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13 Making Traditional Games
	For those of you who are considering introducing traditional play into your teaching design, you will have started in the Redesign stage of our toolkit (resource 09a) with our guide on Traditional Play. It covers categories such as toys, board games, dice games, sports / physical games, quizzes and puzzles and card games. Please read this guide before you continue here.   



This guide provides you with practical guidance on selecting a traditional play type, and the resources you can use in your design. It draws on Nic Whitton and Alex Moseley’s ten-step process for designing games [1].
We realise that you may need a dinosaur-based graphic to navigate this guide to making traditional games. Luckily for us, we have one, below:
[image: ]
Stage 1, Context: 1. Learning Objectives, 2. Identify Constraints.
Stage 2, The Grand Design: 3. Game type, 4. Core mechanics, 5. Balance, 6. Prototype
Stage 3, Refinement:  7. Narrative, 8. Game Dynamics, 9. Learning Objectives, 10. Final game.

	Phase 1: Context  



Like many types of play, traditional play (as the list above illustrates) can supply many potential sources of inspiration for a playful redesign of a course. To navigate all the options, open to you, and make meaningful design decisions, it is useful to first consider what sort of learning experience will be most appropriate for your students. Consider:
1.	Define the learning objectives that you want the game to address. 
2. 	Identify any constraints to the development process. This can include time, money, 	technical expertise, the characteristics of the learners, the confidence of the 		teacher, physical constraints of the teaching location or availability of technology, 	constraints of the subject matter, and accessibility considerations.
 
	Phase 2: The Grand Design  



3. 	Determine the game type. Based on the learning objectives and constraints, decide 	on the broad type of game to be created. This can be traditional, such as a card or 	board game, quiz or physical game, or a digital game, mobile app or mixed-reality 	game. 
4. 	Develop the core mechanics of the game. These are the basic elements of the game 	that need to be in place to create a playable experience, and include the player 	goal, the game rules, scoring, player progression, levels and win states, and the 	rewards for winning. 
	For information on types and sub-types of traditional play, and their mechanics, see Appendix 1.  



5. 	Refine the game balance. This involves adapting various parameters of the game to 	make it appropriate for the learning situation and desired outcomes, to balance 	levels of fun and playability with the educational aims of the game. Elements that 	effect game balance include playing time, the difficulty of the game, levels of 	chance and skill, opportunities for collaboration and competition with other 	players, the seriousness of the game, and the combination of physical and mental 	challenge in the game. 
6. 	Create and test the first prototype. Develop the artefacts (e.g. game board, cards, 	objects, screen designs, digital prototype) to allow the game to be played or the 	game design to be shared with others.

	Phase 3: Refinement 



7.	Add a narrative. Consider elements such as the fictional setting and context for the 	game, the roles of the players, and any storyline within the game. 
8.	Add game dynamics. These are features that add colour and interest to the game 	design and complement a strong core game mechanic. These include aspects such 	as set collection, additional elements of chance or risk, the opportunity to sabotage 	the progress of other players, timed elements, and additional rewards. 
9.	Check learning objectives. Review the learning objectives against the final game 	design to ensure that the intended learning outcomes have not been lost or hidden 	in the game design. Consider surrounding reflective and debriefing activities that 	could be used to support the game, consolidate learning and transfer to real-world 	situations. 
10.	Develop the final game. Create the physical and digital assets associated with the 	game, refine the rules, and develop the final game as a complete package (see 	Appendix 2 for guidance).

Then all that’s left is ...play your game!
[1] Whitton, Nicola, and Alex Moseley, eds. Using games to enhance learning and teaching: a beginner's guide. Routledge, 2012.

Appendix 1
An exemplar typology of traditional play types, sub-types, characteristics and materials. 
	Traditional Play Type
	Sub-Type (sub-types can overlap for many types of traditional play)
	Characteristics and common mechanisms 
	Materials

	Toys
	Construction and Building
	Modular, interlocking or stackable structural systems that allow players to build, alter and take apart three-dimensional objects. Examples include wooden blocks, Meccano, Lincoln Logs. 
	Toys favour open-ended construction and manipulation, and your design task is primarily to select appropriate materials and frame the activity clearly. Making materials from scratch is rarely necessary - construction materials such as building blocks, modelling clay or craft supplies are widely available and inexpensive. The main design investment is in establishing the structure and purpose within which the toy is used. 
 
