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 18. Playing with learning: 
Adopting a ﻿playful approach to 

Higher Education   
learning and teaching

John Parkin

Abstract
Becoming a university lecturer is an evolving journey marked by 
ongoing ﻿reflection and the continual development of practice. This 
chapter explores how ﻿playful approaches to teaching and learning 
in Higher Education can enhance the joy of both teaching and 
learning, while simultaneously supporting the development of 
students’ skills and knowledge. By fostering a safe and engaging 
environment, ﻿playfulness benefits not only students but also 
lecturers, encouraging ﻿experimentation and growth. The chapter 
argues that for ﻿playful ﻿pedagogy to ﻿flourish, university lecturers 
must be granted the ﻿agency and institutional support to explore 
﻿innovative teaching practices that enrich learning experiences 
and strengthen educational outcomes.
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Introduction

During my transition from primary school teacher to senior lecturer 
practitioner in Higher Education, I began to experiment with different 
approaches to teaching and learning. I found that using a ﻿playful 
approach helped me connect my new reality teaching adults to my 
previous “existence” as a teacher of young children. I found a ﻿playful 
approach to teaching not only helped with this connection, but I also 
gained a greater level of satisfaction. Using ﻿playful approaches brought 
a sense of joy for me at least, and hopefully for the students I taught. 
﻿Playful approaches to learning for children have a well-established 
history (see Papert, 1980; Piaget, 1999)—and there is growing evidence 
demonstrating the benefits of ﻿play in Higher Education in terms of 
conceptual understanding, ﻿creativity, multi-disciplinary learning, and 
﻿engagement (Rice, 2009). Nicola Whitton (2018) goes on to explain how 
﻿playful tools, toys, puzzles, and ﻿games, along with ﻿playful techniques, 
such as making and role-﻿play, can be utilised.

To help write this chapter, I reflected on my first five years of 
university teaching from September 2018 to July 2022. I harnessed an 
autoethnographic approach, hand-writing a ﻿reflective journal at the 
end of that period, considering critical incidents and experiences that 
had shaped my journey. My ﻿reflections explored my beginnings as a 
lecturer and ﻿playful practice from my earlier primary teaching career. I 
considered how I used Lego® and Playmobil pro® to support student 
learning and enhance my own personal teaching journey.

Personal ﻿reflections: Vignettes

In my first vignette, I explored my first year of teaching in Higher 
Education. Like the findings of Pete Boyd and Kim Harris (2010), 
I found that during my first year of teaching in a university, I “felt in 
the dark” about the material, language, and teaching approaches 
required. It was a bigger change from teaching in a primary school than 
I had been expecting. I was appointed as a senior lecturer practitioner, 
meaning I had to couple my academic skills as a university lecturer and 
my professional skills as a primary school teacher in my teaching. I was 
a pracademic (Posner, 2009)—but I was unsure how to be and do this:
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I remember my first lecture well. It was a traditional lecture theatre with 
rows of seats facing the front. Students were huddled together in the 
middle and I was looking up towards them. I had spent ages preparing, 
making notes on what to say and with a few questions thrown into the 
mix. I started working my way through the PowerPoint explaining each 
point. I would stop every slide or so to ask a question. As the lecture 
progressed, the students were looking increasingly bored. The way I was 
lecturing—I won’t call it teaching—was an imitation of how I had learnt 
at university. I became bored of the way I was teaching (lecturing), and 
so did the students. By the end of the first year of my lecturing, I realised 
I needed to change how I was teaching.

In this second vignette, I considered how I started using ﻿playful 
activities in my teaching. As a lecturer in education, I felt an important 
aspect of my role as a pracademic was modelling to students in lectures 
good practice in the primary classroom (Loughran & Berry, 2005). 
Through this modelling of the ﻿play found in an early years classroom, I 
saw that students enjoyed and could learn through a ﻿playful approach. 
I understood that learning through ﻿play for young children had an 
established evidence basis (for example, Piaget, 1999; Papert, 1980). 
From my own experience of primary school teaching, learning through 
﻿play could be “hard fun” (Papert, 2002) whereby children could learn 
new things, and ﻿collaborate and devise solutions. I wondered if a 
﻿playful approach in Higher Education could work, as I felt, in the words 
of Alison James (2019, p. 18), “﻿play makes us better at the complex, 
challenging, horizon-stretching work that a university needs to do”. My 
experiences of a ﻿playful approach are outlined below.   

Before I became a lecturer in education, I had been an early years teacher 
for a number of years. As a result, I wanted to bring this sense of ﻿play 
to my teaching. This was to show students how children learnt in an 
early years classroom, but also to make my teaching more interesting. 
For a seminar introducing the early years ﻿curriculum, I put on a bubble 
machine and asked students in groups to think of all the different areas 
of learning they could teach using the machine. Students worked well 
together. Their laughter didn’t prevent learning but seemed to help it. 
Then, the pandemic arrived. We were all learning and teaching online. 
As the bubble machine had always been a great way of introducing the 
early years ﻿curriculum to students, I decided to use the bubble machine 
anyway. However, I wondered if it would work with me at home putting 
on a bubble machine with students watching via TEAMS from home. 
I sat there with bubbles going all over my laptop and students were 
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typing how they could use a bubble machine with younger children. 
This unusual introduction to early childhood education stuck with 
the students (and with me). Several of them came up to me after the 
graduation to reminisce about the session.

