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Abstract

The aim of the thesis is to explore the uncertainties surrounding the use of digital learning
games in teaching young children, with a focus on ALPA Kids. The research problem
addresses the challenges faced by Ukrainian children in Estonian schools and the need for
effective tools to support their learning process. The objective is to reflect on the experience
of using ALPA Kids in teaching Ukrainian students and investigate its impact on learning
outcomes. An autoethnographic approach is employed to analyze personal experiences. The
findings demonstrate that ALPA Kids enhances the learning process, facilitates language
acquisition, supports personalized learning, and promotes collaboration between teachers and
parents. Further research is recommended to address uncertainties and optimize the

implementation of digital learning games in primary education.

Keywords: digital learning games, ALPA Kids, uncertainties, young children, language
acquisition.
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Introduction

Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, a total of 8.1 million Ukrainian refugees have
crossed the border into the European Union countries to seek protection and safety from the
Russian invasion. According to the information given by Police and Border Guard
Department, since the end of February 2022, Estonia has received more than 67,000
Ukrainian military refugees. Among them were me and my family.

As is stated in the report of the Riigikogu Development Monitoring Centre "UKkrainian
children in Estonian education™, as of mid-February, 8,463 children from Ukraine, or an
average of 3 percent of all Estonian schoolchildren, are enrolled in Estonian schools
(Kindsiko, 2023). The largest number of Ukrainian schoolchildren is in Harjuma, where the
children of Ukrainian military refugees account for 4 percent. Almost half, or 45.5 percent, of
Ukrainian children in Estonia study in Tallinn. 63% of Ukrainian children study in Estonian
by language immersion method. The experience of teachers and school administrators shows
that it is easier to integrate children in pre-school education, i.e. young children. The more
complex the content of the subject, the more difficult it is to participate in education without
knowledge of the Estonian language at the primary level.

Taking into account the above, the administration of VVanalinna Hariduskolleegium
decided to open the first Ukrainian class. From 1 September 2022, 15 pupils were enrolled
and two teachers: the Estonian one and the Ukrainian (me), started to teach them. Despite the
fact, both of us are experienced primary-school teachers, our task was quite challenging for
these reasons:

« children had different levels of school readiness, some were 6 years old and not ready

for school and some had already finished the 1st form in Ukraine

« all children have got traumatic experience

e some students leave, and some new ones come

« students have to be taught all subjects in Estonian and learn English but 73 percent

could not read and write in their native language.

Together with my colleague, we started looking for ways to support the learning process,
to make it less stressful for students, to enhance students’ motivation and at the same time to
reach educational goals. We stopped our choice on ALPA Kids e-learning games — age-
appropriate learning games with 4 difficulty levels (ages 3-8), developed together with school
and preschool teachers, speech therapists, child psychologists, and top researchers in child

development. The games are outlined for ECE curriculums: Mathematics, Language,
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Environment, Memory & Logic, are based on local culture and nature and could be used both
at home and in educational institutions to diversify learning and make it more efficient. Home
users can use ALPA on both Android and i0S devices, for educational institutions a web
version for computers and smart boards is available.

While digital learning games have the potential to serve as an ideal platform for education
due to their ability to generate high levels of engagement and motivation, several factors, such
as the ambiguous nature of teaching, the way we perceive learning, and the presence of
uncertainties, make their implementation complex. Various themes that require further
investigation include the effectiveness of the ALPA Kids learning tool, the degree of
personalization and learning pace, the integration of the tool into different school subjects, and
the collaboration with students' parents.

This thesis aims to explore uncertainties and reflect on the experience of using ALPA
Kids digital learning games in teaching 1st-year students from Ukraine in the Estonian
education system. Reflecting on personal experiences is an essential and practical aspect of
this approach. Despite having a remarkable background in on-site and online teaching, which
included gamification practices, the new circumstances and conditions introduced heightened
uncertainty in selecting appropriate tools.

The results of the study can provide valuable insights into the impact of using digital
learning games on primary school children's effectiveness and motivation to learn in a
language other than native. The exploration of the various themes and uncertainties related to
the implementation of such tools is crucial for educators and policymakers to make informed
decisions about the integration of technology in education. Furthermore, the research
highlights the importance of reflecting on personal experiences to improve teaching practices
and enhance student learning outcomes. This might contribute to the development of effective
and engaging teaching methods that can be adapted to different cultural contexts and

educational settings.
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Theoretical overview

Defining uncertainty

Life is filled with uncertainty and doubts about future events. American mathematician and
Temple University professor John Allen Paulos (2007) stated that ,,uncertainty is the only
certainty there is, and knowing how to live with insecurity is the only security*. Although
people may not have control over certain circumstances, their mindset plays a crucial role in
managing challenging situations and facing the unknown with confidence.

So, what does uncertainty mean? Uncertainty can be defined as a state of lacking
assurance or certainty about someone or something, ranging from a partial absence of
conviction to a complete absence of knowledge regarding a specific outcome (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.). It is common for individuals to experience uncertainty when they are presented
with various options and lack control over the outcome. However, uncertainty should not be
solely viewed as a negative emotion associated with a sense of dread about the future. Rather,
uncertainty is a fundamental aspect of human existence that is considered normal and
expected (Coles, 2013; Nowotny, 2015). According to Macmillan (n.d., Definition 1a),
uncertainty arises when something remains unknown or has yet to be determined, signifying
an opportunity for exploring new ways of thinking and learning. This suggests that
uncertainty can encourage innovation (Nowotny, 2015) by prompting inquiry, reflection, and
change (Wheatley, 2002).

