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A B S T R A C T 

This qualitative study aimed to investigate student teachers’ embodied 
playful presence or absence in lessons with playful approaches to 
learning. The study was based on insights from theories on playfulness, 
embodied presence and the notion of situational constraints. A pilot 
design and two iterations framed by a design-based research approach 
was conducted, and tested design principles regarding playful learning, 
physical activity and digital materials. Through a hermeneutic 
phenomenological approach, the analysis focuses first on the students’ 
negotiation or renegotiation of engaging in playful approaches to 
learning, second, on the students embodied playful presence or absence 
in playful lessons and third, on the student’s prerequisite of engaging in 
playful lessons. The analysis revealed that traditions, habits and 
practices within the current educational system affected the student 
teachers’ embodied playful presence because the student teachers were 
preoccupied with the performativity indicators and reaching specific 
curricular goals, thus making the playful open-ended teaching a 
promoted element of the education system. In addition, the analysis also 
confirmed that design principles regarding embodied playful presence 
cannot be coerced or imposed on the student teachers but that learning 
activities can be facilitated for a playful atmosphere or mood to emerge. 
This was seen because the student teachers responded to the playful 
teaching at various embodied playful presence or absence. Finally, the 
analysis revealed that educator's commitment was not necessarily 
enough for all student teachers to achieve embodied playful presence 
because there were several other elements that affected the student 
teachers. In conclusion, the findings in the present study thus points out 
that realising playful approaches to learning in higher education is 
complex and for student teachers to become embodied playful 
presences, all their prerequisites to engage in playful approaches to 
learning must be considered. 
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Introduction 
 
Imagine a learning lesson in higher education in which the mood and atmosphere are permeated with play. 

The educator is being playful, facilitating playful learning processes. Even the classroom itself is transformed 

into a play laboratory designed to invite, inspire and insist on playful approaches to learning. Imagine that the 

students are devoted and engaging in the learning activities with a playful attitude. Laughter and joy create 

academic drive. Imagine the students’ preoccupation of being in the playful learning process, which will grant 

them the knowledge, skills and competences that they need as teachers in their future careers at compulsory 

school.  

 

Now, imagine that you are a student in teacher education. You are on your way to attending a lesson. 

Throughout your educational practice, you have acquired specific institutional habits of being a student, that is, 

how the teaching method is conducted, how the interior of the classroom looks, the content of the subject, and 

so on. Thus, you know your own role and position in the learning environment. Both bodily and cognitive, you 

have been entangled in the current educational tradition and culture. Now imagine that all your prerequisites 

about being a student are being challenged. 

 

The two above-mentioned narratives are used to illustrate how playful approaches to learning, when 

implemented in higher education, can influence a student’s prerequisite of being a student and how changing 

the teaching method can challenge the current educational culture. The student’s prerequisite for being a 

student is based on their previous knowledge and experiences of being a student throughout their own 

educational practice, and thus they have some expectations of how academic teaching is conducted in higher 

education. Traditions, habits and practices and situational constraints within the educational context could 

retain students in fully engaging playfully, both cognitive and embodied in the playful lessons (Gudiksen & 

Skovbjerg, 2020; Wolf, 2019). 

 

The current educational culture is based on performativity indicators and reaching specific curricular goals 

where tests and exams are highly valued. Masterclasses have been the dominant teaching method in the third 

cycle of higher education (Jiménez-Olmedo et al., 2016). Masterclasses, in which students are sitting at a desk 

and facing a whiteboard while the educator is standing in front of the students conducting a lesson. Thus, the 

educational culture has been characterised by predetermined learning agendas, teacher-driven learning 

activities, well-known positions in which the content and learning process is initiated by the teacher and the 

notion that the teachers know everything (Händel & Buhl, 2021; Jørgensen et al., 2022). In recent years, there 

has been a focus on shifting this perspective and thus the educational culture with e.g. game-based learning (de 
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Freitas, 2006), or playful learning (Händel & Buhl, 2021; Holflod, 2021; Nørgård et al., 2017; Whitton & 

Moseley, 2019; Yogman et al., 2018). 

 

Playful learning has in recent years increasingly gained recognition as a teaching and learning method in 

Danish social and teacher education (Playful Learning, 2022a). In 2018, the Danish Playful Learning Program 

was launched at all six Danish university colleges (Playful Learning, 2022a). Within the Playful Learning 

Program, a competence development project was established. The aim of the competence development project 

was to run competence development courses to ensure that educators from both social and teacher education 

experimented with playful learning designs in their own teaching (Playful Learning, 2022a). In 2019, the 

Playful Learning Program expanded with a Playful Research Extension project (Playful Learning, 2022b). The 

aim of the Playful Research Extension project was to create a research base between all six university colleges, 

Design School Kolding, and LEGO foundation in order to investigate various playful and experimental 

approaches towards teaching and learning within the field of social and teacher education (Playful Learning, 

2022b).  

