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Abstract 

In this ‘creative companion’ (a guide to my creative practice with IKEA manual-inspired 

illustrations) I explain the concept of ‘mindful play’, a fusion of playful and mindful learning 

and teaching, and how I harnessed it to design four creative interventions for use in the 

higher education classroom..   
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1. Introduction: A New Approach  

Many lecturers appreciate that students’ time at 

university will be less stressful and more productive if 

they can unlock, experience and develop their 

creativity. The pressure we all feel from quality 

assurance demands, managerialism and administration 

makes it particularly challenging to implement a 

creative approach to teaching and learning (Jackson, 

2007) – and it may even dampen our creative selves. 

But the rewards for our students, and for us, as 

teachers, are too rich to ignore.  

What started as a mission to help my journalism 

students develop employability skills, opened up my 

practice to the area of ‘mindful play’. From this, I 

started to develop a creative, holistic and student-

centred teaching and learning strategy, using simple, 

workable interventions to stimulate dialogic learning, 

strengthen trust, enhance creative confidence and 

transform the student experience on individual 

modules.  

The subsequent interventions that I developed are 

adaptable and transferable, cost effective and designed 

to complement regular teaching practices, not to 

replace them. In this companion (intended to be 

creative in itself) I explain the theory behind my design, 

outline the activities and share the interventions, 

evaluations and outcomes of this creative practice.  

 

① Teaching out of the box 
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2. Methodology: using action research in an 
autoethnographic study 

Undertaking this work as a reflective practitioner, I 

wanted to boost my students’ creative confidence in 

the classroom by bringing it into focus as a ‘systematic 

enquiry’ (Norton, 2009, p.4). I conducted action 

research in the form of designing, piloting and 

evaluating – through my own journal, questionnaires 

and guided conversations with students – which 

culminated to produce four ‘mindful play’ learning 

interventions.  

The primary aim of this work was to help journalism 

students tap into their creative potential, using an 

autoethnographic approach as a ‘qualitative, 

transformative research method’ that embodied 

creativity and innovation (Custer, 2014, p1). My 

methodology was also informed by Whitehead and 

McNiff (2006), who position the ‘integrated nature of 

living practice as a form of ongoing action-reflection’ 

(p.155), and using a ‘plan-act-observe-reflect’ cycle to 

create ‘practice-changing practice’ (Kemmis, et al., 

2014).   

The qualitative nature of my research, particularly 

journaling my own experiences and engaging in guided 

conversations with a relatively small group of students, 

could be seen as ‘storytelling’, but Norton (2009) 

recognises that the aim of qualitative research is to 

acknowledge the ‘subjective part played by the 

researcher’, in collecting the data and its analysis and 

interpretation (p.116). My thematic analysis (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006) is based on my knowledge of the students’ 

perspectives, our shared experiences in the classroom, 

and the discourse across the two modules I ran the 

interventions in.   

Being involved in creative practice, and the 

promotion of creativity as a force for good within higher 

education and the journalism industry, I believe that 

keeping a reflexive account of my experience increased 

the rigour of my research process (Jootun, et al., 2009).  

My biggest ethical concern was conducting action 

research with students whose work I was marking; it 

was made clear that the research was part of my own 

learning journey and that, whilst I hoped it would 

enhance their learning, it was not directly connected to 

assessment.  

I obtained informed written consent from every 

student involved in the project, and have the express 

permission of all participants to share the data I 

collected within this assessed project.   

 

 

 

② Aiming to unlock creativity 

 

3. Aims of the project 

Encouraging students to explore, express and 

experiment with their creativity is undoubtedly a 

difficult outcome to measure, but the observations and 

anecdotal feedback shared within this companion 

hopefully makes a useful starting point, to generate 

further conversation and create the potential for wider 

developments around mindful play in higher education. 

‘Unlocking creativity’ is an ‘infinite’ idea not only is it 

a challenging to measure, it is also problematic to 

pinpoint what ‘creative confidence’ might mean to and 

for students. Whilst designing the interventions (see 

below), I used literature, and my experience as a 

teacher and journalist, to identify five key objectives 

that might help to create the conditions for students to 

tap into their creative potential: 
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a. Fostering trust 

Encourage students to trust me, and each other. 

 

b. Empowering students 

Encourage risk-taking through creative activity to 

help students grow in confidence. 

 

c. Enhancing employability 

Journalism students face an increasingly flexible, 

dynamic and innovative workplace - greater creative 

confidence can make them more employable. 

 

d. Increasing enjoyment 

As active learning interventions, mindful play can 

make the lecture room more fun for students. 

 

 

 

e. Fostering trust 

The mindful, playful spirit of the interventions affords 

students the chance to take a breath and feel less 

stressed. 
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4. Unlocking creativity: help your students 
find the key 

 

③ The path to locking creativity: childhood to 
university 

Creativity has been the cornerstone of my working 

practice as a journalist and media professional. In the 

context of my work, I use Ken Robinson’s (2017) 

definition: creativity is the process of ‘applied 

imagination’ to formulate original ideas with value. 