In certain circumstances, attempting to create certainty may not always be effective.
Although we may have an innate inclination to resist uncertainty, attempts to predict the
future could also lead to stress, so learning to live with ambiguity becomes crucial, especially
in situations such as the pandemic and wars, which has significantly disrupted daily routines
and upended carefully planned objectives. In ‘Raising the teacher's voice and the ironic role of
theory’, McDonald (1986) asks, “what if theorists recognised that intimate knowledge of this
uncertainty was exactly what was missing from both their theories and the policies these
theories provoke?” (p. 362). This thought entertains the notion that uncertainty is not simply a
feeling that should be avoided, but rather embraced as a potential space for growth.

Moreover, in a world where uncertainty is pervasive, it seems unlikely that there could be
only one correct outcome. Fromm argues that the pursuit of certainty can hinder the search for
meaning and that uncertainty can drive individuals to explore their potential. According to
Fromm (as cited in Jordan et al., 2014), creativity requires individuals to relinquish their
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certainty and embrace uncertainty. Uncertainty, therefore, leads to diversity and suggests that

there are many possibilities and options rather than only one way of doing things
Uncertainty in the teaching profession

Teaching has always been and will continue to be infused with multiple uncertainties, which
create a sense of tension for teachers. This tension arises due to the unpredictable nature of the
teaching profession and the constantly evolving needs of students, which demand teachers to
be adaptable and flexible in their approach. Gadd and Rosliakova (2022) in their research
point out:

Uncertainty can be a highly emotional state, though not necessarily something that

should be reduced or avoided. Uncertainty can be embraced as an opportunity for growth,

creativity, and reflection. Teachers are caring people; it makes sense that fear, anxiety,
and stress are encountered in new contexts.

Several scholars, such as Floden and Buchmann (1993), Helsing (2007a), and Labaree
(2000), have emphasized that the work of a teacher is inherently uncertain. In our days, when
information is easily accessible, and the job market is unpredictable, uncertainty has become
an integral part of teaching. It is not just an inevitable aspect but also something that teachers
must learn to live with (Labaree, 2000). As Barnett (2007) points out, a pedagogy for
uncertain times must be uncertain itself, and teaching for an uncertain age requires openness,
risk-taking, and unpredictability. Therefore, it is essential for teachers to embrace uncertainty
and learn to navigate through it, as they strive to educate and prepare students for a rapidly
changing world.

Teaching has become increasingly complex, particularly with the rapid shift to emergency
online teaching, which has been exacerbated by uncertainties. According to Eradze et al.
(2021), although educational technologies were widely available before Covid-19, they did
not have the anticipated innovative or educational impact. However, the pandemic prompted
teachers to reconfigure their pedagogy abruptly, incorporating online tools. Bozkurt et al.
(2020) emphasize that the pandemic has created a period of uncertainty and anxiety for
learners, teachers, and parents, prompting the emergence of a pedagogy of care in educational
institutions. This approach prioritizes supporting students' emotional and mental well-being
alongside their academic learning, recognizing the significant impact of the pandemic on their
lives. A study by Eradze, Bardone, and Dipace (2021), refers to unorganised variety as

contributing to uncertainty. In this context, “unorganised variety refers to the fact that teachers
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and other educational actors could entertain options that they could have never contemplated
without the suspension of all in class activities” (p. 409).

Teaching is inevitably characterized by uncertainty, and it is important for teachers to
embrace this fact and view uncertainty positively. Flexibility, openness, and a willingness to
question one's approaches are key to success in teaching. When teachers allow themselves to
acknowledge uncertainty and reduce their sense of certainty, they open themselves up to more
options and opportunities for experimentation and innovation in their teaching practices. A
positive attitude towards uncertainty can also motivate teachers in their careers and help them
to find joy in the surprises that come with their daily work. Similarly, in the context of
technology use in education, the feeling of uncertainty is a common and important aspect of
redesigning traditional courses for online formats. Pirk in her autoethnographic study (2020)
concludes:

Every teacher’s experience with uncertainty, concept and response to it will have a high

level of granularity. Resolving uncertainty sets in motion the flowing of new

opportunities, views, practices and learning new skills.

Therefore, teachers should embrace uncertainty as an opportunity for growth and

development in their teaching practices.
Digital learning games in primary education

A brief definition of digital games entails their description as a wide variety of digital
applications characterized by some common elements: the gaming environment, the strong
participation of the gamer, the element of interactivity, and an increased use of multimedia
(Carr et al., 2006). According to Prensky (2001):

A game can be defined as digital based on six characteristics leading to the gamer’s

involvement (when combined). These are the following characteristics:

* The rules of the game.

* The aims of the game.

* The result and its feedback.

* The element of conflict/competition/challenge/rivalry.

* The element of interaction.

* The representation of a story or plot.
Digital educational games have proven to be highly beneficial and effective tools for
education, as they offer an alternative approach to presenting educational content. Common

Sense Media, an educational organization, shares the view that well-designed educational
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games do not serve as distractions for students. Instead, they can serve as supportive channels
for various learning and teaching practices. Furthermore, these games have the potential to
motivate students regardless of their gender, age, or educational level. They also provide a
suitable environment for different learning groups to collaborate and work towards common
learning objectives. Moreover, educational games can assist teachers in their efforts to instruct
diverse types of students (Hetzner et al., 2011).

Undoubtedly, learning occurs while engaging in computer games. The challenges
presented in games require a range of skills, such as IT proficiency, literacy, numeracy, hand-
eye coordination, strategic thinking, cognitive abilities, and many others (Clark, 2003). A
study conducted by Coventry University, led by Mrs. Beverly Plester and Dr. Clare Wood,
examined the connection between texting and literacy skills. Their findings indicated that
individuals who engage in regular texting exhibit strong literacy abilities. Contrary to the
notion that texting negatively affects spelling, reading, and writing skills, the study revealed a
positive correlation between texting and proficient use of the English language. (Wood et al.,
2013).

