodivergent young people accessing parts of daily life, video games offer a space where there is a screen, literally and figuratively, to protect the young person from incoming social stimulus and allow processing time that does not necessarily exist in real life interactions. 
Young people, both neurotypical and neurodivergent, could benefit from building cognitive skills that have the potential to be further honed whilst playing video games. Educational games, such as Times Tables Rockstars, provide a virtual, incentive-based game for young people to repeatedly practice recalling facts. In England, use of these games is specifically heightened around the time of the mandatory multiplication table check in year 4, with success in recalling tables automaticity noted but limited (Thomson and Wright, 2025). Interestingly, cognitive skills seem to be better developed when young people are accessing video games with more implicit learning material for entertainment versus explicit learning (Vinter et al, 2022). Vinter et al’s (2022) research explored this principle in children as young as four years old. It is not just educational games that could provide this boost to cognitive skills. Commercially marketed entertainment games also provide the opportunity for young people to develop problem solving, spatial reasoning, decision making and its consequences, as well as impulse control (Reynaldo et al, 2021). Evidence for these benefits is historical, with research purporting benefits in these skills for the elderly and young adults alike (Gagnon, 1985; Whitcomb, 1990). Puzzle platformer games, such as the Portal series and the Legend of Zelda franchise allows players to think logically in three dimensional spaces with little narrative guidance. For young people, the successful trial and error needed to be able to overcome these puzzles causes self-reflection intrinsically. This reflection can then be seen in their education, with the promotion of metacognitive skills in the classroom leading to better self-regulation and resilience when faced with perceived difficulties (Checa-Romero and Gimenez-Lozano, 2025). This style of logical, computational style thinking benefits students across a range of subjects, including Math and Science.
The final theme to explore when considering the literature concerning the benefit of young people playing video games on their education is their boost in cultural engagement with the wider world around them. This is particularly pertinent for young people to expand their worldview and have experiences virtually they may not otherwise be able to access. There are two key ways this can happen with games: educational software available from organisations like galleries which offer virtual tours (Kown et al, 2020), and through engagement with geographical features from around the world (Fraile-Jurado, 2017). Museums and galleries have grown in the virtual reality market, offering ways to transport visitors to different time periods to immerse them in the history itself (Kwon et al, 2024). Young people experiencing galleries and museums that they may not otherwise be able to travel to can still afford them development comparable with peers who attended the museums in person, still increasing cultural capital (Haojun et al, 2025). Surprisingly, when asked, young people seemed to prefer gamification of their virtual museum visits instead of narrative driven information (Cesario and Nisi, 2022), which supports the idea that video games promote motivation to learn. Similarly, video games, particularly RPG Open World games, enable young people to engage with the world around them. This geographic education comes in the form of exploring landmarks a young person may never see in reality, through games such as Forza Horizon and Microsoft Flight Simulator that allow the player to have an accurate representation of real-world places. It can also be through experiencing environments that are more extreme, such as the North American wilderness in Red Dead Redemption II (Crowley et al, 2021) or exploring coastal erosion in Minecraft as students in Cornwall, England have done (Cornwall Council, 2025). According to research by Gilbert (2019), the Assassins Creed franchise combines the idea of transporting a player back in time while also being accurate to geographical surroundings. Evidence suggests that games like Assassins Creed are a solid demonstration of educational content alongside immersive narrative gameplay. Young people that have a greater understanding of time and place are able to more readily understand multiple perspectives of the same event and add greater criticality demonstrated in their discussions of history and geography (Gilbert, 2019).

