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Abstract

We begin by situating this work and ourselves in graduate writing. Although our experiences as
burgeoning researchers are not a focus of this article, we are nonetheless present in the
background, not unlike a palimpsest. We trace one aspect of this palimpsest—the use of playful and
creative methods to generate ideas for this paper—before then suggesting three key concepts we
consider foundational to discussions about play and graduate writing development. These are play,
playspace, and mindsets. Building on these concepts, we offer some concluding remarks about the
ambivalence some learners may have—which we refer to as play ambivalence—and propose that
this ambivalence is partly related to the three concepts underscored in this article. We suggest that
future research in play and graduate writing development could better consider this play

ambivalence.

Nous commencons cet article en situant ce travail en relief a qui nous sommes comme écrivains et
étudiants gradués. Dans cet article, nous suggérons trois concepts clés aux concepts de jeu et de
rédaction académique au niveau des études supérieures : la définition courante du jeu, que nous
conceptualisons en tant qu’'orientation ou approche qu’'une personne, la notion d’espace de jeu, et
les théories implicites de l'intelligence et de la personnalité (e'e.g, mentalités). Bref, nous
suggérons que la recherche future dans le cadre du jeu et de la rédaction au niveau gradué devrait
mieux considérer les attitudes et la résistance contre le jeu. Nous proposons que cette ambivalence

soit liée en part aux trois concepts que nous surlignons dans cet article.
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Infroduction

The highest form of research [is] play.
—-N.V. Scarfe

Play has been a subject of study in various fields for some time, but the implications that it has for
supporting the writing and research development of academics continues to generate much
resistance in academia mainly because it is perceived as unconventional, and because scholars do
not fully understand its implications (Janks, 2012). Despite this, researchers are persevering,
perhaps because the benefits of play are enticing. Play may facilitate the development of language,
knowledge, and identity (Bergen, 2015; Tanis, 2012), and individuals who score higher on the
personality trait of playfulness experience greater academic success (Proyer, 2011), demonstrate
more innovative behaviour at work, report greater work satisfaction (Glynn & Webster, 1992; Yu,
Chen, & Lin, 2007), cope more efficiently with stress (Barnett, 2012; Magnuson & Barnett, 2013;
Qian & Yarnal, 2011), and report greater quality of life and satisfaction (Proyer, 2012, 2013; Proyer,
Ruch, & Miiller, 2010).

Researchers may also be persevering because the implications that multi-modal, playful
activities have for writing and research development are inspiring. As it relates to writing and
research development for instance, some research suggests that playful activities might be best
used to support conceptual thinking about the research and writing process (Badenhorst, Moloney,
Rosales, & Dyer, 2016). In a similar vein, other work suggests that visual activities can support
problem solving, reflection, and metacognition (Peabody & Noyes, 2016; Simmons & Daley, 2013).
In fact, a growing number of researchers are considering the implications of multi-modal, playful
activities from a variety of perspectives, such as a methodological perspective (e.g., arts-based
research), a writing development perspective (Badenhorst, et al,, 2016), and from an academic
development perspective (Simmons & Daley, 2013).

In this special section of the Canadian Journal for Studies in Discourse and Writing/Rédactologie,
scholars do some important work in describing and relating their approaches to developing playful

and innovative thinking about research and writing development. Crucial to these conversations is
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a shared understanding of—as we suggest in this paper—at least three interrelated concepts: play,
playspace, and implicit theories of personality (a.k.a. “mindset”). These concepts speak not only to
the activity (play), but to the environment (playspace), and the individual (mindset). Rather than
suggest these concepts definitively, we take a collaborative, working approach to them—offering
them to readers as starting points for critical engagement and cultivation, encouraging what we
hope will be a fruitful discussion that will contribute to further development of this burgeoning
area of research.