Numeracy skills are also essential in comprehending the various scoring mechanisms
used in games. Games often involve a strong understanding of numbers, addition, subtraction,
measurement, approximation, and variables, particularly due to their sophisticated scoring and
rating systems. Communication skills are also developed through the diverse forms of verbal
and electronic social interactions associated with games. The field of education and training is
currently facing a motivational crisis, with significant disengagement from learning both in
schools and workplaces. However, games have proven to be effective motivators. Games
frequently provide players with a sense of personal progress and achievement by reaching
specific states or goals. They allow users to earn rewards and customize their avatars,
environments, or experiences, contributing to a user-centered and engaging learning
experience. Real-time feedback is a common feature of games, and players engage in
extensive practice and reinforcement by playing and replaying games for extended periods,
sometimes spanning weeks or months. The strong motivational appeal of games increases the
likelihood of players returning for more, which is not typically observed in traditional training
and education settings (Clark, 2003).
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Uncertanties in digital-games use

While digital games are experiencing rapid growth and are widely recognized as a highly
popular form of entertainment for children, they also serve as dynamic tools for enhancing
students’ cognitive abilities and motivating their learning. However, incorporating digital
games into primary school classrooms can present uncertainties and challenges for teachers. It
is crucial for educators to acknowledge these challenges and have access to the appropriate
resources and support to successfully integrate digital games into their teaching methods
(Manesis, 2020).

It is important to highlight that uncertainties exist regarding the effectiveness of digital
educational games for learning purposes. One such uncertainty revolves around the lack of
consensus regarding the factors that influence the effectiveness of Digital Game-Based
Learning. Consequently, there is a need for more advanced assessment models that can
consider a wider range of direct and indirect factors, as well as their interactions. (Fokides et
al., 2019).

Manesis in Digital games in primary education (2020) claims:

Besides, the use of digital educational games in a class of primary school demands the

teacher’s attention on the content, structure, and design parameters. At this point, the

teacher plays an important role in order to ensure the quality of learning and the
participation of learners. Apart from it being essential, the teacher’s role entails also
creativity since he is expected to include game-based learning in his teaching techniques.

This occurs due to the fact that all primary school curricula do not contain detailed

instructions for the appropriate use of digital educational games.

Certain teachers hold the belief that new technologies alone cannot guarantee effective
learning and emphasize the importance of proper educational design based on fundamental
learning principles. Consequently, there remains a percentage of teachers who are skeptical
about using digital educational games as teaching and learning tools. The literature identifies
two types of barriers faced by teachers, which can limit the successful implementation of
digital educational games in the classroom.

Firstly, external barriers include constraints such as limited time, inadequate training,
insufficient funding, and restricted access. It is challenging for teachers to incorporate digital
educational games within a limited timeframe, particularly when they lack the necessary

support, access to technology, and sufficient training. The lack of time, motivation, and
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support further discourages teachers from engaging with Digital Game-Based Learning
(Manesis, 2020).

Secondly, internal barriers arise from personal beliefs and attitudes of teachers, such as
negative perceptions toward digital educational games, lack of interest, and a lack of
confidence in utilizing these games as effective instructional tools (Manesis, 2020). These

internal factors can contribute to the exclusion of computer games from the classroom.
Opportunities and doubts of ALPA Kids application use

Kelly Lilles (2020), one of the co-creators of ALPA kids, discussed the concept and
implementation of the educational application. The development of ALPA kids involved a
collaborative effort among educational technologists, kindergarten and preschool teachers,
researchers, and psychologists. Each stage of the application’s creation incorporated the
contributions and insights of these individuals, ensuring a coherent and interconnected
progression.

ALPA Kkids offers four difficulty levels tailored to students' knowledge and age. Each
difficulty level covers various categories or topics, including alphabet, numbers, math, nature,
puzzles, poetry, objects, and shapes. The design and construction of the application aim to
facilitate children's learning in different subjects and enable them to apply their vocabulary
knowledge. It achieves this through friendly and positive feedback, visual elements (such as
animations featuring the Alpa character appearing and disappearing as needed), and sound
effects. The application is designed for both online and offline use (Lilles, 2020).

ALPA kids prioritizes the provision of high-quality digital educational content in the
Estonian language. As highlighted by Stahl (2020), ALPA actively participated in a co-
creation program in partnership with HITSA (Information Technology Foundation for
Education) and Tallinn University. The objective was to develop a top-notch digital solution
specifically for Estonian education, ensuring that students have the opportunity to acquire
knowledge and engage with scientific concepts in their native language. Additionally, the aim
was to make this solution easily accessible to anyone interested in utilizing it.

As was mentioned in The best research paper at Tallinn University: pedagogical analysis
of ALPA Kids games, research leader Janika Leoste (Selgusid Tallinna Selle Aasta Parimad
Ettevatlusteod, 2021):

As part of the cooperation project, Tallinn University researchers gave a pedagogical

assessment to the games in the ALPA Kids application, which helps develop the concept

of a personalized digital learning path. The updated application allows preschool children
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to acquire knowledge based on play and greatly simplifies distance learning in primary

education.