See: Physical Props and Space.
 

	
	Miniature and Pretend Play 
	Scale representations of real or imagined things, figures, and environments designed to encourage roleplay, story-making, and spatial simulation. Examples include Action figures, dollhouses, Toy Soldiers. 
	

	
	Locomotor & Push-Pull
	Physical objects designed to produce, store or respond to mechanical movement, momentum, gravity or friction through human input or winding up. Examples include Rocking horses, Yo-Yo’s, Pull-along carts, Spin Tops. 
	

	
	Manipulative & Sensory 
	Sensory focused objects engineered to develop fine motor skills, hand-eye coordination and dexterity through squeezing, spinning, throwing or threading. Examples include Marbles, Jacks, Stress Balls.
	

	
	Automata & Mechanical 
	Early mechanical or visual illusion instruments that use clockwork gears, balance, or persistence of vision to produce automated or perceived movement. Examples include Kaleidoscopes, Zoetropes, Wind-up-tin toys, balancing objects. 
	

	Board Games
	Abstract strategy & Perfect Information: 
	Games defined by zero hidden information, zero luck, and direct spatial / positional confrontation on a fixed grid. Examples include Chess, Go, Checkers.
	Board games require a playing surface, player tokens, and often cards or dice as supporting components, making them the most materially complex type in this guide. A functional prototype can range from a hand-drawn grid on paper to a printed and laminated board. Because board games typically combine several material types, you may need to consult multiple sections below. 
 
See: Boards, Tokens and Counters, Cards, Dice.
 

	
	Circuit, Race & Track Games: 
	Linear or looped path movement where players navigate pieces from a start to a goal position. They may typically be driven by randomisers or movement cards. Examples include backgammon, Ludo, Snakes and Ladders. 
	

	
	Territory, Area Control & Enclosure 
	Spatial positioning games where players focus on capturing geographical areas, surrounding opponent pieces, or dominating regions. Examples include Go, Risk, Othello. 
	

	
	Mancala & Pit-and-Pebble
	Count-and-capture games utilizing a system of pits, seeds or counters moved in loops around a track. Examples include Oware, Kalah, Bao. 
	

	
	Tile placement & spatial matching 
	Board-building systems where players lay down modular tiles or pieces according to matching edges, geometric grids, or rules of connection to construct the playing field. Examples include Dominoes, Carcassonne, Mahjong. 
	

	Dice Games
	Hazard & Bet Based
	Wagering systems where players bet on the outcome of sum combinations, probabilities before or during the roll. Examples include Craps, Hazard. 
	Standard dice are inexpensive and widely available, and for most educational dice games, off-the-shelf versions are sufficient. Custom dice - with faces showing symbols, categories or subject-specific content - can be sourced or produced if your design requires it. The design focus is typically on the rule structure built around the dice rather than the materials themselves. 
 
See: Dice, Tokens and Counters.
 

	
	Push-your-luck & Risk Management 
	Turn-based systems where players roll repeatedly to accumulate points or resources, balancing the potential for higher rewards against the risk of a “bust” roll that would wipe out any gains. Examples include: Pig, Pass the Pigs, Farkle. 
	

	
	Combination & set-building 
	Poker-style hand-building systems where players are given a fixed number of re-rolls per term to assembles things that can score, numerical sequences, or matching sets. Examples include Yahtzee, Poker-dice, Yacht. 
	

	
	Bluffing & Hidden Roll
	Asymmetrical information games played with individual dice cups, where players must make escalating bids based on hidden rolls and must consider whether opponents are telling the truth or bluffing. Examples include Liar’s dice, Perudo, Dudo. 
	

	
	Race & Positional Dice 
	Movement systems where dice rolls dictate the exact step count, speed or tactical maneuverability of markers navigating a track or board. Examples include Backgammon, The Royal Game of Ur, Parcheesi.
	