Limitations to Video Games for Supporting Education
Of course, just as it is important to discuss the benefits of using video games as a tool to support education, it is vital to also understand the limitations they pose. Just as with the benefits discussion, the limitations will be discussed on education skills, not those specifically related to classroom learning. The limitations can be discussed in two overarching themes: social impact and cognitive impact. Research into the negative impact of video games began earlier than usually appreciated. This is due to the psychological underpinnings of the impact of video games, ultimately positioning gaming as a task-reward experience. This allows a cross over between gaming and early learning theories. Notably, Zimbardo, famous for his 1971 prison experiment (Haney et al, 1973), began to weigh in on the social impact of gaming related to his work on power and identity. It was thought that the idea of playing the role of an anti-hero, or ultimate morally gray compass, in a game can mimic changes in identity in real life, with the potential to lead to coercive behaviour and enhance perceived male social isolation (Gunter, 1998; Zimbardo, 2018). 
Aggression and violent behaviour such as coercion is perhaps one of the most long-standing concerns related to safeguarding young people on games. Consequentially, this is an area of the field saturated with empirical data that allows an examination of these claims further. More recent research posits that the historical fear of violent role playing in video games causes violent behaviour in real life is not wholly unfounded, but the context and type of violence are important distinctions to make. For example, there is some evidence from a preeminent voice in the field, Ferguson, to suggest that stress in co-operative games may be linked to aggression toward a gaming partner rather than violence itself in the game, but ultimately that neither factor has a definitive link in children (Barrington and Ferguson, 2022). Similarly, findings around gun violence suggests that young children engaging in weapon play through fist person shooter games (FPS) such as Call of Duty did not have an impact on aggression as an older juvenile, nor is there substantial evidence of desensitisation (Goodson et al, 2021; Ferguson, 2025). This evidence demonstrates that although the public perception of learned violence from video games remains present (Shaiman and Plakas, 2025), the current evidence does not reflect this. There is also evidence to suggest that there is a bias in the reporting of negative implications of playing video games, where media outlets have focused on perceived negative impact and rarely reporting current findings (Copenhaver et al, 2017).
Another example of violence young people could be exposed to is right wing radicalisation, which in recent years has become an increasing concern, specifically in school aged young people. Contrary to violence against others in a small-scale form, such as against peers in school, radicalisation has seen an increase in targeting young people with hateful propaganda across many online gaming platforms (Wells et al, 2023). Links between hate speech and discrimination experienced by young gamers and their support of terrorist organisations have been made, and literature implies that this will continue to grow despite efforts from safeguarding organisations (Wells et al, 2023). This can in turn mean that a young person that has become increasingly isolated due to radicalism is more likely to act on those tendencies. It can also lead to recruitment of similar vulnerable peers. Opposing popular belief, however, this is potentially not due to games being used to recruit young people; rather, games can be used as a vehicle for discriminatory iconography (Robinson and Whittaker, 2021). Just as with literature, there are many examples of video games being censored due to the use of racist depictions and symbolism. A notable example of this is with the Wolfenstein franchise in Germany, where until 2019 a specific scene involving numerous swastikas and a mechanical Hitler are removed (BBC, 2018). However, the use of hate symbols in games remains a concern, and a frequently debated issue is over who has responsibility to determine if a game should be censored. Recently, Roblox has been sanctioned due to players creating mini games based on hate and discrimination, finding loopholes in the game’s monitoring system (Silva and Barreda-Angeles, 2025). This has led to discussions about where the line is between freedom of expression in the perceivably harmless environment of a game, and how to protect young people from harm even if this means censoring media. Interestingly, there is a growing body of evidence to suggest that viewing hate speech alone may not be a driver in young people becoming radicalised, and rather it is the experience of playing through a simulation of a hate fuelled event that has a major impact (Robinson and Whittaker, 2021; Koehler et al, 2022). The discussion of censorship could be carried on more fully in a later piece, but just scratching the surface can show what a young person could potentially be exposed to whilst gaming.
