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Abstract: Interior Designers preach human wellbeing as central to design, yet the industry demands 

(and the author dares say, celebrates) non-stop work with long hours and few 

breaks. These behaviors more often than not are learned in students’ higher 

education experience. How can we preach wellbeing while demonstrating self-

destructive behaviors? We must reimagine the academic design studio as a place 

where both design and self-care are taught. 

 

This innovative teaching idea reflects the author’s on-going journey toward 

integrating play into the structure of the design studio as a means to self-care. So 

why play? Studies repeatedly demonstrate that learning occurs through both free 

and structured play and that success in academic activities rises when partnered 

with play. In her book, Deep Play, (Ackerman, 1999) author Diane Ackerman 

explains that the act of play affords conditions to develop creativity, offers 

opportunities for solitude and self-reflection, forms positive relationships with 

others, and improves mental and emotional health. 

 

The purposes for developing a play ritual include: 1) Time management: 

encouraging sleep in preparation for the following day’s work and play activities, 

2) Centering: methods for reducing anxiety, bringing students into the present 

moment in preparation for the day’s work, 3) Community Building: a vehicle for 

connecting the students to one-another, 4) Reflection: in preparation for in-class 

work. 

 

Drawing upon exercises from improvisation, dance, and art-making, this learning 

activity comes to you in the form of a menu of play activities you may select 

from. It is possible that the idea of integrating play activities into the design 

studio is outside of your comfort zone. For this reason, the list has been 

organized and categorized to include “low-risk” activities that can be executed on 

a trial basis, for example as an ice breaker at the start of the year. 
  
Learning Objectives: Instill time management skills by adhering to daily deadlines. 

Develop the ability to bring oneself into the present moment in preparation for 

focused work. 



Learn ways to connect with oneself and with others through play. 

Form positive relationships with others through play. 

Model practices in wellbeing and self-care through play. 

Learn a variety of play techniques that may be used throughout a design career 

to cultivate creativity, center oneself, and connect with others. 
 
Criteria:  The play activities may be used as a studio ritual, on a project-by-project basis, or 

as a one-time experiment. Some activities require no props, others require props 

(materials, equipment, etc.). 
 
Process: Please refer to the menu of play activities in the PDF attachment under 

“Assignment as presented to students”. 
 
Presentation Method: The play ritual is presented to the students on the first day of studio, first 

through a low-risk activity such as throwing tennis balls (see menu of play 

activities), then discussed as an integral part of the studio structure and culture, 

an explanation of the reasons for why the structure is put in place, followed by 

the outline of requirements for grading. 
 
Evaluation: The daily grading for the activity is an all or nothing proposition: either 0 (zero) or 

100%. In order to earn 100% a student must complete all of the following on 

time: 

1. Complete the homework assignment and load it to the online submission 

folder by 11:59 p.m. the night before class. 

2. Pin up in-process work (i.e. the assignment) by 5 minutes into the class. For 

example, if class starts at 9:00 a.m., then all work is pinned up and ready to go by 

9:05 a.m. (yes, this is possible!). They can even pin up the night before if they like. 

3. Participate in the play exercise (the author simply refers to the exercise as “The 

Warm Up”). 

4. Fill Out Daily Reflections on the work produced for class. 
 
Credits:  
 
References: Ackerman, D. (1999). Deep play. New York, NY: Random House. 

Elkind, D. (2008) Can we play? Greater Good Magazine, IV(2),14-17. 

MacKenzie, G. (1998). Orbiting the giant hairball: A corporate fool’s guide to 

surviving with 

grace. New York, NY: Penguin Books Ltd. 

Miller, E., & Almon, J. (2009). Crisis in the Kindergarten: Why children need to play 

in school. 

College Park, MD: Alliance for Childhood. 

Minnesota Children’s Museum. (n.d.). The power of play: A research summary on 

play and 

learning. Minneapolis, Minnesota: White, R.E. 