From working on the world’s first biomedical website in 

1996, to contributing to the UK’s first blogging platform 

in 2003, I’ve been lucky enough to spend my working 

life immersed in innovative practice. In 2011, when I 

started lecturing in journalism, I instinctively brought 

creativity into the classroom – and was surprised to 

hear students say that my approach was ‘refreshing’. 

Creativity, it seemed, was somewhat estranged from 

the higher education environment. 

Employability was already a buzzword when I began 

teaching journalism, but there seemed to be 

fundamental discord in the way this was interpreted. 

The ‘industry’ that some university lecturers were 

preparing their undergraduates for, was on a 

downward trajectory. New literature started to appear 

that reflected the industry’s increasing need for 

individuals with a command of their own creativity; an 

agile and flexible attitude, and a relentlessly 

entrepreneurial outlook (Breiner, 2018; Achtenhagen, 

2017). However, this didn’t seem to be being translated 

into the journalism classroom. 

A deficit of creative ability (especially in journalism 

students arriving at university straight from secondary 

school) was clear to see. Knowing only how to navigate 

and pass the precise parameter of an exam, these 

young people had never really been encouraged to 

release their creative potential. As such, they tend to be 

overwhelmed by the challenge of freethinking and 

creative practice. Although many live much of their lives 

in an evolving digital space, they don’t appear to 

understand the concept of – or the creative thinking 

skills associated with – innovation. When presented 

with creative opportunities in the higher education 

context, the primary concern appears to be whether 

the task will help them to pass assessments.  

 

     ④ Journalism education vs. journalism in action 

This presents a triple threat for a journalism 

lecturer: the journalism degree doesn’t tend to 

facilitate or promote creativity, and the students on it 

don’t identify as creative people; however, the industry 

that we are tasked with preparing them for becomes 

ever less industrialised, along with an increasing 

demand for creative agility. This does not seem to be 

unique to journalism. All disciplines, including STEM, 

the working world – and society – demands a workforce 

of ‘makers, hackers and creative thinkers’ to meet the 

business, technological and environmental challenges 

of the 21st century (Borghero, 2017).  

Obstacles to creativity within higher education 

strengthen the argument for a new approach. Sophie 

Arndt (2013) says the ‘creative space of tertiary 

teaching struggles with conflicting ideals’, particularly 

the neoliberal social and political context. As market-

driven machines, universities have so much focus on 

quality assurance (Gibbs, 2001), that creative expression 

is often suppressed. Referring to universities as ‘memory 

institutions’, Twidale and Nichols (2013) discuss ‘inertial 

dampeners of innovation’ including tradition, the size and 
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age of institutions and, most pertinently in terms of 

creative practice, issues around risk aversion (p. 41). 

5. Out of the frying pan …  

In the past five years, my students have arrived with 

increasingly disparate experiences and academic 

abilities. While a diverse cohort of students could be a 

hugely positive asset, the inflexibility of the curriculum, 

established by power dynamics and fixed views of 

assessment leads to disillusionment, disappointment 

and – ultimately – low retention. I have seen students 

start journalism courses without any understanding of 

what the programme entails (no, they didn’t read the 

course handbook and we should never assume that 

they do), or what will be expected of them. The tension 

this creates is palpable. 

 

⑤ Teachers are caught between institutional metrics 
and the requirements of creative industries  

Instead of redesigning curricula to suit the non-

traditional, time-poor students we now recruit (Munro, 

2011; Meuleman, et al., 2014; Wong and Chiu, 2019), 

participants are expected to ‘catch-up’ or develop 

fundamental skills (essay writing, for example) in their 

own time. Diane Reay (2001) wrote that ‘emotionally 

charged’ working class relationships with higher 

education were designed to ‘serve middle-class 

interests’, encouraging social mobility and disregarding 

the authenticity and validity of the working-class 

experience. Today, it can be distressing as an educator 

to see students, often recruited as part of widening 

participation initiatives, struggling with the meaning of 

university – and the very concept of learning – while 

tutors assume that they should have “known what they 

were letting themselves in for”. This situation – 

described by Richard Hall (2019) as ‘an anti-human 

project devoid of hope’ – creates an immediate strain 

between lecturer and student, anxiety and frustration 

within the student cohort, and barriers to a creative 

approach that, first and foremost, requires trust, but is 

inhibited when students are stressed-out by their 

circumstances. 

And in this environment, with so many students from 

either a school system of rote learning, or non-

traditional academic backgrounds, creativity is not only 

helpful … it is essential.  

 

⑥ The price of an ‘anti human’ project? 

6. Going with the flow: the power of 
creativity  

Before I attempted to ‘unlock’ creativity in my 

students, I felt it was crucial to understand exactly what 

I was trying to release – and why. 

 

⑦ Creativity can lead to growth and transformation 
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Ken Robinson’s (2011) belief that creativity is a 

practical process was the starting point for my concept 

map (see figure 1a below), which attempts to illustrate 

creativity in action. Robinson separates general (or 

global) creativity, which is the act of original thinking in 

any discipline, from personal (or individual) creativity, 

which he defines as a passion and / or talent for a 

particular material or medium, such as art, music or 

maths. Brandt & Eagleman (2017) and Gauntlett (2011) 

position creativity as an inherently social act, looking at 

it as connection and discussing the social capital of 

‘making and doing’.  