 

The present investigation, analysis and findings spring from my ongoing PhD project within the Playful 

Learning Research Extension project. The PhD project is methodologically a design-based research project 

(Barab & Squire, 2004; Brown, 1992; Christensen et al., 2012; Collins, 1990; Hanghøj, et. al., 2022) in which 

design principles (Baumgartner & Bell, 2002; Hanghøj, et. al., 2022) regarding playful learning, digital materials 

and physical activity are being tested. The first rationale in the PhD project is based on the idea that interplay 

between digital materials and physical activity through playful approaches towards learning can support the 

students’ embodied playful presence in playful lessons (Hovgaard, 2017; Knudsen et al., 2011; Merleau-Ponty, 

2009; Winther, 2011), and the second rationale addresses the societal focus on implementing physical activity, 

digital competences/technology comprehension and playful learning in compulsory schooling (e.g. Børne- og 

undervisningsministeriet, 2022; Broström, 2018; Koch et al., 2021; Lisborg et al., 2021; Lyager et al., 2020; 

Retsinformationen, 2021; Sundhedsstyrelsen, 2019). Hence, for this to occur, the students must gain 

competence, skills and knowledge throughout their own education. The investigation is conducted at the 

teacher education level in the newly established module ‘Technology comprehension and digital Bildung’. The 

PhD project investigates student teachers’ embodied playful presence or absence in lessons with playful 

approaches to learning.  
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In the present study, the teaching method, the learning activities and thus the pedagogical approach in the 

lessons are embedded with design principles that are designed for the opportunity for embodied playful 

presence among students to emerge. The learning activities are structured, planned, and conducted for the 

student teachers to engage in the learning activities in a playful manner or with a playful attitude. In the 

present study, the theoretical perspective of play is applied as a pedagogical–psychological perspective, where 

play has the potential to contribute to the player’s development and learning (Broström, 2018; Karoff & Jessen, 

2008; Knoop, 2009; Schiller & Henriksen, 2014). Günter Hagedorn (1990) defined play as a curve where the rises 

and the falls emerge in areas of tension. Hagedorn emphasised that our world of play and life were in 

dialectical interaction. In addition, this study also draws on the five characteristics of play presented by 

Mardell et al. (2019) and Zosh et al. (2017) that emphasise that play should be 1) actively engaging (to 

encourage focus), 2) socially interactive and encouraging of peer feedback, 3) iterative (testing, changing and 

critical thinking), 4) joyful (intrinsic motivation) and 5) meaningful in terms of what students are doing and 

learning. 

 

These above-mentioned perspectives have often been associated with and presented in the field of children and 

play (Broström, 2018; Karoff & Jessen, 2008; Knoop, 2009; Schiller & Henriksen, 2014), and several researchers 

appear to emphasise several similarities in the forms, qualities and mechanics of play that are applied for both 

children and adult contexts (Jensen et al., 2022; Skovbjerg & Jørgensen, 2021; Skovbjerg et al., 2022; Whitton, 

2018). However, regarding methods to engage and motivate for play, potentials and barriers to play and 

methods to conduct playful approaches in educational settings, there is an essential pedagogical difference in 

the learning design between children and adults (Händel & Buhl, 2021; Kangas et al., 2017; Nørgård et al., 2017; 

Yogman et al., 2018).  

 

The findings in the present research paper focus on student teachers’ embodied playful presence or absence 

when enrolled in a playful lesson, and the research question and thus the focal point in this paper is: What 

influences student teachers’ embodied playful presence when enrolled in playful lessons? How do the students 

negotiate and re-negotiate their physical and emotional attitude towards playful teaching?  

 

The theoretical framework 
 

The three main theoretical perspectives used in this study are playfulness, embodied presence and situational 

constraints. First, theories on playfulness and embodied presence are presented in order to describe how the 

notion of embodied playful presence has emerged. The notion of situational constraints is then presented and is 
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used to analyse the student teachers’ prerequisite of learning in higher education and how it influences their 

embodied playful presence in playful learning lessons and to analyse the students’ verbal and non-verbal 

expression when negotiating or re-negotiating their physical and emotional attitude towards the playful 

teaching method and the playful learning activities. 

 
Playfulness 
 
Miguel Sicart (2014) emphasised that playfulness is a physiological, physical and emotional attitude and a way 

of engaging in the world towards particular contexts, situations, people or objects. Playfulness can seen as a 

stance towards a learning activity in an educational setting. Sicart (2014) distinguished between play and 

playfulness, where he described play as the activity and playfulness as an attitude and state of mind. 

Furthermore, Sicart (2014) describes how we want our modern lives to be dynamic, engaging and full of the 

expressive capacities of play, but we also want it to be effective, performative, serious, and valuable (p. 21). 