U.S. Play Coaltion 

https://usplaycoalition.org/ 
 
Documentation: Attached 



 



Begin the Day with Play: Letter to Faculty – this page is a new addition 

 
 
Dear Faculty Member, 
 
As you consider integrating play into your design studio, I would like to share the origins of my own practice. Integration of play was 
prompted by repeated observation of counter-productive student behaviors interfering with studio work: 
 
 Shuffling of work on their desks not quite ready for pin-up/critique 

Running back and forth from pin-up to the computer lab or studio at the last minute to grab something they forgot 
Phones out, texting 
Anxious chatter about (fill in the blank) 
Bodies present, minds more often than not, somewhere else. . . caught in the transition from their “other worlds” 

 
A strategic way to start the design studio on time, every time was missing. Bodies and minds need to be present and ready for work, every 
time, on time. Group play partnered with a rigorous structured start-of-the-day protocol accomplishes these goals with an added benefit of 
intentional community-building. As you review the compilation of play exercises you will want to consider your own reasons for integrating 
play into the design studio which might depart from my own. For example, you may wish to tie the play activities more directly to a 
particular project or process. Included in this document are a list of possible Learning Objectives for consideration.  
 
Finally, I have had the most luck starting with “low risk” activities, listed in the activity menu under “Easy Start”. This provides an opportunity 
to feel out the particular dynamics of each unique group of students. Starting slowly also allows the play to evolve and grow as students 
develop both buy-in and confidence in the play. My process is ever-evolving and I am happy to discuss and assist if you would like to reach 
out: a.dahm@tcu.edu.  
 
Play fair, play strong and have fun, 
 
Amy Roehl 
Associate Professor of Interior Design 
Texas Christian University 
 
 

mailto:a.dahm@tcu.edu


Begin the Day with Play: Assignment as Presented to Students 

 
 
The framework for making the Warm-up work is outlined below, however may be altered/modified to fit the particular class. What is 
important is the consistency of the routine. 
 
Daily Pin-up, Warm-up, & Reflections 
 
Students (and teachers) bring a variety of energies and anxieties with them as they enter the design studio for class. The Warm-Up allows a 
short window at the beginning of class to bring everyone into the present moment through play. Play may be broadly defined from use of 
traditional games to more reflective and/or one-on-one exercises. 
 
The purpose of the Warm-Up routine is to A) provide a time for bringing ourselves into the present moment in preparation for our daily 
work, B) offer an opportunity to connect with oneself and others in the class, C) practice self-care through the requirements of preparation 
for class. 
 
Students earn a daily grade which will either be 100% or “0” (zero). In order to earn 100% for the day the student must complete all of the 
below in the timeframes set and be fully engaged with each piece of the process of pinning up, warming up & journal reflections. 
Completion of this daily process ensures that we are ready to work and engage in class in order to move our projects forward. 
 
This graded daily learning activity has 4 components in preparation for daily studio work: 
 

1. Evening Deadline 
Studio work is due at 11:59 p.m. the night before class to the online learning platform. If the work is a physical (drawing, models, 
etc.) students load photos. The submission folder is set up to close at 11:59 p.m. Once you have submitted your work it is 
recommended to go to sleep in order to be well rested for work in the morning. 

 
2. Pin Up (5 minutes) 

Work must be pinned up for review 5 minutes after class start. Something to write with and something to write on (i.e. a notebook 
or sketchbook) must be in the critique area. 

 
 
 



Note to instructors:  
This deadline is for every class and serves multiple purposes:  
 
A) This gets the work up quickly and avoids wasting precious time waiting around for students to get organized. 

 
B) It sets a standard of self-care (I recommend students go to bed after submitting), if students don’t sleep they will not be able to 

perform in the class the following day. 
 
C)  It demands planning and focus for the work that needs to be done, therefore setting up practices also required for success in 

the professional workplace  
 
D) It allows the faculty member to review the work prior to class, (i.e. you know what you are walking into before class vs. feeling 

reactionary during class). I have found over the years that the amount of time available in studio divided by the number of 
students leaves minimal time per student to digest sometimes complex problems and actually react to those problems.  
The 11:59 p.m. deadline is helpful and I took it a step further during COVID by reviewing and creating a short screen capture 
video with some initial feedback prior to class start. This way each student can start working with my feedback when class starts 
vs. waiting for me to get to their critique time.  

 
3. Warm-Up (15 minutes, 5 minutes to transition to reflections) 

Students must be on time for and present for the entire warm up. Each individual participates to the extent that they feel 
comfortable and physically able. 
 

