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As expectations on children’s education have shifted with the advancements of technology,
so has the idea of childhood itself. Learning through games is not tied to a physical pc anymore,
but rather has molded into a transitional space between work and leisure where lines and struc-
tures blur. With this new space however, comes new set of considerations as to where agency of
children lie and if these spaces extend the power imbalances of society at large into them. This
thesis defines what educational gaming spaces are, how they differ from other learning games
and how they relate to agency and self-determination. This definition and theory is then used for
deductive reflexive thematic analysis, in which 19 research papers on educational gaming spaces
from 2020 onwards were investigated. This data was then compared to theories of agency and
children’s freedom to see how adults and science views this phenomena in educational gaming.
The themes identified draw a picture of the landscape, in which adults, society, children and the
space itself make an interconnected web from which agency and self-determined learning are
possible — if given time and resources.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Education and playing games have gone hand in hand since the birth of physical games,
chess being one of the more well-known examples of class status and culmination of
education since Late Middle Ages (Adams, 2009). Whether the games were serious in
nature or a break from learning in the school ground, often seen as a part of these phys-
ical games is the aspect of player agency; the power of the player to influence the play

and its' outcome with their choices and actions.

The concept of agency is not merely constrained to player perspective when considering
gaming spaces. Researching topics that touch on education and childhood, the idea of
agency has been discussed in multiple fields of studies, such as gender studies and ped-
agogy. The social agency and freedom of children have been seen through many lenses,
but the conclusion often comes down to the fact that systems build and enforces by
adults weaken the creativity of pupils, as the curriculum is often built for the social
sphere of an adult, rather than a child’s (Wyness, 1999). Low agency of a pupil often-
times mirrors low engagement, which in itself decreases possibility for initiative and play

(Wyness, 1999).

Player agency, freedom, and the changes in social spheres were reflected well in the
history of digital videogames, especially in the domain of educational games. The ideas
of seeing children as adults-in-waiting (Wyness, 1999) and the technological constraints
of early 90’s videogames made a formula for educational videogames that had relatively
low player-agency. Typical educational pc game from the era, such as Pajama Sam series
(Humongous Entertainment, 1996 — 2003) would feature a narrative experience, where
the player is lead through various mini games that would teach a certain skill, such as
math or the alphabet, and when completed, give out a sort of token to proceed further
in the story. While the intended player had most of the time control of what mini games
they wanted to play, their agency was relatively low, as their actions would either result

in the completion of the game or closing the software.



As the expectations of children’s education has moved from the initial introduction of
edutainment however, the games and platforms have changed with them. A shift from
formal classroom experiences to out-of-school learning has started forming, especially
from the midst of Covid-19 pandemic (Slattery et al., 2024). The singular learning games
moved to introducing highly social and playful environments; educational gaming
spaces. Agency and self-determined learning have been of interest in these environ-

ments, especially as they are bound by social rules (Halsema et al., 2021).

Whether or not high-agency in gaming and learning content is deemed superior to low-
agency is not discussed further in this research, as agency cannot be defined by such
praxis (Halsema et al., 2021). Rather, agency and its advocacy is discussed as a develop-
ment in technological field of game design and institutionalized education, pouring from
the ideas of agency from fields of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970/2014) and feminist the-
ories (Halsema et al., 2021). The higher end of possible agency given is where wider
range of observations regarding the topic can be made, hence making the initial assump-
tion that a space advocating for roleplay, socialization, and narrative is the optimal fit
for this research. Understanding the differences and presumptions made of agency and
its volume in game communities, design, and history are however integral part of un-
derstanding how educational gaming spaces function and how these choices may affect
player experience. It should be noted as well, that instead of finding optimal ways to
learn through game content or finding theories that prove the pedagogical advantages
of online gaming, the objective of this study is to define and discuss interests points in

current research in transitionality between school and home.

In the modern day, the reflections of changes in digital and educational spaces seem to
prevail. Now that many of the last decade’s hardware constraints are gone, the playing
field of games keeps exponentially growing, finding new platforms and ways of engag-
ing. For education, these advancements have made the field larger and paved the way
for diverse range of learning games and applications, such as serious games, gamifica-
tion, and game-based learning (Deterding et al., 2011; Ifenthaler et al., 2012; Kankaan-
ranta & Neittaanmki, 2009). Where the echoes of different schools Wyness (1999) talked



about in context of educational institutes come into play is when comparing gamifica-
tion and game-based learning. Game based learning, which educational gaming spaces
are seen to fall under, is the idea of making learning process engaging. The game used
does not strictly need to be a game made for education, but rather how it’s engaged
with is the key for making the experience one of learning. Game based learning is de-
fined by its promotion of ‘soft’ skills, including social skills, cognitive skills and practical
skills (Ifenthaler et al., 2012). Gamification on the other hand often refers to an educa-
tional or practical task that is made engaging by introducing game element into it, for

example an experience bar and reward at the end (Deterding et al., 2011).

Understanding pedagogics of evolving game-based learning is a task tackled by a grow-
ing number of scholars, but the scale should be balanced by a same number of studies
understanding the subjects themselves on their level. When productivity is at the heart
of the topic, especially when mixed with what seems to be leisure activities, it is crucial
to consider what higher purpose does the activity serve, and what does studying the

effectiveness of said activity produce.

However, as noted by various scholars like Wyness (1999) and Freire (1970/2014), chil-
dren and their agency are always bound by the ruling of an adult in one form or another.
As of writing this thesis, the many budget cuts made by the Finnish government have
put children — especially one’s in minorities — in a risk of weaker socioeconomic status.
Notably cuts made in various housing benefits that affect low-income, single-parent
households, as well as the discontinuation of funding for educational material in plain
language (Opike, 2024), can be traced directly to a lower status of living for children in
Finland. These changes in societal level are paired with the pressure on children to take
active responsibility of their learning out of school (Ritella & Marcone, 2024) and the
rapid rise of generative Al as part of the classrooms (Anders, 2026) give a clear idea of
what our current state sees children as — and how it has always seen them as. Due to
these factors, and the nature of studies made on the topic at large, the focus of this
study was shifted from the children themselves to adults. As long as learning and vide-

ogames have been linked together, there have been studies both on how to design



them, uphold them, and improve them. Looking into the more recent research to un-
derstand the ideas upheld and enforced by the adults — be it designers, researchers or
teachers — will also bring into light the core values that these games strive to give to

their pupils.

As | dive deeper into the space between school and home, play and study, this research
falls in the space between the stages of understanding. Rather than making assumptions
as an adult of how children understand and use their agency in these online spaces, |
find it crucial to study the adults wielding the final power in these spaces first. How do
they understand the concept of their pupils’ agency and how do they take that into ac-
count? Are these spaces designed in a way that engages children and gives them free-
dom to act on their desires —and what are the constraints of that? Most notably, how
does this web of connections in agency and self-determined learning culminate from a
pedagogical point of view? Do the messaging and ideals around the topic reflect in the

space itself and what do they drive towards?

As this thesis is situated in the middle ground of understanding a web of interconnected
links between school, leisure, and gaming, the methodology also reflects this stage of
in-between. In order to make assumptions, general statements, or even studied guesses
on a group of people, there needs to first be understanding of the intersectionality the
people occupy in the society (Freire, 1970/2014). However, Freire suggests that a truly
successful investigation cannot be narrowed too much before it loses understanding of

such intersectionality; this thesis serves as a piece of a puzzle for future investigations.

Reflexive thematic analysis was chosen to be the most appropriate study method for
the scope of this thesis, so that it may outline points of interest of existing study, and to
encourage further investigations on this and interconnected topics to map out as whole
a picture of ‘reality’ as possible (Freire, 1970/2014). Using this line of thinking, that is

carried in the main sources in the chapter going over the building the concept of agency



in these educational gaming spaces, it also gives the opportunity to reflect on the con-
cerns raised on the non-agency and low agency children are often left with in the global

state of society.

In practicality, the scope of this reflexive thematic analysis is to investigate papers and
studies that already exist on the topic of educational gaming spaces and to analyze the
language and practices that these studies use, in order to see if the climate promotes

true solidarity of the pupils, and in so doing are places of heutagogy.

As a reading through the lens of heutagogy and engaged pedagogy, the setting already
proposes a certain critical take on traditional pedagogy, and in so doing creates limits of
its own, that will leave certain points uninvestigated. This limit of lens and scope also
promotes a Eurocentric reading of concepts such as agency, childhood, and freedom. It
is crucial to underline such biases and limits that a thesis on the topic of game industry
and the circles of serious games will create, as the medium itself is centered around

identities, bodies, and cultures that benefit from such existing biases already.



2 THEORY

As the intersectionality of education and gaming has been researched from multiple as-
pects and schools of study, it is crucial that the terms and concepts used in this research
are clearly stated to avoid misunderstanding and misuse of analysis and data dis-

cussed.

Before delving into the intricacies of agency and self-determined learning, however, the
term educational gaming spaces is introduced and defined. The term is made specifically
for this thesis to suggest a completely new genre of ‘learning’ games in order to ease
their cumulative research moving forward. An example of Minecraft (Mojang Studios,

2009) is introduced as a clear mark of the characteristics of educational gaming spaces.

Moving forward, agency of an oppressed class is introduced and defined by selected key
theories that will carry through the thesis as a lens for analysis. This theoretical lens pairs
particularly well in the matters of children, as they are considered oppressed by adult
power. Then, as agency turns to the circles of gaming and learning, the definition of
agency is compared to the definition of educational gaming spaces. Lastly, deeper un-
derstanding of alternative learning methods from traditional pedagogy is constructed
through heutagogy. These key theories then form a cohesive standing point for the lit-

erature analysis and define the research questions.

In order to make assumptions of self-determined learning and how its established in
educational gaming spaces, we need to understand what self-determined learning (or
heutagogy) mean both in general terms and in our specific context. Further, | will discuss
how pedagogy and heutagogy represent opposite ends of learner agency. In order to
dive deeper into the meaning of agency, we also need to define it for the scope of this
research, and make sure the definition aligns with heutagogy’s general understanding
of self-determination. Lastly, as children are at the center of the discussion, the idea of
childhood is examined to determine what researchers mean when talking in general

terms of their core subject. How has our understanding changed through pedagogy, how



was it determined for online learning, and how have our surrounding cultural and polit-

ical landscapes shaped the definition of a child, and in so doing, a pupil.

Concepts such as agency and heutagogy in the perspective of children and players have
deep history and context. Due to advancements in both education and technology, the
definitions of these terms have also changed within the timeframe of the existence of
learning games. Determining what agency has meant in context of games and education,
this thesis tries to define one intersection between the two social circles to be able to

use interchangeably when defining said agency in context of educational gaming spaces.

2.1 Educational gaming spaces

Differing from the spaces of purely educational spaces and learning games, this research
uses the term ‘educational gaming spaces’ to refer to an online learning environment
that uses a game as its main motivator for learning. The games that platform these
spaces are not intended for this particular purpose at release, but rather are online
games the target audience of this learning circle already could potentially be interested

in and involved in.

A clear example of such platform is Minecraft (Mojang studios, 2009), which has been
modified and re-released in various forms for educational purposes. In case for example
a Finnish educational gaming space School of Gaming, Minecraft is used as a platform
for narrative lore building for the social circle, but also for courses such as digital summer

camps and English lessons.

Educational gaming spaces have been experimented on for various purposes during the
lifespan of online games, and the phenomena is not limited to digital online games. For
example, research was done contemplating of children and adolescent at the peak of
the discussions on videogame violence and how it affected young people’s internaliza-
tion of said gore (Anderson et al., 2007). Violent video games were tested as learning
spaces, especially on what exactly they were teaching to children who were participating

in them actively.



Compared to its predecessors, educational learning spaces are new ventures in grand
scheme of online gaming. Rather than lumping this unique way of interacting with an
existing IP into the previously defined categories, | made a new neutral term to describe
the phenomenon. It differs enough from gamified learning, learning games, and serious

games to have its own title in this thesis.

