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The Technician and The Tinkerer

Long before | became a maths and
numeracy lecturer, when | was a student
studying electronics engineering, one of
my lecturers said something that has
stayed with me for over fifteen years:

“In engineering, there are technicians and
there are tinkerers. Technicians adhere to
the rules, tick the right boxes, and follow
the correct procedures. Tinkerers, on the
other hand, push at the edges, play with
theories, and aren’t afraid to ask ‘what if?’
To be a good engineer, you need to be
both a technician and a tinkerer.”

At the time, | took it as good career
advice. | didn’t realise it would later come
to define my philosophy as a maths and
numeracy lecturer in further education
(FE). The longer | teach, the more |
recognise that the art of good teaching -
like good engineering - lies in striking that
same balance: knowing when to follow the
blueprint, and when to play with the
design. The role of the lecturer requires a
similar dual identity of technician and
tinkerer. The Professional Standards for
Lecturers in Scotland’s Colleges (GTC
Scotland and College Development
Network, 2021), while aiming to support
professional learning and accountability,
highlights for me a tension between the
managerial language of bureaucracy,
marketization, outcomes, metrics, and
performance, and the more humanistic
aspirations of transformative, relational,

innovative, and student-centred education.

In my early years of teaching, | placed my
trust in the system’s metrics: pass rates,
assessment scores, tidy folders of
evidence. These were tangible.
Measurable. Real. At the time, | believed
this was professionalism: rigour defined by
compliance towards national standards.
Another group passed. Another twenty
students “showed their working.” Through
occupational socialisation | was, as Biesta
(2010) states, valuing what can be
measured more so than measuring what |
value. It took more than a few nudges
from students, colleagues, and those rare,
electric moments of classroom joy for me
to realise what Einstein and Feynman had
known all along: that curiosity, wonder,
and play are not optional extras, but the
beating heart of learning. “Play,” Einstein
said, “is the highest form of research.”
Feynman called it “the pleasure of finding
things out.” These were not the words of
slackers, but Nobel laureates. They made
me question: was | aligning myself more
with a vision of professionalism defined by
bureaucratic accountability and market-
driven outcomes, or with one animated by
curiosity, creativity, and human
flourishing?
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More Than Mucking About:
Reclaiming Play in Further
Education

Playfulness is not just an activity but a
mindset - an enduring attitude
characterised by openness, light-
heartedness, curiosity, and a willingness
to take risks and embrace failure (Whitton,
2022). As Barnett (2012) notes, playful
individuals have a gift for reimagining
ordinary situations, making them more
engaging, thought-provoking, or even
amusing. I'm sure you’ve met people like
this: the ones who can transform even
routine moments into something lively and
surprising. While play is an action
(something we do) playfulness is a way of
being. Dewey (1910, in Reeve, 2021)
usefully distinguishes play as a fleeting,
situational behaviour, whereas playfulness
is a more stable, enduring orientation to
the world. Grounded in creativity and
curiosity, play is a deeply human impulse,
best recognised not by what activity we
are doing, but by how we feel while doing
it (Johnston et al., 2023). Eating a pizza
isn’t play, but it can be done playfully. The
same, of course, goes for teaching.
Teaching isn’t inherently playful, but it can
be approached with playfulness.

This raises the deeper question: what do
we really mean when we talk about play?
Play is innate, instinctive, and
developmental. It emerges naturally in
childhood and is observed across species,
shaping identity and social understanding
(Brown, 2010). Play, at its core, is
something we choose to do freely, not
because we must, but because we are
drawn to it. It doesn’t need a purpose to
justify itself. It feels good. It lifts us out of
time and self-consciousness, invites
improvisation, and has a kind of pull to it: a
gentle momentum that makes us want to
keep going, just for the joy of it. True play
is voluntary, intrinsically motivated, and
driven by joy rather than obligation. The
maxim “Whoever must play, cannot play”
is the fundamental philosophy of play.
Although it may seem purposeless, play
offers a powerful counterpoint to
performance-driven culture, inviting

curiosity, freedom, and flow (Whitton,
2022). It sits at the crossroads of serious
games and playful activities; the
intersection of games and playfulness.
Play as a concept resists easy definition,
but perhaps that’'s what makes it so vital.