However, it should be emphasised that you cannot force people to engage playfully; it cannot be coerced or 

imposed, but learning activities can be facilitated for a playful atmosphere or mood to emerge. Whitton and 

Moseley (2019) also emphasised that an educator can oblige the students to play but cannot make them 

approach an activity playfully. Thus, educators can facilitate a learning space where playfulness can emerge 

(Whitton & Moseley, 2019). It is also emphasised that participants in a playful learning lesson must have a 

willingness to accept or embrace the constraints of the playful learning activities, they must dare to try 

something new, and they must be brave enough to attempt something difficult where success is not guaranteed 

and where failing is considered part of the learning process (Händel & Buhl, 2021; Kangas et al., 2017; Nørgård 

et al., 2017; Whitton & Moseley, 2019). 

 
Embodied Presence 
 
From a bodily phenomenological perspective, the embodied presence of the students in the lessons focuses on 

body, space, time and relationship, in which the mood and atmosphere in specific moments depict the 

activity’s current dynamics and interactions (Hovgaard, 2017; Merleau-Ponty, 2009; Winther, 2011). This is 

situated in the fundamental understanding that the body and learning are connected (Knudsen et al., 2011; 

Merleau-Ponty, 2009). The body is a person’s physical, psychological and cultural being, and learning is a 

personal process situated in social contexts (Knudsen et al., 2011; Merleau-Ponty, 2009; Wenger, 2004). Being 

present, focused, attentive and sensing, listening and creating contact in a human encounter are connected with 

the body (Winther, 2011). According to Merleau-Ponty (2009), the body is part of a constant living exchange 

and dynamic integration with the world (Winther, 2011). The concept of embodiment can be seen as an 
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existential condition of life because the body is perceived as a lived and experienced entity that is subjectively 

experienced, socially interacting and connected to multiple cultural meanings. The body is seen in body 

psychology as a life energy, with language and physical and emotional movements being necessary for our 

socialisation and sense of identity. With its delicate, subtle sensation, the body can sense coherence between 

physical, psychological, emotional and social movements (Winther, 2011). 

 

Knudsen et al. (2011) stressed the importance of incorporating the body when considering the pedagogical and 

educational organisation of teaching and learning at the professional bachelor’s education level. Knudsen et al. 

(2014) emphasised that students have, throughout their educational practice, acquired specific institutional 

embodied habits of being students, that is, how they are embodied presently and inhabit the learning space, 

which is influenced by the educational conditions. Furthermore, Knudsen et al. (2011) focused on the notion 

that the students reflect on and mirror themselves in the educators’ embodied presence and that the student’s 

own professional experience of meaning is created in an intrabody relationship. The educator and students are 

constantly exchanging and interacting with the world (Winther, 2011). The physical meetings with each other 

in a lesson focus on the physical, mental, emotional and social movements with all the many factors that 

influence this meeting in a lesson.  

 

Considering the above-mentioned theoretical perspectives on playfulness and embodied presence, the notion 

of embodied playful presence emerges and is thus understood as follows: The students’ physical and emotional 

attitude and their stance towards the learning activities, which appears as the mood and atmosphere in specific 

moments depicted in the current dynamics and interactions of the activity.  

 

 
Situational Constraints 
 
For the purpose of this study, I drew on Gudiksen and Skovbjerg’s (2020) notion of situational constraints that 

are used to determine the student teachers’ prerequisite. Gudiksen and Skovbjerg (2020) emphasised that 

learning institutions in Scandinavia sought different teaching methods in which educators and students are 

encouraged to change their understanding of a pre-fixed learning agenda and that students and educators 

should challenge the notion that the educator has all the knowledge. Learning spaces should be inviting 

ownership of content and participation and should be less occupied with pre-fixed learning goals and 

curricula. In addition, Gudiksen and Skovbjerg (2020) indicated that being actively engaged (minds-on) and 

incorporating different senses in the learning environment makes the students more engaged with the subject 

and understand the subject in relation to their own content. Gudiksen and Skovbjerg (2020) emphasised that 
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establishing play spaces in higher education seems complicated because it challenges specific traditions, 

routines and practices. Furthermore, they point out that establishing play spaces in higher education both deals 

with situational constraints and play space boundaries. Whereas the play space boundaries contain 

‘establishing safety, encouraging curiosity, exploring surprise and perspective shift’ and the situational 

constraints deal with ‘relation, role, regulations, culture, structure and time’. 

 
 
Research design 
 
The empirical examples discussed in this paper spring from the testing phase of one pilot design and the two 

iterations from the overall PhD project. The pilot project and two iterations were conducted in the period of fall 

2020 to fall 2021. In each iteration, new students were enrolled in the module; thus, in the pilot design, one class 

with 18 students participated. In both the first and second iterations, two parallel classes participated, with 23 

and 27 students and 19 and 24 students, respectively. All the lessons in the first iteration were due to the 

worldwide Covid-19 pandemic conducted fully online (Händel & Buhl, 2021). 