On the basis of agency, educational gaming spaces may also differ from their counter-
parts distinctively. Usually, games built upon learning have their rules and boundaries
set in the constraints of learning. When stripped from all of the gameful elements, a
traditional learning game is designed with the core purpose of transferring knowledge,
and usually that of a specific kind. Games may be built upon teaching pattern recognition
for logical puzzles, or purely to teach vocabulary of a foreign language. Key here is that
the experience, the world the player inhabits, and its rules are all revolved around trans-
ferring the game’s knowledge onto its player. Progress and gameplay may be locked
behind a learning curve or linear progress bar. The player in this design has ‘low’ agency
on what happens in the game or its story — the only way they may change the experience
is by how efficiently they acquire the knowledge asked from them. Much like ‘tradi-
tional’ teacher-student relationship described by Freire (1970/2014), the relationship
between the game and its player is akin to a narrative, where the games narrates and

subject listens, and in this case plays the premade narrative.

When the same introspect is applied on games categorized as educational gaming
spaces, the logic does not apply. In theory, the design purpose cannot be knowledge
transfer in the same terms, as the games are built to transfer very different format of
knowledge onto the player — for example how to survive and traverse the terrain. In
these scenarios, the adult is a teacher on paper, but often is not in control of what hap-
pens in the game, since online games and roleplay-heavy stories cannot be premade to
a calculated formula. On a purely conceptual level then, not only does the freedom of
children influence the space itself, but also the authority of the ‘teacher’ and the form

of boundaries educational games have. As the key elements of both game ‘genres’ are



so unlike each other, the distinction between educational games and educational gam-

ing spaces is justified.

However, while distinctions can be made on theoretical level, the purpose of this re-
search is to see if in reality these spaces make use of the freedom they have the potential
to offer, or strive for the traditional narrative relationship of teaching, making the term
null. Educational gaming space as a term is as effective as the applications of these core
distinctions of theoretical grounds in relation to freedom, self-determination, and
agency are in the reality of said space. As much as the space itself could have potential
to be that of freedom and differ from formal pedagogy, the truth is that teachers, cur-
riculum, and the school system hold power to use the space as they see fit — which usu-

ally means to see effective academic results in children.

2.2 Minecraft

As educational gaming spaces have not been defined as their separate ‘genre’ usually,
the studies into them are limited to this day, and often revolve around a specific game.
In the current landscape of research and application, educational gaming spaces con-
tinue to be dominated by Minecraft (Mojang Studios, 2009). For the purposes of keeping
this thesis as relevant as possible to the discoveries and discussion revolving around ed-
ucational gaming spaces, Minecraft is often the sole example of its kind in the research
analyzed and presented. For this purpose, a short descriptor of Minecraft’s unique qual-

ities and uses is provided in its own sub-chapter.

Minecraft (Mojang Studios, 2009) is an adventure roleplaying and building game, which
lets the player explore and affect the landscape around them. The world and materials
in it are constructed of simplistic blocks, which can be destroyed, harvested and com-
bined to make unique environments, tools, and structures. While the game does feature
a general story line, it is rather hidden and does not explicitly need to be followed by the

player in order for them to play and advance in the game.

Minecraft has gained popularity since its release in 2009 and has become widely known

by children and adolescents likely due to its ease of access, simplicity, and the various



popular media it has inspired and produced. While other games much alike it have been
released over the years, Minecraft's unique flexibility of application keeps it as the

standard in its genre — and as the popular choice in hobby and serious settings.

Minecraft in its current state is used both in and outside of school settings and continues
to be a popular ‘gamified” experience in traditional education. Children, especially the
younger generation, are already native in online games (Akram, 2021) and henceforth
do not have a barrier of entry for understanding Minecraft at its simplest level. Due to
its open-ended gameplay, which rewards co-creation and out of the box thinking, ped-
agogical uses for the game have been varied. The game’s environment can be used for
example for mathematical, creative, STEM and language learning (Akram, 2021; Slattery
et al., 2024). Minecraft’s uses in learning have been studied not only in different curric-
ular supporting methods but have also been tested to uplift and support children who

struggle in standardized classrooms or have a need for supported learning.

What solidifies Minecraft as the stable of educational gaming space is not only rooted
in its inherent qualities, but also for the introduction of Minecraft Education (ME). ME
has all the mechanics of the base game, but is honed specifically for education uses for
schools and hobbies, and is provided free for some select countries and schools (n??).
As these online spaces in children's lives are discussed, online games like Minecraft could
be considered as a third space - a space that crosses a boundary between home and

school, leisure and work (Hatoss, 2025; Ritella & Marcone, 2024).

While any game can be an educational gaming space, the dedication which has been put
into making Minecraft to fill the niche between home and school does make it excep-
tional. Rather, its accepted status as part of experimentations in curriculum and educa-
tion is likely the reason it has the power to continue to grow as an educational gaming

space.

2.3 Agency

Depending on the person, their situation in life, personal history, and school of thought,

agency will have a varying definition and meaning. For a concept humankind has been
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thinking about and theorizing for such a long time, there is no one correct framing for
agency, nor will answer for it be found in this research. As vast of a landscape as agency
is, for the purpose of this thesis it must be narrowed down and defined, however, so
such a definition can further down the research be compared to results and analyzed.
In this thesis, for the sake of clarity and focus agency is defined by scholars of engaged
pedagogy, heutagogy, and feminist theories. Firstly, the chapter investigates key defini-
tions of agency, and how it’s constructed on a larger societal level — especially in places
where it’s lacking. This lack of agency is then defined further into theory on children, an
oppressed class, and how their lack of agency is shown both in and out of school setting.
Lastly, the definition of agency in pedagogy and games is further investigated, and the
implication of what agency in such overlapping environments may look like. Do theories

on agency support video games as a learning platform, or problematize them further?

There needs to be consideration, however, on what type of bias these ideas and con-
cepts might hold in themselves. Time, place, and socioeconomical stance will affect how
agency is taken and given. A child’s agency, therefore, will be affected in other forms
and aspects of life other than education and gaming, and the agency they have in these
parts of their lives will affect almost all agency they have, be it offline or online. For
example, in many cases it may not be up for the child to decide if they initially wish to
be part of an educational gaming space, and even then, their player agency may be af-
fected by what hardware they are using. For example, laggy performance of a pc lowers
their chances to participate and make changes in the game. As the circle of a child’s
immediate online and offline presence grows, new limit-cases (Freire, 1970/2014) show

themselves, often in ways a child will not be able to move past.

Adults have always been a variable when defining any agency that revolves around chil-
dren. Even in matters where freedom of children is enforced, often parents and children
are still in a structure of their own: the parent acts as a professional (Le Grand, 2006),
who knows the adult context to the matters at hand. Our society through history has
seen children as inherently different to adults and making sense of their needs and

wants through this core implication that children are adults in the making (Blazek, 2016).
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Children as a subject of interest allude to theories of agency, where scholars discuss the
lack thereof. Feminist and critical theories on pedagogy and oppressed classes are the
building blocks for this thesis’ definition, where the agency of children can and should
be discussed. The concept is two-fold, as the agency of the oppressed cannot be only
measured by their internal processes, for they are always bound my limits that society
puts on them (Freire, 1970/2014). Children — as people in general oppressed by the so-
ciety around them — do not have a clear-cut agency of their own, but rather a spectrum
of the lack of it. Some limited actions that children do, for example some aspects of
playful behaviour, can be seen as an act of agency. Their lives and actions are still largely
decided by systems built by adults, even when those systems are not in direct contact
with children themselves. As Butler theorizes, what agency is at its core cannot be
pointed to, but when groups are denied their rights to it, the space between can be seen

(Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017).

Because of the standardized ideas of who is a child (Blazek, 2016), it is no wonder that
adult driven faculties, especially schools, have played their own part in constructing the
idea, furthering the point of standardized childhood (Oswell, 2013). Pedagogy, there-
fore, can be seen as a pinnacle of non-agency — at least in its base form. A system that
is built by adults to standardize a function, in this case of learning, does not advocate for
an individual’s or group’s agency, and historically has denied such choices. Both Wyness
(1999) and Freire (1970/2014) see pedagogy in schools as places for oppression —where
the subjects and their childhoods are standardized to bank capital for their future adult

selves, and in doing so becoming a functioning part of adult society.

Critical pedagogy theories have described traditional education facilities and curriculum
as giving low agency or none to children (Wyness, 1999). In cases of education, the
agency of children is described as the power to change and be part of the circle where
learning is done, be it activities or decisions made inside and outside school that affect
the everyday life of these children (Wyness, 1999). The same sentiment and reconstruc-
tion of ideals inside faculties is echoed by Le Grand (2006), where school system at large

in England and Wales before 1980’s was described to work on command and control,
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where state determined budgeting and local schools were put strictly to a same mold.
In this model, the agency of children and their parents was low, as the system was not

flexible for any of the groups attending the premises.

How children are situated in context of agency, and education, are that of an oppressed
class without the voice to open dialogue for themselves. When standardized experi-
ences moved to standardized testing in the 1980’s to prove children’s individual aca-
demic success (Le Grand, 2006), the system changed significantly but not in favor of
opening dialogical actions (Freire, 1970/2014). Dialogue, both literally and figuratively,
were described by Freire as actions that demythologize the system that oppresses peo-
ple and unveils it. This in turn lets people themselves look beyond the veil that limits
them, giving them agency and freedom of knowledge. Dialogical actions then are an act
of resistance that Butler described as agency itself — they are social and perform within

a framework yet show the individuals choice of displacement (Halsema et al., 2021).

Where there’s dialogical action, antidialogical actions also persist (Freire 1970/2014).
For example, when Oswell (2012) describes the school system and how it turned to an
‘equal’ ground for children to take initiative of their own intellect and achievements,
which were often seen as part of biological and hereditary part of a person — in truth
this action could be directly referred to as conquest by Freire (1970/2014). Conquest is
an antidialogical action, which forcefully puts people to an equal experience — this in
turn creates a myth of individualistic choice to succeed or fail, and moves the dialogue

away from the system itself.

Children’s agency, however, is not and cannot be solely confined into the lack of it. While
standardized childhood and the structures surrounding it are made by adults for adult
context, it is unclear as to how children might see this dialogue on their behalf. As agency
and the theories introduced in this thesis are often provoking imagery of revolution and
liberation, this is in part a biased look into what agency is. As a critique to Butler’s defi-
nition of agency (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017), Mahmood (2005) brings up its lacking

nuance into other cultures than the westernized societal norm: “In doing so, this
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scholarship elides dimensions of human action whose ethical and political status does
not map onto the logic of repression and resistance.” (Mahmood, 2005, p.33). Focusing
on the revolutionary aspects of resisting non-agency, intersectionality of what agency is
can be forgotten — which then leads to wrong conclusions and sidelines the voices that
do not experience same body of freedom as those that are afforded more of it (Disch &
Hawkesworth, 2017). Even scholars, who do view agency as resistance, do not believe it
to be a complete rejection of the oppressive norm but rather as an act of displacement
within said limit-case (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017). When children are discussed, this
could mean that even in the limit-case which their whole existence is built upon, they
have ability to act against the rules put upon them — but the severity of the limit-case
and the ability of mean-making inside of it is heavily tied to historical and cultural con-

texts.

2.4 Agency in relation to games and learning

Now that the key theories of agency are defined, this chapter will compare the definition
of educational gaming spaces to that of agency and learning. As learning games have
their own developmental cycle in history of play and pedagogy, it is crucial to construct
a theoretical framework of how agency and freedom of children is developed in such
spaces. With this theoretical understanding the potentials of educational gaming spaces’
nature can be speculated on, and can be used as a critical lens for the literature analysis

later on.

Games, while debated, are an extension of our reality and could not exist outside of it,
much like any space humans inhabit. In this thesis, games as whole are considered as a
human-made space, in which restrictions, norms, and power structures may differ from
other spaces but are connected to them at a fundamental level. Whether or not games
can be completely outside of our understanding of reality and the burdens and rulesets
given by such making are not debated further. If games, especially those used for after-
school activities and learning platforms are considered as a space as much as a school,
this third space can also be studied from the lens of mirroring developments of peda-

gogy in school history to learning games.
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While | draw comparisons between pedagogical history and learning games, it is im-
portant to understand that the comparison will never be perfect and will not reflect a
whole picture of how educational gaming spaces came to be. Learning games are in the
grand scheme of pedagogy a new phenomenon that gets to draw prior knowledge of
both pedagogy and game culture. It is still possible to see the development from the
early stages of learning game design to what online learning spaces are trying out today,
and how it reflects many of the developments in learning history. What complicates this
comparison, however, is the fact that while pedagogical history can be studied at length,
with the full knowledge of when legislations were put in place and how they affected
different schooling systems globally and in specific parts of the world, the same cannot

be said for videogame history — especially those of serious in nature.