4. Reflections (10 minutes) 
Reflection prompts are created by the instructor. This is an opportunity for the student to sit with their work and really look at it 
before any sort of critique or discussion starts. For example, a prompt could be “What is working in the plan, elevation, color 
scheme, etc. and what requires additional work/attention? What do you feel most challenged with in this step in the design process? 
What questions do you have for one-on-one critique today? What do you most need help with?  
 
 

 

 



Begin the Day with Play: Reflection Examples – this page is a new addition 

 
 

Two approaches to how you might use reflections with the play exercises: 
 

1. Reflect Upon Studio Work Produced for the Day: In my practice, reflections relate directly to the daily studio work itself, not 
reflections of the play exercises. The play is used as a way to become present with the studio (place and people). Immediately after 
the play activity students sit in front of their pinned-up work for a quiet, individual reflection time.  
 

2. Reflect Upon the Play Activity:  Below are some possible question prompts for reflections related to specific play activities 
 
Play activity:   Kho Kho 
Focus:   Teamwork 
Reflective Prompt: In your experience playing the game and of watching others play, what behaviors did you experience/observe that 

were ineffective to “winning”? What do you imagine might be the key to “winning” the game? 
Notes: Kho Kho requires either a prolonged play period or multiple shorter periods for students to discover that team-based 

strategy is the only way to win this game. With daily 15-minute time window, I typically use day 1 to introduce the 
game, day 2 to play, on day 3 is when the light bulb starts to go off. 

 
Play activity:   Bamboo Charcoal Drawing to Words 
Focus:   Embodied Meditative Drawing 
Reflective Prompt: How was the experience of “drawing” with the bamboo stick different from your known drawing processes? 
 How did you feel while drawing? 
 How can you imagine applying this type of drawing to your creative design process? 
 
Play activity:   String Space 
Focus:   Teamwork and Embodied Practice 
Reflective Prompt: How did the experience of moving through the string space feel differently than how you usually move through 

space?  
How did it feel when you helped control/establish the shifting boundaries of the space? 
How do you imagine that the experience of moving through the string space might help designers of the built 
environment think about the movement of the body through physical space?  



Begin the Day with Play: A Menu of Exercises  – credits added to Notes column 

 
 

Easy Start     

Activity Description Props Resources Notes 
Zoom Stand in a circle, 1 person starts “zooming” by swiping hands in the 

direction of another person while calling “zoom”. That person 
continues the zoom. The goal is to go as quickly as possible until 
everyone has been zoomed at least once. This is an easy warm up 
that can lead into Zip Zap Zop. See Zip Zap Zop video for hand 
motion. 

none  Easy, practically no-fail warm up to 
get people comfortable 

Zip Zap Zop Next step up to Zoom. See video for instructions and demo. none Theater Games: Zip, Zap, Zop 
https://youtu.be/VYyNNf4Gdx8 
 

 

Zip Zap Zop Boing Variation on Zop Zap Zop. See video for instructions and demo. none Zip Zap Zop Boing 
https://youtu.be/LbyS-n994Ss 
 

 

Tennis Ball Name Calling Standing in a circle, start with 1 tennis ball, look at someone across 
the circle and say “Good Morning (their name)”, continue until 
everyone has been greeted. Variation: get multiple balls in play, 
feeding 1 in at a time. Variation for indoors: roll the tennis balls 
across the floor. 

1+ tennis balls   

Imaginary Ball I usually play this right after the tennis balls. We put away the 
tennis balls and I get out an imaginary ball and throw it to someone 
(eye contact and call their name), saying “red ball”, you continue to 
get other imaginary balls in play saying the color of the ball you are 
throwing. Imagination is your only limit, you can swing golf balls, 
volleyballs, etc., add emotions to the balls, transform the balls. 

none Imaginary Ball 
https://youtu.be/3Z_np5xhCeA 
 

 

One Word at a Time Story Stand in a circle. Someone starts the story with a word, the goal is 
to move around the circle as quickly as possible as intuitively as 
possible, each person contributes a word to the sentence. New 
sentences may be formed to tell a complete story. 

none Improv Exercises, Word at a Time Story 
https://youtu.be/rDMECZG1gZs 
 

 

Word Ball The person with the “ball” (you can use an actual ball or an 
imaginary ball) throws it to someone and says a word (any word), 
the next person throws it to someone else and says a word 
associated with the original word, the game continues until 
associations run out, then start a new word. 

none Word Ball 
https://youtu.be/jFDBo-ZsPys 
 

 

Parachute Hold the parachute in a circle, lift all at once and run under, sit 
down to create that dreamy space you remember from elementary 
school gym class. 
 