Cooperation with Tallinn University has increased the credibility of ALPA digital learning
games and increased their distribution among teachers. ALPA won the people's favorite
Keeleteo award given by the Ministry of Education and Research in 2021, and in 2022 the
award "With children and for children™, which are awarded by the Office of the President of
the Republic, the Office of the Chancellor of Justice and partners. ALPA games in Estonian
have a total of over 65,000 users. Among them, more than 350 educational institutions. ALPA
also cooperates with several preschools and schools to get feedback, new ideas and to develop
the game further (ALPA Kids, s.a.).

ALPA team helps Ukrainian children in Estonian schools children continue their education
and integrate into the Estonian education system. More than one hundred Estonian
educational institutions that have accepted refugees from Ukraine have the opportunity to use
digital educational games as a teaching tool for free for a year. “The mobile application has a
special speech delay for children with a different home language, which slows down the
speech in the application - thus you can learn Estonian more easily,” mentioned Kelly Lilles
in an interview to Estonian Teachers' Magazine (2022). Kaarel Rundu, a school principal
added: “There are not so many digital educational materials that are age appropriate, relevant
and suitable for Ukrainian children, but ALPA games have helped both children and teachers
a lot (2022).

The theoretical overview highlights the promising potential of digital games, including the
ALPA Kids application, in primary education, particularly for language acquisition. However,
its implementation in the learning process also brings forth concerns and areas of uncertainty.
This autoethnographic research aims to address these uncertainties and explore the efficacy of
digital learning games, focusing specifically on ALPA Kids. To shed light on these
uncertainties, the following research questions were formulated:

RQ1 What are the uncertainties related to ALPA Kids application as a learning tool?

RQ2 What are the uncertainties related to personalisation and learning pace?

RQ3 What are the uncertainties regarding the use of ALPA Kids for teaching immigrants
school subjects?

RQ4 What are the uncertainties regarding the collaboration between teachers and parents?
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Method

As outlined in the introduction, the goal of this research is to investigate the different
uncertainties that exist when educators use digital learning games in primary school children's
education. Qualitative research methods were used in this study, including the techniques of
interviewing, observation, and document analysis, as this research aims to explore the
behaviour, processes of interaction, and the meanings, values and experiences of purposefully
sampled individuals and groups in their “natural” context (Liamputtong P, Ezzy D, 2005).
We deemed qualitative research methods as the most appropriate as our research question
looks into personal uncertainties we face when working in the classroom, integrating new
technologies. This study employed a qualitative research design using autoethnography, field
notes, and semi-structured interview study elements. Fieldnotes allows to capture not only
observations, but also asides, commentaries, and in-process memos (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw,
2011). In addition to enriching our eventual research findings, interviews also provide a
mechanism of quality control in our research design (Cooper, R., & Lilyea, B. V, 2022).

We will describe the studies, course design, and research methods further throughout this

chapter.
Before the study

On 01.09.2023 an Estonian school opened the 1st class for Ukrainian children and two
teachers were assigned to work with the children. Estonian curriculum was taken as a base
and the school administration made the decision not to change it just add one more lesson of
the Ukrainian language and teach children by immersion method. However, the task proved to
be challenging for the two teachers assigned to the class, as the students exhibited various
educational and social needs. Among the 15 students, three had not attended kindergarten and
were six years old, four had studied in the first grade in Ukraine, and all had experienced
trauma and socialization problems. The school has garnered a reputation for its innovative and
individualized approach to education, which leverages technology to enhance student
motivation and achieve exceptional results in foreign language acquisition. Given this context,
the idea to integrate digital learning games with the teachers' expertise emerged as a
promising approach to address the challenges posed by the Ukrainian class.

Shortly before the beginning of the school year ALPA Kids company made the
proposition of free access to e-learning games for Ukrainian classes and provided seminars for

teachers. The application has many advantages: the games are outlined for ECE curriculums
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in Mathematics, Language, Environment, Memory & Logic, could be downloaded to mobile
phones, tablets and a web version for computers and smart boards is available. Free access for
Ukrainians allowed the use of apps for homework and distance learning. However,
uncertainties concerning the learning pace, the adoption of the application in other subjects,
the relationship with parents, and the efficacy of its use arose. In Estonia, the application was
mainly used in kindergartens and preschool classes, and it had not been used in an immersion
learning setting. All of the above gave rise to research aimed to provide insights into the

impact of using digital learning games and Alpa Kids in particular.
The study design

For this study autoethnography was chosen as the most appropriate research method as the
focus is explicitly on uncertainties of the use of digital learning games in the author's own
practice. Cooper & Lilyea ,,I’m Interested in Autoethnography, but How Do I Do 1t?* (2022)

write:

Autoethnography fills a gap in traditional research where the researcher’s own voice
typically is not overtly included as part of the research. As you develop your
autoethnography, it is key to keep in mind that the base unit of analysis is you, the

author, and the researcher. (p.4)

Autoethnographic techniques typically involve the researcher reflecting on their own
experiences, feelings, and reactions in relation to a particular culture or phenomenon. This can
involve keeping a journal or diary of personal experiences, conducting interviews with
oneself, and engaging in self-reflection exercises such as free-writing or visualization.

The research question, reflecting the focus of autoethnography — the experience of using the
digital learning games ALPA Kids and their impact on Ukrainian children in the primary
school setting - was formulated.

Autoethnographic research can be particularly useful for exploring complex or sensitive
topics that may be difficult to access through traditional ethnographic methods. It can also
provide insights into the subjective experiences of individuals within a particular cultural
context, which can be valuable for developing more nuanced and empathetic understandings
of diverse perspectives (Ellis, Adams, Bochner, 2011).