A possible intriguing correlation between learning history and games can be noted when
in the late 80’s the school system changed more akin to what serves the agency of chil-
dren — at least in theory. User empowerment came in the form of parental choice, as
the funding was removed from state and given to schools (Le Grand, 2006). This freedom
of choice also brought standardized testing on children, which may be reminiscent of
why alternative products such as learning games were in their early stages. While there
was freedom to choose what you learn in a sense, the games often restricted the player,
the child, to certain tasks that would be translatable directly to what would be learned

in school physically like for example JumpStart series (Fanfare Software, 1994-1995).

Due to copyright laws and how digital products have evolved in a short period of time,
many of the games used in schools for learning purposes are hard or impossible to study
in hindsight. Game studios such as Living Books (1994-1997) and their products remain
actively digitally preserved artifacts that give a concrete idea of what some of the ways
the 3rd space was trying to expand to learning environments. As Mitchell and Van Vught
(2024) have written when discussing matters of videogame formalism, it is impossible
to analyze this material completely accurately, even when playing the games as they
were when released — this pathos rings especially true as the context of time and under-

standing of childhood have changed since the release of the early stages of learning
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games. In today’s climate, it is as straining task to understand the intricacies of how
games are used as learning platforms, as often the most popular of them were not de-
signed to be so — but rather are games children were naturally drawn to modified in

hindsight to move from pure entertainment to ‘edutainment’.

From what is apparent from the older generation of learning games is the intent to en-
courage learning through gameplay — which at the time was often considered as edu-
tainment. Edutainment, much akin to gamification but different in nature, was the in-
tent to make games and entertainment that stealthily introduced ideas from school, be
it math problems or literacy. Understanding the context of learning games from the
nineties and how the third space took its’ shape back then is dependent on the amount
of agency that the children in these spaces were given. As mobile devices were not used
widely nor could power entertainment of same caliber as today, the learning games
were often tied to a pc either at public space such as kindergarten, library or school, or
at private space such as home. This statement already makes the base assumption that
in order for a child to have engaged with this mode of learning and habitation of third
space, their relations socioeconomical status and culture must have nurtured for the

type of consumption.

The inherent design of serious games — in this context learning games — harbors the
same message as edutainment and gamification. The games are made to boost some-
thing else, often capital, that is discussed by Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970/2014). The children are ‘tricked’ to harbor skills deemed useful by the current
curriculum by playing games, that are often seen as ‘fun’ and ‘hobby’ activity. The
agency therefore is already muddied by the power structure and cannot be seen as the
pure want of action in these older third spaces. The game merely replaces a physical
teacher, and could be considered even stricter example of the narrative relationship of
teacher and student as in these spaces the student cannot form contact with the system,
but merely go through the categories of knowledge the ‘teacher’ wants the student to
learn — and rewards the student only when they succeed in what the game predeter-

mines as a success in its code and rules. Player input is a form of agency as they may
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choose not to learn — and as such act in feminist theory is seen as a radical empower-
ment (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017) of self-agency — the reality of taking such action with
a learning game is rather low in agency. The game does not feel and in so doing does
not react to inaction from the student’s side. The game cannot ask for reasoning, or be
displeased, and turning the game off does not change anything substantial in the space
or the reality surrounding it — only radicalizing the action if said action was taken in a

pedagogical setting where a physical teacher requires the pupils to play such a game.

Describing action of choosing not to play by the rules of a game or choosing not playing
at all also presents the problem of romanticizing and revolutionizing mundane actions
as actions of ‘agency as resistance’ (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017). Can agency truly be
claimed in situations in which a child is asked to perform a task pedagogical in nature,
and the child chooses not to interact, or does the task in an ‘incorrect’ manner (Halsema
etal.,, 2021)? As mentioned earlier, the discussion in feminist theories on agency, which
also intersect with matters of agency of all oppressed identities and classes, does criti-
cize this notion of claiming agency even in the most mundane situations, especially in
situations where the subject has very little agency to begin with (Disch & Hawkesworth,

2017).

2.5 Self-determined learning — heutagogy

Certain criticism towards the idea of agency in pedagogy boils down to discussions re-
volving the idea of agency itself — how could pedagogy, that itself is built upon passive
non-agency, give agency to learners in a meaningful way. If agency itself is often meas-
ured in ways of which there is none, is it possible to reach learning environments that

free their pupils from the cycle of oppressive force?

”"No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the op-
pressed by treating them as unfortunates and by presenting for their emu-
lation models from among the oppressors.” (Freire, 1970/2014, p.44-47)

In this chapter, the other emerging theories and practices beside traditional pedagogy
are investigated and introduced. Heutagogy, also often referred to as self-determined

learning, is a mirror to standardized learning, where power balances switch and change
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into an interlocking web. Much of the theory of heutagogy aligns with previously intro-
duced definitions of agency — and represents interesting similarities with what educa-
tional gaming spaces seem to have potential to be. In order to make the distinction clear
between traditional teaching and non-traditional teaching, from this point forward the
former is discussed as pedagogy and later as heutagogy. This juxtaposition between the
two underlines the stark difference at their core, and how they are used both inside and

outside of school setting.

As Freire (1970/2014) argues in Pedagogy of the oppressed, for the oppressed to be able
to be to freed from the restrained pedagogical landscape of today’s society, they must
not be led by an authority but rather advocate and struggle in solidarity. Freire also
points out that systems of oppression - pedagogical and societal — are built upon semi-
humanizing the oppressed people (Freire, 1970/2014), but also that accepting this limit
case as reality hinders the act of becoming freed. Children, as said by Blazek (2016), are
not seen as a category of personhood themselves, but rather as an early developmental
stage before adulthood —hence in early stages of full personhood. Therefore, traditional
pedagogy and the standardization of childhood are practices that keep children in their
limit-cases and enforce this idea of semi-humanism upon them. Looking at pedagogy
with this lens also opens the door to view it as a banking system that is powered by
capitalistic intention which in turn is necrophiliac in nature (Freire, 1970/2014). Nec-
rophily is the product of oppressive power, which can never feel love nor connection
between the living and the world around it — it seeks to own and destroy (Freire,

1970/2014).

As opposed to this status and criticisms of pedagogy, scholars have proposed a varied
set of learning models centered around advocating learner agency instead. Freire calls
it problem-posing education, while Hooks (2003) titles it as pedagogy of the hope —in
schools the phenomenon and practices are often known under the umbrella term ‘self-
determined learning’. In this thesis, however, the term used as an all-encompassing
amalgamation of all of these ideas is heutagogy — a term that Hase and Kenyon (2013)

proposed to reflect upon the different nature of the learning and teaching method.
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While it is debatable if all these intersectional schools of thought would agree to use the
same term for their solutions to free subjects from traditional pedagogy, the core beliefs

and solutions often overlap and complement each other.

Heutagogy centers learning away from the system and the teacher to the individual
themselves. Much as feminist theories of agency (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017) suggest,
the idea of non-agency being both a driving and debilitating force, so does the principles
of heutagogy revolve around the idea that whatever agency can be given to the learner
in their surroundings, is given freely. As Hase & Kenyon (2013) put it, heutagogy makes
a difference between skill acquisition and learning, and in so doing moves the agency of
true learning from the teacher to the individual’s internal processes and experiences.
One of the drastic differences between formal pedagogy and heutagogy is the end goal,
or rather the process which leads to the outcome of learning. Self-determined learning,
according to Hase and Kenyon (2013), drives for the outcome of finding satisfaction in
the act of learning itself — which may differ in method and time from individual to indi-

vidual.

While heutagogy may seem like an overtly idealistic approach to teaching, and is still in
the early stages of application compared to current pedagogy, it also proves to be a
method that greatly overlaps with the ideals of the new age of videogame learning, and
precisely what educational gaming spaces advertise to provide for their students. Game
based learning on its basis should harbor natural learning and curiosity in children, in a
setting which gives them variety of responses while being a mix of leisure activity and
stimulating (Plass et al., 2019). As educational games have progressed within their tech-
nological constraints to activate players and give them more of an active role within
their systems and slowly flipping the active-passive roles upside down, so start the sim-
ilarities with heutagogy as well. In E-Learning and Self-Determined Learning Skills
(Blaschke, 2013) the digital environment for heutagogy is described to be a web of in-
terconnecting paths that the active learner has made and discovered for themselves,

rather than a single road to be walked straight forward. It is also important that the
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environment or platform should promote a strong sense of equal co-creation, self-re-
flection, and the freedom to explore and negotiate learning within and outside the plat-
form (Blaschke, 2013). This interconnecting, social aspect of heutagogy, which seems to
complement digital environments well, is also often brought up in both game studies
and theories around agency. Sense of community and socio-collaboration in whole are
part of what makes a person engage actively with their surroundings while giving them
the agency to affect and be affected. This sense of belonging then contributes to learn-

ing (Blaschke, 2013) but is also a motivator for playing (Wernholm, 2021).

With how our modern society is built, self-determined learning is often faced with issues
of efficiency and time — especially when the subjects are children. The problems arise
not only in our current understanding of the still prevailing standardized childhood that
is completely built upon capitalistic production and efficiency mindset, but also with
how such mold excludes many identities from the sphere or ‘normal’ childhood (Oswell,
2012). Due to this oppressive force of capitalism, heutagogy with younger pupils often
isn’t seen as efficient and orderly enough — even in the eyes of the passivated pupils as
they are not used to the freedom and agency to negotiate aspects of education self-
determined learning is depending on (Hase & Kenyon, 2013). The relationship between
knowledge and the pupil changes from the pupil learning knowledge and skills deemed
useful for a future adult-self in the workforce to one where the pupil learns knowledge
and skills they want to learn. This relationship and the deconstruction of formal teacher
role are in part anti-capitalistic and agency advocating core beliefs self-determined
learning holds, and from the point of agency and gaming — and the points made on how
the agency in these spaces in limited — heutagogy drives to transform these spaces from

passive into active platforms.

On the other hand, heutagogy relies on student reflection and critical thinking of infor-

mation (Hase & Kenyon, 2013). With heutagogy, the learning process is not meant to
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stop at acquisition of knowledge, but the pupil is assumed to reflect the surrounding
world with new context (Hase & Kenyon, 2013). With this is mind, it is natural that sys-
tems built upon leisure capitalism would find self-determined learning faulty. Leisure
and learning inside capitalism are meant to be critically null of the system — the subject
is never meant to find engagement or critical thought on the content they consume and
learn from (Rojek, 1995). Heutagogy in relation to other forms of formal teaching also
changes the subject, the learner, from a group of individual learners into an unified
group, as knowledge is found and discovered in non-conventional ways and as such pro-
motes knowledge and its distribution to be a collaborative effort (Hase & Kenyon, 2013).
Group mindset translates rather naturally to an online multiplayer space, where often
these learning spaces are built upon. Whether purposefully or not, self-determined
learning and especially in educational gaming space has the potential to move and dis-
mantle the presumption of individualistic, Eurocentric learner mindset, and therefore
lay new ground to make these spaces more open to diverse contexts and cultures with-

out establishing oppression of multiple kind (Freire, 1970/2014).

As heutagogy’s core principles are heavily rooted in co-learning, communal habitation
and creation, and critical thinking, it also aligns itself with how scholars talk about en-
gagement in online games (Dezuanni, 2018). The sense of being an active, significant
part of the environment and its community are both crucial for online games and self-
determined learning. It is then noteworthy, that as children engage and take part in play
in online games, they are supposedly automatically part of a heutagogical community —
especially if learning of any sort happens during the sessions. Children teach each other
during play how to play and communicate in chosen language — usually English — and

can take an expert position when they so choose.

Educational gaming spaces often do not have strict teacher titles, but rather facilitators,
that either guide children through the game world, or are there as a safe person to lean
into when needed. They are also responsible for enriching the environments and making

stories to which children can then insert themselves into and then go on learning by
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playing and interacting with other students. This same motif of a ‘non-teacher' in edu-
cational gaming spaces seems to come up repeatedly when they are studied — especially
when adults are interviewed on how they perceive themselves in the space and in rela-

tion to children (Slattery et al., 2021).

