
143 

From Traditional Play to Videogames: Expanding Educational 
Horizons in the 21st Century 
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Riassunto: Il gioco è da tempo riconosciuto come un elemento fondamentale nello sviluppo umano, in 
quanto promuove la crescita fisica, cognitiva e sociale. Questo studio indaga le molteplici dimensioni del 
gioco, con particolare attenzione al gioco motorio e alla sua integrazione nei contesti educativi ed 
extracurriculari. Si analizza il ruolo del gioco nell’apprendimento delle competenze di vita (life skills), 
nella promozione della salute, nell’inclusione sociale e nella riduzione delle disuguaglianze educative. 
Particolare rilievo viene attribuito all’intersezione tra il gioco tradizionale e le esperienze digitali, 
esaminando il potenziale educativo dei videogiochi come strumenti innovativi per l’apprendimento. 
Collegando le teorie classiche sul gioco ai contesti contemporanei, il contributo evidenzia l’importanza di 
un approccio olistico e interdisciplinare, che valorizzi il gioco come pilastro dell’apprendimento 
permanente e del benessere individuale e collettivo. 

Parole chiave:Gioco,Videogioco,Apprendimento, Educazione. 

Abstract: Play has long been recognized as a vital component of human development, fostering physical, 
cognitive, and social growth. This paper explores the multifaceted dimensions of play, particularly motor 
play, and its integration into educational and extracurricular settings. It highlights its role in learning life 
skills, promoting health, fostering inclusion, and addressing educational inequalities. Special attention is 
given to the intersection of traditional play and digital experiences, examining how video games can serve 
as powerful educational tools. By bridging classical theories of play with contemporary contexts, this 
contribution underscores the importance of a holistic, interdisciplinary approach to play as a cornerstone 
of lifelong learning and well-being. 
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1. The transformative play in education

Play serves as a cornerstone of human development, recognized across historical and cultural 
contexts as fundamental to learning and well-being. Classical theories by Huizinga (2002) and 
Bateson (1996) underscore its intrinsic nature, portraying play as an activity beyond immediate 
utilitarian purposes, yet deeply embedded in the fabric of growth and adaptability. Modern 
perspectives, such as those by Pellegrini (2009) and Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff (2008), further 
emphasize its developmental significance, highlighting its capacity to integrate cognitive, 
physical, and social domains. 

Motor play, in particular, occupies a critical role in promoting physical literacy (Whitehead, 
2010), contributing to skill acquisition, health, and social bonding. However, the advent of 
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urbanization and digital lifestyles has led to a reduction in opportunities for active play, 
necessitating deliberate interventions to reintegrate it into educational and recreational spaces 
(Panksepp, 2007). Furthermore, play fosters socio-cultural inclusion by creating shared 
experiences that transcend language and cultural barriers, enhancing peer relationships and 
communal identity (Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). 

Research on outdoor play highlights its capacity to counteract sedentary tendencies exacerbated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic (Montgomery, Johnson, & Liben, 2020), underlining its 
therapeutic and restorative benefits. Through its multidisciplinary applications, play emerges as 
a dynamic medium for addressing educational inequities, supporting mental health, and 
fostering holistic development in individuals across age groups. 

Play, in its diverse manifestations, serves as a cornerstone of human development, 
encompassing physical, cognitive, and socio-emotional dimensions. Grounded in classical 
theories such as those of Bateson (1996), who emphasized the paradoxical and transformative 
nature of play, the educational value of play transcends mere recreation. It emerges as an 
essential medium through which children and adolescents acquire life skills, foster creativity, 
and build social relationships (Bobbio & Bandioli, 2021). Bergen (2009) highlights play as a 
dynamic tool for cultivating critical thinking, problem-solving abilities, and resilience—skills 
that are indispensable for the future scientists, mathematicians, and engineers of tomorrow. This 
aligns with Bruner’s (2005) assertion that play provides an alternative route to knowing and 
understanding the world, fostering cognitive flexibility and adaptability. These attributes, 
increasingly recognized as pivotal in the 21st century, support the development of competencies 
such as collaboration, communication, and critical thinking, as articulated by Binkley et al. 
(2012). 

Contemporary research further emphasizes the role of play in addressing inequalities and 
promoting inclusive education. Cajola Chiappetta (2013) underscores how play can be 
strategically employed to enhance the integration of students with diverse abilities, particularly 
when framed within inclusive pedagogical models such as the International Classification of 
Functioning (ICF). Similarly, Bodrova and Leong (2003) argue that the playful engagement of 
children creates an environment conducive to exploring individual differences, building 
empathy, and fostering a sense of community. These insights highlight the transformative 
potential of play as a vehicle for both personal and societal growth, enabling learners to 
navigate increasingly complex and interconnected global challenges. 