Anna Craft’s (1997) description of ‘possibility 

thinking’ as the basis of creativity, and Zohar and 

Marshall’s (2001) definitions of creativity as human 

expression and the process of unitive thinking – an 

associative neural process that unifies the ‘spiritual 

level of existence’ (p. 24) – feeds into the authors’ 

concept of ‘spiritual intelligence’ and shows the power 

of creativity on a global scale. On a personal level, our 

talents, interests, individual thoughts and actions may 

be enhanced by ‘intuition’ – or creativity on an 

unconscious level. 

When creativity is in action, Csikszentmihalyi (1997) 

describes the process as ‘flow’; consciousness does not 

distract and self-consciousness disappears. As shown 

on the map, and in line with Csikszentmihalyi’s theory, 

‘flow’ is an interaction between a person’s thoughts and 

a sociocultural context. Although the creation of novel 

ideas happens within the process of flow, on the map 

(see figure 1a below) I have shown the ‘results’ of the 

creative process in much wider-ranging terms. As I have 

found in my research, supported by the literature, 

creativity leads to resilience, joy, self-efficacy and 

confidence: the outcome of this powerful, meaningful 

and multifaceted process is transformational, on an 

individual, collective - even planetary - level. 

In the context of higher education, facilitating the 

process of creativity has profound implications. Helping 

students to get back in touch with their creative powers 

will certainly enhance their employability in the 

contemporary workplace, but it will also transform 

them as people, stimulating change - ‘becoming’ rather 

than just ‘knowing’ (Barnett, 2009) - and reinforcing the 

sense that they have been ‘inspired’ during their time 

at university. 

So, how do we approach the unlocking of this 

powerful creative process? With reference to the 

literature cited above, I identified four ‘pillars’ to launch 

creative thinking and doing in a learning context: play, 

trust, risk-taking and mindfulness. In the context of 

learning and teaching, all four take place in the social 

spaces and interactions shown on the map (see figures 

1(a) and 1(b) below). 

a. The Four Pillars: Trust 

Taking inspiration from Curzon-Hobson’s (2002) 

paper on a ‘pedagogy of trust’, I work with students 

from the initial session to (re)build the trust that has 

been disrupted by prior learning experiences, 

consciously breaking down traditional teacher-student 

power dynamics. 

In this context, my definition of trust aligns with 

Curzon-Hobson’s, in that trust should facilitate care, 

community, mutual respect and challenge. To action 

this trust requires honesty, transparency and 

authenticity. Adopting a ‘student-centred’ learning and 

teaching strategy can be hugely helpful at this stage. My 

own conceptual understanding of this process is not 

about letting a student cohort drive the curriculum – or 

even the biological presence of a student: my own 

student-centred teaching, derived from theoretical 

perspectives on unlocking creativity, is to direct my 

teaching, and my relationship with the students, 

towards the ‘centre of the student, or centre of the self’ 

(Payton, 2019). If you care for, respect and 

communicate with each student as a whole person, 

trust is established quickly, naturally and authentically. 

 

⑧ A vision of student-centred learning & teaching 
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FIGURE 1 (a): Mapping creativity in action 

 

FIGURE 1 (b): Mapping creativity in action: four pillars to launch creative thinking & doing 
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Trust can therefore be harnessed to afford students 

a sense of freedom in which they can play and be 

present in the moment, mindful of their thoughts, 

actions, ideas and individual potential. Once levels of 

trust increase, play and mindfulness can be used as 

tools to encourage and facilitate risk, and launch the 

creative process. Experiences of play and mindfulness 

also help students build trust between each other, as 

well as trusting in themselves, and their own ideas.   

b. The Four Pillars: Play 

Using play in the higher education classroom can be 

a challenge; to completely adopt Stuart Brown’s (2010) 

definition of a ‘primal activity’, or to embrace play 

without an intellectual framework can be met with 

resistance. Within institutions, students, colleagues and 

management may get nervous if play is initiated “for 

play’s sake”, without structure or purpose. (It is worth 

pointing out, though, that Alison James (2019) believes 

‘the tide is turning’ (p.3) with regard to play in higher 

education.) 

Brown stresses that play is fun, exciting, and a cure 

for boredom. It can prevent us from dwelling on worries 

or problems; it can also stop us ‘thinking about the fact 

that we are thinking’ (p.17). James suggests that 

‘experiences of playful activity are personal and 

subjective’ (p. 4), and that any definition of play is ‘wide 

open’ to interpretation; this also means that it exposes 

us to new possibility or chance, and introduces new 

ways of doing things. To really feel playful, any activity 

should have an element of surprise, pleasure and 

curiosity.   

