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Playful Learning: 
Our Philosophy

We believe learning should be enjoyable and engaging for 

students. We aim to encourage active and collaborative 

use of technology for learning in line with GCU Strategy 

for Learning 2030.

We are interested in the relationship between traditional 

play activities and student engagement with digital 

technologies.

There is a sound pedagogical rationale for playful learning 

rooted in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1991; 

2000) and Vygotskian (1968) sociocultural theory of 

cognitive development.

Intrinsic motivation and risk-taking fosters a growth 

mindset (Dweck, 2010) and a focus on the processes and 

challenges of learning. Recently, neuroscientific research 

suggests that game-based learning is effective due to the 

activation of dopamine during games involving novelty and 

feedback (Morrens et al., 2020).

Playful learning approaches take a wide range of formats 

from traditional board games, simulations, the use of 

mini-games, physical materials such as Lego and Play Doh, 

escape rooms and playful curriculum re-design (see 

Whitton, 2018).
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We used a variety of games pre-pandemic to 

engage students in psychology topics across 

two modules in both digital and physical 

format.

We had to redesign games quickly as we were 

no longer able to play games with traditional 

board and card formats, such as our Digital 

Pursuits game based on the Jisc Digital 

Capabilities Framework.

We took advantage of the free tools and 

games available and embedded these into GCU 

Learn and live interactive sessions.
“...the subject is 

made very enjoyable 

and creative and 

more practical in 

comparison to other 

modules through 

using games to help 
our learning."

(Year 1, BSc Applied 

Psychology student, 

2021)

Useful Resources

• Wheel Decide (for Bingo) is a free online 

spinner tool that can be embedded into 

GCU Learn (https://wheeldecide.com)

• Turning Point Live Polling system is the 

university polling software for online 

quizzes including hotspot images

• There is an abundance of existing games 

out there in digital format, which may be 

subject-based, or generic ones for 

icebreakers and collaborative activities, e.g. 

Virtual Reality Escape Rooms

The Challenge