	Sports / Physical games
	Target & Precision 
	Aiming thrown, struck or propelled objects at target zones (mobile or static) where scoring is dictated by physical accuracy, trajectory control and proximity. Examples include archery, lawn bowls, and curling. 
	Physical games are the lightest on materials of all the types covered here — most require only a defined space and simple props such as markers, cones or basic equipment. The design challenge is primarily spatial and facilitative: planning the activity structure, managing energy and ensuring the space is accessible to all participants. 
 
See: Physical Props and Space.
 

	
	Tag & Evasion
	Spatial agility games focused on speed, reflexes and physical pursuit, where one or more players attempts to capture, touch or evade others in a designated play area. Examples include Tag, Duck-Duck-Goose. 
	

	
	Court & Racket / Striking
	Bounded court or field games where players or teams use hands, bats, or rackets to propel an object back and forth across a boundary, net or wall to force an opponent error. Examples include Real Tennis, Badminton, and Rounders. 
	

	
	Invasion & Goal-Oriented 
	Team-based spatial conquest games where players maneuver an object into an opponents defended territory to score in goal, net or zone while protecting their own end. Examples include Football, Field Hockey, Capture-the-flag. 
	

	
	Combat & Grappling 
	Direct body-to-body physical contests testing leverage, balance, strength and positioning to pin, throw, or push an opponent out of a designated ring or onto the ground. Examples include Tug of War, Sumo. 
	

	Quizzes 
	Subject-domain trivia
	Q & A systems categorized by disciplines, testing general recall and knowledge across structured rounds. Examples include General knowledge pub quizzes, trivial pursuit. 
	The primary resource for a quiz is the question set — thorough research and careful fact-checking are the main investment. Beyond that, quizzes require minimal materials: question cards or a projected display, and optionally a scoring mechanism. 
 
See: Question Sets, and Cards if using physical question cards.
 

	
	Media & Visual Recognition
	Media-based identification challenges requiring players to recognize, name, or think of visual images, audio snippets, or printed excerpts. Examples include music introduction rounds, guess-the-logo, picture rounds. 
	

	
	Buzzer & Speed recall 
	Rapid-fire memory recall where reaction time determine who gains the right to answer, balancing quick action against penalties for premature guesses. Examples include Jeopardy-style formats, University Challenge. 
	

	
	Pyramid & Progressive Hint 
	Deductive trivia systems where clues for a single subject are presented in sequence from hardest to easiest, with rewards for early correct guesses. Examples include 20 questions, catchphrase tiles, progressive clue rounds. 
	

	
	Elimination & Survival 
	Knockout style competitive quizzes where wrong answers cause player removal, leaving the last remaining participant or team as the winner. Examples include last person standing.
	

	Puzzles
	Fitting & Spatial assembly 
	Physical or visual geometry challenges requiring players to fit non-overlapping pieces together to complete outline, pattern, or boundary. Examples include Jigsaw puzzles, Tangrams. 
	Puzzles may require printed materials — logic grids, image-based clues, crossword templates — or physical objects, depending on the format chosen. Most can be produced using standard design and print tools. The design effort is concentrated on crafting the puzzle logic itself before production begins. 
 
See: Boards and Printed Sheets, Physical Props and Space.
 

	
	Mechanical & dissection
	Tactile 3D mechanisms that require precise manipulation, discovery of sequences or physical leverage to untangle interlocking pieces, unlock secret compartments or free trapped pieces. Examples include Japanese secret boxes, Rubik’s Cube. 
	

	
	Riddles & Wordplay 
	Textual, verbal or semantic puzzles that rely on double meanings, lateral thinking, structural word patterns or hidden logic. Examples include Crosswords, anagrams, riddles. 
	

	
	Sequential movement & sliding 
	Constrained spatial puzzles where players shift pieces through restricted spaces or track systems according to rules to reach a target configuration. Examples include Tower of Hanoi, Rush Hour, square grid sliding games, Solitaire. 
	

	
	Logic grid & deductive reasoning
	Abstract symbol or numeric problems that require players to eliminate possibilities and deduce unknown variables using rules or constraints. Examples include Sudoku.
	