 

 
2. Life skills through play 

The role of play in acquiring life skills is well-documented, with significant evidence supporting 
its ability to enhance executive functions, problem-solving, and social competence (Diamond, 
2013). Motor play, as Bodrova and Leong (2003) emphasize, provides an experiential platform 
for children to develop planning, impulse control, and emotional regulation. These skills form 
the foundation of lifelong adaptability and resilience. 
Structured play activities, such as team sports or cooperative games, promote collaboration, 
communication, and conflict resolution. Bergen (2009) notes that such activities cultivate the 
creativity and critical thinking essential for success in STEM fields, while Feldman (2012) links 
oxytocin-mediated social interactions during play to strengthened interpersonal bonds. By 
incorporating gamified learning methods (Malone & Lepper, 2021), educators can create 
environments that simultaneously challenge and motivate learners, fostering intrinsic 
engagement. 

Moreover, play offers unique opportunities for intercultural exchange and empathy-building. 
For example, adapted games for inclusive education enable children with disabilities to engage 
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meaningfully with peers, fostering mutual understanding and reducing stigma (Cajola 
Chiappetta, 2013). As a conduit for socio-cultural inclusion, play aligns with contemporary 
goals of education to cultivate global citizens equipped with empathy, adaptability, and a 
collaborative spirit. 

The process of acquiring life skills through play is deeply rooted in its capacity to simulate real-
world scenarios, providing a safe yet stimulating environment for experimentation and learning. 
Bergen (2009) and Blum-Ross and Kumpulainen (2019) explore how playful contexts nurture 
creativity, enhance executive functions, and enable young learners to adapt to diverse 
challenges. This aligns with Diamond’s (2013) findings on the critical role of executive 
functions—working memory, cognitive flexibility, and self-control—in facilitating academic 
and personal success. Through structured and unstructured play, learners develop these core 
cognitive processes, equipping them with the tools to manage emotions, set goals, and resolve 
conflicts. 

Furthermore, Banoğlu and Gümüş (2022) advocate for the integration of play into technology-
enhanced educational settings, emphasizing its role in promoting digital literacy and active 
participation. This is particularly relevant in an era where the digital divide exacerbates 
educational disparities. Play-based learning approaches, such as gamified experiences and 
collaborative online platforms, offer innovative solutions for bridging these gaps. Alecci et al. 
(2022) highlight the potential of gamification not only to engage learners but also to instill a 
sense of responsibility and ethical consumption of digital tools. These frameworks position play 
as an essential component of modern education, fostering a balance between traditional 
developmental goals and the demands of an evolving technological landscape. 

 

3. Playing in the digital age: opportunities and challenges 

The digital transformation has redefined play, with videogames emerging as a prominent 
modality for both recreation and learning. Contrary to initial skepticism, recent studies 
emphasize the educational potential of videogames, highlighting their ability to simulate 
complex problem-solving scenarios, foster strategic thinking, and enhance digital literacy 
(Triberti & Carruba, 2023). Videogames also encourage persistence and adaptability by 
providing iterative learning experiences where failure becomes a steppingstone for success. 
The intersection of traditional play and digital experiences has become a pivotal area of 
exploration, particularly in the context of education. Video games, once considered mere 
entertainment, are increasingly recognized as powerful tools for promoting cognitive, social, 
and emotional skills (Triberti & Carruba, 2023). As highlighted by Alecci et al. (2022), video 
games and gamified learning approaches can encourage active participation, foster 
responsibility in digital consumption, and enhance civic awareness. These findings align with 
the broader objectives outlined by UNESCO, which emphasizes the role of innovative 
educational technologies in cultivating digital literacy and promoting equitable access to quality 
education. 
Video games provide immersive, interactive environments that facilitate experiential learning, 
allowing players to explore complex systems, make decisions, and witness the consequences of 
their actions in real time. This dynamic fosters the development of critical thinking, problem-
solving abilities, and resilience—skills deemed essential for the 21st century by the OECD 
(2021). Moreover, as Marzullo (2023) suggests, designing educational games with pedagogical 
intent can bridge the gap between entertainment and learning, creating experiences that are both 
engaging and instructional. For instance, well-crafted video games can simulate historical 
events, teach scientific principles, or promote intercultural understanding, all while maintaining 
a high level of user engagement. 
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Nardone (2020) underscores the role of videogames in media literacy, describing them as 
powerful tools for navigating digital ecosystems while promoting responsible consumption. 
Educationally designed games, as discussed by Marzullo (2023), leverage interactive 
storytelling and gamification to engage students in subjects ranging from history to 
mathematics. Such games can create immersive learning environments where students actively 
participate in their educational journey. 
Nonetheless, concerns about excessive screen time and its impact on physical activity and social 
interactions persist. As such, integrating videogames into broader educational paradigms 
requires a balanced approach that prioritizes moderation and inclusivity. Emerging frameworks 
advocate for combining traditional play with digital experiences to ensure holistic development, 
reinforcing the idea that videogames are not a replacement but a complement to physical and 
social play. 
 