Drawing on the literature on play from fields such as education, psychology, and organizational
psychology, we suggest a working definition of play that researchers can use to frame their
approaches to play and graduate writing development. Practitioners may also appreciate a working
definition that they can offer graduate students who participate in their courses or workshops and
may not understand what is meant by the term “play.” Next, we bring forward the notion of
playspace (after Meyer, 2012), which we adapt for use with graduate students by incorporating a
consideration of contact zones (Pratt, 1998), liminal spaces (Meyer & Land, 2006; Turner, 1982),
and safe houses (Pratt, 1998). In this paper, we explore a few reasons why we posit that the notion
of playspace should include contact zones, liminal spaces, and safe houses. Then, we move from a
consideration of space to the individual, drawing on the concept of what is colloquially referred to
as “mindset,” but formally known as implicit theories of personality and intelligence (Dweck &
Leggett, 1988; Henderson & Dweck, 1990). Building on these concepts of play, playspace, and
mindset, we offer some concluding remarks about the ambivalence some learners may have—
which we refer to as “play ambivalence.” We suggest that future research in the area of play and
graduate writing development could better consider the attitudes and resistance toward play, and
propose that this ambivalence is related in part to the three concepts we underscore in this article.

Before we jump into a discussion of play, playspace, and mindset, however, we find it useful to
unpack the portmanteau of “writing.” Writing and research occupies a critical role in graduate
education, with more students under intensified pressure to publish and complete degrees in a
timely manner (Aitchinson, Kamler, & Lee, 2010; Cotterall, 2011; Maher et al., 2008). Yet, both
writing and research are often downplayed in terms of their value, complexity, and difficulty
(Badenhorst, Moloney, Rosales, & Dyer, 2012; Kamler & Thomson, 2006). At the same time, writing
and research are two interwoven processes that cannot be separated? (Aitchison & Lee, 2006;
Kamler & Thomson, 2006; Paré, 2011). For instance, concerns about the research process are often

questions about translating ideas into writing (Aitchison & Lee, 2006; Paré, 2011). In addition,
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graduate writing and research are both challenging and complex cognitive and linguistic tasks—
students must learn to negotiate the complexities of academic writing, while addressing questions
about the writing and research process, as well as about identity and disciplinary textual practice(s)
(Aitchison & Lee, 2006). Both play and writing can act as heuristic strategies to understand what it
is that we think, mean, or know (Paré, 2009; Melamed, 1985); unfortunately, it seems that students
seek support only when issues with their writing or language arise—referred to as a “crisis control”
model of writing (Aitchison & Lee, 2006).

Perhaps it is at this point that we introduce ourselves. We are uniquely positioned as graduate
(doctoral) students, writers, and researchers with a mutual interest in play and imagination.
Brittany is studying applied linguistics and discourse studies at Carleton University and her
interests include the use of playful and visual methods for supporting graduate writing
development. Eve-Marie is studying psychology at Carleton University and has an interest in the
implications that imagination and daydreaming might have for the future selves of students. While
we both describe our relationships with our writing to be fairly positive, we nonetheless find
ourselves identifying with many of the struggles we previously identified. Writing occupies a crucial
role in our lives—it is one of the chief ways our value as potential academics is assessed, and at
times it serves as a powerful gatekeeper that grants us permission to continue with our studies and
research (e.g., comprehensive examinations, research proposals, scholarship applications). For this
paper, at least one of us—Brittany—confronted questions about her writing that touched on larger,
intricate issues of researcher identity, purpose, and direction. Both of us understand firsthand how
questions and challenges with writing can also be challenges with language or a lack thereof, which
is why we particularly appreciated adopting play as a strategy for developing this paper. And while
this paper is not intended to be auto-biographical, of course it is in some way—how can we write
about graduate students and their writing without identifying in some ways with what we are
writing about? To be sure, this paper does not foreground our attempts to understand ourselves,
our writing, or our positionalities as burgeoning researchers, but nonetheless we are there in the
background and the blueprint of this paper, not unlike a palimpsest3. In the next section, we trace

one aspect of this palimpsest: our use of playful and creative methods to brainstorm ideas for this

paper.
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Glimpsing the palimpsest: Two activities and the genesis of this paper

Though we both were excited about the potential that writing a paper on play and graduate writing
could have, like many writers who struggle with beginning, we too were uncertain as to the topic of
our paper. In this section, we share two playful activities we used as strategies to generate ideas for
this paper—one created by Eve-Marie that used imagination, and one developed by Brittany that
relied on the use of collages. We share these activities for three reasons. First, these activities may
helpful to those who are interested in experimenting with playful approaches to their own writing.
Second, by allowing readers to catch a glimpse behind the scenes—at the vestiges of our early
texts—we situate ourselves as writers and as practitioners. Third, although experienced writers
understand that their pieces evolve, as graduate students we feel there is value in sharing the
genesis of our paper to support efforts that try to demystify the process(es) of writing. Although
neither of us can clearly articulate exactly how, these activities unexpectedly led us to question our
assumption about the usefulness of play, and explore some possible scenarios in which play might
not be useful. This was key for us: we had to let go of the outcome of the play activities and instead
follow the process.