2.6 Conclusion of theory

With all the key elements defined and constructed in a way that limits them to the rele-
vancy of this thesis, it is evident that on purely theoretical basis educational gaming
spaces are overlapping transitional space between many of the theories introduced.
They are ripe for not only to give agency to those who are often seen in the lack-thereof
on societal level, but also to dismantle forms of oppression seen in formal education
according to Wyness (1999) and Freire (1970/2014). On top of this, educational gaming

spaces seem to align themselves with core ideals of heutagogy.

While theory can be understood and read in multiple ways and viewpoints, and while
on paper educational gaming spaces have the potential to free their learners from the
conventions of society, the actual application of these spaces and games is likely to be a
mix of both the ideals laid in theory section and the world outside online surrounding it.
With oppression on children on the rise, and as learners are punished for being adults-
in-making and for not ‘investing’ into their future adult-self, it begs the question on the
importance of spaces that try to equalize pupils and dismantle the systems that try to

erase importance of childhood itself.

However, it is evident children have a unique position to agency which cannot only be
described as a lack of it or by its oppression. As Butler suggests agency to be found in
displacement of societal performativity (Butler, 2015; Halsema et al., 2021), children
seem to also have their own understanding on what agency is to them. The world in
which children make meaning of their own, which often is both internal to children and
shared between them, an adult cannot have a final say in spaces where children are
experts and native in comparison. In these spaces, they have the potential to blur and

flip the structures of classroom if given the chance.
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3 METHODOLOGY

As discussed in previous chapter, when a freedom of action of the oppressed is studied,
it is of utmost importance for the researcher to situate and set themselves on a level
field with the people — not as an outside force making assumptions on their behalf. Es-
pecially when the topic of discussion is the freedom of children, and the multitude of
power circles they are in the middle of, the lens of studying is directed rather at these

power structures and how they are built, upheld, and studied.

In this chapter, reflexive thematic analysis is introduced briefly before moving forward
with data collection and analysis itself. Reflexive thematic analysis was chosen as the
most suited methodology to underline the researcher bias within analysis itself, but also
to center the discussion lens on adult understanding of the space, children, and research

done upon them.

3.1 Reflexive thematic analysis

Qualitative research methods are characterized by their position to truth, subjectivity,
and purpose of research (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Sample sizes are usually smaller, and
the role of the researcher is not to uncover the truth of the chosen matter, but rather
contribute to a multifaceted view of reality, on which there is room for subjectivity and
multiple truths. Especially when the subject researched is partly a group unable to voice
to their own opinions on academic platforms to the extent adults can, it is impossible to
give an objective picture of what the reality to them looks like in this context. Children’s
agency, and for that matter learning, are concepts that cannot be defined and given one

explanation, hence research methodology should reflect this subjectivity.

Reflexive thematic analysis was chosen as the most appropriate way to scope how adults
talk and describe educational gaming spaces. The studies used in this analysis varied in
perspectives, goals, scopes, and methodologies. In order to keep the analysis stable and
clear, reflexive thematic analysis steps (Braun & Clarke, 2021) were used to scope and
identify reoccurring themes within the data. With the theoretical framework con-

structed in earlier chapter, the final data from thematic analysis can then be analyzed
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further. The end result of this method should be an engaged, critical look into the cur-
rent state of research done on educational gaming spaces, and how they align with ide-

als of learner agency and heutagogy — if at all.

Reflexive thematic analysis method is described by Braun and Clarke (2021) as a six-step
method, which helps researcher get deeply familiar with the data and to critically en-
gage with it, before processing the data further and turning it into reoccurring, intersec-
tional themes and patterns. Reflexive thematic analysis is especially used to get an over-
view of a larger body of data, for example previous research, and to find boundary cross-
ing similarities within the data, even if it has widely different methodologies. This final
data can then be used to analyze the current state of the research, or compared further
with a theoretical framework to make speculations based on the research question

posed.

Next, the steps of reflexive thematic analysis are explained further in context of this
research. As mentioned, Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive thematic analysis has six

steps. They are as follows:

1. Familiarization with the dataset

2. Coding

3. Generating initial themes

4. Developing and reviewing themes

5. Refining, defining and naming themes

6. Writing up

First, the chosen dataset for this research was defined. The data was then processed
further, with initial reading and analysis. This process involved taking notes of each re-

search individually while also making interconnected notes of the set as a whole.
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Second, with the initial notes in mind, the dataset was critically investigated to identify
reoccurring themes and characteristics. The purpose of coding isn’t merely to summa-
rize the data to its key aspects, but rather to use the theoretical lens of agency and heu-
tagogy as a guide in analysis. With the lens in mind, the themes reflect especially on the
points of interest of research goal, orientation, and methodology — as well as how chil-

dren are situated in said data.

Third, initial themes are generated through codes. This means, that the codes are made

into sensible clusters, that generate the main themes overarching all the dataset.

Fourth, the initial themes are analyzed and reflected upon further. This step encourages
the active, reflexive part of the thematic analysis, where researcher goes back and forth

with data and their own reflections of it.

Fifth, the final themes are made and named. Here the processing of data ends and anal-

ysis ‘starts’.

Sixth, editing the whole analysis and writing it into a cohesive whole. As Braun and Clarke
(2021) say, the writing process in qualitative research starts way earlier, but culminates
to the reader in this last part. My own process of writing started in the first phase, where
| took notes by hand and wrote up chapters to make sense of the often-contradictory

data found in the research.

Reflexive thematic analysis is not a method bound into a set of rules invariable rules.
What the methodology needs is as much reflexivity from the researcher as from the
usage of the method to fit the purposes of research question. Deductive reflexive the-
matic analysis is a variation that takes the analysis of data through a pre-existing lens
that is constructed on theoretical background (Braun & Clarke, 2021). This variation of
analysis was used for the thesis, as it supports reading and understanding of how theo-
retical framework and consensus is built into the dataset. As mentioned in same vein by
Braun and Clarke (2021), deductive variation of analysis is often in group with critical

framework — which in this thesis’ case is true. The theoretical framework introduced

25



earlier is a critical look into the historical and current state of pedagogy and freedom of
its pupils. This critical framework should therefore unpack and find meaning of said con-

cepts through the dataset.

Researcher bias, which | mentioned earlier on basis of learner agency, cannot be com-
pletely distanced from in this research. Instead, as part of reflexive thematic analysis,
the researcher role is embraced to be integral part of the process. Researcher takes an
active role in both critically engaging with the body of text and data, but also actively
plays part in deciding what data is coded and further themed. “Themes do not passively
‘emerge’ from data but are actively produced by the researcher through their systematic
engagement with, and all they bring to, the dataset.” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p.9). This
assumption of an active participant in the research aligns with Freire’s research guide-
lines discussed earlier. As the data coming from this research cannot be considered as
an objective truth, it does not impose to understand the subjects themselves. Rather,
the data is part of a larger thematic fan (Freire, 1970/2014) which should in part con-

tribute to the uncovering of realities found in educational gaming spaces.
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4 DATA COLLECTION

In order to find the most relevant research and articles discussing educational gaming
spaces, it is integral to put key restrictions that either include or exclude material to be

analyzed.

As mentioned before, such spaces have had their formation and popularization only
in recent years in the field of games, let alone educational ones. Especially as the coro-
navirus pandemic made physical spaces limited, many of the schools and after-school
became accessible only online, hence making grounds for educational gaming spaces to

form into what they are at the time of this research.

For this reason, the key restriction put upon the search criteria was to look for research
conducted from year 2020 onwards. This also combats the criticism that can be said in
the field of game studies, where many of the key theories and research quoted — espe-
cially in the field of serious games — can be rather ‘old’ for the subject at hand. For a
subject as freshly formed as educational gaming spaces, especially as it takes its form in
the sphere of online gaming, the landscape never sets itself in stone but rather is in end-

less motion and forming stage.

The criteria for inclusion also needed more defining to give a fruitful look into the right
subject matter. Some of the papers analyzed give a broader understanding of the lan-
guage and recommendations of educational gaming in the circles of school and home,
but in order to find the specific type of spaces, the criteria were defined even further to
include keyword of Minecraft. While an educational gaming space does not only refer
to the game of Minecraft, at the time of my research Minecraft has been dominating
the space on both traditional education and after-school circles — especially as the game
offers both an original experience, and one made for educational purposes, which in
some countries is provided for free. The large popularity and ease of access of said game
has therefore also dominated the current research when it comes to similar online learn-

ing spaces, and the inclusion of keyword Minecraft proved to both open and narrow
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down the search to include papers that talk about this era and phenomena of educa-

tional gaming.

Both quantitative and qualitative research were included in the search and analysis cri-
teria. Pre-analysis hypothesis was that the varying methodology would yield broader
and more mixed results in the analysis, which then could underline any strong similari-
ties or discrepancies in the language or focus of the studies. Furthermore, as the theo-
retical framework of this thesis also sets its own standards for scientific intrusions — not
only in practices but in purposes as well — it is crucial to include studies that feature

intrusions as part of their methodology.

In the initial search 25 papers were selected for reading. For the second review the in-
clusion criteria were further developed to analyze papers that had relevance for this

thesis’ research questions:

Q1: how and why does the research talk about educational gaming spaces?

Q2: How are children situated in the research?

Q3: Does the space itself align with heutagogy’s ideals?

This further refinement excluded 6 papers, leaving 19 to be fully analyzed.

For the remaining 19 papers the analysis consisted of not only looking at the previous
theory and research questions in mind, but also analyzing them with each other in order
to see if they had an underlying consensus, main motives or themes that would be iden-
tifiable. To process the collected data further, reflexive thematic analysis was used to
identify patterns, themes and codes in the research. The first iteration of themes in-
cluded 6 main themes, and with further processing the final themes identified came to

4.
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Lastly, the data collected and analyzed was compared to the theory used in this thesis
to make a cohesive discussion chapter, where not only the research motives are dis-
cussed, but hopefully also finding evidence and stepping points as to make assumptions

on the nature of educational gaming spaces in practice, not only on theoretical level.
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5 REFLEXIVE THEMATIC ANALYSIS

During coding phase, the lens described in the theory section was used as a guide to
identify points of interest from 19 studies done in and around educational gaming
spaces. 37 unique codes were identified and later clustered into the initial themes to
work forward and reflect the data from. As methodologies and views of each paper was
a representation of different angle of a thematic fan (Freire, 1970/2014), coming up with
the initial codes proved to be a long process. | left the initial themes purposefully loose,
knowing there would be changes needing to be made later in the process— especially as
the subject matter is not set in stone either. As Braun and Clarke (2021) point out, that
the reflexivity part of thematic analysis never ceases, and that one could get lost in the
codes and generating themes. As the analysis itself is ever-going, | made the decision to
go with logical clusters and themes, that could be analyzed further to pinpoint the final

themes.

For the initial themes, | noted down six distinctive categories, which are all aspects that
build what educational gaming spaces could be. While ‘role of habitants’ was briefly
considered its own category to include both adults and children, the codes were con-
flicting with each other and made sense for the lens of this thesis to be kept as separate

themes. The code clusters and their initial generated themes are listed in Table 1.

