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01 Play primer
What is Playful Learning?

Imagine you are with your students in your usual setting. Instead of delivering a lecture,
you step out and pick up a large dice. There is a moment of interest in the room. You
see a few smiles from the students. What if, in another moment, students entered their
usual classroom to see some craft materials arranged on a table in the middle of the
room. As they enter the room, they are given a prompt card with simple instructions,
titled ‘build me!’. What might happen? Alternatively, imagine inviting a group to close
their eyes and listen to the opening minute of a fictional soundscape journey into a topic.
What would they hear? How would you make sense of it together? Similarly, you might
ask them to sketch out the first scene of a VR experience or video game centered on
the topic. What’s the players’ goal? What does the world look and feel like? What do
these choices reveal about the subject matter?

Here's the problem: too much teaching and learning in higher education can be
predictable, dull, and intimidating for our students. We want our students to be
interested, even excited, and to confidently explore topics that they are curious about.
Too many of our students equate ‘teaching and learning’ with receiving content. Some
wonder why they should attend a campus-based session when they can just ‘download
the slides’. Too many struggle in silence, wanting to avoid making a mistake. We want to
change this, and Playful Learning is one powerful way to do it.

You might already understand that playing games can give us a focus and something
to get ‘hands on’ with. Similarly, you probably understand that the activity of playing is
quite distinct from other activities. You may also have experienced what it is like to be
playful.

Think of chess, which is a game with a clear goal and a system of rules that provides
structure and possibilities that are separate from the real world. But you don’t need
games to be playful — a state of mind that is open to possibilities, curiosity, whimsy, and
a spirit of exploration. Play happens when you engage in a game playfully. Playful
learning can involve serious games (games without playfulness), playful activities
(playfulness without games), or play that combines both the objective game and the
subjective state of mind.

Let’s introduce the idea of The Magic Circle.

The Magic Circle is a real or imagined play space in which normal rules no longer apply.
Failure becomes learning, constraints help us be creative, and we choose to participate.
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We create a space in which we can make mistakes, practice being imaginative, and try
new things. The theory of the Magic Circle was introduced by play anthropologist Johan
Huizinga in the 1930s and further explored by video game design theorists Katie Salen
and Eric Zimmerman in the early 21¢t Century. A magic circle is created when people
agree — explicitly or tacitly — to play together, adopting what play philosopher Bernard
Suits calls a ‘lusory attitude’ - a willingness to enter the magic circle and together accept
the playful rules. Entering the Magic Circle and being part of its lusory community is
about entering a special activity in which we can behave differently.

In the magic circle, we can gain all the benefits of games and of playfulness. Games
provide active, meaningful problem-based learning environments, with goals that are
challenging but achievable. They have evolved to use mechanics that make them
intrinsically motivational such as discovery and exploration, rewards and levels, and
player agency. Playfulness enables the creation of lusory communities, groups of people
who willingly enter into the spirit of play together, creating a sense of belonging and
trust. Playfulness also allows us to imagine new possibilities, alternative identities, and
other ways of being, fostering creativity and innovation. Crucially, play helps us navigate
and manage failure, an essential skill if we are to survive and thrive in the world. Failure
is normalised in games, and is what makes them engaging; a game with no possibility of
failure would be pointless. Playfulness helps us manage failure, learning from our
mistakes in safe alternate spaces and practice possibilities.

Playfulness is a very diverse thing.
We see eight broad types of play:

e Roleplay: taking on alternate identities in fictional scenarios.

e Simulations: modelling the real world and experimenting with the model.

e Traditional play: play that is not dependent on technology such as card games,
board games, toys.

e Digital worlds: play that requires technology such as video games, virtual worlds,
virtual reality.

e Hybrid play: play that combines the real world with the digital world, such as
alternate reality games, escape rooms.

e Playmaking: designing games or play experiences.

e Gamification: using game mechanics (such as points, badges, achievements or
quests) in non-game situations.
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e Playfulness: facilitating playful engagement, for example using playful objects to
signify play, changing the rules of engagement to encourage playfulness, or using
playful tactics such as surprise and humour.

Playful learning matters.

Playful learning helps your students find their motivation to learn because when they are
in the magic circle, they can enjoy themselves and bring learning to life. Playful learning
can also help your students take risks they otherwise may not take, because we all take
part in ‘seeing what happens’. Playful learning can help your students to feel part of
things, because they find new ways to connect with others and discover things together.
We recognise that not everyone wants to play in the same way, and playful learning is
very much designed to be inclusive and provide opportunities for students to play,
support play, or watch play, in ways that work for them.

But hold on:

e “/ have too much to do already”: The RE:PLAY Toolkit and community makes
things much easier for you. You don’t start with a blank sheet of paper. Our
RE:PLAY design process quickly helps you focus on the key issues, helps you
understand and personalise ideas, and gets you and your students playfully
learning in practical ways.

e “My subject is not playful”: Not all topics and courses are suitable for playful
learning (for example, if they deal with very sensitive subjects) but given the
breadth of types of playful learning approaches, it is likely you could find a way to
enhance your course using an aspect of play.

e “My students are not used to playful learning”: All playful learning will involve
informing, explaining and support for students to enter the ‘magic circle’, and that
is especially so for some of our international students. Our RE:PLAY design
process toolkit can help you carefully consider how to introduce your students to
an appropriate type of playful learning.

e “/ get good marks in my course as it is”: Playful learning potentially offers many
benefits that your students could benefit from — reducing fear of failure, building
an even stronger sense of belonging, supporting creativity and risk taking and so
on.

Becoming playful is a journey both for you and your students that RE:PLAY can help
with. This play primer, focused on understanding playful learning is the start of your
journey. As a next step, you can take a look at our RE:PLAY design process and toolkit.
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This will give you a chance to appreciate the exciting activities that will support your
playful journey, from awareness raising right through to facilitating, evaluating and
promoting playful learning. We hope that you will stay up to date with our RE:PLAY
website, which is one way to be part of a fantastic playful learning community.
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