4. The Educational Potential of Gaming 

Videogames uniquely bridge entertainment and education, offering dynamic environments 
where learners can experiment, innovate, and collaborate. Studies by Zosh et al. (2017) and 
Alecci et al. (2022) reveal that gamified learning promotes active engagement and motivation, 
especially when combined with clear pedagogical goals. Videogames designed for educational 
purposes, such as those incorporating problem-solving or exploratory mechanics, foster deep 
learning and skill mastery. 
A notable strength of videogames lies in their adaptability to diverse learners. Customizable 
difficulty levels and accessible design elements make them suitable for individuals with varying 
abilities, supporting inclusive educational practices (Alecci et al., 2022). Additionally, their 
ability to simulate real-world challenges enhances experiential learning, enabling players to 
practice decision-making in low-stakes environments. 
Collaborative multiplayer games further expand the scope of social learning, creating virtual 
spaces where players from different cultural backgrounds can interact and cooperate. These 
interactions, as Feldman (2012) argues, promote social cohesion and mutual respect, mirroring 
the collaborative competencies required in professional and interpersonal contexts. As 
educational technologies evolve, the integration of videogames into curriculum design offers a 
promising avenue for enriching traditional teaching methods. 
Digital games offer a unique platform for addressing contemporary educational challenges, 
particularly in fostering media literacy and promoting inclusion. Nardone (2020) emphasizes 
how video games can serve as effective tools for teaching digital citizenship, enabling learners 
to navigate the complexities of the online world with greater confidence and ethical awareness. 
By incorporating elements of collaboration, competition, and creativity, games encourage 
players to interact with diverse perspectives, thus fostering intercultural understanding and 
empathy. This aligns with the UNESCO framework for Global Citizenship Education, which 
underscores the importance of using digital tools to cultivate empathy and cross-cultural 
competencies. 
Further, video games provide opportunities for differentiated learning, adapting to the diverse 
needs of players, including those with disabilities. As noted by Marzullo (2023), the design of 
inclusive educational games requires a nuanced understanding of both pedagogical frameworks 
and user-centered design principles. Gamified platforms can personalize learning experiences, 
allowing students to progress at their own pace while receiving immediate feedback, which is 
critical for sustaining motivation and reinforcing learning outcomes (Triberti & Carruba, 2023). 
The integration of video games into educational curricula also supports the acquisition of life 
skills, such as teamwork, leadership, and emotional regulation. For instance, collaborative 
multiplayer games necessitate communication, negotiation, and strategy, mirroring real-world 
scenarios where these skills are indispensable. According to OECD research, such interactive 
experiences prepare learners to thrive in complex, interconnected societies by fostering 
adaptability and a proactive approach to problem-solving. These attributes, combined with the 
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intrinsic motivational power of play, position video games as an essential component of modern 
pedagogical strategies, blending traditional and digital paradigms to meet the educational needs 
of a rapidly changing world. 
 
 

5. Conclusion 

The evolving understanding of play, encompassing both traditional and digital formats, 
underscores its indispensable role in fostering holistic development across physical, cognitive, 
social, and emotional domains. The integration of motor activities, traditional games, and video 
games into educational and extracurricular contexts provides diverse pathways for learning that 
resonate with the complexities of 21st-century life. This paper highlights how play, in its many 
forms, serves as a cornerstone of lifelong learning, well-being, and socio-cultural inclusion. 
The research illustrates the profound potential of play to address critical challenges in 
education, such as fostering life skills, promoting health, and bridging educational inequalities. 
Traditional forms of play, deeply rooted in cultural and developmental contexts, remain 
essential for nurturing foundational skills, while video games bring new dimensions to learning 
by leveraging interactivity, engagement, and personalization. The convergence of these 
modalities creates an inclusive and dynamic environment that prepares learners for the demands 
of modern society. 
Video games, as emphasized by Triberti and Carruba (2023) and supported by UNESCO and 
OECD frameworks, are not merely supplementary tools but central elements in cultivating 
critical competencies such as problem-solving, digital literacy, and global citizenship. By 
fostering collaboration, adaptability, and ethical awareness, video games empower learners to 
navigate complex, interconnected realities effectively. These qualities, coupled with the intrinsic 
motivational appeal of gamified environments, position video gaming as a vital complement to 
traditional educational practices. 
The findings also underline the importance of designing play-based interventions and digital 
games with pedagogical intent, as argued by Marzullo (2023). Educational strategies must 
embrace interdisciplinary collaboration to maximize the benefits of play, ensuring that 
methodologies are inclusive, evidence-based, and tailored to diverse learning needs. Such 
approaches are particularly critical for promoting equity, addressing the digital divide, and 
supporting learners with disabilities. 
Looking forward, a holistic framework for integrating play into education must balance the 
preservation of traditional play’s cultural and developmental significance with the innovative 
potential of digital experiences. Policymakers, educators, and game designers must collaborate 
to establish guidelines and best practices that optimize the educational impact of play across all 
contexts. This calls for investments in teacher training, the development of inclusive digital 
platforms, and the creation of policies that prioritize equitable access to play opportunities in 
both urban and rural settings. 
In conclusion, play is far more than a recreational activity; it is a fundamental human experience 
that drives learning, fosters inclusion, and enhances well-being. As educational landscapes 
continue to evolve, embracing the diverse dimensions of play—spanning motor activities to 
digital games—will be pivotal in shaping resilient, adaptable, and empathetic learners who are 
equipped to thrive in an ever-changing world. This interdisciplinary approach to play not only 
enriches individual growth but also contributes to the broader societal goals of health 
promotion, equity, and lifelong learning. 
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