While the initial themes seemed logical and serviceable, as a researcher | felt that the
themes were not truly capturing the tone of the papers correctly — which can also be
seen in the code clusters, that sometimes overlapped. | went back to constructed the-
ory, and kept in mind the topic of the thematic analysis — educational gaming spaces. If
| wanted to answer questions on what the current research had to say about the space
itself, the categories needed to reflect both my own findings and the theoretical back-
ground. With this notion in mind, | started reflecting on how to pinpoint the obvious

conflicts that were present in the data itself, and even more so in the code.
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Table 1. Initial themes

Theme: Role of children

Theme:
Role of adults

Theme: Spatial
opportunities

Code:

-agency
-child directed/governed
activity

-excitement/positive feelings
from success

-individual children
-motivation and engagement
-self-efficacy
-self-confidence

-social skills

Code:

-academic improvement
-mass of children
-role of the teacher

Code:

-3 space
-boundary crossing
-children first
-collaboration
-cooperation
-creativity

-critical thinking
-enhanced learning
opportunities
-heritage/minority
uplifting

-positive outcome
-student engagement

Theme: Shift in society and
time

Theme: Power structures

Theme: Concerns

Code:

-Covid-19
-new generation
-societal shift

Code:

-academic improvement
-accessibility

-access to resources
-change in power structure
-intrinsic/extrinsic value
-mass of children
-technological
decolonization

Code:

-inappropriate analysis
-lack of research

-need for qualitative
research

-need for quantitative
research

-neutral outcome
-practical concerns
-time constraints

Seeing as adults are both habitants in educational gaming spaces, but also the people

deciding on their usage, accessibility and research, it felt appropriate to merge the

theme ‘role of adults’ with ‘power structures’. This merge created a new theme ‘adults
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and power structures’, which reflects the findings in the papers, but also the surround-
ing world on educational gaming spaces that is still rooted in traditional pedagogy and
the rules of the adult society. Next to mirror this merge, codes from ‘shift in society and
time’ were shuffled around to make up two new themes. Firstly, to give children the
active role which they seemed to take up in educational gaming spaces, the code ‘new
generation’ was moved to the ‘role of children’ category, and was named ‘new genera-
tion of children’. While the changes in adult-children themes could’ve been the only
ones to reflect the discussions’ and findings’ juxtaposition, | felt it necessary to also col-
lapse the rest of the codes in ‘shift in society and time’ with the rest of the codes left in
concerns into ‘societal pressure and shift’. This new theme encompasses the notion that
while educational gaming spaces are an environment between realities and powers, it
is not free from neither adult influence, but is also under the society in which it operates

within. Whatever happens on the outside reflects to the inside, but is also influenced by

what science and curriculum are looking to gain from it and the children habiting it.

Table 2. Final Themes

Theme: New

Theme: Adults and

Theme: Spatial op-

Theme: Societal

generation of power portunities pressure and shift
children structures

Code: Code: Code: Code:

-agency -academic im- -3 space -Covid-19

-child directed/ provement -boundary crossing | -inappropriate
governed activity -accessibility -children first analysis
-excitement/positive | -access to re- -collaboration -lack of research
feelings from success | sources -cooperation -need for
-individual children -change in power -creativity qualitative research
-motivation and en- | structure -critical thinking -need for quantita-

gagement

-new generation
-self-efficacy
-self-confidence
-social skills

-intrinsic/extrinsic
value

-mass of children
-role of the teacher
-technological de-
colonization

-enhanced learning
opportunities
-heritage/minority
uplifting

-positive outcome
-student engage-
ment

tive research
-neutral outcome
-practical concerns
-societal shift
-time constraints
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With the final themes in mind, as shown on Table 2., the narrative and analysis of the
data became much clearer — and showed a picture of the influences and people who
make up the educational gaming spaces. While the research questions revolve around
the space and children, it was also noticeable that all the elements around them were
just as crucial, if not even greater influence on them. Indeed, in order to discuss further
if educational gaming spaces have characteristics that could be read as heutagogy, and
if the children are active participants with agency, it is crucial to investigate first the

other themes that allow such space to exist.

While not a theme itself, there was a noticeable divide between the motivations in re-
search analyzed, which often was revolved around academic success and learner
agency. This divide likely comes from the intersectionality of ‘Societal pressure and shift’
and ‘Adults and power structures’ - and on the opposite side the intersectionality of
‘New generation of children’ and ‘Spatial opportunities’ (Table 2). As each theme is de-
scribed, analyzed, and further discussed from the perspective on theory, the divide be-
comes apparent. It shapes the subject into an environment of contradictions, which
therefore raises as many new questions as it seeks to answer — however, in the next

chapters | hope to shed some light into the intricate web that it has created.

5.1 Societal pressure and shift

Covid-19 was a catalyst to the popularity of educational gaming spaces, namely the us-
age of Minecraft Education (Mojang Studios, 2016) in school setting. As the pandemic
made public spaces unavailable, the societal shift in children’s schooling expectations
also became more evident. The need to provide engaging learning spaces in online set-
ting became a new aspiration, and Minecraft was providing that in the time of need

(Slattery et al., 2024).

As self-evident as it may be, a clear change in both pedagogical and societal needs
weighs on both students and the whole current schooling system as is. In research done

by Slattery et al. (2024) the question arose on whether educational gaming spaces could
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potentially teach spatial-thinking skills to younger children in hopes to potentially diver-
sify job market in future STEM. The idea of teaching new, out of current curriculum’s
skills was also echoed in research by Slattery et al. (2024) and Ritella and Marcone
(2024), where these skills were described as ‘21st century skills’. Defined by Slattery et
al., (2024, p.2) these skills include “critical thinking, collaboration, creativity, and prob-
lem solving”. The same sentiment was also brought up in understanding Minecraft as a
transitional, boundary-crossing space for students (Ritella & Marcone 2024), as societal
shift in school setting has started to put focus on out-of-school experiences and learning.
According to Ritella and Marcone (2024) this attunement to boundary-crossing pro-
motes reflexivity, critical thinking, creation, and hybrid thinking — much alike 21st cen-
tury skills. The change in time, and the necessity to understand further the usefulness
of educational gaming spaces was also brought up by Sabirli and Coklar (2020) as ‘g-
generation’ who are already native with online games — hence being highly likely to uti-
lize online platforms in ways generations before had a skill-ceiling to break first in order

to achieve similar nativeness.

The change of time is not only seen in abstract change on societal structure and expec-
tation, but also physically in the ways children and their habitats are researched. Due to
the familiarization movement towards educational gaming spaces, research on them —
while still sparse — has increased noticeably during and after Covid-19. Interestingly,
many of the pre-pandemic data suggested towards positive outcomes from the usage

of educational gaming spaces, but same consensus has not carried post-pandemic.

Depending on the focus and methodological choices of the research, the concerns
brought up varied from scope to subject — however consistently the need for further
investigations and varied methodological choices were called for. In some cases the re-
search itself was lacking in time, and had to leave out a methodological part of the re-
search that was deemed helpful but not necessary (Slattery et al., 2024) or that research
done in the area was lacking or had an inaccurate and inappropriate analysis (Slattery et

al., 2024; 2025).
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As already mentioned, many of the papers — especially those quantitative in nature —
had concerns rise either as the motivator for the study, or during the testing and ana-
lyzing phase. Most notably the biases that naturally occur during studies that are edu-
cational in nature were discussed at length. It is natural, especially when the habitats of
educational gaming spaces are children, that the testing and research is bound to show
large variety of possible bias. Especially deep look into the topic and a logical concern
on the motivation of the recent study and landscape of educational gaming spaces,
namely Minecraft, was given by Slattery et al. (2025) — a study in which 29 studies were
systematically analyzed to see the benefits of such space and platform in education. The
studies were categorized based on research bias on scale from low to high; none of the
studies were categorized having low bias, whereas most of them scored a medium to
high bias —and in so doing underlining the concern for the ways current biases in studies

may skew the data and knowledge on the topic.

The shift in need to find and produce robust analytical research on educational gaming
spaces stemmed from previous studies’ supposed inappropriate analysis methods, but
is also motivated by the neutral outcomes these current tests were showcasing. There
was a clear divide between positive outcomes and neutral outcomes, which were con-
tradicting and overlapping each other. In the data analyzed, standardized testing proved
little to no improvement in the academic endeavors which were tested using educa-
tional gaming spaces (Slattery et al. 2024 & 2025; Ellison & Drew, 2020; Hrysanidis,
2026). There remains the motivation to find way to replicate the positive outcomes that
were seen and described in pre-pandemic research — especially as societal pressure on
science often echoes the needs of policy makers, rather than children’s agency (Akram,

2021).

Time, and especially the lack of it, was also brought up in various forms in the data; most
notably being either as a catalyst for concern in application of educational gaming
spaces in formal schooling (Hobbs et al., 2024, Slattery et al., 2024), or as an aspect of
the research itself, often leading to cutting down the scope or method mix (Hrysanidis

et al., 2026). Time constraint may serve as an aspect in the research that also may score
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it higher on the bias scale done by (Slattery et al., 2025) — and also being especially prev-
alent in the area of educational gaming spaces. As noted by Slattery et al. (2024) the
research would’ve benefitted greatly if it was inside the time scope to also interview

children side-by-side testing their academic growth.

Time as a source of concern was also brought up by the interviewed teachers, and as a
general concern for system as a whole. As mentioned by Ritella and Marcone (2024) as
societal shift has taken place in the culture surrounding schools, it has not only affected
the change and drive for out-of-school learning, but also for the increasing amount of
out-of-school work for the teachers alike. This sort of extra burden to become native in
a new space and system — and to adapt to it in a way that is not generally supported by
traditional pedagogy is a time crunch for the teachers and facilitators, which would
mean not only needing literally more time away from teaching, but also a time invest-

ment to set up for everyone to access equally (Hobbs et al., 2024; Sabirli & Coklar, 2020).

As much as time was brought up as a concern in the implementation of educational
gaming spaces in formal school setting, the lack of time was also often connected di-
rectly to concern with curriculum. The curriculum was brought up as a possible barrier
for implementation of teaching of STEM related skills in school, as teachers were wor-
ried if the platform would be used to teach and harbor skills that are too irrelevant to
support current curriculum, or would be too complex for children of certain age groups
to grasp (Slattery et al., 2024). Complexity aside, teachers also brought up curriculum as
a potential obstacle paired with time concerns (Slattery et al., 2024): with how currently
the formal schooling is standardized, there is little ‘extra’ time to use for these sorts of
experiments. Moreover, while teachers found Minecraft to be engaging for children it
also slows down the teaching process as the focus moves from teacher-student relation-
ships to peer-to-peer relationships, which then would leave the class most likely behind

in the standard curriculum.

Lastly, curriculum was also brought up in concerns of equality and accessibility. From
some teachers’ perspectives (Hobbs et al., 2024) using educational gaming spaces re-

quire not only an incursion from traditional learning, but also a specific device and often
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a specific game for access. This unequal access could therefor spoil the possibilities chil-
dren could have in cases which the school does not have resources to offer individual
device to all — or in cases where children have barriers of access through other means

(Ritella & Marcone, 2024).

What the theme of Societal pressure and shift captures is the struggle between forces
that operate outside of educational gaming spaces — the society, the policies, the school
system, and science. As the world has changed and keeps changing, there is a constant
growing pressure to find certain answers from the digital world, and why children are
drawn to them. However, as of the time of this thematic analysis, the pendulum has
already shifted towards mixed opinion on if these spaces are suitable for educational
use — and calling attention to the need for both extensive quantitative and qualitative
research. In this pressure to find answers, children and agency are largely not present —

often represented as an anonymous mass, that needs to be activated and tested.

5.2 Adults and power structures

As an interconnected and highly intersectional theme with ‘Societal pressure and shift’,
‘Adults and power structures’ are the physical manifestations of changes and pressures
that were described earlier — and amalgamation of practices that have been present at
least as long as the understanding of standardized childhood (Blazek, 2016). However,
in the constructions of adult power, there is also room for change in the paradigm of
who’s in power and who’s empowered within the system — which became evident dur-

ing the data analysis.

Academic success, and the ways it is tested is deeply rooted in the notion of formal
schooling and standardized childhood. It is no wonder then, that the previously de-
scribed methodology was also often rooted in standardized tests to see the increase in
children’s academic success. Naturally, the aspect of said success differed between
tests, however they were often done before and after interventions. In such a setting
children are not the focus, but rather a passive subject to the test — intentionally or

not.
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The data assessing academic success yielded mixed results and often fell into neutral
grounds as to the benefits and implications of educational gaming spaces — as discussed
in previous theme. Especially noted in research done by Slattery et al. (2024) was the
lack of significant improvement in academic success after intervention period’s testing.
Yet, the teachers who were interviewed during the testing period felt a positive change
in both the accessibility of the course material and the participation and interest of the
students for the course overall. Research analyzed was not only motivated to tangibly
assess the benefits and promise of educational gaming spaces, but also by the fact that
quantitative data in this area of research has been lacking or incomplete (Akram, 2021;
Slattery et al., 2024;2025) — especially in the means of recreating positive academic suc-

cess from previous studies.

As it seems according to data (Akram, 2021; Slattery et al., 2024;2025) while investigat-
ing research from before 2020, educational gaming spaces have been an area of interest
for many years for their potential in school setting, but much of the data is qualitative
in nature. While the lens this thesis is constructed and analyzed from does heavily favor
and lean into quantitative methods, it is clear there is still a need and a lack of robust
guantitative research to make profound conclusions on the type benefits these environ-

ments can have on children’s academic success (Slattery et al., 2025).