	Card Games
	Trick-taking & bidding
	Sequential play where each player contributes one card per round, with the winner determined by suit hierarchy or trump rules. Players may bid in advance on expected wins, creating prediction and risk management tension. Examples include Whist, Hearts, Bridge.
	Cards are the primary - and often the only - material required, making this one of the most accessible formats to prototype and iterate. A working version can be produced quickly using index cards or printed card sheets. The main design investment is in the content and balance of the card set rather than production complexity. 
 
See: Cards.
 

	
	Matching, Pairs and Set Collection
	Players draw, swap or request cards to assemble matched pairs, numerical sequences or thematic groups. Success depends on memory, probability awareness and reading opponents’ requests or discards. Examples include Snap, Go Fish, Rummy.
	

	
	Shedding & hand Depletion
	Players race to empty their hand by playing cards that meet a sequential or categorical rule, with action cards introducing reversals, skips or penalties for others. Examples include UNO, Crazy Eights, Split. 
	

	
	Bluffing, Deception and Social Deduction 
	Players make claims about cards that opponents must accept or challenge, with penalties for false claims and challenges. Hidden information and social reading are central. Examples include Cheat, Poker, Love Letter. 
	

	
	Drafting and selection 
	Players choose cards from a shared rotating pool, building a hand or tableau over multiple rounds. The mechanic emphasizes opportunity cost or strategic denial. Examples include Sushi Go, 7 Wonders.
	



Appendix 2
The following material making guides are indexed to the types of traditional play in column 4 of Appendix 1.
· Making Cards, 
· Making Boards
· Making Token and Counters
· Making dice
· Making question sets 
· Making physical props and considering space
Guide 1: Making cards
	What do cards do?
	Cards are versatile components in many playful activities. For example:
· Cards have two faces, and so offer the ability for one side to be public, and the other to be hidden. Held in a hand, they can be used in activities such as bluffing and deduction. 
· Cards can be used as randomisers. Because a pack of cards changes with every card drawn from it, they are a unique type of probability engine (unlike a dice, for example).
· Cards can give players secret objectives, or represent a hidden inventory they hold. 
· Each card can represent several things (e.g., points, characters, equipment) and be used in multiple ways in a game. 
· Cards can represent actions that players can take – so can provide a tactical menu.
· The use of cards can function as a timer for rounds or a whole game, progressing as cards are used. 
· Cards can modify other actions in a game (e.g., give an extra try, double the power of an action).

	Making it yourself
	To create cards, it may be useful to start with an electronic template so they can be reproduced and printed. Unless you have specialist requirements, you can create a template in Microsoft PowerPoint or free software such as Canva. Templates for cards can be found at sites such as https://www.template.net/cards/game 

	Specifying your needs
	· What size of cards are suited to your play activity? (E.g., Exact width and height in mm, aspect ratio, and shape)
· Weight / thickness
· Material type
· Finish, texture and coating
· Whether card backs will be identical and symmetrical.
· For printing: bleed and safety margins (how much a printed card side would exceed a trim line)
· Deck counts and sheet layouts (for efficiency and cost, consider if your printed sheets could be printed on standardised printer sheets – e.g. A4, A3). 
· Box size (slightly larger than card size).

	Who might help?
	For a first iteration and smaller print runs, you may want to consider a domestic or workplace printer that is able to print the relevant colours and handle specified card thickness. If you need larger numbers and require the highest quality of production, you may be able to get a quote from your institutions’ approved design and print provider(s). In addition, there are some specialist producers such as https://www.ivory.co.uk/ 

	Anything to remember
	Consult your institutional purchasing rules and whether you have a designated design and print service you are required to use. 

	Iteration tip
	Play test card games thoroughly and if you can, design and print using simple tools you already have. Don’t spend lots of money or too much time on a first iteration of a set of cards. 


 
Guide 2: Making Boards
	Why might you use a board?
	Boards provide the spatial and visual foundation for many games and playful activities. For example:
· The create a shared territory or map for tracking movement, positioning, and spatial relationships. 
· They organise game components into dedicated places (e.g. decks, piles of resources, scoring counters).
· They establish boundaries, paths or grids that govern movement or choices. 
· Modular or tile-based boards can change layout with each play, creating dynamic environments, different each play.
· They can communicate the overall theme, atmosphere, and visual narrative of a game. 