 

The research methodologically drew on design-based research (DBR) (e.g,. Barab & Squire, 2004; Brown, 1992; 

Christensen et al., 2012; Hanghøj, et. al., 2022). This DBR study is a development study (van Akker et al., 2006). 

Thus, the fundamental aim of development studies is to develop design principles (van Akker, 1999) to be 

tested in practice in order to investigate new potentials, that is, student teachers’ embodied playful presence. 

The design principles were tested in the newly established module, ‘Technology comprehension and digital 

Bildung’, at University College Copenhagen. The module was mandatory for all students in their second 

semester. It was a 10 ECTS credit module. I and a Danish (L1) subject educator were assigned to teach the 

module. Hence, in the present study I am both the educator and the researcher (practitioner-researcher) 

(Winther, 2015). The module addresses four different content areas: (1) empowerment and Bildung in a 

digitalised society; (2) technology comprehension (society, pedagogy and school didaktik); (3) computational 

thinking; and (4) digital design and design processes (Møller et al., 2019). 

 

Throughout the iterations, the three lessons had some overall thematical themes. In the first lesson, the theme 

was a creative digital workshop where the student teachers explored and experimented with several different 

digital materials while building Rube Goldberg Machines. The second lesson dealt with learning activities with 

the interplay between digital technologies and physical activities, and the third lesson was conducted as an 

online research webinar with both student teachers, educators, teachers, researchers and other stakeholders, 
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which had the goal of both elaborating on the learning design with the interplay between digital materials and 

physical activity but also had the aim of discussing the design principles in the study.  

 

In the pilot design, the first three design principles were 1) imagining together, which focused on creating a 

playful learning space for imagining together using digital materials (i.e., web apps, robots and software); 2) 

daring to go for unpredictability, which involved creating a playful learning space where students and 

educators dare to go for unpredictability both regarding the learning outcome, the learners’ position and role 

and see the learning process that emerges; and 3) insisting on meaningfulness, which involves creating a 

playful learning process where the playful teaching and the content of the subject are entangled in a 

meaningful way. Following the design-based research process, two additional design principles were added 

and tested in the first iteration: 4) the notion of fail-ability, which involved creating a playful learning space 

where students feel safe to experiment and are brave enough to fail and make mistakes in the learning process; 

and 5) playful learning through an experimental practice. This is about creating a playful learning environment 

that encourages students to engage in an experimental practice. In the second iteration, two additional 

designing principles were added: 6) renegotiations of the learners’ role, position and teaching method and 7) 

learning through physical activity. In the present paper, the focus is on the stated criteria of success, because 

these elaborate on how the students engage, experiment and dare to be fail-able during learning activities, both 

cognitively and bodily, and thus their embodied playful presence. 

 
 
Empirical material, situations and analytical approach 
 
Following a post-phenomenological approach throughout the testing phase (Ihde, 2016), the empirical material 

involved experience and practice narratives, video recordings and fieldnotes from the lessons, which were used 

to analyse the student teachers’ embodied playful presence. Extracts from my research diary were validated by 

video recording from the lessons where the students’ verbal and non-verbal negotiation and renegotiation are 

emerging. By following a post-phenomenological approach, it was possible to understand what influenced the 

student teachers’ embodied playful presence and how the student teachers negotiated and renegotiated their 

physical and emotional attitude towards playful teaching. 

Don Ihde (2016) emphasised that "post-phenomenological pragmatism focuses on the role of embodiment in 

relation to a lifeworld or the experienced environment” (p. 110). He noted that there are interrelations between 

pragmatism and phenomenology “as closely related contemporary philosophical styles” (p. 113). He also stated 

that phenomenological techniques can enhanced pragmatism through the notion of experience, variational 

theory, multistability, embodiment and critical hermeneutics. 
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Phenomenology is the study of our experiences—how we experience the world and phenomena as they appear 

to human consciousness (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2010; Thing & Ottesen, 2015). The pragmatic approach describes 

how an individual’s cognition reflects a subjective reality in which cognition is a constantly renegotiated and 

interpreted notion of what is experienced (Dewey, 2005; Schön, 2017). The hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach does not strive to create generalisable theories that can explain or predict the world. Instead, it tries 

to describe concrete practices in concrete contexts with the aim of gaining an experience-based understanding 

that is anchored in concrete practice examples as a basis for critical reflection and a visionary perspective (van 

Manen, 2016). In the present analysis of the students’ embodied playful presence, a hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach was adopted. I strove to connect an experience-based description and at the same 

time use the hermeneutic approach, which is an interpretive method that analyses and interprets the 

experience-based descriptions in actions and themes that emerged as significant, while clarifying reasons for 

them being so. It is all these analytical and evaluative layers of interpretation that the hermeneutic 

phenomenology in Van Manens’ (2014) theory clarifies. 