In the penultimate, third vignette, I reflected on using aspects of Lego 
Serious Play® in my teaching. Again, as a primary school teacher I had 
used Lego in my teaching with young children to create representations 
of the world, ﻿collaborate and generally support learning. And it was 
fun! Coming back to ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play in this different setting, with 
adult learners, I thought it had potential. Although ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play 
was originally developed for managers to develop business strategies 
and let them “describe what they already knew in a new way, and to 
collaboratively develop new insights” (Roos & Victor, 2018, p. 335), it 
could also be applied to Higher Education teaching. When exploring 
teaching and learning, Sean McCusker (2014, p. 29) notes that “the 
richness is not so much in the LEGO bricks but in what they represent”. 
Furthermore, owing to the ﻿playful nature of ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play, social 
hierarchies are reduced and all participants are ﻿empowered to share 
their knowledge and opinions (McCusker, 2020). The third vignette 
below outlines my early use of ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play and my takeaways 
from using a ﻿playful approach with my students.

I have always included ﻿play in my teaching. This is something I used in my 
practice without knowing it had a special name in Higher Education—
﻿playful learning. I noticed a colleague had a huge box of Lego he was 
using in his outreach work and in computing lectures. I had heard of 
﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play but had never experienced it or used it in my own 
teaching. Seeing a colleague using the method, I thought I would give 
it a go in a module I was teaching and see if it was a helpful approach. 
The module was about ﻿social justice in education, so there were lots of 
difficult concepts to get our heads around. In the first seminar, I asked 
students to build a model of “﻿social justice” using Lego. We had all sorts 
of models and some really rich conversations about how we all viewed 
﻿social justice. It went well. I decided to use the same type of activity in 
the next seminar: build a model of “﻿inclusion” and discuss the concept. It 
went well again. For the third week, I thought I should leave the activity. 
Although I enjoyed the activity, I thought the students would have had 
enough of the Lego and “want to do proper learning”. That day, I arrived 
in the seminar room without my usual box of bricks. “John, where’s your 
Lego?” They had really liked using Lego and said it helped them discuss 
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and understand concepts. After that, I brought Lego to each weekly 
session for the module.

My fourth and final vignette explored how Playmobil pro can be used as 
a ﻿playful tool too. Playmobil pro has similarities to ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play as 
both use children’s construction toys to support adults in learning and 
making representations of concepts and bring joy into the classroom. I 
used Playmobil pro in my teaching to help students understand concepts 
related to ﻿sustainability education (Parkin, 2023). Furthermore, by 
creating representations of the world using Playmobil pro, students can 
explore issues in a safe environment, minimising the risks associated 
with failure (Heljakka, 2023). However, students need “a state of mind 
or an attitude” to learn in this way (Whitton & Moseley, 2019, p. 14)—
and having introduced them to ﻿playful methods before certainly helped 
ease them into this new activity. 

I was really enjoying using more ﻿playful approaches in my teaching. I 
attended the ﻿Playful Learning Conference for the first time in July 2022 
and participated in a session led by Karl McCormack about Playmobil 
pro. I thought this ﻿playful resource was a great addition to the method 
and tools I was already using. Like in ﻿Lego Serious ﻿Play there were lots 
of Playmobil figures and accessories for participants to use. I wanted to 
give it a go in my own teaching. I received funding from my university 
to purchase some Playmobil pro kits to use. The students enjoyed using 
the new learning resource. One activity particularly stood out. In a 
seminar about how students felt about difficult conversations and their 
experiences, one student made a Playmobil representation of when 
they had to have a difficult conversation with parents. She picked a 
small Playmobil child, drew a sad face on the child and put a key in her 
hand. She explained that she felt like “a child” when having a difficult 
conversation with a parent. She also selected a key to show how situations 
like this made her feel like she was “locked up”. The Playmobil helped 
her open up her ﻿emotions and feelings. She felt comfortable sharing very 
personal experiences and thoughts—and the ﻿playful approach taken 
played an important part in this.

In conclusion

As I reflected on my experiences of becoming a senior lecturer “primary 
practitioner” in education, I surfaced and realised the journey that I had 
embarked on with the students I teach. When I first started working in 
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the university, I thought I needed to “lecture” like the lecturers who 
had taught me. I found this imitation to be unsatisfying personally and 
professionally—and so did my students. I began to explore different 
approaches and found that a ﻿playful approach to learning brought 
me hope that I could teach adults in a way that worked and which I 
enjoyed. Perhaps I found more courage and inspiration to try a more 
unconventional approach to teaching because I had been a primary 
school teacher. I had rich positive experiences to draw upon that most 
university lecturers would not have access to. If universities want to 
promote more ﻿inclusive—and also more successful—teaching and 
learning environments, they need to support and celebrate different 
approaches to teaching and learning. More than one way of teaching 
exists, we need the time and space to ﻿play with our practice—to help our 
students learn—hopefully. Academics need the ﻿autonomy to teach in a 
way that works for them—and for the students and the subject being 
taught.  

Steps toward hope
•	 Reflect regularly on teaching practices and continuously build 

on experiences to grow as a university lecturer.

•	 Incorporate ﻿playful approaches to enhance the joy of teaching 
and learning, while supporting the development of student 
skills and knowledge.

•	 Create a safe learning environment for both students and 
lecturers through ﻿playful teaching methods. 

•	 Advocate for time, space, ﻿agency, and support to explore 
﻿diverse teaching approaches.
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