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Play-fully 
loaded teaching
creativity, play, and problem-solving

How can we make sure every 
exercise is fully loaded, so that every 
part of their brain is being activated?

A wise woman once said...

• stretch and flex our creative muscles

In this session

Play
• types of play 
• your brain and body (and soul!) on play

Creativity

Problem solving
• why it matters
• what prunes and what promotes problem solving skills
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When was the last time you:

... were creative?

... solved a problem?

...played?

Activity 1
Read the extract from The Little Prince

Pair: discuss with a partner 

Share: with the group. 

10 minutes

Think about themes of creativity, 
imagination, capability, adult-child 
relationships...

Creativity
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creativity

the ability to form novel 
and valuable ideas or works 
using one's imagination.

the use of imagination or 
original ideas to create 
something; inventiveness.

the tendency to generate or recognize ideas, 
alternatives, or possibilities that may be useful in 
solving problems, communicating with others, and 
entertaining ourselves and others.

Creativity embeds knowledge so that it can 
become practice. We move what we're learning 
from our heads to our hearts through our hands. 
We are born makers, and creativity is the 
ultimate act of integration—it is how we fold our 
experiences into our being.
Brené Brown, Rising Strong: The Reckoning. The Rumble. The Revolution.

When was the last time I let myself 
create just for the sake of it?

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/42872911
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Thirty
circles

• iterative: doing something again and again to improve it
• creatviity is an iterative process of experimentation, learning, 

and refinement
• actively engage with creative challenges, embrace feedback, 

continually improve through practice
⚬ not about perfection, it’s about practice opportunities

Creativity as iterative

How can I bring more 
creativity into my teaching?

How can I change my teaching 
practice to bring more creativity 
into my student’s lives?
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If you needed it, 
this is your 
permission to 
be playful

Through play, ‘reality loses it’s seriousness’ 
Schiller (1845) in Cohen, D. (2019). The Development of Play. 4th ed. Abingdon: Oxon, Routledge, p.23

• supports whole child development
⚬ making choices based on make-believe contexts –  

cognitive and social skill development
⚬ active

Play and development

• what happens in the brain
⚬ develop schemas

⚬ practice scripts
⚬ experiment with actions and reactions. 
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solitary (independent play)

maintains focus on an activity, 
uninterested in on unaware of 
what others are doing (2-3yrs)

unoccupied play
only observing

parallel play play that is separate to, 
but alongside, others, 
mimics actions

onlooker play

watches others play without engaging

associative play
interested in people playing, 
not in a coordinated/organised way

cooperative play
interested in both people and the activities, 
organised, assigned roles, rules

Parten (1929) in Cohen, D. (2019). The Development of Play. 4th ed. Abingdon: Oxon, Routledge, p.29-30

A contest consists of a challenge that
involves putting people at odds with one another. 

https://www.shortform.com/blog/brene-brown-creativity/ 

Contest is part of play, but 
competition isn’t. 

Competition takes that one step further, requiring a winner and a 
loser. Competition creates pressure to come out on top and 
attaches self-worth to victory. For example, a friendly game of 
Monopoly can be a contest as long as no one really cares who 
wins or loses. However, the moment that winning becomes 
everything, it turns into a competition, creating stress and tension. 

The power of play...

80% of children 
scared and 

required 
sedation

... to just 10% 

Doug Dietz – 
medical imaging 

designer
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Instead of forcing the child 
to suit the environment, 
make the environment 
meet the needs of the child. 

How have you harnessed the 
power of play and imagination 
to solve problems?

How have you adapted your 
class to suit your students?

Problem-solving
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What is a problem your 
students experience in class?

Problem-solving
• achieving a goal by overcoming obstacles where the solution 

isn’t immediately obvious. 

• applying a pre-set solution to a problem

• answers to routine questions

• checking knowledge

✅

❌

• process-driven (how)

• thinking conceptually

• focused on a direction rather than an answer

observing and identifying the issue                                                             

understanding the issue and stakeholders needs 

brainstorming a wide range of options              

evaluating the options                                    

selecting the best fit                                

implementing                                      

evaluating the outcome              
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Pruning problem-solving skills

• thinking and planning
• props and formations
• answering questions
• e.g. hand-holding

Doing it for them

• need to experience natural or 
logical consequences

Preventing failure

Promoting problem-solving skills

• think aloud, make your thought processes clear
• don’t just tell, show it
• demonstrate how to learn from mistakes to refine solutions

Model problem-solving

• connect to real world, practical situations

Make it real

• facilitate discussions

Encourage collaboration

• debrief

Provide opportunities for reflection Safer dance spaces 
make this possible!

Small changes

• pause, wait.
• give space and processing time
• silence is ok
• rephrase if needed

Patience

• problem solving requires experimentation – experiments fail.
• let it go, let them try, let them fail, let them learn.
• you don’t need to have all the answers, you shouldn’t always be 

providing them 
• not having it perfect/right IS the process

Reliquish contol
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What is the problem?

Have you been pruning problem-
solving skills or learning opportunities 
without realising it?

What could you change to promote 
problem-solving skills?

