
Background  

The Value of Play in HE builds on recent scholarly activity in higher education exploring the 
use, value and perception of play. In January 2019 Dr Chrissi Nerantzi and I published many 
examples of this in  an international edited collection The Power of Play in Higher Education: 
Creativity in Tertiary Learning, with Palgrave Macmillan.  

While research into play in primary education is extensive and well established, 
investigation of play in HE is a much newer, smaller field. However the last few years have 
seen an upsurge in interest in play as part of university study, not just for hobbies or leisure. 
Although words like ‘creativity’ and ‘imagination’ don’t tend to raise eyebrows at university 
play can be deemed controversial. There is a split between those educators who find playful 
approaches are beneficial to complex learning,  and those who fear that play somehow 
undermines the seriousness of university study.  

My experience to date of exploring play as part of HE learning suggests that resistance exists 
because 

• play is narrowly defined or misunderstood; 
• play is not accepted as a part of adult learning 
• play is still seen as the opposite of work, rather than part of it 

What do we mean by play in this research? 

Definitions of play are incredibly varied and play types are almost limitless. We can play on 
our own, or with others, in special places or ordinary ones, in our heads or through external 
activities.  

Examples of play are:  games, role play, sport and physical activity, imaginative fantasy, 
enactments and simulations (e.g. in other ‘worlds’), contests, festivals and celebrations 
(from the small to the large scale), theatre and dressing up, creative and making play and 
object/toy based play.  

Play can also involve behaviours or acts which are unexpected, exaggerated, unusual or 
surreal, and out of step with what would be considered ‘normal’ or conventional in that 
context. 

Where reference is made to playful learning in this survey it suggests a spirit of playfulness. 
Playfulness often appears as a lighthearted or funny approach or attitude. It may occur in 
situations where play itself is not being engaged in. 

Who can take part? 

Anyone who is using or experiencing playbased or playful approaches as part of  learning in 
HE can contribute to this research. I don't want to exclude anyone whose activity is relevant.  

Aims of research 



The overarching aims of this research are to: 

• find out how play and playful learning are used in higher education 
• have a special focus on how business and management theories and concepts may 

be taught through play 
• deepen and extend understanding of the value of play, and the value systems of 

those playing   

With regard to the third bullet, perceptions of value may vary according to all kinds of 
influences, among them the educational, cultural and personal. A key theoretical filter 
through which (3) is being explored is that of Sutton Smith’s Seven Rhetorics, set out in The 
Ambiguity of Play (1997). These were originally distilled with regard to play theory, whereas 
in this study their scope will be applied to play practices as well as to play theory. Many 
other play writers and proponents are also drawn on to provide a foundation for this 
research. 

Can I take part in this study if I am not studying management or business? 

Absolutely you can. I am interested in your experience of play and playful learning in any 
discipline in higher education. 

If you ARE studying management – this bit is for you: 

Management is an incredibly wide ranging and complex field. Its topics, like play, are 
extensive, diverse and have many subcategories. These may also span business and 
leadership programmes, as well as appearing in course that may not be called management 
or business at all.  

Management theories and concepts are likely to appear in, or relate to, models, 
frameworks, concepts, themes, issues, cultural practices and considerations, processes, 
operations, environments, technical and specialist functions and many other considerations 
relating to how people and organisations can work productively (or not). 

Why is this study unique/important? 

This study is important in that it extends existing knowledge about play and playfulness, to 
help the field expand. It is unique in that I believe it is the first to explore value systems in 
the use of play for university using Sutton-Smith’s Rhetorics. It is also the first to direct 
attention specifically at how play is, or is not used, for the teaching of management 
concepts and theories, and how this is influenced by such value systems. 

Project outputs and outcomes 

Data from project activities will be collated, considered, analysed and discussed in three 
main formal outputs: 

• A study of play practices in HE in a range of cultural and educational contexts, with 
specific focus on business, leadership and management 



• A review of Brian Sutton Smith’s Seven Rhetorics of Play, which will include a critical 
analysis of the interplay of value systems and a specific and new focus on HE 

• An outline of the research methodology and/or potential set of research tools to use 
when exploring play in university contexts 

These* will be made available through a range of online media, including the researcher’s 
own website and the archives of the Imagination Foundation Laboratory, if so desired by the 
project sponsor. In addition, anonymized and thematized data from project activities will 
also be drawn on for talks, workshop activities and other forms of dissemination in the UK 
and abroad. 

*Or all three may be made available in a single report, via the routes indicated. 

 