Play in adulthood often becomes a
privilege, accessible only to those with the
time, energy, and social freedom to
engage (Whitton & Mosley, 2019). In adult
education, play is often underexplored and
undervalued. It is marginalised as
“mucking about’ or “clowning around”, a
waste of time for more “serious activities”.
While playful learning in childhood has
long been celebrated, its relevance to
teenage and adult learners has received
comparatively little attention (Ngrgard et
al., 2017). Yet the same principles hold:
play can foster emotional wellbeing,
creativity, and a sense of belonging
(Jensen et al., 2022; Reeve, 2021). In
essence, a playful attitude taps into
intrinsic motivation, making learning feel
enjoyable and emotionally rewarding -
where fun, creativity, and curiosity drive
the desire to explore new ideas (Ong,
2020).

It is important to recognise that play is not
equally accessible to everyone. As
Whitton (2022) and Ngrgard et al. (2017)
caution, play can sometimes be exclusive,
favouring those with the time, confidence,
and cultural capital to engage. Playful
pedagogy, therefore, is not simply about
having fun. It is about creating inclusive
and meaningful spaces that encourage
risk-taking, expression, and
transformation. Like any activity, if used
uncritically, play can unintentionally create
additional barriers for students. Cultural
background, neurodiversity, disability, and
social anxiety all shape how learners
experience and engage with play.
Learners also possess multiple
intelligences and learn in different ways
(Sadiku, 2021), meaning a one-size-fits-all
approach is rarely effective. Being mindful
of these differences is essential when
designing playful activities. Whitton (2022)
offers a helpful set of player profiles,
describing the various forms that
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playfulness can take across individuals,
shown in figure 1.

Type

Description

Abstainer

Rarely engages in play; sees it as
unnecessary unless tied to a direct goal
like passing an assessment.

Dynamo

Driven and energetic, enjoys active or
physical tasks but may see playful
activities as distractions.

Reflector

Calm and easy-going; may engage in
low-pressure play but prefers laid-back,
reflective activities.

Humourist

Has a dry wit; enjoys making clever
jokes but may prefer subtle humour
over full group activities.

Socialiser

Thrives in social settings; uses playful
moments mainly as a way to connect
with classmates

Player

Naturally playful, relaxed, and energetic;
enjoys all forms of play for their own
sake and brings lude to group activities.

Competitor

Enjoys playful activities but is focused
on winning; highlight motivated by
challenges and leaderboards.

Strategist

Likes structured, non-performative play
like problem-solving tasks and puzzles;
quietly competitive.

Entertainer

Loves the spotlight; used playful
performance (e.g. Jokes, karaoke,
dramatics) to energise the group.

Collaborator

Values teamwork; enjoys playful
activities that build group cohesion and
create a sense of belonging.

I have found it helpful to recognise that
playful activities can unintentionally
privilege certain types of players over
others. Being conscious of the different
forms my students can adopt allows me to
facilitate broader participation. Over a
semester, | try to include activities that
cater to each type at least once. One of
the trickiest challenges is including the
abstainers; the students who refuse to
participate. A strategy | have found works
reasonably well is to reposition them, with

Figure 1: Playful Profiles
(Adapted from Whitton, 2022).
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once the atmosphere feels safe and the
stakes are low, some abstainers
eventually choose to join in - but only if
the rules are clear, the space is open, and
the group is welcoming. This places real
responsibility on the lecturer to cultivate an
inclusive, invitational environment. Social
dynamics can complicate matters too.
Cliques sometimes form, building invisible
walls that exclude others. In those
moments, | often find myself asking: how
do we protect the democratic, egalitarian
spirit that playful pedagogy aspires to?

This is where Schon’s (1983) idea of
‘reflection-in-action’ comes alive for me.
It's the difference between being a
technician and being a fully integrated
professional - the willingness to adapt, to
notice what is happening in the room, and
to adjust with sensitivity. There is no
universal formula. Whitton (2018) provides
a useful framework for the tools and
techniques for playful learning activities
which you can use as a starting point for
developing activities (shown in figure 2).
What works in one class can fall flat in
another. And that’s okay. Play, after all, is
not about perfection. It is not meant to be
serious, measured, or flawless. It is meant
to be light, human, and liberating. A gentle
invitation to connect, explore, and laugh,
even if sometimes the best-laid plans go a
little sideways. No need to be so serious!