Methodology used in the analyzed studies was not a direct indicator if the research was
looking into academic success — or to either map out the potential academic success in
educational gaming spaces or the ways to increase it. It is, however, more likely, that
methodology of quantitative nature was directly looking at children as more of passive
learners, who could be tested to improve a certain skill. As mentioned earlier because
the test results in academic success were mostly neutral in nature, need for further
study and mixed methodologies were recommended; mainly to understand the oppo-
site perspective of the phenomena which both yields at the same time positive results

from teachers, but neutral ones in academic setting.

In the power structure, where standardized testing is normalized inside the classroom,

a teacher is also in power. As mentioned in this thesis previously, looking at this power
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structure and the adults wielding the power is one of the crucial building blocks of un-
derstanding educational gaming spaces. Indeed, teacher’s point of views were brought
up as a central theme in the data, from understanding how they view themselves and
children in educational gaming spaces (Fgreland & Aarel3-Vihriil3, 2024), but also as the

mouthpiece for children’s experiences (Slattery et al., 2024).

Teacher’s role as the person with ultimate power inside the classroom did not directly
transfer into educational gaming spaces. While it is true that teacher’s opinion and prep-
aration for the setting are vital for such space to even exist to begin with (Sabirli &
Coklar, 2020), an effect of change was visible in all accounts from teachers’ perspectives.
The change which took place when entering an educational gaming space was noticed
by teachers in the surrounding world, themselves and children — it was an all-encom-
passing shift in power structure. Teachers noticed that as they were not as well-accus-
tomed to the game environment as children, they were on their own taking a more ‘pas-

sive’ role during classes (Slattery et al., 2020).

Teachers and adults being more of the observers in the space does not mean they are
not needed, or that their existence in the space is null —rather, the teachers were taking
a new role of a facilitator. They were guiding children to find answers of their own and
marveling at the creations and solutions children came up with (Hobbs et al., 2020). This
facilitatorship also meant the role to provide engaging games and interactions for the

children to start play and learning from (Wingren et al., 2025; Bacalja & Nash, 2023).

Curiously even inside a structure marked by oppressive power imbalances, places of new
empowerment could be noted. With teacher’s role being made anew, Fgreland and
Adrela-Vihrisld (2024) noted that the level playing field of Minecraft — which is also a
space outside of physical oppressive power — could have the potential to become a place
of technological decolonization. This possibility is mainly due to the ‘neutral’ ground that
educational gaming space has the potential to be, but also as the internal power struc-

ture of the environment seemed to scramble and change completely.
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Adults surrounding educational gaming spaces, and the power structures they and soci-
ety enact are a visible force at play in these spaces. With all that said, it is also evident
that the environment which these powers enter is a unique setting where the structure
changes and molds with the habitants. Understanding this change and how to guide
adults into the new role they have is a step which must be taken in order to advocate

this balance shift further (Tekinbas et al., 2021).

5.3 New generation of children

New generation of children sounds simple as a theme, yet the more | investigated the
data, the more complex their part as the target habitants of educational gaming spaces
became. Their own accounts from the games, academic successes in the tests, and per-
ceived behavior in the spaces were telling a contradictory story. The children educa-
tional gaming spaces were referred to in various names, yet always with the notion that
their childhood is not comparable to those of previous generations (Cedergvist & Im-
pedovo, 2023). What is expected of them, how they learn and how they interact with
the world around them has changed - and it was brought into spotlight in these environ-

ments where they had the online nativity.

Online nativeness in the barest form means children’s understanding and flexibility to
accommodate to online spaces and technology (Sabirli & Coklar, 2020). However, this
change in how they interact with technology also has implications to how their whole
perception of surrounding world has changed. As they habit diverse environments they
also learn through social interactions skills deemed 21st century skills — which they are
increasing amount expected to bring from outside-of-school to classroom (Ritella &

Marcone, 2024).

The online nativeness also means that as the world's expectations on children’s aca-
demic achievements change so do their childhoods and the way of processing infor-
mation also — but often in way that a school does not accommodate to yet (Cederqvist
& Impedovo, 2023). Phenomena like the gap in boys’ literacy can be speculated to be

closed with the hopeful wider acceptance of educational gaming spaces (Drew & Ellison,
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2020) as they are found to be stronger in non-traditional media literacy. The allowance
to express oneself in non-traditional ways also translated to their literacy skills overall,
which was echoed in data regarding ‘soft’ skills (Ellison & Drew, 2020). Currently how-
ever, the traditional and non-traditional educations are at odds, which is likely why a lot
of the research in the area is — especially after Covid-19 — increasingly trying to find the

proof of usefulness of educational gaming spaces.

Whether the perspectives were collected from children themselves, or the teachers
around them, the consensus was that educational gaming spaces shifted from tradi-
tional pedagogy to a more self-determined space. These spaces were described as envi-
ronments unlike classroom, where the rules of the classroom ‘switched’ (Slattery et al.,
2024). As teachers often reported not being native to educational gaming spaces, online
games, or Minecraft (Slattery et al., 2024), the switch between the native and learner
was bound to happen. The shift in roles found in Minecraft was not limited to demoting
teacher to a facilitator role, but was also visible in literal and metaphorical way the space
let students that struggled with standardized pedagogy to gain confidence to participate
in learning and play (Slattery et al., 2024.; Hobbs et al., 2020) As the switches were noted
to happen in cases such as these, data also noted that students were promoted to ex-
pert-status in the educational gaming space (Slattery et al., 2024). Children could organ-
ize within Minecraft and take responsibility not only of their own learning, but also were

participating in peer-to-peer learning (Parta, 2023).

Emotions such as excitement, pride, and joy were described rising in the interviews, and
seemed to be a tangible proof of effect educational gaming spaces had on children and
adults alike (Hobbs et al., 2020). Teachers not only noted the joy of learning and creating
from the students, they were also surprised by the creativity and solutions students

could come up with (Slattery et al. 2024).

Children’s agency was frequently brought up directly or between the lines in how the
studies analyzed were designed and executed. In research by Hobbs et al. (2020), Mine-
craft Club was physically constructed as a space to accommodate children’s needs, but

same application was in making of the activities in the online space. Their principle was
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to have children direct the activity in Minecraft, and while adults should support and
guide when needed, it was noted their role was also to “stay out of the way” (Hobbs et
al., 2020). This ownership of children’s own learning was described as agency of learner,
and how understanding this agency and its implications in online setting would benefit

future research (Cederqvist & Impedovo, 2023).

Agency was not only perceived in how adults were harboring it, however. Children them-
selves took this ownership of their environment that could be seen in both positive and
negative ways in social play. They took freedom in pestering each other (Wernholm,
2021), enforcing social rules (Tekinbas, 2021) and transgressing game’s ‘rules’ (Parta,
2023). While the playful elements in children’s interactions were noticeable, their en-
gagement and involvement also came out as an inherent interest to learn through the
game (Slattery et al., 2024). When the condition of children’s interest and agency was
met, they were organizing and taking learning into their own hands (Cederqvist & Im-

pedovo, 2023).

New generation of children is in the phases of change. They are individuals whose iden-
tity cannot be pinpointed by general remarks — and yet, are showcasing immense inter-
est in learning and being active participants in communities they habit. As noted, rather
than trying to characterize children as a homogenous community whose learning can be
standardized one way or another, teaching and research should shift from ‘what works’

to ‘what’s possible’ (Wernholm, 2021).

5.4 Spatial opportunities

Spatial opportunities are the physical characteristics that are part of educational gaming
space’s environment —and the implications of them. As the game environment can vary
largely between games, and inside the game, it is impossible to narrow the lens to point
to assets of play. However, in the environment that habits space between leisure and

work, educational gaming spaces distinguish themselves from either mode.

A 3rd space is often depicted as a transitional space or environment between two ends

and is often social in nature. In some cases, this transitionality manifests as a physical
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space in which educational gaming spaces operate as an after-school club (Hobbs et al.,
2020; Parta, 2023). However, as with online games usually, educational gaming spaces
remain as transitional spaces whether all participants are in same location or not. Slat-
tery et al. (2024) elude to this online space’s private nature in Minecraft: Education Edi-
tion (Mojang Studios, 2016), as chat functions are private and not pried by an adult,
letting children communicate between themselves in a space that is outside of class,
while still being physically inside the classroom. The space created by the game is full of
new stimuli, which would not be possible in the ‘real world’ (Hatoss, 2025) — yet the
experiences in them can be translated to the outside directly and indirectly (Hobbs et

al., 2020; Wernholm, 2021)

What makes educational gaming spaces a unique 3rd space is their leniency to harbor
boundary crossing — if not being boundary objects themselves (Cederqvis & Impedovo,
2023). Boundary crossing can be seen as a blurred line between two destinations, and
as mentioned even as a part of identity or an object which can travel through realities
without losing its true state of being. In the context of educational gaming spaces this
spatial opportunity to boundary cross can mean learning through playing and translating
that knowledge to traditional school setting (Hobbs et al., 2020, 2024), doing ‘real world’
chores inside the game environment (Parta, 2023; Wernholm, 2021), or taking part in
activities and traditions which would be difficult or impossible in outside world (Fgreland

& Airela-Vihridl3,2024; Ritella & Marcone, 2024).

Due to this transgressive opportunity to cross personal and societal boundaries — and
the changes in power structures mentioned in earlier chapters — educational gaming
spaces have the potential to uplift voices that are left silent in traditional pedagogy. Es-
pecially seen as an environment for children and adolescent who struggle in a standard-
ized school setting, educational gaming spaces offered a way to showcase their abilities,
hone them, and feel sense of accomplishment doing so (Hobbs et al., 2020). The phe-
nomena of uplifting voices are not bound to certain groups of people, as educational
gaming spaces were noticed to increase activity and engagement within groups of vari-

ous backgrounds. However, the opportunity to transgress these societal boundaries was
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noticed to be remarkably strong in groups of girls (Ritella & Marcone, 2024) and groups
of neurodiverse children, especially those with ADHD (Hobbs et al., 2020; Hrysanidis et
al., 2026).

As the space allows for children to take a new role as the professionals and find confi-
dence in their own knowledge and skills, there are certain perceivable skills engaging in
educational gaming space seems to facilitate. Language learning, for example, happens
indirectly when in a space that operates on social gameplay (Hatoss, 2025) — even in
cases when the language is made up by the children as an amalgamation of their own

mother tongue and English (Parta, 2023).

Lot of the learning in educational gaming spaces is attributed to their social side. Lan-
guage aside, the gameplay and environments for (example in Minecraft) were encour-
aging children to form and govern their own communities, even in which they could
handle internal conflicts on their own. While often governance is reflecting that of the
outside, in educational gaming spaces children were choosing actions which promoted
social interactions and community building (Tekinbas et al., 2021). This community
driven gameplay and learning were directly linked with collaborative and cooperative
actions children were increasingly taking — be it helping with the game itself (Baek &

Touati, 2020) or making up playful events and elements for each other (Parta, 2023).

As these gameplay elements and communal learning in the environment come together,
it can be observed from the data that educational gaming spaces are as much games as
they are spaces to habit. For a student and a child to take their space in such an envi-
ronment, they are required to have skills to not only work together with others, but to
have ability to reflect and be flexible. This need also creates a playground for creativity
and critical thinking skills as the community solves the game’s problems and their own

together (Wernholm, 2021).

Spatial opportunities are what make educational gaming spaces unique compared to
any other 3rd space or classroom. It is debatable if these spatial opportunities can truly

be detached from the previous themes of ‘Societal pressure and shift’, ‘Adults and
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power structures’ and ‘New generation of children’ —indeed the environment assumes
all the three forces are at play before activity takes place inside of it. Otherwise the no-
tion of newly made power structure, boundary crossing and communal learning would

not be possible to distinguish so clearly.

5.5 Conclusion of the data process

With the data coded, clustered, themed and analyzed there are indications to be seen
on the gaps the research currently has — but also tells about the larger constructions

educational gaming spaces hold within.

Societal pressure and shift are the force which affects children’s lives wherever they are.
This force is partly why any changes in the status quo can be seen when entering edu-
cational gaming spaces. The pressure comes from the outside and pierces into educa-
tional gaming spaces as they are investigated and researched — especially if the investi-

gations are trying to prove them useful for the surrounding system.

Adults and power structures are both the physical manifestation of societal pressure
from the outside, but also a completely new system built inside educational gaming
spaces. Adults, especially teachers, take a new role of a facilitator and guide in the power

structure, in which students are the active participants.