 

Analysis and findings 
 
The analysis will provide insights from the testing phase, which involved the pilot design and the two 

iterations. The aim is to gain insight and understanding of student teachers’ embodied playful presence or 

absence in lessons with playful approaches to learning, as well as insight into the situational constraints that 

influence the students’ embodied playful presence and how students’ negotiate or re-negotiate their physical 

and emotional attitude towards playful teaching methods and learning activities. 

 

The student teachers’ negotiation or renegotiation of engaging in playful approaches to learning 
 
The first example shows how the student teachers approached the playful teaching method with very different 

learning prerequisites and with quite different preconceptions of what learning in higher education consisted 

of. The example is taken from the pilot design and the very first time the students experienced a playful 

approach to learning in higher education. The lesson started with a first assignment requiring students to 

experiment and investigate various digital materials such as micro:bits, Blue-bots and Ozobots. The aim was 

for the students to become familiar with different digital materials and to gain an understanding of what the 

digital materials could be used for in a learning context. 
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The lesson was planned to be open-ended, and the design principles enacted included (1) Imaging together, 

where the educator ensured that the student teachers were ready to be involved in a process, in which they 

were invited to or inspired to be creative, curious, imaginative and playful with different digital materials and 

the learning space allowed students throughout the process to reflect on the materials affordance and what 

emerged when they tried to use it in a different way than what it was designed for and (2) Daring to go for 

unpredictability, where the educator should ensure that the students had the opportunity to work in learning 

activities where the outcome of the students’ learning process should be unpredictable and allow the students 

to follow their own learning paths, where new opportunities could arise and surprisingly insights could 

emerge. 

 

The student teachers were already assigned to five groups before the module started. There were two to four 

students in each group. My experience was recorded in a research diary as follows:  

 

Research diary: I experience that three of the groups worked to immerse themselves in the various 

learning activities that have been handed out. I experience that they are inspired by each other and 

they have a commonality around the activities. I experience that all three groups are curious about the 

process and there is a mutual commitment in the group in which there is room for the students’ 

different competences, knowledge and skills. I experience that they complement each other in the 

process. I experience that there is an exchange and negotiation of opinions between the students 

regarding the process of the learning activity. I experience that they seem to have a curiosity towards 

the learning activity and it seems as though play, desire and interest drive them in that process. 

However, I experience that their tension in the learning activity falls because they get occupied with 

the upcoming exam and the curricular goal (18 September 2020).  

 

This quote from the research diary revealed that the students in these three groups embodied playful presence. 

This was seen as the students’ physical and emotional attitude towards the learning activity was embedded 

with playfulness, and the mood and atmosphere among the students supported that embodied playful 

presence. However, even though the students immersed themselves in the learning activity, they still focused 

on the upcoming exam. An example is one of the groups who are exploring a micro:bit, and while doing so, 

one of the students asked a fellow student: 

 

Student: Do you think we have to use this learning activity in the upcoming exam? (Video recordings, 

18 September 2020) 
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(Answer) Student: No, I really don’t think so … but I think that we have to learn about different digital 

technologies …and then make a learning activity ourselves and that activity could be part of the exam 

(Video recordings, 18 September 2020).  

 

This quote from the video recording indicated that the students from the beginning of the module were 

strongly focused on the upcoming exam and that the learning activity prepared them for this exam. The 

situation suggests that the students were falling out of an embodied playful presence because they had 

previously experienced an educational culture based on performativity indicators and reaching specific 

curricular goals, where test and exams are highly valued.  

 

By the end of the first lesson, a group of students reflected upon the chosen playful learning teaching method 

and another addressed the practitioner researcher and said:  

 

Students: Would you please consider making a PowerPoint presentation with all the important theory 

and terminology of the day. This would be a tremendous help (Research diary, 18 September 2020). 

 

This quote from the research diary indicated that masterclasses were still the dominant teaching method. 

PowerPoint is still the dominant tool for presenting theory within the educational system. In addition, it 

illustrated how the students drew on their habits and preconceptions of how a lesson was conducted in teacher 

education.  

To acknowledge the student teachers, I chose to comply with their request in an upcoming lesson. I briefly 

started the lesson with a PowerPoint presentation that included both curriculum-based knowledge and visual 

elements. I chose to start with the PowerPoint presentation to establish a safe space and to set the mood and 

atmosphere in the lesson that were familiar to the students to prepare them for the upcoming boundary cross 

for a playful learning teaching method. However, I intentionally placed the student teachers in the PlayLab 

facilities, in which it was difficult for the students to engage and view the PowerPoint, that is, a massive pillar 

was between the students and the PowerPoint. After the PowerPoint presentation, I noted:  
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Research diary: I experienced that not even once did any students move or get up from their chair in 

order to get a better view at the PowerPoint presentation, and all of them seemed satisfied with that 

situation (4 November 2020). 