Observations and self-observations were conducted and ethnographic field notes and
jottings were taken on our own observations. Besides the semi-structured interview with a co-

teacher was planned.
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Participants

The 15 students of the 1st Ukrainian class, aged 6-8 years, were observed 5 days a week
during the usage of ALPA Kids learning games on Mathematics, the Estonian language and
Nature. The sample is appropriate for reaching the objectives of the research — it enables
highlights the importance of reflecting on personal experiences to improve teaching practices

and enhance student learning outcomes.
Data collection

The author used a wide range of data collection sources and situations:

- to document the experiences and observations derived from the involvement in the
context being studied descriptive field notes were taken during 3 months (December-
February). Besides participant-observation, self-observation when the author observed her
own behaviors and documented her thoughts while living them. The notes were taken every
time the ALPA Kids games were used in the lesson and included detailed descriptions of the
games used, students’ reactions, conversations, as well as the researcher's own feelings and
conclusions. This allowed us to gain insights into the impact of the digital learning games on
the children's learning outcomes and socialization skills and to reflect on uncertainties

- co-teacher’s oral comments after using the games on the lesson were included.

- individual semi-structured interview with co-teacher.

When data were collected in the form of field notes, and interviews they were prepared

for analysis which involved recording and transcribing interviews or recorded reflections.
Data analysis

Qualitative research analysis was done by reading data several times and conducting an
analysis each time. The use of narrative inquiry and autoethnography techniques were
considered for the analysis of the study. As noted by Bochner and Ellis (2016), by using these
techniques the researchers could pay attention to their own storytelling and convey their own
voices in interpreting the data. This approach allowed for a more nuanced and comprehensive
understanding of the impact of the digital learning games on children's learning outcomes and
socialization skills.

The autoethnographic story is presented in the results section.
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Quality Control

As noted above, different data sources were used in the study, which improves the validity
and reliability of research findings. In addition to enriching eventual research findings,
triangulation as a research technique provided a mechanism of quality control in the research
design. Thus interviewing a co-teacher about her insights into digital games’ impact on

students’ learning provided a more complete understanding of the topic.
Research ethics

The research design involves a focus on the findings and impressions of the author.
Nevertheless, it involves other participants and to protect their rights and welfare ethical
issues were taken into consideration. The research was conducted an ethical and responsible
manner. Informed verbal consent from students™ parents and a co-teacher to participate in the
study was obtained. Before obtaining consent participants were provided orally with
information about the study, including its purpose and procedures. VVoluntary participation

was explained. To protect the privacy of participants their identities keept confidential.
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Results

Uncertainties related to ALPA Kids application as a learning tool

Over the past five years, my focus of research has been on the integration of gamification into
the learning process. Therefore, when | learned that | would be teaching first-graders, |
immediately began searching for a suitable tool to motivate and facilitate learning for young
children. The chosen tool had to meet several requirements: it had to be appropriate for their
age, usable in both classroom and distance learning settings, compatible with smartphones and
capable of on-screen demonstration, aligned with the Estonian curriculum, and accessible for
international students. As | had only been living in Estonia for five months and had limited
knowledge of the national curriculum and the digital tools typically used by Estonian teachers,
| had to rely on the opinions of my colleagues. However, they were unfamiliar with the
specific needs of Ukrainian students and were uncertain about the effectiveness of an
immersion-based learning approach. Thus, the selection of the ALPA Kids application posed
a significant uncertainty.

After choosing the app, we encountered additional challenges related to technology
availability and technical issues. Our classroom lacked tablets or a smartboard, leaving the
teacher's laptop as the sole device to support the use of digital games in class. We also needed
to consider how students would access the app from home during distance learning. One
advantage of ALPA Kids was that it offered free access for Ukrainian students and could be
installed on smartphones. We organized a meeting with the students' parents, explained our
intentions and how we planned to use the application, and requested them to install it on their
smartphones. Fortunately, we managed to acquire six additional devices, which allowed us to
use the app in class with small groups or on an individual basis.

Technical issues, including connectivity problems, software glitches, and device
malfunctions, became another source of concern. We anticipated that such issues could arise
and disrupt the flow of the lesson, so we were prepared to troubleshoot these problems
promptly and efficiently. However, one unexpected challenge arose when we discovered that
most tasks in the app required the use of headphones. The application itself was quite noisy,
with captivating sounds in the games. While the sounds enhanced the gameplay experience,
the application usage itself could function without background audio. During a math class
where we first introduced the app, the students were doing a Shapes game and it resembled a

lively bird concert.
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Through these experiences, it became evident that uncertainties and challenges could arise
when integrating technology, such as the ALPA Kids app, into the learning process. Adapting
to technological limitations, addressing connectivity issues, and managing unexpected
requirements, such as the need for headphones, required flexibility and quick problem-
solving. Reflecting on these challenges and finding appropriate solutions contributes to the
development of effective teaching methods, particularly in diverse cultural and educational

contexts.
Uncertainties related to personalization and the learning pace

The collective experiences of both our fellow teachers and our own observations have
consistently demonstrated that ALPA Kids is an engaging and enjoyable learning tool that
effectively combines educational content with a game-like experience. The app incorporates
visual elements, animations, and sound effects to provide positive feedback, fostering a sense
of happiness and motivation among children, encouraging them to further explore and play.
However, a critical question that arose was whether children were genuinely learning through
the app and, if so, how the progress of each child could be effectively measured.