	Making it yourself
	For early prototypes, mounted poster board or heavy mounting card can work well. You can design board layouts in Microsoft PowerPoint or Canva (or vector-based software such as Adobe Illustrator if your needs are more specialist and you have the skills). Print your design onto self-adhesive paper and spray mount it onto heavy board. For a neat finish, you can create folding seams for the design and cover the back of the board (with design folded over at the edges) with a backing. 

	Specifying your needs
	· Board layout and folding structure (single, bi, quad fold? interlocking modular tiles?)
· Core board thickness
· Surface finish and backing (if any).
· Board dimensions and folded box-fit size. 
· Grid / zone sizing so that game components fit.

	Who might help?
	· You may be able to hand-draw (or ask a design-oriented friend or colleague) your first few designs. Beyond that, you may be able to design a board print design in PowerPoint or Canva, with printing set to fit on a commonly available A3 printer. If this is not suitable, you could ask your institutional reprographics team, or a department with larger specialist printers. External companies such as https://www.magicraft.group/ or https://innovate-design.co.uk/ are another option once you have a refined design that required professional production (companies here are examples, not endorsements).
· Prototype testers will be an asset in developing a game / board. 

	Anything to remember
	Keep early iterations minimal and black-and-white (if possible). You can draw lines, grids and placeholders cheap print or tracing paper first, and ensure all the pieces of a board game fit and can be accessed / handled with ease before further development. 

	Iteration tip
	Iterations of board games should aim to be as simple and intuitive as possible and should not require difficult to explain or remember rules unless that is part of your design! Focus on the players’ experience, and inclusivity for disability / impairment. 



Guide 3: Making Tokens and Counters
	About tokens and counters
	Tokens represent assets in games or can indicate changes in the state of something. For example:
· They act as physical currency resources or victory points that players accumulate, spend, or trade.
· They Mark state shifts or conditions on the board or cards (e.g. active/exhausted, damaged).
· Distinct shapes colours or silhouettes allow players to look at complex game states at a glance.
· Drawn blind from a bag or a cup, identical tokens can function as hidden draw mechanism or a randomiser.

	Making it yourself
	 Digital designs can be laid out in circular or square grid templates using software like Canva, PowerPoint, oil illustrator. Use a standard Croft punch on heavy card stock or printed paper mounted onto chipboard. Alternatively wooden blank discs, blank acrylic tiles, or craft counters can be customised using custom printed stickers, paint pens, or rubber stamps. 

	Specifying your needs
	· Token shape and dimensions (e.g. diameter and thickness in diameter and thickness in millimetres). 
· Base material that you may then cover with sticker (e.g., 2mm punchboard).
· Single sided versus double sided printing
· Colour coding and different silhouettes (ensuring accessibility for colourblind players).
· Specifications if you are going to arrange any die cutting of tokens.

	Who might help?
	After you have refined your play activity and you are confident about what tokens you need, you may be able to craft these yourself using DIY / craft techniques. If you need to take it further, try local maker spaces, university design labs, fabrication workshops with laser cutters or flatbed printers (these can quickly produce custom wooden or acrylic tokens). Specialist die cutting services can also help, such as https://haymancreative.co.uk/Custom-Game-Accessories/Custom_Game_Accessories.php (example not endorsement). 

	Anything to remember
	 In early play tests, use generic poker chips, coloured wooden cubes, simple bingo chips. Avoid making specialised custom tokens into your Games also economy and token counts are completely refined. 


 
Guide 4: Making dice
	What dice can do
	 Dice are immediate, physical randomisers and probability generators. For example:
· They can introduce instant uncertainty and risk management to play a decision decisions. 
· Custom face icons can trigger specific actions, events, or resources rather than simple numerical outcomes.
· Rolling multiple dice together can create.
· When you roll multiple dice and add them together, middle totals become far more likely than extreme ones, because there are many more combinations of dice that produce a middle result than an extreme one. The more dice you add, the more outcomes cluster around the middle, producing that characteristic bell-curve shape.
· Different types of die (D4, D6, D8, D20…) provide different ranges of chance. 
· Dice can be used as physical counters (e.g., if you want to track health from 6-1).