New generation of children are active participants with means to understand online
spaces in different ways than generations before. They find communities, social connec-
tions, creative solutions and pride on their own accomplishments in educational gaming
spaces. However, it is extremely important to keep in mind each child is an individual,
and generalizing these positive traits can also lead into another way of standardizing

their experiences and childhoods.

Spatial opportunities are all the above themes combined as they interact with the envi-

ronment educational gaming spaces create. Most notably, these spaces are a transi-
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tional space between realities, but can also be boundary objects themselves. Such envi-
ronment, paired with highly social elements, creates a space in which 21st century skills

are ripe for training.
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6 DISCUSSION

Edutainment and educational gaming spaces are a niche of a topic in game studies, that
branches into various directions from pedagogy and onwards. However, as many of the
researchers in the analysed studies pointed out, even now — and especially as Minecraft
has taken its place as a popular educational tool — there is no clear consensus on
whether there is applicable, well-documented proof of educational gaming spaces’ use-

fulness in school and after-school activities.

With the identified themes from reflexive thematic analysis in mind, there is also a com-
parison between heutagogy and pedagogy to be made: while none of the research ana-
lysed used theories of heutagogy directly, they listed and described actions, traditions,

and spaces akin to heutagogy and self-determined learning.

The analysis does imply to a complex, intersectional answer as to the nature and practice
of educational gaming spaces. The inherent nature and small-scale implementations
point to educational gaming spaces being perceived by its users and facilitators to allow
heutagogy and is so doing, giving agency back the learners. However, it would be inap-
propriate to imply that these spaces are perfect examples of learner agency and heu-
tagogy. For this reason, final discussion and analysis compares the previous chapter’s
data analysis and the theory chapter together — hopefully completing this multifaceted

shard of reality, which the results so far imply to.

To reiterate the research questions of this thesis:

Q1: How and why does the research talk about educational gaming spaces?
Q2: How are children situated in the research?

Q3: Does the space itself align with heutagogy’s ideals?

With these questions in mind, looking back at Freire’s (1970/2014) criteria for investiga-
tions and interventions in the study of the oppressed can be seen in the data collected

in this thesis as well. As one of the criteria to truly make a successful investigation, Freire
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(1970/2014) emphasizes that such investigation cannot treat the people studied as an
object of the study. As became evident in the data analysis, the results of interventions
were mixed, and leaned towards neutral outcomes. The simple explanation, also noted
by the teachers in interviews, was the fact that the true ‘result’ found in the research

was not a numerical one, but rather an internal change in the pupils themselves.

As noted by many of the studies examined, the nature of educational gaming spaces’
long-term benefits are understudied to this day. The sparsity in data also shows little
cohesive opinions of the overall benefits of educational gaming spaces. While these
spaces, and environments much like them, have been studied for longer than their boom
during the Corona pandemic, the studies seems to run into a wall: the methodologies
used are highly biased, lacking, or find very little results to support the subject’s benefi-
ciality (Slattery et al., 2025). It is as though the interventions or methods are not backed
up by enough intersectionality, or focus is at the wrong target. Especially when the tar-
get of study are children and their learning in educational gaming spaces, it is notable
how often constraints of time and resources limit the studies from having deeper con-
tact with them. This constraint leaves the subject as a passive mass of children on a

scale.

As Freire (1970/2014) puts it, science can be a mode of oppressive force, especially when
the subjects are only seen as a measurable object. Same sentiment is carried in The Ox-
ford handbook of feminist theory (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017) where agency is dis-
cussed from the perspective a ‘Teflon man’ — a non-person whose experiences can be
standardized and measured. A child is no automaton or Teflon man, and an experience
of heutagogy will not result in data that is easily measurable in numerical data or assess-

able with standardized testing.

Looking beyond the tests themselves on an individual level, the act of testing children’s
ability on academical level does enforce the power dynamic of teacher-student relation-
ship and the larger power imbalance in place. The classroom’s internal power setting is
dictated by testing and proving a measurable growth in academic ability or understand-

ing (Wyness, 1999)- in which case it can also be argued that standardizing academic
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testing on children in gamified setting is also contributing to the existing structure in
place (Oswell, 2012). As the circles of power widen from inside of the classroom to out-
side to include other adults, the structure strengthens while proximity to students drifts
further away. This structure, in which adults take precede over children as the all-en-
compassing ‘professionals’ (Wyness, 1999) does relate back to Freire’s warning on the
position a scholar takes when investigating an oppressed group (Freire, 1970/2014). The
distance of scholars and pupils was a concern of teachers as well in the analysed data,
as they wondered if standardized testing would show any improvement as a result —

which in many cases didn’t.

Beside understanding the position of children, and their experience of educational gam-
ing spaces — as well as the inner workings of said spaces — the results and motivations of
some of the research allude to a traditional banking system (Freire, 60-64). The banking
system is characterized by its passivity for critical thinking and various ways to evaluate
a subject’s knowledge and intellect, which on paper is a complete opposite of what ed-
ucational gaming spaces seem to be from teachers’ and students’ perspective (Slattery
et al., 2024). However, as testing methods for the benefits of such spaces are planned
and tried out, they often lean into the methods of evaluation that are part of the banking
system. Using these methods and motivations to pry into educational gaming spaces
could lead them turning into a product of necrophily — a system which places students
as hollow objects to be filled, and in which learning is seen through statistics and mech-

anisms (Freire, 1970/2014).

Beyond the implications of oppressive power being carried from the outside in, research
also found educational gaming spaces aligning with the potentials of learner agency and
solidarity. How the boundaries between narrator and listener were blurred, and how
the interactions found inside were reflecting perfectly Freire’s description of problem-
posing education: creativity, true reflection and action upon reality (Freire,
1970/2014). The data from the studies analyzed brought up the communal aspect of
educational gaming spaces, which is also a key element of heutagogy — beyond the

aforementioned interactions. If the learning itself — and the environment supporting it
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— are both built upon connections and co-learning, it would also come to question if
methodologies that test individualistic academic success and its short-term growth are

effective.

While the space and the adults within are reflecting many of the sides of Freire’s de-
scriptions of agency and learning, children were notably reflecting that of Butler’s defi-
nitions of agency as resistance (Disch & Hawkesworth, 2017). They were performing ac-
tions required from them, and they were always bound by the society around them —
even if the space transgressed these boundaries. As Tekinbas (2021) says, governance
and communities even outside of real world reinforce the structures of adult power and

surveillance.

To understand the agency children have whenever they are situated in research or in
the educational space, it’s crucial to take into an account the surrounding framework.
On the other hand, if agency is purely inspected as a power to change and choose, chil-
dren have plenty of it in educational gaming spaces — this aspect of their agency came
through from the data. However, children themselves make up only one fourth of the
themes identified in this research, and even smaller faction in educational game re-
search. One of the reasons this thesis’ research question 2 (Q2) asks how children are
situated in research instead of asking how they are situated in educational gaming
spaces is due to Butler’s definition of agency — there is no agency outside the performa-
tive framework, and agency is never not social (Butler, 2015). All of the accounts, data
analysis and conclusion made from the data are from the framework of adult power.
Children in these spaces have as much of agency as they are given, but also have the
agency from performing and displacement of norms in that performance (Halsema et

al., 2021).

Looking at the framework, and especially how the research methods situate children
either as a passive mass, or as active participants, a clearer understanding of Butler’s

agency can be found in the analysis. Researching educational gaming spaces always has
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an adult motive behind it. Many of those motives are not directly aimed at children’s
agency itself, but rather at the surrounding framework — this thesis included. Still, chil-
dren find their way to show agency from performing to this framework (Parta, 2023;
Wernholm, 2021), be it classroom or educational gaming space. Most intriguing in the
data was accounts of neutral results (Baek & Touati, 2020; Hrysanidis et al., 2026; Tekin-
bas et al., 2021), as it showed on interesting phenomena where children were self-effi-
ciently learning skills and socializing — even if the results were not what the framework

around them was hoping to find.

A change, which was seen on the outside and inside, was taking place and it begs the
guestion on where this change might take educational gaming spaces if given time to
evolve fully. With all the data compared to the theory of both agency and heutagogy, it
does seem indeed like educational gaming spaces have the potential to align with heu-
tagogy and advocate for children’s agency — but all of it is almost completely reliant on

the adults to provide and allow such a space and change to happen.

6.1 Limitations and implications

Finally, with the results and analysis in mind, it is crucial to talk about the biases and

further implications the data provided by this thesis has.

In this thesis | have used methodology known for researcher’s active participation in
generating knowledge and positioning themselves into the researched data. For this
reason the analysis of research data cannot be used as an objective truth of educational
gaming spaces or the research surrounding them. Especially as the lens used to deduct
information from the research positions itself within qualitative methodology, using the-
ories on agency and feminism. Keeping these biases in mind, the thesis has provided a
look into the implications the theory imposes on the research and the practices of edu-

cational gaming spaces.

As for the limitations of my research and analysis, there were many put in place for the
scope and clarity. Due to number of research done in the space, gaps in wider consensus

of data, and the limitations to access learning games’ history only proves the need for
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deeper analysis and expansive research into these spaces and spaces co-joined and
overlapping to them. As mentioned throughout the thesis understanding children them-
selves and how they perceive these spaces and activities in them would be the ideal
target for further study. Digital ethnography, for example, could prove to be a useful
tool of perceiving children in their environment where they seemingly have the agency
to act on their own desires. Aside from studying the pupils of these spaces themselves,
further study on adults who wield the ultimate power in these spaces would be fruitful
as well. While understanding in technicality the difference between a guide and a
teacher, do the adults perceive themselves differently to a teacher in school or other
heavily guided activity? As the analysis revealed, there is a clear indication that many of
the authority figures in these gameful spaces do in fact see themselves in much more
traditionally heutagogical way, that rather than teaching they facilitate the space for
children to teach themselves. Still, while teachers note students’ excitement and crea-
tivity, the research on academic testing does not indicate any notable differences in chil-

dren learning.

Educational gaming spaces are not a miracle solution to the standardized learning we
still heavily rely on, and the results of the analysis showcase that to many extents. Why,
of all available learning environments, educational gaming spaces — and currently spe-
cifically Minecraft: Education Edition (Mojang Studios, 2016)—seem to be such a divisive
topic in scholarly pursuits yet engaging in classrooms when perceived by teachers? Ei-
ther the ways studies test the effectiveness of such environments is faulty, as the results
seen and discussed in many of the quantitative studies cannot replicate each other — or
the orientation of the studies does not reflect the inherent allure of the digital environ-

ment researched.

While the scope and lens of this thesis has clear boundaries, it is clear that there is a gap
to be closed when it comes to qualitative and quantitative research — which hopefully
this thesis encourages further too. If quantitative and qualitative research on the same

topic in the last six years seems to find the previous research lacking, or not supporting
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each other, it calls to question not only the nature of the topic, the motivation of the

research, but also the larger picture of what this might be a reflection of.

With accounts from adults in these spaces, it was clear that while the academic results
students were measured for did not increase statically in large quantities, the students
seemed more interested in collaboration, creativity, and self-determined learning.
While games as learning platforms are not superior to other methods of harboring heu-
tagogy, it would suggest that educational gaming spaces may be an opening and oppor-
tunity for children to engage in heutagogical learning on their own terms, and in an en-

vironment they are already native in.

Going forward, as the educational gaming spaces and school environments evolve, stud-
ies should reflect those changes and evolve with them. Quantitative data is needed as a
part of understanding why games and learning seem to be of interest and even effective
way to engage and encourage children to learn. However, the data should not be col-
lected for the sake of data, which could skew the results for not understanding the sub-
jects at play on their own level — be it games or people. The change in times, noted by
several studies as the change in both societal and educational level, raises many ques-
tions and concerns as to why and for who studies on educational gaming spaces are
conducted. If societal level change pushes children to keep learning after school and
promotes boundary crossing through educational gaming spaces as, the scholars should

critically examine these biases.
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7 CONCLUSION

The landscape of educational gaming spaces, serious games, and leisure learning activi-
ties are ever-changing. Rather than being a solid, unified front, they are rather formless
and easy to mold to incorporate any new ideas coming forth in trends, pedagogy, or
gaming. While it is difficult to predict where these games and spaces may evolve into,
there are general themes as to what may happen based on how pedagogy has changed
throughout history, and what’s currently happening in society - and especially in econ-
omy. The terminology and form of educational gaming will change, and the spaces de-
scribed in this research will be outdated sooner than later, as has happened to older
generation of learning games before it, but the strive to link online gaming and learning

is ever-present.

