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A B S T R A C T

A review of the Playful Learning Conference 2026, held at the University 
of Sussex in Brighton, UK. This review was created in a playful way, 
inviting prose, poetry, pictures, or anything else that the contributors 
wished to use in order to express themselves about the conference.

  

Introduction

Each of the following elements was created individually in a shared document, representing representations of 

how the individual authors viewed the conference, We have a mixture of formats, which we hope shows the 

mixture of experiences, in the order in which they were put into the original shared document. We hope it 

gives a flavour of the conference for any future attendees.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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From Viv Bell. Played

They said come to the playful learning conference

I thought it could've been a load of nonsense

I had to chat

To fellow minded people

I had to play a load of games

Do a forest walk

And make stuff

With glue and paper and plasticine

They made me join them

At breakfast, lunch and BBQ

I tried to say no thank you

But their grip was strong

The people convincing

They smiled a lot

And talked about what they did

It wasn't a sales pitch

More like passion

Enthusiasm

Zest and zip

In the end

I gave in

Took a chance, took a swim

Bathed in the playful lake

I'm glad I've come

I'm now all in

You play, you learn

You win 
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Katie Piatt

Looking back at this years's Playful Learning Conference, it feels like the perfect conclusion to our three-year 

term at Sussex. This year's theme, 'Into the Woods', brought a wonderful sense of nature and reflection to the 

campus. We started our mornings with peaceful woodland bathing around the campus boundaries, gathered 

for a moving choir performance that filled the Meeting House with song and listened to keynotes share their 

insights on the shadows and future on play.

To mark our final year before the conference moves up to Manchester Metropolitan University, we held a tree 

planting ceremony outside Bramber House. It is a living monument to the learning, laughter and collaboration 

we have shared here.

For me personally, this year is a significant milestone as I step down as Co-Chair after five years of leadership. I 

am incredibly proud of everything our community has achieved. My heartfelt thanks go out to everyone 

involved to make this final event such a magical experience. While the conference moves on to its next chapter, 

the deep roots we have built here will remain at the University of Sussex.

Pen Holland

Elrika Erasmus’s keynote talked about how play shines a light on who we are, and how that light also creates 

our silhouettes, shaped by the secrets that lurk within us. When we go into the woods, we might want to 

arrange the trees in rows, prune off the bits that grow differently, and manage each shadow carefully to 

minimise its impact on the landscape. But when we slow down, lean into discomfort, listen, and sit with 

curiosity rather than fear, it is in the shadows that we can learn the most, about ourselves, our disciplines, and 

the need for compromise and community.

Her words planted the seeds of this comic: Education is not a plantation that asks students to conform to a 

mould set by someone else, for someone else. It is a forest, full of individuals who grow messily at their own 

pace and in their own direction to find their own purpose, in a community, together. 

Playful learning (and the incredible community and inspiration of the annual conference) helps us rewild our 

teaching to embrace the light, shade and diversity of the forest.
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Darren Gray

When I arrived I felt a little daunted - everything was so immersive - I realised I had become a poolside 

sunlounging non-swimming early morning beach towel territorialist. I watched but rarely paddled. By the end 

I was doing front crawl and backstroke. I had become a sparrow but the conference helped me to once again be 

a peacock! I am swimming with creative ideas and new hope. I might just push back my retirement.

Abbie Edgar: From Forest Floors to Insight Leaves: Reflecting on Playful Learning 2026

One of the highlights of Playful Learning 2026 for me was co-presenting The Forest of Reason with Ian 

Johnston and Laura Barclay. Our session invited delegates into the woods to playtest a prototype critical 

thinking game designed for postgraduate learners. Our outdoor session was organised around themed 

thinking stations: The Foggy Clearing, The Glimmering Grove and The Tanglewood Path. 

Our intention is to develop The Forest of Reason as an open educational online resource, but creating and 

testing it in a woodland setting forced us to think carefully about what critical thinking actually looks and feels 

like in practice. Designing physical prompts and interactions helped us move beyond abstract descriptions of 

postgraduate skills and instead focus on the actions involved: pausing, questioning, evaluating, connecting 

ideas and deciding what to trust. The fact that this game now has a physical version will aid the development 

of the digital game. 

In May, I travelled from Belfast to Portsmouth University to spend time with Ian and Laura creating the 

resources for the session. Together we made mushrooms, owl masks, insight leaves and even tree stumps that 

would become part of the game's narrative world. At the time, these felt like playful props designed to support 

our conference session. Looking back, however, they also became an unexpected source of learning for me as a 

designer and educator.

A recurring theme throughout the conference was the power of sociomateriality (Zukas and Malcolm, 2019; 

Brooks and Waters, 2018). Across different sessions, I found myself reflecting on how physical artefacts can 

encourage participation, stimulate conversation and make complex ideas more tangible. In our own session, 

the objects were much more than decoration. The owl masks encouraged me to adopt a different perspective, 

the mushrooms acted as prompts for curiosity and questioning, and the insight leaves provided a visible and 

collaborative way to capture ideas. 
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The conference prompted me to think more deeply about how I use artefacts in my own professional practice. 

As someone who supports postgraduate taught and postgraduate research students to develop academic and 

researcher skills, I often work with concepts that can feel abstract or intimidating. Playful Learning 2026 

reminded me that artefacts can act as pedagogical tools that create powerful bridges between theory and 

practice, providing learners with something concrete to discuss, manipulate and think with. 

Perhaps my biggest takeaway is that before we could build The Forest of Reason online, we had to build it in 

the woods. Creating the game through physical artefacts, conversation and play helped us notice moments of 

curiosity, confusion and insight that will ultimately make the digital version stronger. I left the conference 

inspired not only by the feedback we received on The Forest of Reason, but also by the possibilities of object-

based and playful approaches for supporting postgraduate learning in new and engaging ways. In the months 

ahead, I hope to experiment more with using artefacts in workshops and development activities, drawing on 

the simple but powerful lesson that sometimes a paper leaf, a colourful mushroom or an owl mask can unlock 

conversations and ideas that might otherwise remain hidden.
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Simona Connelly

Welcome Into the Woods
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