	Making it yourself
	Unless you are purchasing regular dice, the easiest way to start specialist making is to buy blank wooden or acrylic dice available in 16 mm to 22 mm sizes. You can customise faces using sticker sheets, waterproof fine liner pens, or laser engraving in a local workshop.

	Specifying your needs
	· Dice dimensions (e.g. standard 16 mm, oversized 18 mm/20 mm for detail detailed face icons). 
· Dice geometry (D6, D8, D10, D20 or custom rollers)
· Material and weight (acrylic, wood, metal or resin).
· Customisation method (e.g., engraved and painted, debossed, flat surface heat-transfer stickers) 
· Icon legibility and contrast (so die are simple enough to read across a table).

	Who might help?
	· For early iteration, you can use commonly available dice, or customise wooden cubes from art and craft stores or large internet services.
· Companies specialise in die creation, such as https://www.counterattackbases.co.uk/custom-dice (example, not endorsement).
· If you need engraving, embossing or heat laminating, try your university design department. 



 Guide 5: Making question sets
	What do question sets do?
	 Question sets support prompt-based interaction, knowledge testing, and discussion.  For example:
· They can serve as conversation prompts, icebreakers, or reflective activity in learning.
· They structure trivia, problem-solving challenges, or scenario-based decision making. 
· Multiple Qs per card or sheet increase replay ability and reduce the number of cards you need. 
· Categorised or colour-coded sets allow players to scale difficulty or choose specific thematic paths. 
· Question sets can act as an information bank that can be drawn randomly or chosen by players. 

	Making it yourself
	Creating question sets of often best done in software such as Microsoft Word or PowerPoint, or Excell mail-merges. Organising questions in two-column table format makes them easy to format into flash cards or prompt strips. You can print them on standard card stick (that can be accepted by your ink or digital printer).

	Specifying your needs
	 Think about:
· Presentation format (e.g. single prompt cards, multi-question cards, prompt strips, or bound booklets).
· Text hierarchy and typography. Consider if you want lead-in questions in bold, if you need category banners, and whether font size is readable.
· What sort of deck size you can cope with (do you need multiple items on each card?)

	Who might help?
	Most question sets can be produced via commonly available software (Microsoft or alternative free software such as Google) and printed by institutional inkjet or laser printers. For larger print runs (once thoroughly iterated, consult your institutional design and print provider). 

	Anything to remember
	 Clarity and brevity of questions is important. Reduce ambiguity or jargon-related confusion, unless that is the point. Avoid double-negatives in question phrasing. 



 Guide 6: Making Physical Props and Considering Space
	What do physical props and spatial considerations do? 
	 Props and physical considerations manage the physical environment and immersion in play. For example:
· 3D props (e.g. towers, stands) elevate key information for better visibility across the play-space. 
· Physical containers, screens, or dividers enforce hidden information between teams or players.
· Tactile props enhance engagement, provide tactile and aesthetic information and experiences.
· Defining the space prevents clutter and keeps play-zones (if there are any) organised. 
· Spatial layout guides physical movement, line of sight and social interaction in a space. 

	Making it yourself
	Props can be prototyped using low cost materials like corrugated cardboard, foam-core board or repurposed household items. Digital 3D models can be designed in free tools and produced by desktop 3D printers, or cut from flat sheet stock using a laser or vinyl cutter with the right help. 

	Specifying your needs
	· What is the table footprint or spatial area requirements?
· What prop material is needed – e.g. cardboard, flat-packed chipboard, laser cut plywood or fabric mats?
· Have you considered line-of-sight and whether props are reachable by all players?
· How will you assemble and store any surfaces, props and so on. 

	Who might help?
	Maker-spaces in your institution, local 3D printing / laser cutting services. In addition, specialist game manufacturers can also produce custom items such as vacuum formed plastic trays or 3D structures. Examples range from https://mccorquodalemids.co.uk/services/bespoke-plastic-products/  to more costly services such as https://www.madmodelmakers.com/about-us/ and https://escapeworkshop.co.uk/ 

	Anything to remember
	Always measure actual table or room spaces you will be using. Consider storage carefully, and make items flat-pack if at all possible.  
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