 

The next situation exemplifies how one group struggled with working together in this playful lesson and thus 

was more divided in their embodied playful presence. I experienced as follows: 

 

Research diary: I experienced that a single group with four students was divided. I experienced that 

one of the students wanted to immerse oneself, experiment with the learning activity and experience 

first- hand the learning that can occur in the process with a playful approach to learning. I experienced 

another student wanted to do all the learning activities but wanted to reach the ‘goal’ as fast as 

possible. I experience one of the students did not quite know where to place oneself in the community 

but fluctuated a bit between the other peers. I experienced the last student in the group did not want to 

participate in the process at all (18 September 2020). 

 

The video recording revealed that the first student in this group addressed the fellow students’ absence of an 

embodied playful presence. The student said:  

 

Student: Please – just try to engage in the assignment, perhaps you will learn something (Video 

recordings, 18 September 2020) 

 

This quote indicates that this student had to both negotiate with a fellow student in the group and also re-

negotiate with themself to continue to be actively engaged and embody playful presence in the learning 

activity, because the fellow students did not physically or emotionally engage in the learning activity. Hence, 

social interactions and peer feedback were lacking in the current situation and this affected the mood and the 

atmosphere in the group.  

The last student in this group embodied a playful absence throughout the entire module. The student struggled 

with both the playful teaching method and with the subject content. In the final lesson before the module exam, 

the student addressed me again with the same overall issue and stated: 

 

Student: I still don’t see the point of being playful or learning about technology comprehension. I 

know you have explained it to me a couple of times, but I don’t see how either of them helps me to 
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become a teacher and I really don’t think that playing as part of learning in higher education is helping 

me (Video recordings, 4 November 2020). 

 

This student negotiated with me and renegotiated with themselves over and over again why playful learning 

or technology comprehension was important to learn in higher education. This prevented the student teacher 

from ever embodying playful presence in the learning activity. 

 

Lastly, I experienced a group that did not immerse themselves in the playful learning activity. I experienced the 

following: 

 

Research diary: I experienced that the last group of two students was not engaged at all. They told me 

that they did not know any of the other students, and I experienced that they felt a lack of belonging in 

relation to the others in the class, the classroom and the content of the lessons. I experienced that they 

only participated to pass the module (18 September 2020). 

 

The research diary quote indicated that the two student teachers lacked relations with the other students. They 

asked to be in a group together because they were enrolled in another class and explained how they only 

participated in this module because some institutional regulations were changed. 

Five minutes after they have been introduced to the learning activity, they sat at a table talking about an 

assignment for another subject. When I addressed them and asked what they were doing, one of the students 

stated:  

   

Student: We are looking at an assignment for another subject. We have already completed the 

assignment in this subject. We think it is a good assignment, but we already understand the concept of 

investigating digital material (Video recordings, 18 September 2020).  

 

This indicates that these two student teachers were not embodying playful presence in the learning activity. 

Their physical and emotional attitudes and presence in this specific moment were oriented towards an 

assignment for another subject. Creating a safe space for these two students to be willing to be part of the 

module and thus feeling that they belonged in the module was lacking in the current situation. Their 

prerequisite of engaging in the playful learning lesson was interpreted as a lack of affiliation. 
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After testing the pilot design principles, a webinar was conducted, in which a participant said:  

 

Participant from the webinar: We discussed in our group that it is nice in theory to have an open-

ended approach, but somehow everything cannot be totally open-ended because then everything 

disappears…. There must be developed a language and a didaktik of how teaching with playful 

approaches to learning can be approached in various ways. (Video recording, 6 November 2020). 

 

The analysis from the pilot design revealed that the student teachers focused more on the learning goal and the 
setting and framework, whereas the educator focused more on facilitating a playful learning process, the 
evaluation/feedback and for embodied playful presence to emerge (See Figure 1). The testing phase revealed 
that student teachers lacked the prerequisite to engage in playful lessons. Thus, students’ prerequisite for 
embodied playful presence was a challenge due to these fundamentally different perspectives.  
Figure 1: Illustration of the different perspectives that emerge in a lesson with playful approaches to learning.  
 

 
The analysis and critical response from the pilot project indicated that new design principles are required in the 

project for an embodied playful presence to emerge. The two new principles were (1) the notion of ‘fail-ability 

‘(i.e., being brave enough to fail and make mistakes). Educators and students should create a safe space for 

experimentation and be brave enough to fail, learn from mistakes and work with unfinished or even 

unsolvable tasks (Gudiksen & Skovbjerg, 2020; Händel & Buhl, 2021; Whitton & Moseley, 2019). The other was 

(2) learning through an experimental practice. It is through the students’ own experiments and activities that 

learning occurs (Lyager et al., 2020; Tanggaard & Dilling, 2019).  
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The students embodied playful presence or absence in playful lessons 
 
The second example is taken from the first iteration. In an online lesson where the student teachers had to 

experiment with computational thinking and where the learning activities were designed to deal with the 

interplay between digital materials and physical activity—the student teachers had to experiment and 

approach the learning activity with computational concepts such as logic, evaluation algorithms and patterns 

in a Chinese whisper dance edition game. A Chinese whisper is a game in which one participant comes up 

with a sentence and whispers it to the person next to them, who whispers it to the next person in the circle. The 

last participant says the sentence out loud after the sentence has completed the circle. In this version, the 

participants must dance instead of whispering a sentence, recording the dance on an iPad. Throughout the 

learning activity, they must approach the learning activity with computational approaches such as tinkering, 

debugging, persevering and collaboration.  

