
THE USE AND VALUE OF PLAY IN HE: A STUDY 
SUPPORTING DOCUMENTATION 

1 
 

Sutton-Smith’s Criteria for framing his Seven Rhetorics and how these relate (or not) to 
higher education 
 
This document contains my rough thoughts when I first started to consider the extent to 
which the criteria which Sutton-Smith used to create the Rhetorics match with or connect to 
higher education play. I’m sharing it here as an illustration of some of my thinking-to-myself 
processes. It is NOT an academic paper! 
 
 

Rhetoric/s have clear basis in well-known 
cultural attitudes of a contemporary or 
historical kind 

Does negative commentary count as any 
form of rhetoric e.g. play as childish or 
inappropriate? Or incompatible with higher 
learning 
Do academic disciplines have cultural 
attitudes that can be considered in this 
context e.g. how we feel about appropriate 
ways to teach (see also above) 
Are similar parallels to be found in how the 
Western educational curriculum has been 
decided upon or our favoured modes of 
academic writing e.g. the essay 

Have their own specific groups of 
advocates, necessary precondition if these 
phenomena are to be seen as not just 
narratives but also rhetorics of persuasion 

Are playful HE educators sufficiently a 
specific group, although manifestly diverse? 
LEGO® Serious Play facilitators®? 
Game Based Learning designers? 
 

Each rhetoric applies primarily to a distinct 
kind of play or playfulness. If this is so it 
suggests some kind of epistemological 
affinity between the rhetorics and their 
ludic subject matter. They are not 
accidentally correlated. 

Yes in HE within certain disciplines e.g. 
simulation in business or roleplay as a kind 
of practice or performance of real actions?  
Improvisation and creative play in the arts? 
Or no if we consider HE as a whole because 
all kinds of play and playfulness seem to be 
in use 
OR NO because if you take a specific 
Rhetoric like Progress it seems to span all 
kinds of playful activity and not just games 
 

Each rhetoric applies primarily to distinct 
kinds of players 

Again, problematic for HE? Unless you can 
break down into play qualities such as play 
for purpose? 
Also assumes that all educators and 
students are the same? 

Affinity between the rhetoric and particular 
scholarly or scientific disciplines, and 

Assumes an in depth knowledge of play 
theory which may be the case for 
considering the rhetorics from a theoretical 
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between particular play theories and play 
theorists 

angle but less applicable if being generated 
by HE Play practitioners? Or is it an 
argument for play researchers? 
Some academics argue that their discipline 
lends itself to play e.g. advertising, 
marketing. Creative play? 

That (see all previous) there is a matching 
interplay between the nature of the 
rhetorical assertions and the character of 
the forms of play to which they are applied. 
Thus a rhetoric of progress might find 
partial substantiation in the finding that 
some kinds of skill during play can take 
progressive forms (?) In addition it may be 
possible to show that the rhetoric itself is 
often the way in which the play passes into 
the culture because the play practice is thus 
justified ideologically.  

Hmmm 
Plus blurry line between what is play and 
not play 
Be interesting to see how educators in 
disciplinary contexts see this playing out or 
not 

That the group that maintains the rhetoric 
benefits by the exercise of the hegemony 
over the players, over their competitors, or 
over those who are excluded from the play. 
This postulate makes explicit why the 
present approach to play centers on the 
rhetorics of the theorists rather than, more 
simply, on the narratives they tell 
themselves.  The rhetorics are narratives 
that have the intent to persuade because 
there is some kind of gain for those who 
are successful in their persuasion.Telling 
plausible stories would not be enough 

This and perhaps the/all previous ones are 
key to conceptions of the value of HE and 
how it should be. Perhaps also certain kinds 
of teaching versus newer or alternative 
kinds? Pedasnobbery? 
Of course we are talking play practitioners 
here, not play theorists. Does that 
invalidate any assumptions or questions? 
Or just bring a new angle to them? 
Gain as credibility? financial success? 
Recruitment? 
Is it an explanation as to why certain 
people won’t use the word play? 

That the way in which the scholarly 
disciplines define the subject matter of play 
may or may not make sense in terms of the 
rhetorics that are being proposed in BSS 
work. Open to investigation. 
 
Three kinds of play definitions will be 
considered where they are available: 

a) The definitions by players of their 
own play experiences and functions. 
What do the players reckon to be 
the character of and the reason for 
their own participation? Obviously 
there is not much research to be 

Does this not invalidate the other criteria? 
Important for this and other kinds of study 
which examine the use of play in adult 
learning 
 
 

a) relates most closely to this study 
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referred to here, although there is a 
considerable amount of anecdotal 
opinion to be cited 

b) The definitions by theorists of 
intrinsic play functions. These are 
definitions drawn from the research 
literature or new ones arising out of 
the present analysis, that are 
supposed to account scientifically 
for the play’s functioning by 
pointing to the players’ game-
related motives for playing 

c) The definitions by the theorists of 
extrinsic play functions, which 
account for the forms of play in 
terms of functions they are 
supposed to serve in the larger 
culture 

d) Says his study is interested in the 
last two of these 

 

This makes me think of that quote that the 
plural of anecdote is data/is not data. 
Reading the quote both ways is relevant 
here – and would have been good to see 
BSS either recognise that or provide some 
indication of the anecdotal opinion he 
references. 
 
My highlight is the red here – interesting to 
see him conflate play and games 
On reflection b) is reflected in the vignettes 
of play in this study, as is c) in the forms of 
value that educators identify 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At first I thought this was our key point of 
difference but I think in fact a b and c all 
appear in my study. 

 
 
 


