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Framework for Inclusive Playful
Learning

This framework offers a practical, evidence-informed guide for
developing Playful Learning experiences that are clearer, more
flexible, sensory-aware, socially connected and increasingly
inclusive. It recognises inclusion as an ongoing practice of
listening, adapting and learning together, rather than having a
fixed end point. It was developed collaboratively through
participant insight from the Playful Learning Conferences in 2025
and 2026, and co-authored by:

. Rosie Jones, Director of Student and Library Services,
Teesside University

« Dr Elliott Spaeth, Senior Consultant in Inclusive Education,
Advance HE

. Professor Jane Mooney, Chair in Educational Development
& Digital Capability, The University of Manchester

This is the first public iteration of the framework. Feedback from
the 2026 Playful Learning Conference will continue to shape its
development, but a clear signal from the community was that
sharing this version would be useful to colleagues. It is intended
as a starting point: something others can test, adapt and
contribute to, with future iterations developed annually through
the Playful Learning Conference and informed by practical
applications shared across the Playful Learning community.



Why is this important?

This framework asks us to move beyond inclusion as a checkilist,
intervention or compliance exercise, and to design it into Playful
Learning from the start. The evidence from the Playful Learning
Conferences shows that participation becomes more possible when
clarity, flexibility, sensory awareness, connection and expression are
treated as shared design responsibilities. Brilliant colleagues already do
thoughtful, creative and compassionate work every day; the purpose of
this framework is to make that care more visible, consistent and
collective, so inclusive Playful Learning does not depend on exceptional
individuals but becomes something everyone can expect. It invites us to
look more closely at the conditions we create the choices we make
available, and the everyday moments that shape whether people feel
able to belong and take part.

Inclusive Playful Learning asks us to design experiences where
participants can enter, contribute, pause, reconnect and communicate
learning in ways that work for them.

Context

This framework is grounded in participant insight gathered through a
crime-scene activity at the Playful Learning Conference 2025 and was
tested and refined with delegates at the 2026 conference. Together,
these activities helped identify the recurring conditions that make Playful
Learning more inclusive: clearer expectations, sensory-aware
environments, flexible participation, facilitated connection, and attention
to pacing, pressure and voice.

The following findings summarise what participants told us through the
2025 investigation and the inclusive practice they suggested to improve
these areas:

1. Clearer expectations

Participants described the need to know what to expect, how to engage,
why an activity was being used and what the rules were. Where
expectations were unclear or changed without explanation, this created
anxiety and reduced confidence.



Accessible communication was an important theme. Participants
particularly noted the need to support those who do not have English as
a first language.

Inclusive practice: Make the purpose, expectations, roles and flow
visible so participants understand what is being asked of them and how
they can take part. Include non-verbal activities, auto-subtitles, clearer
explanations, and opportunities to communicate thinking after playful
tasks.

2. Sensory-aware conditions

Participants described sensory overload as a significant barrier to
inclusion. Noise, crowded rooms, busy poster sessions, background
conversation, loud fans, and several people speaking at once made it
harder for some participants to process information, listen, contribute or
enjoy the experience.

They highlighted the importance of basic practical infrastructure which
affected whether people felt able to take part comfortably and
confidently.

Inclusive practice: Reduce noise, crowding and visual busyness, and
provide quiet space, seating, water, suitable food options, subtitles,
power, accessible lanyards, subtitles, and quiet or additional spaces.

3. Flexible participation

The investigation showed a strong need for flexible participation.
Participants noted not always being able to engage physically, socially,
linguistically or cognitively in the same way.

Inclusive practice: Offer multiple ways to join, with options that account
for different energy levels, confidence levels, processing speeds and
access needs and use language or non-verbal options.

4. Facilitated connection

Participants valued social connection, but that this needed to be
intentionally supported. Participants repeatedly referred to potential
isolation, not knowing anyone, difficulty entering conversations and
wanting more opportunities to chat.



Inclusive practice: Use prompts, rotation, friendship spaces and
benches to help people enter conversations safely.

5. Pacing, pressure and voice

Time and pacing emerged as recurring issues. Participants described
feeling rushed, fatigued or anxious about entering sessions late. They
suggested that playfulness can increase pressure as well as reduce it.
Some participants felt pressure to perform, win, understand the activity,
report back or demonstrate value from the conference.

Participants wanted more opportunities for voice and contribution. They
described the value of discussion, debate, idea-sharing and
spontaneous participation.

Inclusive practice: Build in transitions, clearer time signals, more
deliberate session pacing, low-stakes choice and democratic formats for
reporting back, diverging or contributing spontaneously.