While the students experimented with the learning activity, I wrote down my experiences in my research diary:  

 

Practitioner researcher: I experienced that it was hard to engage all the students … I experienced that 

they had technical problems … I experienced that the flow in the lesson was constantly interrupted due 

to the students’ technical challenges… I experienced that they left the lesson…. There were only eight 

students left by the end of the lesson. I experienced that it affected the mood among the students 

(Research diary, 19 September 2021).  

 

In this situation, I experienced that not being in a physical classroom affected the student teachers’ engagement 

and willingness to be playful. In the previous class, I experienced how the majority of the class had immersed 

themselves in being imaginative, experimental and fail-able (Händel & Buhl, 2021). However, in this situation, 

a few of the students had technical issues. If we had been together in a physical classroom, I would have had 

the opportunity to help the few student teachers with their technical issues by either helping them or getting a 

fellow student to help them. In both cases, the technical issue could be solved without everyone’s attention. 

However, in the online format, solving the technical issue led to a complete stop to all the activities for all 

students. I acknowledge that the student teachers might have left the lesson for other reasons than their 

technical issues, but the video recordings only revealed that the student teachers left for this reason. 

Furthermore, the quote also states what I experienced when the students left the lesson and how it changed the 
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dynamics among the remaining students, indicating that the community among the students is also important 

for successful playful learning lessons. By the end of that lesson, two students stayed online and said: 

 

Student: I think the way you start your teaching session is a great way to start. Your energy is 

powering through the screen, and we have talked about it in class, and it is not you. It is simply the fact 

that it is online that makes some people leave the teaching lesson. (Zoom recording, 19th April 2021).  

 

Another student elaborated on the above-mentioned quote and stated: 

 

Student: I think that there would have been a different energy if we were all together. I did the 

(learning) exercise, but I think I would have enjoyed it more if we were together (Zoom recording, 19th 

April 2021). 

 

These above-mentioned quotes indicate that the students were challenged by being online. In addition, it also 

shows that the students acknowledged that the educator’s willingness and engagement in being playful in the 

learning lesson had some influence on the students’ embodied playful presence. One student also said: 

 

Student: I think your online lessons are more engaging because we are being physically active and 

there is plenty of room for being playful. But I think the online format challenged my own engagement 

because I was only physically active or playful when I really needed to (Zoom recording, webinar, 26 

April 2021). 

 

This quote indicates how the students’ embodied playful presence in the playful learning activity was 

challenged by the online format. However, in the lesson, the students did engage with embodied playful 

presence when the design of the learning activity was insisting on the students to immerse themselves.  

  

The analysis from the first iteration led me to revisit my design principles. The design principles were designed 

to emerge as the student embodied playful presence in learning activity with the interplay between digital 

materials, physical activity and playful learning. However, the analysis revealed that the research project 

needed a design principle for creating a playful learning space that encouraged physical activity. Thus, the 

educator must ensure a learning process in which the students are physically active in a meaningful learning 

process and where the student feels engaged in participating in the learning activity bodily and playfully.  
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Furthermore, the analysis from the first iteration also revealed that a design principle regarding the 

renegotiation of the learners’ role, position and teaching method needed to be added. Thus, the educator must 

ensure the opportunity for an open-ended learning process and ensure that the students experience that they 

can influence the learning process in order to challenge both the notion that the teacher knows everything and 

the predetermined learning agenda (Händel & Buhl, 2021). 

 

The student teacher’s prerequisite for engaging in playful lessons 
 
The third situation is taken from the second and final iteration. The situation was chosen to exemplify how the 

culture and thus the community among the students affected their embodied playful presence. The design 

principles were tested in the same module, where new students were enrolled in two parallel classes. The one 

class had their lessons every Monday morning and the other class had their lessons every Tuesday afternoon. 

By investigating the students’ physical activity levels, the video recordings and the notes from the research 

diary revealed that there was a difference in how the student teachers in the two parallel classes bodily and 

playfully were present in the PlayLab facility. 

 

Research diary: I experienced that the Monday morning class was playfully present and engaged in 

PlayLab. I experienced that even before the lesson starts, the students walk around in the PlayLab, 

grasp for different materials experimenting and start playing with the toys … I experienced that some 

students take a ride down the indoor enclosed slide and I experienced that laugher and joy is emerging 

in the PlayLab (20 September 2021).  

 

In contrast to this situation, the dynamics and interactions within the Tuesday afternoon class were different.  