ALPA Kids offers four difficulty levels of games, accompanied by a character that praises
the child upon completing a game. Theoretically, each child can select the appropriate level of
gameplay based on their individual abilities and knowledge. As we integrated the games into
our classroom practices, we found it necessary to carefully choose the level of games we
wanted our students to engage with. We rarely utilized the first level, as it was not age-
appropriate for our students, and the second level, designed for preschoolers, did not align
with the first-grade curriculum. Consequently, our options primarily revolved around the third
and fourth levels, while reserving other games for home use. It should be noted that the
complexity levels remain consistent within a given topic, and different topics are covered at
varying levels. For instance, several mathematics topics specific to the first grade were
exclusively available on the fourth level. One such topic was "Time", where the colors of the
clock hands corresponded to hours and minutes, facilitating young learners' comprehension
(Figure 1). Interestingly, even the stronger learners found this particular game challenging.
Some students resorted to trial and error by randomly adjusting the clock hands until they

guessed the correct position.
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Figure 1: KANA kellamdng (est.) CHICKEN clock game. Move the hands of the clock
according to the time of day
At the onset of each game within ALPA Kids, the character provides vocal instructions to
guide students on what to do. Moreover, the application offers the option to replay the task
explanation if students did not initially comprehend it. In the initial stages of incorporating the
games into our lessons, many students did not utilize this repeat option. Instead, they resorted
to randomly clicking on different objects until they stumbled upon the correct one (Figure 2).
However, as time progressed, the students gradually developed the ability to actively listen
and comprehend the instructions, enabling them to successfully complete tasks and surpass

their previous best results (Figure 3).

Figure 2: ALPA kids ending of the size game - stars appear on the screen after the

correct choice was made
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Figure 3. ALPA kids ending of the challenge - balloons appear on the screen with the
voice appraisal - “ Tubli” (est.) “Well done”. The child’s best result could be seen on the
screen

The absence of a comparative element among students' results within ALPA Kids piques
the interest of those who may not typically be inclined towards learning. The provision of
individual feedback and praise upon completing tasks or challenges generates a significant
amount of positivity, fostering confidence and elevating self-esteem among the children.
Consequently, their listening skills are improved, and they develop the ability to concentrate
and remain engaged throughout the learning process.

Among the various individualized learning games offered by ALPA Kids, one that we
found particularly effective was the "Handwriting Technique™ (Figure 4). This game involved
practicing letter formation on tablets using their fingers instead of traditional writing tools.
Following this digital practice, the students were then tasked with reproducing the same letters
in their workbooks. This technique proved highly beneficial for memorizing graphic images
effectively. Notably, two girls with previously poor handwriting skills benefitted significantly
from this exercise. They realized that attentiveness and adherence to the arrow hints were
crucial for success. Consequently, they successfully completed all the tasks, and their
satisfaction was evident. In comparison to their usual struggles when completing similar tasks
in their notebooks, the use of the "Handwriting Technique™ within ALPA Kids proved to be a

valuable tool for enhancing their handwriting abilities.
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Figure 4. Handwriting technique

However, we encountered certain challenges with the "Handwriting Technique” game. If
students inadvertently went outside the designated borders while writing, they were required
to restart the task from the beginning. This particular aspect proved frustrating and
demotivating for some children. Additionally, an issue arose concerning the grouping of
letters for practice. The game only allowed for practicing letters in groups of four, meaning
that if a student wished to focus on a specific letter that happened to be the last within the
group, they were obliged to complete the preceding three letters as well. As a result, this
requirement could be time-consuming and potentially hinder the efficient utilization of the

game.
Uncertainties regarding the use of ALPA Kids for teaching immigrants school subjects

Ensuring that digital games align with the curriculum and learning objectives can pose a
challenge, particularly when attempting to identify age-appropriate games that specifically
address desired learning outcomes. Since the format of using the application was not the usual
-1 grade instead of preschool and children who had never studied (or even heard) Estonian
before, the possibility of successfully using Alpa Kids for teaching the main subjects in
Estonian raised some doubts.

Despite these concerns, we introduced the application as a supplementary teaching tool for
Mathematics, Estonian, and Nature. During the initial implementation, we observed that
students displayed a notable affinity for the games offered by the application. The primary
character, Alpaca, interacts with the students in Estonian, providing encouragement and

motivation through speech. Additionally, the application features a range of appealing and
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stimulating visuals and sound effects (e.g., balloons and stars, accompanied by corresponding
sounds), which foster a perception that Estonian is an approachable and engaging language.
The Alpa Kids application targets listening, writing, and reading competencies, employing
diverse game sets and tasks, such as listening to Alpaca while corresponding images and
sounds are presented (Figure 3), drawing letters (Figure 4), singing, reading and listening to
poems (Figure 5), and typing letters and words (Figure 6). The application thus effectively
contributes to the development of children’s Estonian language skills. Moreover, through
listening to and reading poems, children also acquire knowledge regarding Estonian culture,

as all featured poems are of a folkloric nature.

Figure 5. Poetry videos. Listen snd read along. Listen again, which words are

missing?

The Alpa Kids application offers the flexibility for children to repeat games and tasks to
their liking, enabling multiple repetitions that contribute to the memorization of new
vocabulary, phrases, and expressions, associating them with corresponding visuals. These
vocabulary games serve as effective exercises for establishing a robust foundation in literacy
skills.

During our implementation, we observed that the Typing game (Figure 6) proved suitable
for learners across the proficiency spectrum, accommodating both weaker and stronger
students. In contrast, the Word Puzzle and Cipher games (Figure 7), which not only enhance
vocabulary and spelling abilities but also foster logical thinking, posed challenges for some

students, requiring additional support from the teacher.
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Figure 6. ALPA kids typing game. Listen to Estonian words and type them

Figure 7. ALPA kids cipher game. Use the first letters of the words to solve a code and

find what words are hidden there

The integration of the Alpa Kids application into Nature lessons proved to be tightly
intertwined with the acquisition of the Estonian language. Through the application, children
successfully learned about 11 Estonian insects, 8 commonly found birds, the leaves of 13
prevalent Estonian trees, and the names of 12 flowers. These thematic components align with
the established curriculum and effectively enable children to visualize Estonian nature while
immersing themselves in the corresponding natural sounds.

