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14 Making teaching playful
This guide supports educators who want to make their teaching playful without necessarily employing games or aspects of gamification. It focuses on four areas: creating an atmosphere for playfulness with play signifiers, playful reframing to subtly change the rules of the classroom to make it more playful, an overview of suggested mechanics of playfulness, and some suggestions on how to use technology playfully.
Play signifiers
Play signifiers are objects or cues that make it clear to participants that play is acceptable in this space. They can be obvious, such as a pile of Lego, or subtle, such as the use of playful language. 
Examples of objects as play signifiers include:
· Game paraphernalia such as cards, dice, or spinners.
· Toys such as play doh, Playmobile, or Lego.
· Crafting materials, marker pens, drawing materials.
· Party materials such as balloons, bubble wands, or party poppers.
· Costumes or props.
· Stickers and stamps.
· Sweets.
· Random found objects.
Examples of cues that signify play include:
· Whimsical room layouts or furniture. 
· Unconventional venues.
· Modelling silliness or risk-taking.
· Use of humour.
· Playful warm-up activities.
· Background noise, music, or sounds such as buzzers or fanfares.
By thoughtfully using play signifiers, you can change the whole vibe of a classroom by showing, rather than telling, students that this is a safe space in which to play.
Playful reframing
Playful reframing uses a fictional or whimsical context for an activity or process that can then be extrapolated to the real world or changes the rules of an activity to necessitate students’ thinking in different and creative ways. For example, in a session on online learning design rather than getting people to focus on their own modules (where they can often become bogged down in detail) they could focus on designing a guide to Earth for aliens or a course on woodland sanitary etiquette for bears.
Reframing can also be created by subtly changing the rules of engagement with an activity. For example, traditional reading groups have the implicit rule that ‘you must read the book’, which can limit the engagement of busy people (when the group isn’t really about the book, but it’s about getting together and talking). When reframed as ‘you must read the book or pretend that you’ve read the book’ the barriers to engagement are reduced without significantly detracting from the desired outcome.
The mechanics of playfulness
Research shows that to facilitate playfulness it is helpful to design for the following five characteristics:
· Emergence – play is unexpected and spontaneous.
· Agency – players are empowered to play and have control over how they play.
· Mischief – creating space for disruption and subversion.
· Wonder – a sense of awe at the unexpected or hereto unimagined.
· Coliberation – the sense of players coming together to extend and enhance the play experience.
There are lots of mechanics that could be used to develop these characteristics of playfulness, and the following table gives an overview of different types.
	Emergence 
	Agency 
	Mischief 
	Wonder 
	Coliberation 

	Imagination 
Improvisation
Exploration 
Ambiguity 
Fantasy 
Creation 
	Freedom 
Choice 
Control 
Accessibility 
Safety 
Inclusion 
	Disruption 
Sabotage 
Subversion 
Absurdity 
Joking 
Silliness  
	Discovery 
Beauty 
Secrets 
Surprises 
Curiosity 
Mystery 
	Sharing 
Negotiation 
Co-creation 
Witnessing 
Gifting 
Annotation



Using technology playfully
The use of the technology can help define a space where different rules apply for a short period. Technology can provide a safe space for students to enter the magic circle by offering anonymity or a way to ask questions through online chat if they are uncomfortable speaking in a wider group.
This could involve:
· Polling for curiosity. Use live polls not just for checking knowledge, but to ask provocative, 'no right answer’ questions that spark debate or gauge the mood of the room.
· Shared whiteboards. Allow for messy, non-linear exploration of a topic. Encourage students to use images, icons, shapes or colours to represent concepts rather than just text.
· Audio and video snippets. Short, informal recordings can make communication feel more human and less transactional than a long email or text post.
· Memes and emojis. Use the chat features to allow learners to respond using memes or emojis. Encourage reactions. 
· Virtual backgrounds. In online sessions, ask everyone to change their background to a specific theme (e.g. "somewhere you’d rather be") to give them a way to express themselves and change the tone.
· Digital scavenger hunts. Use QR codes in a physical classroom or hidden links in a virtual one to lead students on a trail of discovery.
· Avatar and aliases. Encourage students to use digital avatars during specific activities to allow them to take risks they might avoid under their own name.
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