  

Research diary: I experienced that all the students, when entering the PlayLab facilities, looked around 

the classroom. I experienced that they quickly found a chair, sitting down and opening their 

computers, waiting for the lesson to begin. I experience small chatters among the students (21 

September 2021). 

  

Furthermore, the analysis of the video recordings also revealed that Monday’s class engaged in the process and 

was able to navigate the open-ended learning processes. When gaining a more unstructured assignment, the 

students in this class immersed themselves in the learning activity. However, the embodied playful presence 
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seemed somehow absent when they were given an assignment that was more enclosed, and the students 

quickly moved on to the next assignment. The embodied playful presence in Tuesday’s class, however, seemed 

to flourish when they were given a more enclosed assignment, but when given a more open-ended assignment, 

the students asked for help from the educator more frequently.  

 

This last example indicates that the social interaction and the culture in the class also affect the students’ 

prerequisite for engaging in the lesson with an embodied playful presence. In addition, the different types of 

learning activities and the teaching method thus affect how the embodied playful presence emerges. 

  
Situational constraints that affect student teachers in playful lessons 
 
Findings from both the pilot design and the two iterations revealed eight situational constraints that affected 

the student teachers’ embodied playful presence. The revealed situational constraints were as follows (See Fig. 

2): (1) Playful teaching, in both the teaching method and the learning activity, was unfamiliar to what the 

students had previously experienced in higher education. (2) The learning space, which was either the PlayLab 

facilities or the online learning space. The transformed learning space from a traditional classroom challenged 

the student teacher’s prerequisite of what a learning space is in higher education. (3) The new subject, which 

was the newly established module ‘Technology comprehension and digital Bildung’. The student teachers did 

not have any prerequisite for knowing the content of the subject and thus the curricular goal. However, they 

addressed the subject as they do so in the other subjects in teacher education by focusing on the setting and the 

framework and thus the upcoming exam and the learning goal (see also Figure 1). (4) New relations, the 

relationship between me as an educator and the students was limited. The students therefore did not have any 

prerequisite of knowing how I, as an educator, facilitated the lessons, which also relate to the teaching method. 

(5) Time, the students were affected by the time and day during which the lesson was conducted. (6) Social 

interactions, the established community among the students and their social interaction and status among the 

peers affected the student teacher’s willingness to engage in the playful learning lesson. (7) Regulations, the 

educational regulations, stating that there is an upcoming exam based on performativity indicators, reaching 

specific curricular goals, and the upcoming exam, indicate that a performativity culture in which reaching 

specific curricular goals is considered of high value. (8) Educational culture, the dominant culture and teaching 

method in which habits, practices and traditions are cognitively and bodily affecting the student teachers’ 

expectations of how teaching is conducted in higher education. 
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Figure 2: Illustration of the various conditions affecting the students in the present research design 
 

 

 

Final remarks 
 
This research paper findings indicate how students, through their verbal and non-verbal expressions, 

negotiated and renegotiated their embodied playful presence or their embodied playful absence in lessons 

designed with playful approaches to learning. The student teachers’ embodied playful presence was thus seen 

as their attitude or their stance towards the playful teaching method and how they playfully embodied the 

learning activity. The students’ embodied playful presence was seen in situations where the student teachers 

immersed themselves in the activity both playfully and bodily. 

The analysis revealed that when designing for embodied playful presence to emerge, the researcher must first 

address the notion that the student teachers are occupied with the educational regulations (i.e., the upcoming 

exam and the curricular goals). This is deeply rooted in the students because the educational culture 

throughout the third circle of higher education is dominated by performativity indicators and reaching specific 

curricular goals. Secondly, the researcher must address the several situational constraints affecting the students 

in a playful lesson, that is, the playful teaching method that challenges the students’ prerequisite of how 

teaching is conducted in higher education. The analysis also revealed that when conducting playful learning in 
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higher education, a boundary cross for the students to be fully embodied in playful presence must be 

facilitated.  

 

The analysis revealed that the traditions, habits and practices within the current educational system did affect 

the student’s teachers’ embodied playful presence because the student teachers were preoccupied with the 

performativity indicators and reaching specific curricular goals. Thus, playful, open-ended teaching is a 

promoted element of the education system. In addition, the analysis also confirmed that design principles 

regarding embodied playful presence cannot be coerced from or imposed on the student teachers; rather, 

learning activities can be facilitated for a playful atmosphere or mood to emerge. This was seen because the 

student teachers responded to the playful teaching at various embodied playful presences or absences. Finally, 

the analysis revealed that educators’ commitment is not necessarily enough for all student teachers to achieve 

embodied playful presence because there are several other elements that affect the student teachers. In 

conclusion, the findings in the present study indicate that realising playful approaches to learning in higher 

education is complex and in order for student teachers to become embodied playful presences, their 

prerequisite to engage in playful approaches to learning must be considered. 
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