In the design of the interventions, I consider play in 

three broad categories: object-based play, game-based 

play and imaginative play; however, these categories 

tend to be fluid and often overlap. Similarly, play can be 

defined as a social or solo activity, but can be both, 

simultaneously. For example, role-play can be a social 

and dialogic way of practicing a skill or task, but the 

ideas it conjures in the imagination can be stimulating 

or inspirational on a personal and internal level. 

c. The Four Pillars: Mindfulness 

In the context of unlocking creativity in higher 

education, Ellen Langer (2014) and Daniel J. Siegel’s 

(2007) mindfulness definitions are most relevant. In 

conversation with Krista Tippett, Langer defines 

mindfulness as ‘the very simple process of actively 

noticing new things’. Siegel describes mindfulness as 

‘attending to the richness of our here and now 

experiences’ (p. xiii).  

Siegel acknowledges that mindfulness has many 

meanings across regions and cultures, but that they all 

tend to share the goal of helping people to appreciate – 

and develop their awareness of – the present moment. 

Siegel’s general definition of mindfulness as ‘waking up 

from a life on automatic and being sensitive to novelty 

in our everyday experiences’ (p. 5) chimes with Langer’s 

idea that actively noticing new things and ideas ‘puts 

you in the present [and] makes you sensitive to 

context’. Being more aware of our surroundings and 

experiences makes us ‘mindfully aware’; also, when we 

reflect on the way that our mind is working, the 

possibility of change is enhanced. 

Siegel’s interpretation of ‘mindful awareness’ 

focuses on a healthy relationship between the 

individual and ‘the self’; in the context of my work, I am 

also using mindfulness as a tool to encourage a healthy 

relationship between student and teacher, student and 

peers, and student and course content. By being fully 

aware of their experience in the classroom, without 

distraction (particularly from mobile phones), our 

students can tune in to their inner dialogue, as well as 

the possibilities of the imagination. 

d. The Four Pillars: Risk 

By having fun, feeling free, playing with ideas and 

being mindfully aware of their potential, students are 

much more likely to take the next step on the creative 

journey: risk.  

Committing to play and mindful awareness is (in 

itself), a risk for many students. For some, letting go, 

losing their inhibitions and tuning in to the moment 

without distraction will require a leap of faith: but if 

you’ve established trust, even the more reserved 

students will come along for the ride. As they play, and 

feel their way through the moment, their ability and 

willingness to be bold, brave and risky will flourish.  
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In the context of unlocking creativity, risk is about 

sharing ideas; it is developing the ability to explore 

innovation without self-consciousness; it is being brave 

enough to propose something completely unique – 

even if one might be laughed at; it is about 

understanding that, without taking a risk, there is no 

creative reward. 

7. Turn on, tune in: introducing ‘mindful play’  

Inspired by Mirabai Bush’s writing on Mindfulness in 

Higher Education (2011), I contend that I haven’t 

developed playful and mindfulness activities; rather, I 

have designed interventions that harness play with a 

contemplative component. In other words, mindful 

play.   

As I read Bush’s discussion of ‘first person’ 

approaches, with students engaging in contemplative 

practice as a complement to their regular course 

programmes, the benefits struck me as the same as the 

outcomes when using play. Within higher education, 

Bush talks about mindfulness having a calming and 

focusing effect, reducing stress and enhancing 

patience; it can improve attention and working 

memory, deepening understanding, cooperation and 

insight, and facilitate conceptual flexibility. Mindfulness 

has the potential to help students become ‘free’, 

become aware of different perspectives and to tune 

into the intuitive functions of the brain. Ultimately, 

mindfulness has the potential for ‘cognitive 

transformation’.  

The benefits of play have striking similarities. Stuart 

Brown (2010) describes play activity as ‘helping to 

sculpt the brain’ (p.34), safely facilitating 

experimentation and imagining situations we have not 

yet encountered. New perspectives, and ‘cognitive 

connections’, are forged. Brown claims that adult 

streams of consciousness are enriched by imaginative 

play, just as they are by mindful awareness: Brown also 

draws parallels between REM sleep and play, 

considering them as ‘essential long-term organisers of 

brain development and adaptability’ (p. 42). Zohar and 

Marshall (2000) look in detail at brain function during 

REM sleep and how the brain is ‘attending to its own 

interior processes rather than to the outside world’ (p. 

75). This is perhaps the most striking similarity between 

the benefits of play and mindfulness: both activities 

may stimulate a similar neural process to dreaming 

sleep, where our brains have time and space to place 

our lives and actions in a context with meaning; to 

problem-solve the problems worth solving; to 

experience optimism, happiness and creativity. 

And in terms of unitive thinking, the biological 

importance of play, and the traditions of playful activity 

passed down over centuries, echo the ancient history of 

mindful awareness, described by Daniel Siegel (2007) as 

‘a universal goal across human cultures’ (p. xiii). 

Perhaps the natural ‘fit’ of these two fundamental 

human activities lies in their primordiality, the familiar 

and timeless patterns of thinking they encourage and 

their dramatically positive effect on human creativity. 

Playful activities with a mindful component can help 

students get the biggest benefits; they can be fully 

present when playing, wide open to the infinite 

possibilities that the playful activities present. They can 

be ‘chilled’ and more relaxed, more mindfully aware of 

what they are doing without the need for a tutor to be 

prescriptive, or to guide the play itself. They can be in a 

state of mind that is more amenable to the letting go of 

inhibitions. The mindful element of the activity is also 

an effective way of fusing a tangible sense of learning 

into the fun. Mindful play feels considered, calm and 

grown-up; it is also well suited to the higher education 

classroom. 