Within the realm of Mathematics lessons, the Alpa Kids application facilitated various
activities. Students engaged in identifying shapes through the Shape game, comparing objects

to determine the smallest and largest in the Size game, ordering numbers from 1 to 12 and 5 to
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20, practicing subtraction within the context of numbers up to 20, learning about the practical
application of money through the Shopping game (Figure 8), and developing the skill of

telling time with the Clock game.

Figure 8. ALPA kids Shopping game. Calculate how much money you have on the

table and see what goods it is enough for
It is noteworthy to mention that among the Mathematics games within the Alpa Kids

application, only the Shape game and Subtractions game offer multiple levels of difficulty.
Consequently, some students may find the tasks too simplistic, while others may encounter
challenges that exceed their current abilities. In order to maintain motivation and cater to
individual needs, we employed a differentiated approach by assigning students varying tasks.
For instance, stronger students were tasked with logical problem-solving exercises, such as
engaging with Sudoku puzzles.

Uncertainties regarding the collaboration between teachers and parents

As the initial idea to use ALPA Kids application was to use it both at home and in school, one
of the uncertainties that we face was the level of parental involvement and support. The extent
to which parents actively engage with the app and support their child's learning can vary.
Some parents may be highly motivated and actively participate in their child's education,
using the app as a supplemental tool and monitoring their progress. On the other hand, some
parents may be less involved or unaware of the app's existence, leading to limited support and
reinforcement of the learning experience at home.

Additionally, language barriers might also pose a challenge in the collaboration with
parents. As the students are from Ukraine and their parents do not speak Estonian, which is
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the language of the application, it could be difficult for them to understand the educational
content of the app or provide guidance to their children.

Furthermore, there could be variations in parents' technological literacy and access to
digital devices. Not all parents may have the necessary resources or knowledge to effectively
utilize the ALPA Kids app or provide the required technical support to their children. This can
create discrepancies in the students' learning experiences, as some may have limited access to
the app outside of the school setting or struggle with navigating the app's features without
parental assistance.

To encourage parental engagement were decided to hold the workshop and introduce the
app to the parents. Parents usually bring children to school and take them back, so the easiest
way was to gather after classes. The meeting and its aim was announced and parents were
asked to bring the device where ALPA Kids application could be installed. Parents were
provided the instructions and explanations in Ukrainian - their native language and addressed
any challenges that arise in order to maximize the benefits of the app for the students learning.
Games were installed to the devices and the ways of communication in case of any questions
were agreed.

After all, we were lucky, as there were not so many students in the class, their parents were
supportive and ready to collaborate, and in addition, it turned out that one of the fathers is a

software developer and is willing to help other parents in case of any issues with application.
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Discussion

The purpose of this autoethnographic research was to address uncertainties and explore the
efficacy of digital learning games, focusing on the ALPA Kids application. As a result, the
answers to the following research questions were obtained.

We start from the first research question, which concerned uncertainties related to ALPA
Kids application as a learning tool. During our research we could observe that the use of
ALPA Kids as a digital learning game contributes to the effectiveness of the learning process.
The application offers interactive and engaging activities that motivate students to actively
participate in their learning. The positive reinforcement provided through friendly-looking
alpaca character, visuals, animations, and sound effects enhances students' engagement and
enthusiasm for learning. This aligns with previous research on the benefits of digital learning
games, which have shown that gamified experiences can promote active learning and increase
student motivation (Hetzner et al., 2011).

The study revealed that ALPA Kids can be an effective tool for facilitating language
acquisition, particularly in the context of learning the Estonian language. The incorporation of
a main character in the application, who communicates with the children in Estonian and
provides them with explanations, motivation, and positive feedback was well-received. This
feature enhanced the interactivity and engagement of the children with the games (Perotta et
al, 2013). The interactive nature of the application allows students to learn at their own pace
and choose tasks that align with their abilities and knowledge. This personalized approach
promotes a sense of autonomy and ownership over the learning process, which can contribute
to faster language acquisition and overall learning outcomes.

Regarding personalization and learning pace, which was the second research question,
uncertainties arise in how effectively the ALPA Kids application caters to the diverse needs of
students with varying learning styles and abilities. It was observed that the application's
different difficulty levels successfully address this concern. The availability of tasks that
match students' abilities allows fast learners to engage with more advanced tasks, while slow
learners can work at a pace that suits their individual needs. This personalized approach
fosters a supportive and inclusive learning environment, ensuring that all students are
appropriately challenged. The potential benefits of the application for both fast and slow
learners are supported by Landers' research on gamified learning experiences (2014). Landers
explores the benefits of gamification in education, highlighting increased student motivation

and engagement as key outcomes. His research supports the notion that personalized learning



THE UNCERTAINTIES OF DIGITAL LEARNING GAMES USE IN TEACHING
YOUNG CHILDREN (BY THE IMMERSION METHOD): THE CASE OF APLA KIDS 27

experiences, such as offering different difficulty levels, can enhance learner satisfaction and
performance. ALPA Kids incorporates these principles by allowing students to choose tasks
that match their abilities, enabling fast learners to engage with more advanced tasks and slow
learners to work at a pace that suits their individual needs.