Figure 1 shows the outcomes of the 2025 Playful Learning Conference investigation.
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Emerging design principles

The initial conclusion from the 2025 evidence is that inclusive Playful
Learning design should be built around choice, clarity, sensory
awareness, flexible participation and meaningful social connection.
Together, these conditions make participation feel more possible: easier
to enter, easier to pause, easier to adapt, easier to reconnect and easier
to express.

The framework

The evidence informed an initial framework, which 2026 Playful Learning
Conference participants then tested. The framework is organised around
four practical domains: Anticipate, Enable, Connect and Express.

The Four Domains

Anticipate
Purpose: Set clear expectations and reduce uncertainty so participants
feel informed, prepared and ready to engage.

Enable
Purpose: Offer flexible routes into participation so people can engage
physically, socially, linguistically and cognitively in different ways.

Connect
Purpose: Design social connection deliberately so belonging, interaction
and community do not depend on confidence, familiarity or chance.

Express

Purpose: Create the environmental and communicative conditions for
people to process, regulate, reflect and share learning in ways that work
for them.



Figure 2 shows the initial framework presented at 2026 Playful Learning Conference
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Anticipate Domain

Focuses on setting clear
expectations and reducing
uncertainty to enhance
participant comfort and
readiness.

Enable Domain

Emphasises flexibility and
multiple participation options
to accommodate diverse needs
and preferences.

Connect Domain

Highlights importance of social
belonging and interaction to
foster inclusive community
engagement.

Express Domain

Addresses environmental
factors, diverse communication
methods, and space for
processing, regulating and
reflecting.



Next Steps

At the 2026 Playful Learning Conference, participants were invited to

apply the four domains to different conference activities, such as pre-

conference connections, icebreakers and parallel sessions, to explore
how the framework might support more inclusive design.

Their feedback will inform the next iteration of the framework. Early
indications of how the domains might develop are outlined below

e One area for further consideration is whether the framework leaves
enough room for playfulness, experimentation and adaptation.

¢ Participants responded positively to the four top-level domains, but
their feedback suggests that any second layer should avoid
becoming a fixed set of rules. Framing these as enabling
mechanisms may help retain flexibility and address concerns that
the framework could otherwise feel restrictive or closed.

e Participants also noted that inclusive intentions do not always
translate smoothly into practice. Facilitators may miss
opportunities to notice or respond to inclusion needs when they
are managing the emotional and cognitive demands of the
moment, such as nerves, time pressure or uncertainty.

Participant feedback also surfaced a set of important tensions in
inclusive Playful Learning. These were explored through a Tensions
Board, which invited delegates to name the questions, uncertainties and
trade-offs that sit alongside the practical design principles. Rather than
treating these as barriers to the framework, they will be used to inform its
next iteration.

e How much structure or guidance is helpful, and when might it
begin to feel restrictive?

e How can playful approaches remain accessible when play itself
may feel unfamiliar, exposing or culturally specific?

e How should facilitators balance care, agency and transparency
when using content notes, trigger warnings or advance
information?

e How can support be offered without drawing unwanted attention to
individual learners or making participation feel exceptional?



¢ If no design can meet every need perfectly, how do we judge
whether an activity is inclusive enough while still continuing to
improve it?

The purpose of naming these tensions is not to resolve them neatly, but
to make them visible. The least inclusive response would be to pretend
they do not exist; the more useful task is to keep testing, adapting and
discussing them as the framework develops.

Further Reading

This framework is informed by work on inclusive Playful Learning,
Universal Design for Learning, compassion, equity and digital inclusion.

The sources below provide a starting point for colleagues who want to
explore the underpinning ideas in more depth.

Inclusive practice and Universal Design for Learning

Spaeth, E., & Pearson, A. (2023). A reflective analysis on neurodiversity
and student wellbeing: Conceptualising practical strategies for inclusive
practice. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 11(2).
https://doi.org/10.56433/jpaap.v11i2.517

AHEAD. (n.d.). Universal Design for Learning. https://www.ahead.ie/udl
Advance HE. (n.d.). Framework for Inclusive Learning and Teaching.
https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/framework-inclusive-
learning-and-teaching

Compassion, equity and digital inclusion

Spaeth, E. (2024). The role of compassion in inclusive learning and
teaching practice. In K. Waddington & B. Bonaparte (Eds.), Developing
Pedagogies of Compassion in Higher Education (Knowledge Studies in
Higher Education, Vol. 15). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
67543-0 4

Advance HE. (n.d.). Equality charters. https://www.advance-
he.ac.uk/equality-charters

United Nations (n.d.) Definition of digital inclusion.
https://www.un.org/digital-emerging-
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