Games galore online, a few in the videos. 

parachute Climb the Mountain by Shannon Jarvis 
Irwin https://youtu.be/hFth4dYv9VA 
Parachute Games, Teamwork and 
Cooperation by Mrs. Carly Glanzman 
https://youtu.be/d6KyJOFdmb4?t=69 
Shark Attack by Shannon Jarvis 
https://youtu.be/D3DTe4ifSo0 

Check to see if your rec center or 
early childhood education program 
owns a parachute, no one can resist 
the parachute! 

Exploring without a 
Phone 

Send the students to explore a nearby area without their phones. 
Document what you see, hear, smell, and feel. 

Paper and pencil.   

https://youtu.be/VYyNNf4Gdx8
https://youtu.be/LbyS-n994Ss
https://youtu.be/3Z_np5xhCeA
https://youtu.be/rDMECZG1gZs
https://youtu.be/jFDBo-ZsPys
https://youtu.be/hFth4dYv9VA
https://youtu.be/d6KyJOFdmb4?t=69
https://youtu.be/D3DTe4ifSo0


 

Intermediate     

Activity Description Props Resources Notes 
Big Booty A group rhythm game. See video for instructions and demo. none Improv Warm Ups: Big Booty 

https://youtu.be/TsgMhdZwEzs 
Big Booty 
https://youtu.be/9qzl3scVyv8 
 
 

 

Designer Signature Create the letters of your name using a variety of body parts. Start 
by signing your name in the air with your finger, then your toe, 
knee, elbow, etc. Create different “font styles”. Use a different font 
style for each letter of your name to create your “designer 
signature”. Video features a kid’s workout demonstrating the basic 
concept. 

none Alphabet Workout by Jack Hartman 
https://youtu.be/SE-ljfAmZis?t=29 
 

Credit: Professor Suki John, TCU 
School for Classical and 
Contemporary Dance 

Egg Race Traditional egg race, balance the egg on the spoon. Real eggs work 
best. Plastic eggs require some weight in them to stay on the 
spoon. 

Spoons and plastic 
eggs 

Egg Relay Race by Girls Scouts San 
Diego https://youtu.be/vSG4mtTcsa0 
 

 

Hula hoops Hula! Hula hoops  Check your rec center to see if you 
can borrow some. 

Jump Rope Jump! Variation: Double Dutch. Jump Ropes  Check your rec center to see if you 
can borrow some. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

https://youtu.be/TsgMhdZwEzs
https://youtu.be/9qzl3scVyv8
https://youtu.be/SE-ljfAmZis?t=29
https://youtu.be/vSG4mtTcsa0


More Involved but Highly Satisfying 

Activity Description Props Resources Notes 
Bamboo Charcoal 
Drawing to Words 

A meditative drawing exercise requiring the entire body. Roll 1 
equal size sheet of kraft paper for each student, tape to floor. Each 
student receives a bamboo stick with charcoal. Do a demo showing 
the students that they must draw by moving their entire body (not 
just standing and using the stick like a pencil – it is very difficult). 
Start the music (I suggest something relaxing, instrumental) and 
read one word off at a time. The students should respond to the 
word. Words can be random “yellow”, “1959”, “obvious”, etc. so 
that they do not bring about immediate visuals. 

Kraft paper (about 10’ 
per student, taped to 
floor), bamboo sticks 
to hold charcoal (you 
will need a rubber 
band for each stick) 
charcoal, music + 
speaker, list of words 
(any words). 
 

 
 

See photo in resources. 
 
Credit: Professor Brian Clinnin, TCU 
Department of Theater 

Australian Dodgeball Dodgeball with a twist. Multi-layered dodgeball game. See video for 
instructions and demo. 