Playful learning

Description Examples

Physical or digital
items, objects, or
technologies that
create or signal a
playful atmosphere.

Techniques

Teaching methods and
learning strategies
that promote and
encourage playful
engagement.

Tactics

Elements or
mechanics that spark
and sustain a playful
mindset.

their consent, as ‘score-keepers’ or
‘referees,’ keeping them involved without
forcing them into the spotlight. For those
who still resist, | remind myself: if play isn’t
voluntary, it isn’t play. It must be entered
into freely, or its spirit is lost. Interestingly,

Figure 2: The tools, techniques, and tactics of playful
learning. Adapted from Whitton (2018)

Board games, toys, simulation activities, logic
puzzles, digital or virtual worlds.

Acting out scenarios (role play), crafting and
building (making), performing, solving
challenges, adventure-based tasks (quests).

Introducing surprises, using humour,
incorporating chance, fostering friendly
competition, weaving in storytelling, adding
mystery, or offering rewards like badges.
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There is, funnily enough, a category of
play called ‘serious play’, as in the
LEGO® SERIOUS PLAY® movement in
which play has a clear educational goal
(Peabody & Noyes, 2017). Whitton (2022)
critiques the idea of serious play as being
a paradox: play cannot be serious by its
very nature, and the very concept of
serious play is probably an attempt to
legitimise the idea of play in adult
education contexts due to the
stigmatisation of non-serious play. Play is
for kids — serious play is acceptable for
adult learners. Whilst | understand the
critique, | also admit that | lean towards
serious play in my classrooms — playful
activities with a purpose. Usually this
involves some form of game with a
desired outcome. And, in case you'’re
wondering, play and games are not the
same; they are distinct. Play is
spontaneous and goal-free, whereas
games have a goal in mind and are not
necessarily spontaneous. Usually, games
in FE are utilised as a technique to
enhance cognition of a learning outcome,
or to build intrinsic motivation for learning
a concept.

Beyond the Leaderboard: Games,
Learning, and Motivation.

Games are fun. We are said to ‘play’
games. Games can spontaneously
emerge out of nothing, or they can be
carefully designed and facilitated. Games
are complete, self-contained systems
designed for playing: they have rules,
goals, feedback loops, and often a
narrative structure, and they invite players
to engage voluntarily in problem-solving,
competition, or exploration within a
defined space (Whitton, 2022). Games
have become increasingly popular in
educational contexts, often praised for
their ability to boost motivation,
engagement, and learning performance
(Ortiz-Rojas et al., 2019; Landers &
Landers, 2015). By now, just about every
FE lecturer has heard the familiar request:
“Can we play Kahoot?” - a small but telling
reminder of the enduring power of games
to capture attention and engagement.

My colleague, Amy, is a creative
numeracy game-embedder who has
integrated numeracy concepts into board
games, card games, and puzzles. She has
even trialled break-out rooms with a rich
narrative and problem solving tasks
involving calculations. These kinds of
games are intrinsically motivating and
highly engaging to students (Taraldsen,
2020). When thoughtfully designed,
games can mirror constructivist
pedagogies, fostering collaboration,
problem-solving, and emotional
engagement (Whitton, 2022; Zeng et al.,
2020). They can also help learners
develop higher-order thinking skills and
meta-skills, operating within the “zone of
proximal development’ by offering
appropriately challenging tasks (Zeng et
al., 2020). Games can offer a supportive
structure in which learners can safely
experience ‘micro-failures’, helping them
build resilience and reframe setbacks as
valuable opportunities for learning
(Whitton, 2022). For students with maths
anxiety, for example, games can reduce
stress and provide opportunities to
experience mistakes and failures as part
of the process without responding with
threat, despair, and withdrawal (Johnston-
Wilder, S., et al., 2016).