For the first activity, we generated a list of eighteen words related to writing, creativity, and
play. This list contained both positive and negative words related to these broad themes, such as
‘performance,” ‘failure,’ ‘silly, and ‘make believe.” To begin, we found somewhere quiet and
comfortable to sit for 60 to 70 minutes, and removed any distractions from our environment (for
example, phone, other people, pets). We then set eight timers at pre-determined intervals (for
example, at five, eight, fifteen, twenty, twenty-four, twenty-six, thirty-two, and forty minutes). Once
these timers were set, we read the list of words and began the exercise. To do this, we closed our
eyes and let our minds wander. When the first timer rang, we recorded what was going through our
minds using a recording device. We could say keywords or elaborate on more detailed descriptions.
The most important element was that our thoughts were recorded quickly and efficiently after the
timer rang. We repeated this exercise until all eight timers had elapsed. The ultimate goal with this
activity was to prime ourselves—using the list of words—into spontaneously thinking about
writing, play, and creativity. We wanted to see how we could better understand these themes by
seeing how they spontaneously associated in our minds as we relaxed. This activity taught us that a
lot of insecurities and resistance about writing happens below our awareness. As such, becoming

aware of our thoughts about writing helped us better understand the barriers that may slow down
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or hinder our writing and the process of generating and incubating ideas. Ultimately, fostering this
awareness allowed us to take a step back from our own preconceptions about writing and to clearly
and freely speak to the experience of writing within play.

Approximately a week and a half later, we engaged in the second activity. We set aside 60
minutes to visually—via cut and paste paper collaging—respond to the question of “what don’t we
want this paper to be (about)?” At this point, neither of us knew what the paper was going to be
about, asides from the general topic of play and graduate writing (as outlined in the call). We opted
to record our thoughts during the process of collaging. In this way, we adopted a version of a think-
aloud-protocol (Fonteyn, Kuipers, & Grobe, 1993). After we finished our collage, we wrote brief
reflective memos and shared our experiences with each other. The collages appear in Figures 1 and
2.

Though we used these activities as (generative) invention strategies for this paper, Brittany has
previously used college responses to narrow and focus sections of her writing, as well as a strategy
to clarify her conceptualisations of her research. Using techniques such as the collage response may
be useful to students who find it difficult to articulate their ideas, who are working through a
problem, or who are struggling with finding direction. The list of question stems (see Appendix)
may prove to be useful for those who are interested in using collage in their own work. In the
sections that follow, we return to the focus of this article: unpacking the three interrelated concepts
of play, playspace, and mindset. We then turn to a consideration of the ambivalence that some
students may experience towards play, suggesting that this ambivalence relates in part to the three

concepts we underscore in this article.
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Figure 1. Brittany’s Collage: What don't I want this paper to be (about)?
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Figure 2. Eve-Marie’s Collage: What don't [ want this paper to be (about)?

Play

You don’t stop playing as you grow old, you grow old because you stop playing.

—George Bernard Shaw

Multiple definitions of play describe it as a humorous or entertaining activity that is intrinsically
motivated and accompanied by feelings of well-being (Barnett, 2007; Henricks, 2014; Statler,
Heracleous & Jacobs, 2011; Sutton-Smith, 1997). Play may also incorporate elements of surprise,
spontaneity, and self-awareness, as well as embodied learning—that is, learning located at the level
of the body (Tanis, 2012). Common to definitions of play is a focus on the player and their fun,
relaxation, or escape. Although the term “serious play” has been employed to describe the instances
where play and work are “deliberately and meaningfully juxtaposed” to accomplish work-related
goals (Statler et al., 2011, pp. 239-240), some researchers suggest that play can go beyond the types
of tasks or activities in which one engages. These researchers suggest that “play” can refer to the
orientation or approach one takes to the activity (Sutton-Smith, 1997; West, Hoff, & Carlsson,
2016). In other words, “just about any activity, including those we do everyday at work, can—with
a playful approach—be transformed into play...[even a] corporate email” (West, et al., p. 72). This
definition of play—that is, the orientation or approach that one takes to the tasks at hand—seems