8. Facing the fear: navigating controversy 

In The Power of Play in Higher Education, Alison 

James (2019) discusses the tendency of academics to 

reject play unless it has a specific outcome. Colleagues 

or managers may fear ‘free play’, with its limitless 

outcomes and possibilities: this feeds into the 

neoliberal ethos that metrics, assessment and 

educational content must link directly to commerce. 

James pegs the tension perfectly as ‘purpose versus 

freedom’ (p. 11).   

Mindfulness gets a similarly raw deal. Professors who 

‘succumb to a pride of expertise’ and an ‘analytical 

habit of mind’ (Brendel & Cornett-Murtada, 2019, p.5) 

can struggle with a concept as abstract as mindfulness, 

where students benefit from a mindful awareness of 
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their own learning, experiences and potential, and not 

only the knowledge and experience of the teacher.  

 

⑨ Taking the plunge: creative teaching & learning 
requires a leap of faith 

The mindful play interventions (set out below) 

navigate controversial waters. In fusing play and 

mindfulness, students are presented with an obvious 

context for mindful practice: a contemplative stage of 

‘the game’ or activity, in which they come into the 

moment and approach the play with a calm, considered 

and open spirit.  

In my own professional context, journalists have a 

tendency to jump straight from initial idea to execution 

- a habit that stems from fast-paced news 

environments, but can also lead to missing the bigger 

picture, or neglecting alternative story angles. Mindful 

play is a fantastic tool for encouraging journalists to 

slow down, to really explore an idea and its possibilities 

before taking action. 

Although the outcomes of mindful play are never set 

or stringent, they are designed within the context of 

module content: they should spark dialogic learning 

around the subject matter; however, students have the 

freedom to take the play in any direction.  

To really get the best out of these interventions, the 

practitioner must be prepared to go along for the ride. 

And with a little energy and enthusiasm, join in the fun 

of the learning journey with the students, playing 

alongside them and investing in the discussion. An 

effective mindful play practitioner can guide the 

students without compromising the principle of free 

play, and can (and should adapt) any course content 

that has been planned and delivered in the same way 

over many academic cycles. The interventions (below) 

are designed to be flexible, adaptable and practical in 

terms of delivery. They can be easily linked to course 

content, which again can help students peronally 

engage – and in the process, win over more sceptical 

colleagues, too. 

 

 ⑩ Creating, learning, changing together 

9. A short note on context 

I trialed the intervention activities with two groups of 

students at two London universities between January 

and April 2019. 

The first was a group of 18 third year students on a 

Fashion Journalism module. The majority were in their 

early-20s, with no mature students in the cohort and 

registered on the main Journalism programme. Many 

had been educated at private schools and started 

university at the age of 18. They were used to common 

academic practices, such as essay writing and reading 

academic texts, and included a mix of UK and overseas 

students. 

The second was a group of first year students on a 

Fashion History module. 17 students were on the 

register and the group included Marketing & Journalism 

students from the UK and overseas. This group was 

diverse in terms of age, background and academic 

experience, including students who had been out of full 

time education for extended periods, along with 

students with young families.   



PRISM                                                           Payton (2020)  

 

  PRISM 18 3(1) 

 

10. Time to act: design & execution 

For any readers interested in trying out the mindful 

play interventions, there are illustrated, step-by-step 

instructions (below) to provide a snapshot of how to 

approach this.  

The four intervention activities are flexible; I applied 

them in slightly different ways to the two groups of 

students. For example, the first task, “colouring in”, was 

a 60s fashion-themed task for students on the Fashion 

History course; this was adapted to a food and travel 

theme for the Fashion Journalism students. Both 

variations corresponded with module topics. The shape 

and structure of the two activities were the same, 

however, the detail was/is customisable. 

 

⑪ Mould and shape activities to suit your students 

11. The interventions: structure & timing 

The interventions with the two groups generally took 

place towards the end of each session, and about 30 

minutes was allocated for the mindful play to take 

place. 

 

⑫ Allow at least 30 minutes to explore and enjoy 
the activities 

The structure of each session started with a 

‘traditional’ lecture, or watching a relevant film / 

documentary on a current topic; this was followed by a 

class discussion. After a short break, we began the 

intervention.  

 

⑬ There is still a role for the traditional lecture 

I chose this type of delivery model so that the mindful 

play could operate in conjunction (and be embedded) 

with established learning materials, and to also 

stimulate dialogic learning after the delivery of the core 

module information. The model also afforded students 

time at the end of the class to wind down, and process 

what they had learned. 

 

⑭ Dialogic learning is key 

During each intervention, I would work the room, 

chat to students and answer any emerging questions. I 

was always careful not to ‘lead’ or control the mindful 

play: as this was their time and their creativity. 
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Figure 2: The benefits of mindful play 
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12. Intervention No.1 
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a. Inspiration (intervention No.1) 

Adult colouring-in is a popular pastime, there is 

evidence that it reduces depressive symptoms and 

anxiety (Flett et al., 2017), and increases the capacity 

for concentration and awareness (Dresler & Perera, 

2019). A study assessing colouring-in events in a 

university library reports that students left the sessions 

‘a little bit happier’ (Blackburn & Chamley, 2016). 

b. Personalisation  

The Fashion Journalism workshop was on fashion, 

food and travel, so the colouring pages reflected this. 