The second theme to consider when discussing limitations of video games in supporting education is the cognitive effects on young people who regularly game. Although this has already been touched upon as a positive impact by way of developing recall and automaticity skills, there are cognitive skills that seem to decline in young people who play video games. One such cognitive skill that has seen decline is abstract thinking, or imagination (Greenfield, 2009). Much of the research currently being conducted concerning young peoples’ imagination is related to mobile devices, such as phones or tablets. Recent research indicates that the use of mobile devices hinders imagination twofold: through children replicating storylines they have already been exposed to and not having novel ideas, as well as the time dedicated to mobile devices over choosing to engage in imaginative play (Richert et al, 2025). An intriguing find in this regard is the influence of parents on their children’s imagination flexibility; children who played on a device with a sibling or peer had significantly higher flexibility in their imagination versus those who played with a parent or by themselves (Bukhalenkova and Almazova, 2023). This detrimental impact is seen in the classroom, where young people even in late secondary school can struggle to picture abstract concepts without using concrete learning resources. 
Another cognitive impact to address regarding video games is the effect on sleep and therefore on cognitive ability. There is a large pool of recent empirical data showing the significant negative impact a lack of sleep can have on everyone, not just young people (Lim et al, 2025). Newer research into the impact of gaming specifically, not just screen time, is an important distinction to make due to the decision-making processes involved with gaming becoming an active not passive process in the brain. Video games are thought to be having a growing impact on young people getting enough rest, particularly the middle age group of between 12-16 (Lund et al, 2021). The impact has been growing so exponentially that Gaming Disorder is now recognised in the International Classification of Disease, and a symptom listed relates to gaming impeding mandatory activities for healthy living, such as sleep and eating (World Health Organisation, 2025). Teachers’ perspectives from within the classroom support the need for plentiful rest in young people through to young adulthood, with decision making, physical health, and mental wellbeing severely impeded with even slightly reduced sleep (Mellon et al, 2024). With reduced sleep potentially causing cognitive reduction alongside the detriment to creativity in younger children, it can be argued that video games do notable harm that should not be ignored.

Conclusions
Video games are a creative, immersive, and incredibly popular technological advancement. They are also a quite often misunderstood and unfairly demonised (Copenhaver et al, 2017). This literature review set out to briefly explore the history and explosion of video gaming into pop culture, then discuss their impact on young people across several angles of their development. Initially, it was thought that gaming for entertainment could actually be having more of a positive impact than perhaps society gave them credit for, and through this lens, an exploration of the effects found several points of note.
The benefits on a young person’s skill development were suggested across several pieces of research and can be narrowed down into three distinct categories. They are increased social skills, increased cognitive performance particularly on standardised assessment, and increased engagement with cultural perspectives around them (Granic et al, 2014; Alshammari et al, 2015; von Gillern and Nash, 2024). Overall, gaming as a hobby seems to improve facets of a young person’s education that benefit from external stimulation, such as travelling to a different time period. By incorporating, or indeed just acknowledging, the use of video games, young people appear to have success in building lasting relationships with their learning that last through to young adulthood (von Gillern and Nash, 2024). 
The limitations of video gaming on young peoples’ educational development are purported to be most cognitive and social issues that have the potential to arise particularly when gaming becomes uncontrolled (Zimbardo, 2018; Wells et al, 2023). Socially, young people are vulnerable to experience hate speech and discriminatory practices in MMO RPGs, and even may come across simulations of hateful acts they can choose to participate in. Cognitively, young people have the potential to suffer from a lack of imagination, which can sometimes be attributed to a lack of meaningful sleep. 
Policy changes have occurred to reflect these impacts on young people. For example, there have been changes to increase safeguarding for online games, as well as controversial limiting of material available in some countries. There have also been organisations established to collaboratively organise the effort for safeguarding young people from inappropriate material. 
To conclude, the potential benefits of using entertainment-based video games discussed deserve to be explored with further research to ensure not only the results are replicable but sustained across age groups. This is a current gap in the research that could provide more insight into the wider influence of media on young people’s development. However, the limitations to gaming should not be ignored, and it is important to accurately acknowledge these impacts to begin building an accurate picture of how gaming may shape development. This is a particularly important direction for research to take moving forward, as the introduction and use of generative artificial intelligence seeps into young peoples’ lives.
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