particularly applicable to the context of graduate student writing and it is the one we take in this

paper.
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While some play activities might thrive on a lack of mastery, at other times the skills of the
individual may match the difficulty or challenge imposed by the play activity, which can give rise to
flow—a state of mind underlined by optimal concentration, engagement, and sense of
accomplishment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991; Vygotsky, 1978). Some play activities, such as imaginary
play or video-gaming, may also allow individuals to temporarily step outside of their immediate
circumstances and related constraints to bend, flex, defy, evade, or even rebel against
circumstances that are otherwise beyond their control (Miller, 2013; Singer & Singer, 1990; Sutton-
Smith, 2008; Sutton-Smith & Kelly-Byrne, 1984).

Though we have known for some time that writers often rely on imagination to invent their
audiences (Bartholomae, 1986), play may allow for and encourage an engagement with the
performances of the self/other in unconventional, yet strategic ways (Henricks, 2014; James, 1890).
For instance, in my workshops with doctoral students, I (Brittany) asked workshop participants to

consider the following question:

Imagine your research question is a celebrity and the theories, key concepts, methods (etc.)
form the entourage. Who (participants, theorists, etc.) or what (key concepts, research puzzle,

etc.) is in the room with the celebrity?

This question asks workshop participants to imagine the key pieces in their research puzzles and, at
the same time, practice communicating their response to an audience (other workshop
participants) who typically were not familiar with their research or their field. Other researchers
(e.g. Badenhorst, Moloney, Dyer, Rosales, & Murray, 2015) have used poetry as a way to encourage
students/researchers to re-imagine their writing, and thus aspects of their self, from a different
angle. Some participants reported that the workshops shifted their relationship to their work in
new and surprising ways. In the case of Badenhorst et al. (2015), play was used to support
writing/research development and, at the same time, shed light on the situated and contested
nature of academic writing—consistent with an academic literacies approach (Lillis & Scott, 2007).
As noted earlier, play can encourage individuals to step out of their comfort zone and push
against perceived limitations or challenges using existing or new skills (Tanis, 2012). In the context
of writing development, play may provide students with opportunities to challenge and overcome

obstacles in their writing or research—conceptual or otherwise. Students may also find that play
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also opens up space to engage with the process of shedding and re-envisaging their thinking about
their writing and research, as well as their thinking about themselves (for example, the writing
self), thereby developing new ways of thinking and engaging with their research and writing.
However, in order to engage in this thinking and re-imagining, students need to be provided with a
sense of safety. In the next section, we propose that this space—the playspace—can be bounded
enough to provide a sense of safety if they are intentionally crafted as sites of equality, trust, and

protection.
Infroducing “playspace”

One of the reasons play may facilitate the development of language, knowledge, and identity
(Bergen, 2015; Tanis, 2012) may be related to the space we have, in play, to explore “our selves and
our society” (Silverstone, 1999, as quoted in van Leeuwen & Westwood, 2008, p. 159). The concept
of space has already been tied to writing and writing classrooms (e.g. Nagelhout & Rutz, 2004), as
well as to play (“playspaces”, after Meyer, 2012). And while the implications that play can have for
graduate writing development has been a focus of some research, few if any scholars speak to the
spaces where play is used to support graduate writing in an academic setting. Meyer’s (2012)
notion of playspace—the “space quite literally for the play of new ideas, for people to play new
roles, for more play in the system, and for improvised play” (p. 26)—is a useful concept to build on
to, but more work needs to be done by scholars to adequately and critically investigate the ways in
which multiple and diversely asymmetrical relations of power (“contact zones”, after Pratt, 1998)
are obscured and or manifested in the academic spaces where play occurs. Different cultures of
thought, but also of backgrounds, meet in the halls and on the pages to contend with and negotiate
knowledge, identity, and power (Pratt, 1998). Pratt’s (1998) notion of the contact zone is one place
to begin, but ultimately a critical approach to the concept of playspace can and should draw on
broader critiques of the systemic barriers that many students grapple with while negotiating their
academic careers.