During my research period, a change in landscape was already taking place, as artificial
intelligence has been normalized and deemed as an efficiency booster and equalizer in
education — which does raise questions not only on long-term effects, but on the core
themes revolving this research as well. We’re already experiencing a boom in Al imple-
mentation in educational gaming spaces, schools, and practically all aspects of our lives,
which has also flourished into research on the topic. Naturally, for future, it may be
worthwhile to research how artificial intelligent-made content in educational gaming
actually addresses considerations these spaces are fertile for — children-driven agency

and heutagogy at play.

As parting words to take away from the research, I'd like to encourage further studying
structures and power imbalance in spaces that are seemingly social, cozy and boost
some sort of useful capital for future generations. Why must we as adults — be it re-
searchers, teachers, parents, or designers - in these spaces and society feel the need to
‘trick’ children to learn, rather than encourage the simple joy of learning itself. The mind-
set of all learning circling around pedagogy and provable standardized success, even
when studies suggest otherwise, seems to create a conundrum that does not service or

advance anyone involved in educational gaming spaces.
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Educational gaming spaces should and will be investigated further as they grow, but to
combat the concerns and ‘insufficient’ data brought up the recent research we should
take a step back — or rather take a step further to the children themselves. Should the
unique environment such as educational gaming spaces be left behind merely for us
adults not finding the proof of its uses satisfactory enough? And rather, should we find
a way to move away from the applications it currently has in research and make an effort
to define it anew? As it seems with the data and analysis, there is something to educa-
tional gaming spaces that excites children and lets them access something completely
new yet comfortable. | encourage to investigate and get invested in educational gaming
spaces now more than ever; as the post-pandemic interest fades and the focus moves
constantly, there is a possibility that these spaces are left unexplored and uninhabited

for the next gamified learning environment.

55



References

Adams, J. (2006). Power play : the literature and politics of chess in the Late Middle
Ages (1st ed.). University of Pennsylvania Press.

https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812201048

Akram, S. (2021). To what extent do game design factors impact children’s engage-
ment on digital education games? Fields: Journal of Huddersfield Student Re-

search. https://doi.org/10.5920/fields.813

Anders, B. A. (2026). DESIGNING INSTRUCTION WITH GENERATIVE Al : 24/7 support
for optimizing teaching and learning. ROUTLEDGE.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003568544

Anderson, C. A., Gentile, D. A., & Buckley, K. E. (2007). Violent video game effects on
children and adolescents : theory, research, and public policy (1st ed.). Oxford Uni-

versity Press.

Bacalja, A., & Nash, B. L. (2023). Playful literacies and pedagogical priorities: digital
games in the English classroom. English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 22(4),

447-461. https://doi.org/10.1108/ETPC-01-2023-0002

Baek, Y., & Touati, A. (2020). Comparing Collaborative and Cooperative Gameplay for
Academic and Gaming Achievements. Journal of Educational Computing Research,

57(8), 2110-2140. https://doi.org/10.1177/0735633118825385

Blaschke, L. M. (2013). E-Learning and Self-Determined Learning Skills. In Self-Deter-

mined Learning: Heutagogy in Action (pp. 55—-68).

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Thematic Analysis: a Practical Guide. SAGE.

56


https://doi.org/10.9783/9780812201048
https://doi.org/10.5920/fields.813
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003568544
https://doi.org/10.1108/ETPC-01-2023-0002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0735633118825385

Blazek, M. (2016). Rematerialising children’s agency : everyday practices in a post-so-

cialist estate. Policy Press.

Butler, J. (2015). Gender trouble : feminism and the subversion of identity. Routledge.

Cederqvist, A.-M., & Impedovo, M. (2023). Minecraft as a Hybrid Boundary Object: Ex-
ploring Nature in Squares. Education Sciences, 13(9), Article 952.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13090952

Deterding, S., Dixon, D., Khaled, R., & Nacke, L. (2011). From game design elements to
gamefulness: defining “gamification.” Proceedings of the 15th International Aca-
demic MindTrek Conference: Envisioning Future Media Environments, 9-15.

https://doi.org/10.1145/2181037.2181040

Dezuanni, M. (2018). Minecraft and children’s digital making: implications for media
literacy education. Journal of Educational Media : The Journal of the Educational
Television Association, 43(3), 236-249.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1472607

Disch, L. J., & Hawkesworth, M. E. (2017). The Oxford handbook of feminist theory. Ox-

ford University Press.

Ellison, M., & Drew, C. (2020). Using Digital Sandbox Gaming to Improve Creativity
Within Boys’ Writing. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 34(2), 277-287.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1675823

Fanfare Software. (1994-1995). JumpStart [Windows]. JumpStart Games.

Freire, P. (2014). Pedagogy of the oppressed (M. B. Ramos, Trans.; Thirtieth anniver-

sary edition.). Bloomsbury.

57


https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13090952
https://doi.org/10.1145/2181037.2181040
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1472607
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1675823

Fgreland, L. R., & Adrel-Vihrial3, R. (2024). Exploring the Use of Minecraft in Sdmi
Teacher Education. Genealogy (Basel), 8(2), Article 59. https://doi.org/10.3390/ge-

nealogy8020059

Halsema, A., Kwastek, K., & Oever, R. van den (Eds.). (2021). Bodies that still matter :
resonances of the work of Judith Butler. Amsterdam University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048552504

Hase, S. & Kenyon, C. (2013). Self-Determined Learning : Heutagogy in Action.
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781472553232

Hatoss, A. (2025). Minecraft, the King and Snow White: learning a heritage language
through online game play. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilin-

gualism, 28(8), 980-995. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2025.2528144

Hobbs, L., & Behenna, S. (2024). An Example of the Views of Educators on Incorporat-
ing the Sustainable Development Goals into Engineering and Environmental School
Engagement Activities Using Minecraft. Education Sciences, 14(10), Article 1078.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14101078

Hobbs, L., Hartley, C., Bentley, S., Bibby, J., Bowden, L., Hartley, J., & Stevens, C.
(2020). Shared special interest play in a specific extra-curricular group setting: A
Minecraft Club for children with special educational needs. Educational and Child

Psychology, 37(4), 81-95. https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsecp.2020.37.4.81

Hooks, B. (2003). Teaching community : a pedagogy of hope. Routledge.

58


https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy8020059
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy8020059
https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048552504
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781472553232
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2025.2528144
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14101078
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsecp.2020.37.4.81

Hrysanidis, C., Anderson, P. J., Lau, R. C., Gathercole, S., Wiley, J. F., & Spencer-Smith,
M. (2026). Outcomes of Varied Activities in Working Memory Training for Children:
A Randomized Controlled Trial. Developmental Science, 29(2), Article e70130.
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.70130

Humongous Entertainment. (1996-2003). Pajama Sam [Windows]. Humongous Enter-

tainment

Ifenthaler, D., Eseryel, D., & Ge, X. (2012). Assessment in Game-Based Learning : Foun-
dations, Innovations, and Perspectives (1st ed. 2012.). Springer New York.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3546-4

Kankaanranta, M., & Neittaanmki, P. (2009). Design and use of serious games (1st ed.

2009.). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-9496-5

Le Grand, J. (2006). Motivation, agency, and public policy: Of knights and knaves,
pawns and queens (1st ed., pp. xvi—xvi). Oxford University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1093/0199266999.001.0001

Living books (1994-1995). [Windows]. Random House.

Mahmood, S. (2005). Politics of piety : the Islamic revival and the feminist subject.

Princeton University Press.

Mojang Studios. (2009). Minecraft [Windows]. Mojang Studios.

Mojang Studios, Teachergaming. (2016). Minecraft: Education Edition [Windows]. Mo-
jang Synergies AB.

59


https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.70130
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3546-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-9496-5
https://doi.org/10.1093/0199266999.001.0001

Opike (2024, 10.10). Kehitysvammaiset lapset jadmdssd ilman oppimateriaaleja — sel-
kokielisen oppimateriaalituotannon rahoitus loppumassa.

https://opike.fi/ajankohtaista/kehitysvammaiset-lapset-jaamassa-ilman-oppima-

teriaaleja-selkokielisen-oppimateriaalituotannon-rahoitus-loppumassa/

Mitchell, A., & Van Vught, J. (2024). Videogame Formalism : On Form, Aesthetic Experi-
ence and Methodology. Amsterdam University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048554232

Oswell, D. (2012). The Agency of Children: From Family to Global Human Rights (1st
ed., pp. viii—viii). Cambridge University Press.

https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139033312

Parta, S. (2023). ”Se on parasta, kun saa vaan pelaa” : Lasten antamat merkitykset vi-
deopelaamiselle ja informaali oppiminen videopelikontekstissa.

https://trepo.tuni.fi/handle/10024/147343

Plass, J. L., Mayer, R. E., & Homer, B. D. (2019). Handbook of game-based learning.
The MIT Press.

Ritella, G., & Marcone, R. (2024). Constructing in Minecraft in Primary School as a
Boundary-Crossing Practice. Education Sciences, 14(1), Article 85.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci1l4010085

Rojek, C. (1995). Decentring Leisure : Rethinking Leisure Theory. 1st ed., SAGE.

Sabirli, Z. E., & Coklar, A. N. (2020). The effect of educational digital games on educa-
tion, motivation and attitudes of elementary school students against course ac-
cess. World Journal on Educational Technology, 12(4), 325—-338.
https://doi.org/10.18844/wijet.v12i3.4993

60


https://opike.fi/ajankohtaista/kehitysvammaiset-lapset-jaamassa-ilman-oppimateriaaleja-selkokielisen-oppimateriaalituotannon-rahoitus-loppumassa/
https://opike.fi/ajankohtaista/kehitysvammaiset-lapset-jaamassa-ilman-oppimateriaaleja-selkokielisen-oppimateriaalituotannon-rahoitus-loppumassa/
https://doi.org/10.1515/9789048554232
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139033312
https://trepo.tuni.fi/handle/10024/147343
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14010085
https://doi.org/10.18844/wjet.v12i3.4993

Slattery, E. J., Butler, D., Marshall, K., Barrett, M., Hyland, N., O’Leary, M., & McAvinue,
L. P. (2024). Effectiveness of a minecraft education intervention for improving spa-
tial thinking in primary school children: A mixed methods two-level cluster random-
ised trial. Learning and Instruction, 94, Article 102003.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2024.102003

Slattery, E. J., Butler, D., O’Leary, M., & Marshall, K. (2024). Teachers’ experiences of
using Minecraft Education in primary school: An Irish perspective. Irish Educational

Studies, 43(4), 965-984. https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2023.2185276

Slattery, E. J., Lehane, P., Butler, D., O’Leary, M., & Marshall, K. (2025). Assessing the
benefits of digital game-based learning with Minecraft in children, adolescents and
young adults: A broad systematic review. Review of Education (Oxford), 13(1), Arti-

cle e70035. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70035

Tekinbas, K. S., Jagannath, K., Lyngs, U., & Slovdk, P. (2021). Designing for Youth-Cen-
tered Moderation and Community Governance in Minecraft. ACM Transactions on

Computer-Human Interaction, 28(4), Article 24. https://doi.org/10.1145/3450290

Wernholm, M. (2021). Children’s Out-of-School Learning in Digital Gaming Communi-
ties. Designs for Learning, 13(1), 8-19. https://doi.org/10.16993/dfl.164

Wingren, M., Stahl, M., Hansell, K., & Back, S. (2025). Affordances for In-Game Interac-
tion and Language Learning Through Children’s Collaborative Play in Minecraft. In-
ternational Journal of Game-Based Learning, 15(1), 1-23.

https://doi.org/10.4018/1JGBL.370559

Wyness, M. G. (1999). Childhood, Agency and Education Reform. Childhood (Copenha-
gen, Denmark), 6(3), 353-368. https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568299006003004

61


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2024.102003
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2023.2185276
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70035
https://doi.org/10.1145/3450290
https://doi.org/10.16993/dfl.164
https://doi.org/10.4018/IJGBL.370559
https://doi.org/10.1177/0907568299006003004