The week’s topic for the Fashion History students was 

1960s fashion, so I sourced colouring pages with 60s-

style dresses and outfits.   

c. Instructions  

Students were instructed to put phones and other 

electronic devices away.  

d. Observations  

Anyone can colour. Students of any ability – and any 

level of creative confidence – can join in. The most 

creatively confident students can approach the task in 

innovative ways: some students created tattoo designs 

on the arms of the 60s characters. At the end of the 

task, the students are left with an original design. They 

see how different their page is to their peers, helping 

them to recognise that they have creative skills, even if 

they don’t see themselves as creative. At the end of the 

task, students are invited to keep their colouring-in 

examples, and to take spare sheets away to colour-in at 

home.  

Some students may struggle at first with the guided 

mindfulness – in the sessions that I delivered I could 

sense the discomfort of some, with one student 

refusing to close her eyes. In the next three 

interventions, I ensured that the mindfulness element 

was an intrinsic part of the activity. 
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a. Inspiration (intervention No.2) 

This task was largely inspired by studies on Lego as a 

learning tool. Research has shown that Lego is a 

powerful tool for ideas and concept development, 

developing creativity and imagination and team 

building (Manchester Metropolitan University, 2019; 

Havergal, 2015). I brought in children’s jewellery 

making sets to the class as this provides a similarly 

informal ‘building’ experience to Lego; I felt that the 

alternative materials would be more relevant to fashion 

journalism modules.  

b. Personalisation  

The Fashion Journalism session was on blogging and 

social media influencers, so students used the 

jewellery-making task to create content for an 

Instagram post. The Fashion History topic was 1970s 

fashion, so they created jewellery inspired by that 

decade.   

c. Instructions  

Before playing, students were asked to study the 

beads on the table, feeling them between their fingers 

and closing their eyes so they could appreciate the 

curves, facets and shapes. They were invited to create 

jewellery inspired by the session theme. The students 

made rings, bracelets, necklaces, headbands and some 

used the beads in their hair.   

d. Observations  

This activity encouraged teamwork and stimulated 

dialogic learning. The students were completely 

immersed in the task and conversation. The task 

brought the module content to life in an immediate and 

tangible way and students also had a keepsake to take 

away after the class (this may not be possible if you use 

Lego, but you could encourage students to photograph 

or sketch their creations). Again, making something 

from nothing reinforces the point that all students 

possess creative skills and potential. Some students 

found the bead size ‘fiddly’, but enjoyed the results of 

the task. They shared photos and video footage of their 

creations on social media and took jewellery away for 

themselves, or as gifts for others.  
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a. Inspiration (intervention No.3) 

This task was directly inspired by the popular reality 

TV show, RuPaul’s Drag Race (Netflix, 2019). Each year, 

the first show of the season includes a styling challenge, 

Drag on a Dime, where contestants make outfits using 

trash, household objects or thrift store finds. Most of 

my students are familiar with Drag Race, so they love 

this task (and I can never resist using references that 

remind students we have shared cultural touch-points). 

This intervention also reinforces the idea of fashion as 

communication (Barnard, 2002).  

b. Personalisation  

It was 90s week for the Fashion History students, and 

they created 90s-inspired outfits with the clothes 

available. The Fashion Journalism group was asked to 

imagine a character that would wear the outfits they 

created and to tell us their story.  

c. Instructions  

As this was a team task, the students first took part 

in a Kahoot quiz (based on module content so far) to 

determine team captains. Before clothes were chosen, 

students quietly examined them, feeling the fabrics, 

and quietly discussing with teammates which items 

they’d like to use. Team captains then approached the 

desk, one at a time (winning team first), taking one item 

of clothing on each table visit, until all the clothes and 

accessories were gone. The students worked in 

separate spaces in the room to build their outfits (the 

students chose to construct the outfits on the floor or 

tables).  

d. Observations  

Dressing-up fits into the realm of imaginative play, 

and this activity has real-world resonance for fashion 

journalists, who may be styling magazine fashion 

shoots: it reminds students that ‘work’ can also be 

‘play’. We all wear clothes, and a task like this brings 

sustainability and recycling to life. It’s also an excellent 

storytelling vehicle; just like Lego, clothes can be used 

to build ideas and communicate concepts. The Fashion 

History students took photos of their outfits and the 

task sparked a debate about recycling trends and 

sustainability. We had a guest speaker attending the 

Fashion Journalism class, to talk about vegan fashion 

and sustainability, so the students presented their 

outfits when she arrived. This was a lovely segue into 

her presentation and reinforced the idea of recycling or 

reusing clothes as an act of sustainable living.  
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a. Inspiration (intervention No.4) 

Role-play can be used across disciplines, from 

therapy (Broggi, et al., 2016) to computing (Rao & 

Stupans, 2012); it can challenge existing views and help 

students to identify new perspectives and its use is 

increasing in the context of higher education. Using Rao 

and Stupans’ (2012) proposed role-play typology, the 

intervention I designed fits with the ‘acting’ category as 

the students were practising their skills as interviewers, 

as well as letting their creativity flow when they were in 

the role of celebrity, rather than journalist.  

b. Personalisation  

For this final intervention, I took the students out of 

the classroom. My Fashion Journalism students 

travelled to a studio overlooking Tooting Bec Lido in 

south London for their workshop; my Fashion History 

students attended the V&A museum in Kensington. 