However, it is important to acknowledge that certain factors, such as the age of the students
and their proficiency level in the Estonian language, impose limitations on the extent of
choice and differentiation in the games. For instance, the game “Pun” proved excessively
challenging for Ukrainian students. One approach to address this issue is to introduce varying
levels of difficulty within the same task. For example, the «Clock game» for students with
lower proficiency, the task could involve indicating only the hours and half-hours, while for
more advanced students, the task could require identifying the quarter-hour intervals. By
incorporating different levels of difficulty, the application can better accommodate the diverse
abilities and language proficiency of the students, thus fostering a more inclusive and
effective learning environment.

Answering the research question regarding the uncertainties of the use of ALPA Kids for
teaching immigrants school subjects, our observations indicate that ALPA Kids can be
applied beyond language learning and integrated into various subjects, such as Mathematics
and Nature. The application provides games and tasks that align with the curriculum and
reinforce concepts taught in these subjects. By incorporating interactive elements and
gamified experiences, ALPA Kids can enhance students' engagement and understanding of
these subjects. This finding supports the potential of digital learning games to supplement
traditional teaching methods and provide additional opportunities for students to practice and
reinforce their knowledge in different subjects. Our observations confirm the conclusions of
the study conducted by Megahed (2021):

Given that ALPA games are in sync with the national syllabus, it gives a good opportunity
of practicing and consolidating what has been taught by teachers, as well as broadening
the horizon of children.
However, there are differences that should be pointed out. Given that ALPA learning games
are primarily intended for preschool-aged children, their applicability in the first-grade setting
may be limited. In our case, we we able to use only the fourth, most challenging level of these
games. Consequently, this restriction substantially diminishes the available task options and
undermines the potential for task differentiation based on varying levels of difficulty.
Finaly, we were looking for answers connected with the question the uncertainties

regarding the collaboration between teachers and parents. The research findings emphasize
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the importance of collaboration between teachers and parents in the implementation of digital
learning games. Involving parents in the learning process, particularly through the installation
of the ALPA Kids application on their smartphones, facilitates continuity between home and
school learning environments. Teachers can provide guidance to parents on the appropriate
use of the application and its alignment with the curriculum. This collaboration strengthens
the support system for students and creates a shared understanding of the learning goals and
strategies.

Throughout this autoethnographic research, several uncertainties and areas of concern have
emerged regarding the efficacy of digital learning games, specifically using ALPA Kids as an
example. These uncertainties revolve around aspects such as the personalization and learning
pace, the application of the games in other subjects, the effectiveness of their use, and the
involvement of parents in the learning process. While the findings of this study provide the
author’s insights and positive outcomes, it is important to acknowledge that uncertainties still
exist. For example, it remains unclear how the personalization features of ALPA Kids can
effectively cater to the diverse needs of students with varying learning styles and abilities.
Additionally, the long-term impact of using digital learning games, such as ALPA Kids, on
students' academic achievement and language development requires further investigation.
Furthermore, the level of parental involvement and their readiness to engage with digital
learning games may vary, posing challenges in achieving effective collaboration between
teachers and parents. These uncertainties call for continued research and exploration to
address potential limitations and optimize the implementation of digital learning games in
primary education.

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this autoethnographic research. The study
focused on a specific context, the author's experience teaching first-grader immigrants in
Estonia, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other educational settings.
Additionally, the research relied on the author's observations and personal experiences, which
may introduce bias and subjectivity.

Based on the findings and identified uncertainties, several recommendations for further
research can be made. Firstly, future studies should aim to explore the effectiveness of ALPA
Kids and similar digital learning games in diverse educational contexts to determine their
generalizability and adaptability. Large-scale research with a more diverse sample of students
can provide a broader understanding of the impact of digital learning games on language
acquisition, academic performance, and overall engagement. Additionally, investigating the

optimal balance between personalization and standardized curriculum requirements can
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provide insights into tailoring digital learning games to meet the individual needs of students
while aligning with educational objectives. Furthermore, exploring strategies to enhance
collaboration between teachers, parents, and students in the use of digital learning games can
help create a cohesive and supportive learning environment. Future research can also delve
into the potential integration of digital learning games in remote or online learning settings,
addressing the evolving educational landscape and the increasing reliance on technology for

teaching and learning.
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Conclusion

In our autoethnographic research, we shed light on the uncertainties and effectiveness of the
ALPA Kids application as a digital learning tool for first-grade immigrant students in Estonia.
The findings have shown that ALPA Kids contributes to the effectiveness of the learning
process and enhance student motivation and engagement. However, it is important to
acknowledge the limitations of this research. As the study focused on a specific context and
relied on our personal observations and experiences, that may introduce bias. The age and
proficiency level of the students also imposed limitations on the choice and differentiation of
games. Furthermore, uncertainties remain regarding the effective personalization of ALPA
Kids for diverse learning styles and abilities, the long-term impact of digital learning games
on academic achievement and language development, and achieving effective collaboration
between teachers and parents.

By acknowledging the limitations and suggesting future research directions, we can
contribute to the continuous improvement and optimization of digital learning games in
primary education, ultimately enhancing student learning experiences and outcomes. Looking
ahead, we envision several future plans connected to the study. We plan to collaborate with
developers sharing our experience of implementing the games in the learning process of
Ukrainian students. This cooperation could result in refining and expanding the features of
ALPA Kids, addressing the identified uncertainties and limitations. This can involve the
development of additional difficulty levels and tasks that cater to the specific needs of
different language proficiency levels and cultural backgrounds. Furthermore, we intend to
engage in ongoing professional development to enhance our own digital literacy and
pedagogical skills, enabling effectively integrate digital learning games like ALPA Kids into
teaching practices. By pursuing these future plans, we aim to contribute to the advancement of
digital learning game research and the improvement of educational experiences for immigrant

students.
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