Also, supports for writing—if offered at all—are often marginalised within the university
(Aitchison & Lee, 2006; Badenhorst et al., 2012), offered as an ad-hoc response that is downloaded
onto “writing experts” or, in the case of Brittany, other graduate students. Either way, if supports
are segregated, the onus is on students to step outside of the supervisory relationship to access

these supports. This, especially when coupled with an attitude toward writing as a transferable skill
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that one must simply acquire (Lea & Street, 1998), not only obfuscates the complexity that writing
entails but has important ramifications for the playspace. One important ramification is the usage of
play runs the risk of becoming, much like the teaching of writing across campuses in the U.S. and to
some extent in Canada, decontextualized and offered as a one-size-fits-all quick fix (see Downs &
Wardle, 2007, for their discussion of the teaching of writing in the U.S.). To be clear, we do not mean
to suggest that this is an inevitable reality. Instead, we highlight the importance of taking a hopeful
and balanced approach to the use of play, while also considering the broader contexts that play
takes place within.

Related to a consideration of playspace, but in a different vein from that of contact zones and
segregated supports, is the notion of liminality and liminal spaces. Liminal spaces can refer to
material or immaterial transitional spaces that one travels through prior to the crossing of a
conceptual threshold (Meyer & Land, 2006). They are often described as murky, ambiguous, and
confusing (Meyer & Land, 2006; Savin-Baden, 2008; Trafford & Leshem, 2009). They are also
described as being especially uncomfortable, likely because one’s movement through them often
occurs in a spontaneous, non-linear, or otherwise unpredictable fashion (Keefer, 2015; Kiley, 2009).
The result can be intense periods of discomfort, ‘stuckness,’ befuddlement, and uncertainty about
identity and purpose in life (Meyer & Land, 2006; Savin-Baden, 2008). These transitional spaces
can simultaneously become transformative spaces, provided that learning bridges are available to
help students create links between where they are and the path they intend to take (Savin-Baden,
2008), and play may be one such learning bridge. However, graduate students may also temporarily
find themselves thrust into liminal spaces via the fluid and spontaneous nature of play.

One upshot of the playspace may be its bounded nature (e.g., that play occurs for a period of time
and in a particular setting). This bounded nature may provide a sense of safety for exploring and
navigating one’s own liminality as it relates to their learning. But this safety may only be
experienced if playspaces are intentionally crafted as sites where students can meet with other
students while maintaining a sense of equality, trust, and protection from legacies of oppression—
safe houses, after Pratt (1998). If play can occur in spaces that feel safe and non-threatening,
students may be more comfortable engaging with their vulnerabilities and as such, free to tap into
all layers of self-experience (Bird & Reese, 2008; Damasio, 2010; Moore & Barresi, 2013) without
fear, anxieties, or expectations (Davies Turner & Turner, 2015). Rather than attempting to replicate

the work already done by other scholars on creating safe learning spaces, we suggest interested
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readers engage with the substantial resources available. We started with our campus teaching and
learning centre and equity services centre. One suggestion we appreciated was that of a critically
reflective practice whereby, through self-awareness, inquiry, and reflection, we not only reflect on
our roles but adapt our teaching or facilitation style so that “power over” becomes “power with”
students (Larrivee, 2000, p. 293). Another suggestion that we found helpful has been to devote time
at the beginning of the session to develop some guidelines for behaviour, drawing on input from
students—though how this is done depends, of course, on the context. Brittany uses a combination
of both these suggestions in her practice, but also opens each session with a few moments of quiet
time to breathe and collect oneself before acknowledging that her sessions take place on unceded
Algonquin territory.

There are a few points to clarify before we move on. The first is that we see contact zones,
liminality, and safe houses as embedded aspects of playspace, especially when in conjunction with
graduate writing development. In addition, we see playspaces as blended spaces, that is, spaces that
are material and immaterial, external and internal. We acknowledge that this ambiguity might
frustrate some readers, however we are not the first to suggest this. Instead, this notion of space is
derived from postmodern geographers who are increasingly considering blended spaces, and
troubling notions of space as neutral, empirical, objective, and—perhaps more importantly—
mappable areas (Hubbard & Kitchin, 2011). As Crang and Thrift (2000) notoriously note in the
opening of their book: “space is the everywhere of modern thought” (p. 1). We argue that this
concept of space is at once engaging, elusive, messy, practical, theoretical, frustrating, and worth it.
Rather than fighting with the ambiguity and nebulousness of this view, we have embraced it as part
of exploring the concept of space.