Before the activity, we played two classic drama games 

– acting out adverbs and ‘there’s only one liar’. This 

relaxed everybody, and added some mindfulness to the 

session, particularly as the second game takes place in 

silence. Then the students took it in turns playing the 

part of a journalist and a fashion-related fictional 

celebrity.  

c. Instructions  

A week before the role-play exercise, students were 

asked to prepare a 200-word biography of a fictional 

fashion personality (designers, bloggers, stylists or 

models). They knew they would be playing this person 

during the exercise, so they could prepare creatively, 

and ‘get into character’. I led the drama games at the 

start of the session and then gave the students tasks to 

fulfil during the interviews (for example, to find out if 

rumours about the celebrities love lives were true). I 

then played the role of a PR, listening in to the 

interviews and trying to feed my ‘clients’ information, 

or to steer the conversation (this can happen to 

journalists in practice).  

d. Observations  

By role-playing alongside the students, I was able to 

learn and have fun alongside them. At the end of the 

session, the students sat quietly and brainstormed 

feature ideas inspired by the location. They shared 

these ideas openly, happily and collaboratively; they 

appeared to have reached a new level of trust and 

teamwork, as well as coming up with original and 

compelling feature ideas that were exercising their 

creative muscle. 
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16. Impact on student learning: sharing 
evaluations 

In order to evaluate the interventions I used 

anonymous questionnaires and feedback sheets; 

interviews; reflective journals (my own and student 

journals); observations and ongoing dialogue with 

students; and anonymous module evaluations. 

 

⑮ A range of qualitative evaluation methodologies 
can be used for these interventions 

The feedback was strikingly similar for the two 
student groups with the same themes and patterns 
emerging.  

Most students felt curious, intrigued and eager to 

learn before interventions, but some shared feelings of 

stress, worry and anxiety; these students said they felt 

less able to take risks or be creative when they arrived 

in workshops. After the interventions had taken place, 

all the students reported feeling more relaxed, positive 

and creative, and this trend continued across all 

sessions. 

In fact, the greatest impact seemed to be on students 
who were feeling stressed and anxious when they 
arrived for the classes. These students recorded the 
most dramatic results in terms of feeling more relaxed, 
happy and confident after participating in 
interventions. Energy levels also increased at the end of 
sessions, particularly for students who were feeling 
tired, low or stressed at the start. As well as talking 

about feeling relaxed and more confident, students said 
the interventions ‘took them back to their childhood’ 
and helped them remember neglected skills, or 
activities they once enjoyed.   

Feedback from students was overwhelmingly 
positive. Many admitted they’d had doubts at first but 
that the interventions had encouraged ‘collaborative 
teamwork’. One student reported that: ‘It was a really 
cool way to work as a team, working towards a fun, 
common goal that isn’t a competition’.  

They spoke about the sense of freedom that they felt 
in the classes, by being allowed to do things their own 
way, without judgment. Another student reflected: 
‘You’re immediately more confident around everyone 
else and you can relax’. Much of the student positivity, 
when reflecting on the interventions, focused on the 
fact that they could feel ‘detached from everything else 
going on at that time’; ‘I love having time to think and 
breathe’. One student said: ‘It made me feel connected 
to the work we were doing, rather than just doing it 
with half a head.’ Another said: ‘It was nice to have time 
for conversation and distance yourself from the outside 
world’.  

Describing the interventions as ‘a new way of 
learning’, the students at both universities agreed they 
would have liked to participate in creative activities 
from the beginning of their degree programmes. They 
expressed an interest in having more mindful play 
around the time of exams and assessment to help them 
cope. 

The students recognised some of the stereotypes 

and stigma associated with mindfulness, one said she 

would have ‘rolled her eyes’ if I’d actually suggested we 

practice mindfulness in the classroom; another 

admitted that the guided mindfulness before the 

colouring-in session was ‘too much’ for her, and that 

she felt much more comfortable in the later sessions; 

(this was after I had integrated the mindfulness 

activities as part of the interventions). 

In terms of trust and risk-taking, the students said 
that by the final intervention they felt much more 
comfortable around each other and could ‘just trust 
each other more’. This developing sense of trust also 
helped them see new perspectives as they shared their 
ideas. Crucially, it gave them the confidence to take 
risks in their assessed presentations.  
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When speaking about assessed presentations, which 
took place during the period in which I was running the 
interventions, students said: ‘It didn’t feel daunting, 
where every other presentation I’ve been in did’; ‘We 
felt like we were giving a presentation to a group of 
friends that are all in the same boat’; ‘There had been 
such a drive for creativity, there was no embarrassment 
about being creative’; ‘If I get in the real world now and 
need a presentation [I know how I] could make that 
more engaging with ways I’d never thought of before’; 
‘Everyone was just creative in their own way and we felt 
comfortable enough around each other to do 
something different, something a bit out of the 
ordinary’.  