Rubber gym balls like 
you used to play with 
in elementary school 

Australian Dodgeball by Shannon 
Jarvis Irwin https://youtu.be/Y-
dClakRNq4 
 

 

Kho Kho Indian tag game that demands teamwork for success. The delight is 
in the uncovering of the strategic teamwork required. Amazing 
game and one of my students’ all-time favorites. See video for 
instructions and demo. 

None needed however 
if you really get into it, 
colored jerseys for 1 
team are helpful and 
ropes or cones to 
indicate play 
boundaries. 

Main Rules of Kho Kho by rocking guys 
kho (slow, easy instructions) 
https://youtu.be/7EaLXDFIVwc 
 
Understanding the Game Play – Kho 
Kho by Ultimate Kho Kho (example of 
professional play) 
https://youtu.be/wTPuIoPkM9g 
 

Ideally you need 18 people to play. 
We have played with as few as 12. 
Day 1: Go through the basic game 
rules 
Day 2: Practice runs 
Day 3: Play and discover 
Don’t let them watch any videos on 
the game, it should be self-
discovering. 

Simultaneous 
Subtractive/Additive 
Portrait Drawing 

Students partner up. Each student has 1 piece of paper. Students sit 
opposite each other with paper in front of them on the floor. They 
draw each other’s portraits. One student uses charcoal (additive), 
the other student has dusted their paper with charcoal dust and 
uses an eraser to draw (subtractive). 

Large sheet drawing 
paper, charcoal, eraser 

 See photo in resources. 
 
Credit: Professor Dan Jian, TCU 
School of Art 
 

String Space Begin by having 4 students hold a piece of the yarn forming a 
rectangle. Students take turns moving through the space defined by 
the yarn. Then continue to step in to form a smaller boundary, 
allow additional yarn to cross through so that you create a yarn 
obstacle course. Get tighter and tighter with the boundaries until it 
is impossible to move through. 

A few skeins of 
inexpensive yarn 

 See photo in resources. 
 
Credit: Professor Sarah Newton, TCU 
School for Classical and 
Contemporary Dance 

Assign a warm up to each 
student 

If you have a class that is very comfortable with the play activities 
you can ask if they would like to self-organize. 

   

Let them be At some point I tell them to head out to warm up on their own and 
that I will join them shortly. It is always fun to see what they end up 
doing. Sometimes they revert to childhood games, I have found 
other groups laying on the ground with their eyes closed, soaking 
up the sun. 

   

     

 
 

https://youtu.be/Y-dClakRNq4
https://youtu.be/Y-dClakRNq4
https://youtu.be/7EaLXDFIVwc
https://youtu.be/wTPuIoPkM9g


Begin the Day with Play: Resources – this page is a new addition 

 
 

Topic     Resource_______________________________________________________________ 
Creative | Spiritual:   Ackerman, D. (1999). Deep play. New York, NY: Random House.  
 
On building a new culture of play: Elkind, D. (2008) Can we play? Greater Good Magazine, IV(2),14-17. 
 
Emotional development: Erickson, R. J. (1985). Play contributes to the full emotional development of the child. Education, 

105(3), 261–263. 
 
Explaining play crisis in USA:  Miller, E., & Almon, J. (2009). Crisis in the Kindergarten: Why children need to play in school. 

College Park, MD: Alliance for Childhood. 
 
Great overall play summary: Minnesota Children’s Museum. (n.d.). The power of play: A research summary on play and learning. 

Minneapolis, Minnesota: White, R.E. 
 
Organizational resource:  United States Play Coalition 

https://usplaycoalition.org/ 
 
*On trauma and the body: van der Kolk, B. (2014). The body keeps the score: Brain, mind, and body in the healing of trauma. 

New York, NY: Penguin Books. 
*I include this because at this point everyone has experienced trauma associated with the pandemic 
and many students have experienced non-pandemic related trauma. Play/movement might be a 
vehicle to release some of the trauma, including reducing anxiety. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://usplaycoalition.org/


Begin the Day with Play: Response to Reviewers 
 

 
August 3, 2021 
 
Dear Reviewers, 
 
Thank you for taking your time to review and provide feedback on this IDEC ITI. In the revised attachments I have included header notes in 
red font to direct you to the areas that were added. Please remove the red font for publication. 
 