Gamification, on the other hand, refers to
the application of game-like elements such
as points, badges, and leaderboards into
non-game contexts. Its aim is often to
boost motivation and engagement, but
without the full narrative structure or
meaningful immersion of a complete game
(Deterding, 2012). Research into this field
suggests gamification to be an effective
strategy in education (Sailer et al, 2017). |
once experimented with a points-based
system in one of my classes: students
earned 100 points for task completion, 50
for positive behaviour, and faced
deductions for disruptions. Initially, it
worked. Motivation was high, students
were animated, and the competitive
energy gave the room a certain spark.
Over time, however, that spark became a
distraction. The focus shifted from learning
to leaderboard-climbing. Students fixated
on rewards rather than the lesson itself.
Some, disheartened by their low scores,
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began to disengage either acting out or
sabotaging others ('spoil-sporting') or by
slowing down in quiet resistance ('trifling’).
What began as a playful strategy to
encourage participation started to replicate
the very extrinsic, performative pressures |
was trying to resist. By the end of the
semester, | abandoned it. The dopamine
hit of digital points wasn’t worth the cost to
my classroom atmosphere.

And I’'m not alone in this. Gamification,
especially when stripped down to surface-
level mechanics, has its critics. It's been
accused of reinforcing extrinsic motivation,
competition, and peer pressure, often at
the expense of deeper, intrinsic
engagement (Whitton, 2022; Ortiz-Rojas
et al., 2019). Research warns that an
over-reliance on rewards may actually
diminish the kind of motivation educators
hope to foster (Deci et al., 2001). Worse
still, many gameful approaches risk
echoing the performative culture of
modern education, one already obsessed
with measurable outcomes, rather than
challenging it (Ngrgard et al., 2017). In the
end, it’'s not the game-like tools that matter
most, but the pedagogical intentions
behind their use, and the approach taken
by the lecturer.

Are you playful? Ha! You might be
without realising it.

Playfulness, or what Ngrgard (2017) calls
a ‘lusory attitude,’ is the mindset we adopt
when we willingly step into a space where
the usual rules are suspended, and
experimentation, imagination, and even
failure are welcomed. It’s about saying,
“Let’s pretend,” and meaning it.
Encouraging students into this frame of
mind is no easy task - it takes sensitivity,
patience, and a classroom environment
where risk feels safe. Lecturers,
fortunately, seem to have an advantage
here. Playfulness tends to increase with
age after 40 (Whitton, 2022), and in my
experience, FE lecturers often carry a
natural streak of it - whether out of
necessity or design. Proyer’s (2017) OLIW

model offers a helpful way to think about
the different flavours of adult playfulness:
Other-directed (humour and social play),
Light-hearted (spontaneity and ease),
Intellectual (curiosity and problem-
solving), and Whimsical (delight in the odd
and imaginative). Rather than a fixed trait,
playfulness is a flexible attitude that invites
creativity, connection, and curiosity.
Personally, | see myself strongest in the
Other-directed and Intellectual forms,
though I'm still working on bringing a bit
more light-heartedness into the mix.

Humour, often sidelined in serious
discussions about pedagogy, can be one
of our most powerful tools in the
classroom. As Twain famously put it, “The
human race has only one really effective
weapon, and this is laughter” (Glaser,
2016). When used appropriately in
education, it's a strategy that disarms
rather than divides (Heidari-Shahreza,
2022). Humour has been shown to
enhance motivation, foster engagement,
and support learning and retention; the
“ha-ha,” as Garner (2006) quipped, can
often lead to the “aha’” - moments where
insight is sparked through laughter.

Beyond cognitive benefits, humour fosters
emotional safety. It helps students feel
more comfortable in unfamiliar or high-
pressure situations, softening the fear of
failure or judgement (Arias, 2022). I've
seen this firsthand. A colleague of mine,
Richard, is infamous for his steady stream
of whimsical ‘dad jokes’. Cheeky, groan-
inducing puns for nearly every occasion.
Need a calculator? He has a line for that.
Misplaced your pens? Expect a quip
before the rescue. During a particularly
tense assessment day with HNC students,
he introduced me - his co-lecturer for the
session - as “some guy | found off the
street’, his tongue firmly in his cheek. The
students laughed, | laughed, the mood
lifted, and suddenly the room felt lighter,
more human. It's a small thing, but it
matters. Humour, used well like this, can
shift classroom power dynamics, helping
reposition teachers and students as co-
learners in a shared, more compassionate
space (Qin & Beauchemin, 2022).
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The yin and yang of fun

Not everyone has Richard’s gift for
delivering the perfect quip at just the right
moment, but carrying a playful attitude -
even in serious spaces - can quietly
transform a learning environment. In a
sector where learners are often
disadvantaged, marginalised, or framed as
problems to be fixed (McPherson, 2020), a
sense of playfulness can shift energy and
perception in subtle but meaningful ways.
That said, | am under no illusions: there is
a time and place for play, and a time for
seriousness. There are moments when
playfulness is inappropriate, even
dangerous. Physical play, for instance,
has no place in a joinery or mechanics
workshop where health and safety must
take precedence. Even in my own subject
of teaching National 5 maths to evening
students, playful games are not always top
of their wish list — they just want to get the
curriculum done and out the door by 9pm.