In terms of their constructive feedback, the students 
suggested that role-play sessions could take place 
earlier in a module (‘at the beginning and the end to see 
how everyone changes’; ‘I wish we did the role-playing 
exercise earlier...after that everyone is laughing and 
joking and comfortable’) and they asked if Lego could 
be used rather than jewellery – or ‘bigger beads’ – as 
they found the small beads irritating. This is a great 
piece of feedback: if the purpose is to relax, play and 
inspire trust, the object-based play must facilitate – not 
frustrate – this process.  

Students also stressed the value of relevance: they 
liked having a link with module content, using skills they 
could call upon in assessments and the workplace – one 
student said the activities provided ‘scope to realise 
what you actually want to do’. Highlighting the 
relevance of employability is advisable. However, 
another student did suggest that ‘learning for the sake 
of it’ is what universities are ‘supposed to be’.  

During the research period, I reflected on the depth 
and authenticity of the conversations the students were 
having: the dialogic learning was one of the biggest 
benefits; the activities would tend to ignite positive, 
genuine and creative discussion.  

I observed the energy in the classroom soar during 
activities and students displayed pride, excitement and 
optimism when they shared their work. Relationships 
seemed to strengthen, and the evaluations support 
this; a sense of trust, mutual support and understanding 
was established between peers.   

Compared to Fashion Journalism and Fashion History 
classes I had taught in previous years, which had 
included sporadic creative exercises, but nothing as 

carefully designed or theorised as the mindful play, my 
bond with the students, and their bonds as a group, 
were much stronger. I saw significant leaps in terms of 
innovation in their assessed work, with more originality, 
risk taking and confidence evident in their writing and 
use of visual media. Marks were higher compared to 
previous cohorts in the same modules and, while these 
sessions may be playful and creative, the students’ 
regard for the structure of my classes was actually 
strengthened: in module evaluations, the students 
scored highly against questions such as, ‘is the module 
well organised and running smoothly?’  

My own confidence in using these interventions has 
soared as a result. I am currently running the Fashion 
Journalism module again; I started the creative 
interventions in week one, with an activity planned for 
every session. In the first week, when I told the students 
(who were busy colouring in fashion pages), that we 
were out of time, they groaned. What better reaction?  

I keep in touch with many of the (now graduated) 
Fashion Journalism students on Instagram. They often 
say they miss the module, and offer examples of where 
the creativity they developed in the module has been 
helpful. One graduate asked for my feedback on a 
presentation she was developing for a job interview 
with a major fashion brand. She related her ideas to the 
work she had done on the module and her presentation 
was interactive, original and bold as a result. She got the 
job.  

Anecdotal evidence from this research has been 
useful and inspiring, but there are limitations to 
facilitating learning in this way. It requires a teacher’s 
own creativity, energy and enthusiasm, and although 
the equipment needed is minimal and low cost, it may 
still pose a budgetary issue. Some teachers may see the 
extra effort of organising mindful play within their 
sessions as prohibitive, particularly as it may be difficult 
to measure the impact of the interventions empirically, 
and many higher educators may therefore greet such 
creative teaching methods with scepticism. Although 
the majority of students in this study approached the 
concept of mindful play with open minds, some will 
have negative preconceptions that prove to be 
insurmountable: you cannot force a student to get on 
board.  

In spite of the challenges, there is enough qualitative 

evidence to suggest that these fun and flexible learning 



PRISM                                                           Payton (2020)  

 

  PRISM 30 3(1) 

 

interventions merit a try. Further studies could 

investigate the longer-term benefits of mindful play and 

the enduring role it could have within the higher 

education curriculum. 

17. In conclusion: wishing you luck 

Mindful play is adaptable in any context, and 

activities that fuse the joy and discovery of play with a 

contemplative component could make a difference to 

any module. The most important thing is to own these 

activities: sculpt them so they suit the students, your 

teaching style and your course content.  

 

When I shared these interventions with colleagues at 

an academic conference in June 2019, I invited the 

delegates to colour in during my presentation. Some 

gave me their finished colouring pages as a gift; others 

asked if they could keep on colouring during the next 

presentation. Mindful play in educational and 

professional settings really does cut through. 

** 

I intend to keep working on more interventions, 

weaving mindful play into my module planning and 

throwing myself into learning with my students. In 

January 2020, I introduced a ‘mindful collage-making’ 

session to the Fashion Journalism class using old fashion 

magazines; the results, covering everything from 

‘ombre’ colour schemes to feminism in fashion, were 

proudly (and spontaneously) shared by the students 

across their Instagram stories.  

Creativity is high on our students’ list of priorities. As 

one of my students said at the start of the current 

Fashion Journalism course: “The first thing I would like 

to get out of this module is getting my creativity back.” 

This is a request we need to heed now, more than ever. 

And I wish you lots of luck in trying mindful play in your 

classes. 
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