Second, and equally important we acknowledge that graduate student writing is precarious
work and that, at the same time, the academic space is a contested one replete with systemic
barriers. Students who feel a lack of supervisory, committee, or departmental support for their
ideas (Jazvac-Martek, Chen, & McAlpine, 2011)—or do not feel they belong to the culture in which
they are studying, disciplinary or otherwise (Amell, 2016)—may also experience challenges with
their writing and research that go beyond that of play and playspace. An important question that a
future paper may consider is how graduate student writing can engage with the injustices and
inequalities that are inevitably a part of the academic world, especially with an emphasis on the
ways in which playspaces interface with broader social contexts. At the same time, we should not

lose sight of graduate writers who are already doing some important work in engaging with and
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challenging the inequities of the academy. To do otherwise may contribute to the further
marginalisation of these scholars, and unintentionally recenter those in power (LaRocque, 2015).

In the next section, we discuss the agency of individual vis-a-vis “mindsets” (that is, implicit
theories of intelligence and personality), with the suggestion that these mindsets can interface with
the playspace. Perhaps now is a good time to include an important caveat. Though we suggest that
an awareness of mindset or implicit theories of personality and intelligence may be helpful for
those who are interested in engaging graduate students in play, we are not suggesting that mindset
alone will help students to overcome the systemic barriers they might encounter. Nonetheless, an
understanding of “mindset,” and not just the characteristics of the playspace itself, can have an

important part in creating a fruitful play experience.

Mindset

In this section, we discuss what is commonly known as “mindset,” but formally referred to as
implicit theories of personality and intelligence (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Henderson & Dweck,
1990). The notion of “implicit theories” refers to the beliefs that individuals hold about their own
and other’s ability to change. People can differ quite significantly when it comes to perceiving and
interacting with the physical and social world, but the research literature we draw on mostly
focuses on two overarching theories: entity (fixed) and incremental (growth) (Dweck, Chiu, & Hong,
1995). An individual who holds an entity theory may explain their learning in terms of their
perceived talent (or lack thereof), whereas one with an incremental theory might explain their
learning in terms of their development or growth (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Henderson & Dweck,
1990). Mindsets may influence on how individuals perceive themselves and interact with their
external environment, such as when engaging in play activities. For example, mindsets may explain
why some students may feel more comfortable with navigating the ambiguity of play spaces,
whereas others may struggle. These mindsets may also suggest how and when people are more
likely to pursue goals, such as writing a dissertation. For example, entity theorists may be more
likely to engage in goals that are performance-based, while incremental theorists—on average—
may choose goals that will allow them to learn and improve their skills over time (Dweck et al,,
1995).

An example of using play and mindset in an educational context can be found in research by
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O’Rourke, Haimovitz, Ballwebber, Dweck, and Popovic (2014). The goal of this study was to
investigate whether teaching growth mindset strategies in the context of an educational game
would influence persistence and effort in learning, while also making students more welcoming of
challenges. To test their hypotheses, O’'Rourke et al. (2014) assigned students to an educational
puzzle game designed to develop skills in mathematics. In one version of the game, students were
taught the growth mindset through the game’s narrative, feedback, and rewards. In a second
condition, students were only exposed to the game’s original (and neutral) structure. To foster a
growth mindset, the game highlighted that working hard—and even struggling—can work out the
brain and make it better at solving problems later on. Furthermore, participants in this first
condition received ‘brain points’ every time they used a new strategy to solve a puzzle in the game
(that is, growth incentives).

Results of this study demonstrated that participants who were given growth mindset narratives
and incentives changed the way that they approached new problems in the educational game over
time. That is, these individuals used more flexible thinking when solving the game’s puzzle over
time than did participants who were not exposed to growth mindset strategies. Furthermore,
participants who demonstrated more fixed mindsets benefited from the growth mindset training
significantly more than individuals who already exhibited a highly flexible mind. Overall, these
authors conclude that being exposed to games that foster a growth mindset can be useful in
developing learning strategies that allow a person to persist in the face of challenges.

Research by Schmidt, Shumow, and Kackar-Cam (2016) supplements O’Rourke et al.’s (2014)
findings by demonstrating how growth mindset interventions can transform students’ learning
experiences. In this study, students were either assigned to a growth mindset intervention, or to a
content writing condition over a six-week period. Students assigned to the content writing
condition were asked to write five sentences every Wednesday for six weeks about the science
content that they were learning. Students assigned to the growth mindset condition were asked to
complete a 50-minute long computer program called Brainology every Tuesday for six weeks.
Brainology presented multi-media information about brain structure, function, and learning (for
example, demonstrating how the brain is malleable, illustrating how practice can change the brain’s
neural paths, showing how certain learning techniques can help the brain grow, etc.). After learning
this information, students were then required to complete games, puzzles, and quizzes that asked
students to identify personal challenges, as well as their beliefs about fixed and growth mindsets as

helping or hindering their learning. Students were also asked to reflect on the weekly computer
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tasks by filling out an e-journal embedded within the module.

