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Introduction to Playful Teaching Practices

What It Is and What It Is Not— 
Why Playful Teaching Practices

Good morning. If I say Sonic you say Boom. Sonic…Boom. I 
can’t hear you. Sonic! BOOM! Much better. Now that we have 
gotten your attention let’s begin our journey into the realm of 
Playful Teaching Practices. Simply put, Playful Teaching Practices 
are positive and playful ways of doing group facilitation, wheth-
er it be in a classroom, on a playground, at a meeting or any 
other variety of group settings

Of course not every group facilitation opportunity can (or 
should be) playful. There are indeed times for serious focus. 
But we believe that the more you develop your playful teaching 
practices the more effective you will be with groups, wheth-
er it’s getting people to focus when you’re leading “subject 
matter” or doing all the things that it takes to build positive 
successful creative cooperative group dynamics.
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During this era of “drill and grill,” accelerated stressful learning, 
overdrive consumer lifestyles, excessive testing and a great de-
crease of play in the early childhood and elementary education 
curricula, playful teaching practices are sorely needed…and 
playful teaching practices are essential to relationship building 
and creating “connections” to the learning process, to joy, to 
success, to self esteem and to our group members at any age.

What this book is:

• This book is designed to create immediate access to 
a wide range of real world field tested playful teach-
ing practices through bullet pointed checklists and 
targeted stories from our own experiences. These will 
include ideas for ways to get started, warm-ups, focus, 
the fundamentals of facilitation, partnering techniques, 
grouping techniques, group building, resolving disputes, 
transitions, side coaching and shifting your style, un-
derstanding the activity and group development cycles, 
empowerment, creative invention and adaptation, and 
closure (and probably a few other things…) In this 
book we will use the terms playful teaching, playful 
leadership and playful facilitation interchangeably.

• Each section will be preceded by a brief statement of 
what we believe are the key principles related to that 
particular playful teaching practice. And each section will 
be followed by some blank bullet points for you to record 
your practices that worked best, or ones that you and 
your group invented or that you discovered somewhere 
else. In other words this is an ongoing evolving dynamic 
book (just like leadership development…and life)
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What this book isn’t:

• The purpose of this book is to not list all the definitions 
and/or values of play and benefits of play throughout 
the lifespan (of which there are many) See chapter 2 
for our focus…

• It is not the be all and end all of every playful teaching 
practice that exists for all groups and all circumstanc-
es. It contains some of our proven favorites. Add your 
own and modify all as needed.

• It is not an extensive elaboration of either the principles 
or practices of playful teaching and/or group dynamics. 
We are going to be short and sweet because we want 
busy caring people to actually read the book and use the 
ideas. There’s much more to be said about everything in 
the book. And if you are interested in more depth please 
see the references at the end of this book, particularly 
The Leader’s Handbook; Learning Leadership Skills by 
Facilitating Fun, Game, Play and Positive Interaction 
(Michaelis and O’Connell) and the DVDs and leadership 
supplements developed by Michaelis and Holland. And 
Johnson’s Joining Together is still one of the best books 
on group dynamics. Let’s get started.

Why Playful Teaching Practices (P.T.P.)?

• Modeling – What could be better than for a child or 
youth or group member to see a caring leader who is 
serious, flexible, joyous and balanced. They just might 
want to grow to be that leader.
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• Developmental Knowledge– We know that play is 
a powerful developmental and growth force in early 
childhood and throughout life. So why aren’t we using 
it more rather than less??

• Multiple Intelligences – And as children and youth 
(and adults) continue to grow we know from Gardner’s 
work that people learn in a variety of different ways 
(musically, kinesthetically, etc.) Why not take advan-
tage of this using experiential multi-sensory, interactive 
methodologies that help folks make healthy choices.

• Success - Is “success” looked at as student skill de-
velopment, improved performance, positive attitude, 
increased effort, student creativity, expressiveness, 
individuality, group cohesiveness, empathy, or group 
cooperation? Obviously, our definition of success 
shapes our teaching practices and our menu (cur-
riculum), and how it is structured and delivered.  Is it 
“spicy,” or “flexible?” Does it offer a variety of learn-
ing styles, emphasize small group collaboration, and 
meet the needs for late developers and the superstar 
student?

• Joy in Learning - Playful teachers develop positive at-
titudes in their students and help students understand 
that learning can be fun and joyful. In fact, the African 
American poet, Nikki Giovanni once said, “Don’t post-
pone joy” (a good principle of life)

• Meta Communication - Playful Teaching Practices 
emphasize that the “between the lines”, below the 
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surfaces messages are important…your tone, your 
smile, your learning environment, your methods, etc 
help create the invitation, permissions, and safety nec-
essary for learning.

• Genuine Authority vs. Authoritarian - P.T.P. em-
phasizes respect through relationship building and 
more genuine authority (even when you need to be 
serious) vs. fear and punishment based leadership.

• Control (Internal vs. External) - Also related to 
the above… one of the goals of P.T.P. is to increase self-
esteem, self-efficacy and self-direction through positive 
processes, the love of learning and group support (vs. 
isolation, hierarchy and test scores).

• Leader success Cycle – PTP not only has the po-
tential for increasing the student’s success cycle (I feel 
good about learning – therefore I want to continue to 
learn) …It also can help increase the confidence and 
self esteem of the leader (I’m perceived as a fun per-
son concerned about my group …group members are 
more likely to try more new activities…I’m more likely 
to experiment and try new things…and I grow in my 
repertoire and strength of leadership etc).

• Stress Reduction - It is in our experience that by 
incorporating PTP into one’s repertoire, increasing 
laughter and positive group dynamics – not only is 
stress reduced in the group but also there is also more 
healing stress reduction in the teacher/leader.
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• Development of Creativity and Cooperation - The 
literature is packed with the connection between the de-
velopment of creativity and playfulness. And cooperation 
depends on positive group dynamics. We believe more 
than ever that creativity and cooperation/teamwork are 
21st century skills.

• The Fun-Damentals – Last but not least we believe 
the two Fun-damentals of healthy activity and posi-
tive groups are safety (both physical and emotional) 
and enthusiasm. Playful Teaching Practices model and 
nurture both of these to help create a growth filled 
learning atmosphere. Which leads us to our next chap-
ter The Way We Lead.

What are some other reasons why playful teaching practices 
are important?

• 

• 

• 