Please see my responses below to the reviewer comments and please do reach out if anything additional is needed. I am happy to continue 
to edit/revise as needed. Please advise. 
 
Reviewer comment: 
“This looks like a good trial for the first year students, but the learning outcomes would really depend on the capabilities of the instructors.” 
 
Roehl:  That is correct and agreed that starting with first-year students is a good idea. I have included a letter to faculty on the first page of 

“Menu of Play Exercises” to explain my motives and goals for the play and studio readiness protocol. I have also included a list of 
possible Learning Objectives for consideration depending on the intention of the individual faculty member. 

 
Reviewer comment: 
“Submission doesn’t seem to have as direct of a contribution to interior design education itself. It includes playful approaches to ice breakers  
and loosening up exercises, but many are generic strategies used in active learning for any discipline and/or age levels. It might have been 
interesting to highlight or emphasize for detailed examples and references to activities that enhance design creativity and open-mindedness  
to more directly tie to interior design education. The brief discusses reflections, etc. as other important methods, but none of this information  
was included. It would be good to include more information of what the goal or intended result of each of these exercises is and then include  
some of the students’ reflections regarding their experience. It would be helpful to know if an exercise was effective and in what way for 
publication version.” 
 
Roehl:  That is correct that the way that the play activities have been used do not relate specifically to interior design. These activities came 

about as a solution for counter-productive issues I was experiencing in the design studio. Included in this revision is an explanation of 



how I used the play activities and reflections (which were about the daily work that students had produced for the design studio) and 
some examples of what reflections specific to the play activity and how it might tie to design process might look like. 

 
Reviewer comment: 
“Better/different examples of deliverables and/or reflections on activities would be preferred over just photographs for publication.” 
 
Roehl:  In the case of this ITI the play is a process without a specific “product”. I am not sure I understand what the deliverable would be – 

happy to produce something, just need clarification of what you are looking for.  
 
Reviewer comment: 
“More information and reference on intended results of the activities would help instructors make selections and improve ease of adoption.” 
 
Roehl:  I have included some suggestions for reflections specific to some of the play activities. 
 
Play fair, play strong and have fun, 
 
 
 
Amy Roehl 
Associate Professor of Interior Design 
Texas Christian University 
 
 

Roehl, Amy

Roehl, Amy



Begin the Day with Play: Grading 
 

 
The daily grade has two options: 100% or 0 (zero). In order to earn 100% all 4 learning activity components must be completed on time: 
 

1. Evening Deadline 
Studio work is due at 11:59 p.m. the night before class to the online learning platform. If the work is a physical (drawing, models, 
etc.) students load photos. The submission folder is set up to close at 11:59 p.m. Once you have submitted your work it is 
recommended to go to sleep in order to be well rested for work in the morning. 

 
2. Pin Up (5 minutes) 

Work must be pinned up for review 5 minutes after class start. Something to write with and something to write on (i.e. a notebook 
or sketchbook) must be in the critique area. 
 

3. Warm-Up (15 minutes, 5 minutes to transition to reflections) 
Students must be on time for and present for the entire warm up. Each individual participates to the extent that they feel 
comfortable and physically able. 
 

4. Reflections (10 minutes) 
Daily reflection prompts created by the instructor.  

 



Begin the Day with Play
Exercises to prepare for work in the design studio

IDEC Innovative Teaching Ideas Submission 2021



Tennis Ball Name Calling



Charcoal Drawing with Bamboo Lead Faculty: Brian Clinnin Dept of TheaterCharcoal Drawings with Bamboo



Charcoal Drawings with Bamboo: Word List Example



Charcoal Drawing with Bamboo Lead Faculty: Brian Clinnin Dept of TheaterCharcoal Drawings with Bamboo



Simultaneous Positive |Negative Drawing Lead Faculty: Dan Jian School of ArtSimultaneous Subtractive/Additive Portrait Drawing



Simultaneous Subtractive/Additive Portrait Drawing



String Space Lead Faculty: Sarah Newton School of DanceString Space



String Space



String Space