Results of this study demonstrated that students in the growth mindset condition showed
significant increases in perceived control and interest in their schoolwork over the six-week
intervention period, and even demonstrated increases in skill and learning one year after the end of
the intervention. To the contrary, students in the content writing condition actually experienced
decreases in perceived control and interest for the duration of the experiment. This shows that
fostering a growth mindset can help students overcome challenges by increasing their perceived
control over their own learning, and by teaching them that performing less well on a particular task
does not mean that they are unable to learn, but rather that they are in the process of growing their
skills, and that takes time and consistent effort.

These findings are important in the context of play and graduate student writing because
unexpected challenges arise at every step of the writing process. As such, play environments that
also foster growth mindsets can help students handle writing setbacks by understanding that deep
learning—in this case, of the writing process and of oneself as a writer—takes time and effort
(Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck, 2007; Dweck, 1999; Dweck, 2007). Play is a particularly
relevant way to develop growth mindsets because these mindsets invite individuals to reframe
challenges as fun and exciting, and to reframe progress as incremental, developing over time, rather
than of performance (Blackwell et al.,, 2007; Dweck, 1999; Dweck, 2007). In a play environment,
writers can be encouraged by teachers and facilitators to shed performance goals and to normalize
challenges as a part of the process rather than as evidence of failure. At the same time, invoking a
growth mindset and adopting a playful approach to writing invites writers to rethink what
constitutes a ‘normal’ writing process, perhaps leaving space for new and creative insights to arise.

Although we suggest at least a consideration of mindset, there are important caveats to be
acknowledged. In particular, one should take care to avoid sounding overly deterministic or
superficial: implicit theories are malleable and respond to and are influenced by many factors such
as the social environment, the teacher, and the state of the individual (for example, the degree to
which they are aware of and seek to modify their thinking on a matter). Nonetheless, an
understanding of mindsets can inform—at least partially—our pedagogical approaches. It might be
useful to work with students toward building awareness of whether they explain their perceived
success or failure in terms of a fixed ability or talent, or in terms of development (like a muscle).

Educators may also support students with adopting an incremental theory of learning by reminding
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students that play is ambiguous and flexible, and because of this, can contribute to their growth in
unexpected ways. It would make good pedagogical sense to scaffold play activities in a way that

moved from less ambiguous and more structured, to more ambiguous and less structured.
Some concluding remarks on ambivalence toward play

Something that researchers and practitioners will no doubt come up against at one point or another
is what we call “play ambivalence.” We suggest that this ambivalence towards play may be related
in part to the three concepts underscored in this article. First, graduate students may not
understand what is meant by the term “play.” They may see play as something that only children
engage in, rather than the serious potential it may have as a strategy for coming to know (Melamed,
1985). Possibly related to this, play—like writing—might be mistakenly seen as separate from
epistemological work (Paré, 2009; Melamed, 1985). Ambivalence toward play may also stem in part
from a general socialised sentiment about play as an anathema to work (van Leeuwen & Westwood,
2008). At the same time, researchers and educators can and should problematize this treatment of
play. For instance, Turner (1982) suggests that it has only been relatively recently that “devotion to
work” became a virtue and “play [became] the enemy of work” (Turner, 1982, p. 39). This
positioning of play as opposite to or as a digression from work is evident in the variety of words
adults use to describe play or playful activities (for example, leisure, a hobby, relaxing; van
Leeuwen & Westwood, 2008). However, researchers are beginning to suggest that the need for play
persists over the lifetime—even if these needs are not understood or acknowledged (van Leeuwen
& Westwood, 2008). In other words, adults—even academics—continue to engage in play, but their
play activities may look different. Perhaps then, taking time to frame the play activity by
acknowledging and leaving space for play ambivalence is one approach we can take. Relatedly,
framing the activity with a discussion of how one is defining play may be equally useful. Brittany
embeds the definition she adopts (for example, play as orientation or approach to task; one that
encourages openness, flexibility, and process over performance) throughout discussions in her
workshops. Other practitioners may bridge-in to their activities by asking their group how they
play, or what the term “play” means to them. Practitioners may then use this discussion as a way to
unfold a working understanding of play for their purposes.