Instead of delivering a 
class of exercises, what 
would it look like if we 
delivered a class filled 
with little challenges?
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Encouragement 
vs. praise
Optimal feedback for student 
learning and wellbeing

Put on your student hat (or shoes) !

What phrases did you hear
over and over during dance class?

When you think about praise and dance 
classes, what comes to mind?

5 minutes

What is praise?
• an evaluation or judgment of something or someone

• Carol Dweck, process-praise vs. person-praise

behaviour, effort,
action taken towards a goal

stable characteristics
(personality, appearance)
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Process praise is informational, giving children 
feedback on their efforts and strategies in 
achieving an outcome (“I can see by your 
puffing how hard you ran in that race”). 
Person praise tends to be evaluative, often 
where there is little possibility for change, or 
only after success (“What a winner!”)

dependence on external validation approval-seeking

people-pleasing

self-worth tied to achievement and meeting adult expectations

low self-esteem

Praise is linked to

less motivated to confront challenges

feeling helplessness if they fail

Elena Lambrinos (forthcoming, 2025), Developing behaviours and beliefs in ballet. 

As ballet behaviours are enactments of the social 
world of ballet, it is unsurprising that student 
behaviour is often evaluated or judged as part of their 
inculcation into the ballet world.  This appears as 
positive evaluation through acknowledgement and 
praise, such as “Very good girl, Clara. Looking like a 
statue over there”. 
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Adlerian perspective
• reward-and-punishment education is manipulative

⚬ “You’re such a good helper”
⚬ impacts sense of self and behaviour

• vertical and horizontal hierarchies

mutual respect, cooperation, belonging power imbalance, control, recognition, 
striving for superiority

The reason I do 
something is because 

I am going to get 
something for doing it

If I’m not being 
punished for something, 
I can continue with that 
behaviour and it isn’t a 

problem because it isn’t 
being noticed

Reward Punishment

Stickers...
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So, should we 
never praise?

What is encouragement?
• highlights students' effort, their contributions to class, and the 

process of learning.

• focuses on objective descriptions of actions and efforts, 
rather than your opinion or evaluation. 

resilience intrinsic motivation

self esteemstronger sense of self

Encouragement is linked to

increased confidence
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Encouragement is...
helping children to develop the “courage to 
grow and develop into the people they want 
to be. Courage to feel capable, to be 
resilient, to enjoy life, to be happy, 
contributing members of society, and, as 
Dreikurs said, “To have the courage to be 
imperfect,” to feel free to make mistakes 
and to learn from them”
https://www.positivediscipline.com/articles/encouragement-what-does-it-mean-and-how-it-done

https://www.positivediscipline.com/articles/encouragement-what-does-it-mean-and-how-it-done

their resiliency muscles, their delayed gratification muscles, and 
their courage to be imperfect muscles? When parents rescue, 
fix, and overprotect, they rob their children of the opportunity 
to learn that they can survive disappointment; that they can 
survive the ups and downs of life and learn many life skills in 
the process.”

“Encouragement is not rescuing, 
fixing, over-protecting...

How well do our children survive when they 
don’t develop their disappointment muscles,

Curiosity
questions

What were you 
trying to 

accomplish?

How do you feel 
about what 
happened?

What did 
you learn 
from this?

What did 
you notice?

What ideas for 
solutions do 

you have now?

https://www.positivediscipline.com/articles/curiosity-
questions

https://www.positivediscipline.com/articles/encouragement-what-does-it-mean-and-how-it-done
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Analyse how you give feedback !  
Research shows that some people "receive high rates of 
praise simply because they project social traits such as 
sociability, confidence and extraversion, which make 
them attractive as individuals and effective at 'pulling' 
praise from adults, including teachers" (Brophy, 1981: 271)

"  bring more awareness to the types of feedback you give

"  after each class, reflect on the who, what, when, where, 
why, how of feedback. 

Encourage effort rather than 
praising the result " 
Instead of saying "Your balance is so good!", say 
"I can see how much you have been working on your 
balance. How does it feel?"

" this valorises their effort, not their ability or the result

" it invites reflection on the process, and places more
weight on their own perceptions and beliefs, rather than yours.

Give realistic feedback #
Feedback should be accurate and intentional. 
Early teachers often give feedback for the sake of 
saying something. 

" does it accurately describe or relate to the sitation?

" what is the purpose of the feedback? 

To acknowledge, highlight growth/progress, celebrate a win, 
identify an area for further development, provide support at 
a challenging time?
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Normalise mistakes and failure $
The best thing we can do to disrupt the pursuit of perfection 
in ballet and dance, is to teach students how to fail.

" Reframing failure as a mistake that leads to growth and 
achievement. Shifting from short-term wins to long-term 
mastery and fullfilmnet. 

" ‘growing another neural pathway’. Growing another leaf #

" fail hard, fail fast, fail often. 
... but not at the expense of intentional attempts and 
student wellbeing. Do they have the tools?

What are common types of 
feedback you say or have 
heard in a dance class?

How could you phrase it differently?

15 minutes

Feedback phrasebank
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