Yet while play might sometimes seem
trivial, the broader context we work within
is anything but. Many lecturers, driven by
a deep sense of purpose, willingly devote
time, energy, and sometimes even their
sanity far beyond contracted hours. The
meaning we find in our work is real - and
powerful - but, as Oelberger (2019)
argues, high work devotion often comes at
a cost. Personal depletion, blurred
boundaries, and eventual burnout are all-
too-common outcomes in a system
increasingly shaped by metrics, targets,
and the relentless demand to do more with
less. Protecting wellbeing, then, is not an
optional extra. It is essential.

This is where playfulness offers more than
a brief distraction - it becomes a survival
strategy. Adopting a playful stance can
serve as both a pedagogical tool and a
coping mechanism, helping to
counterbalance the heavy weight of
performance pressures (Jensen et al.,
2022). Research shows that fostering play
at work boosts flow, enhances creativity,
increases job satisfaction, and reduces
burnout risk (Lee et al., 2022). Designing
environments that support playful
engagement - what Bakker and Van

Woerkom (2017) call "playful work design"
- is not simply about having fun. It creates
conditions where people can flourish. As
they remind us, humans are at their most
free, creative, and imaginative when they
are allowed to play, with the added
benefits of greater pride in work and lower
burnout.

Still, not everyone welcomes the idea of
playfulness at work. Understandings of
play are personal and culturally shaped,
and this influences how willing people are
to embrace it. For some, the notion of
workplace play feels frivolous or even
foolish - an unwelcome distraction from
the serious business of getting things
done (Lee et al., 2022). | have noticed
particular scepticism among some
colleagues, who, already overburdened,
may see playful initiatives as yet another
demand on their limited time and energy
(Baptiste, 2009). Worse still, when play is
expected or forced, it can backfire,
compounding stress rather than alleviating
it. Those uncomfortable with workplace
fun often end up feeling emotionally
disconnected from their work,
experiencing dissonance that may
ultimately lead to distraction,
disengagement, and withdrawal (Plester &
Hutchison, 2016).
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Wrapping Up the Game

Returning to the tension | opened with,
teaching in FE demands that we embody
both the technician and the tinkerer. The
technician delivers precisely what is
required, meeting specifications and
standards; the tinkerer, by contrast,
tweaks, experiments, and plays with ideas
to discover better ways forward. This dual
expectation is embedded within the
Professional Standards for Lecturers in
Scotland’s Colleges and college missions,
balancing humanistic, student-centred
values - like inclusion, creativity, and
transformation - against managerial
demands for measurable outcomes and
economic priorities.

Playfulness, | suggest, offers a way to
navigate these seemingly opposing logics.
It doesn’t dismantle structure; it softens it.
It invites curiosity where bureaucracy
might otherwise dominate and opens
space for both rigour and joy. Playfulness
need not be loud or theatrical: sometimes
it is a well-timed joke, a reflective task, or
a creative twist on familiar content. It can
also be quiet and independent, showing
up through puzzles, inquiry, or
imagination. Sometimes it is light-hearted,
sometimes intellectual, and at other times
other-directed or whimsical. However it
manifests, playfulness is just as vital to
professional practice as maintaining high
standards of quality and accountability.
Far from being an unnecessary
embellishment to an outcomes-driven
curriculum, playfulness is a legitimate
pedagogy. It embeds the joy of learning
through participation, creativity, and
collaboration. In balancing standardisation
with nationally set performance criteria,

playful teaching offers something different:

an approach rooted in democratic and
inclusive values, giving marginalised
learners access not just to knowledge, but
to meaningful, joyful learning. In a world
that often demands conformity, playful
education reminds us that learning, at its
best, is an act of liberation. In the end, it's
not about winning the game. It's about
making sure everyone wants to keep

playing.
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