Second, play ambivalence may be tied to the playspace. That is, students may express

ambivalence if they do not feel safe enough to engage with their own confusion, vulnerability, and
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insecurities, especially since playful activities often require a mixture of co-creation, agency,
autonomy, and empowerment. One approach practitioners may take is to include students in the
creation of playspaces, by engaging them in developing guidelines for participation, and via
continual reinforcement that they each play a role and have a responsibility in co-creating a space
in which they feel safe; note, the word “safe” has different meaning for everyone. Brittany will often
explore the meaning of “safe” with students, and suggest that safe does not always mean
“comfortable.” Instead, she asks how everyone can contribute to co-creating a space in which
everyone can preserve their dignity and engage with their discomfort productively. At the same
time, students should be encouraged to participate—or not—to the extent that they wish to help
them feel like the playspace is their own and can thus be manipulated and altered to feel personal.

Finally, although writing is central to academic pursuits, it is often discussed as a set of
transparent, transferable skills that one should be able to “just figure out” (Lea & Street, 1998). In
this view, challenges with writing are framed as student deficits (Badenhorst et al., 2012). This
view, coupled with “crisis control” models of writing development (Aitchison & Lee, 2006, p. 270)
and pedagogies of student-writing-as-problem or othering (Badenhorst, et al., 2012), may influence
play ambivalence, especially as it relates to the use of play in graduate writing development.
Practitioners may choose to unpack these views of writing (and play) in conversation with other
broader theories of writing, such as that of writing as a product and process situated in a social and
rhetorical landscape (that is, a socio-rhetorical view of writing—see Paré, 2009), which in turn may
strengthen the playspace and efforts to incorporate play. Relatedly, framing play from a “growth”
perspective (for example, play as an incremental process that develops over time, and sometimes
not in a straightforward manner) rather than a “fixed” perspective (for example, play as a talent, as
something you either have or do not) may support efforts to create a playspace that is beneficial.
But by the same token, practitioners must also model these perspectives for students. Overall,
future research may further consider these and other ways in which students resist or are
ambivalent towards play.

In this paper, we suggested that researchers and educators interested in utilising playful
methods would benefit from a shared understanding of three interrelated concepts. First, we
offered a working definition of play. Then, we brought forward the notion of playspace, as well as
implicit theories of intelligence (a.k.a. "mindset"). In addition, we offered some concluding remarks

about what we call play ambivalence, which may be related in part to the three concepts
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underscored in this article. Though not a focus of the article, we also located ourselves as graduate
writers and traced one layer of the palimpsest by offering a glimpse at the activities we used to
generate ideas for this paper. In a way, by doing so, we traced an aspect of ourselves as graduate
writers and burgeoning researchers, highlighting briefly and fleetingly the selves that co-authored
this paper before disappearing again behind the curtain of what we hope will be the beginning of a

blossoming conversation about play and graduate writing development.

Endnotes

1. Correspondence may be addressed to Brittany.Amell@Carleton.ca.

2. And though we tend to use the term “writing” rather than “writing/research” throughout this
paper, this is how we understand “writing”—in addition to the processes and products required of
graduate students to participate fully in their programs.

3. A piece of writing material on which vestiges of an earlier text are either fully or partially visible

(Baldick, 2004).
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Appendix: Question Stems

Adapted by Brittany Amell from Blakeslee and Fleisher (2007), McTighe and Wiggins (2013), and
Parkin (2009).

- Howdid _____ come about? Why is this so?

— Whatcaused ____ ?

-~ What are the effectsof __ ?

- Howis_____ connectedto_____?

- Howmight_____ helpustounderstand ____?
- Whatdoes____ revealabout __ ?

- Howdoes ____ relateto 7

- Howis applied to ?
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- Howmight____ helpusto____?

- Howmight_____ lookfrom ____ s perspective?
- How are our views about _____shapedby ____ ?
- Inwhatwayis_____similar or differentto _____?
- What s the relationshipof _____to____?

- What experiencesdo______havewith ____?

- Howis ____ defined in the literature?

- What happens when ?

—  What are the salient features of and what influenced them?
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