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Unlearning Through Play: How Performing Games Reframe Care and

Inclusion in Design Education
Amalia Banteli and Dimitra Ntzani

This paper explores the link between performing arts and design
pedagogies as a means of instilling empathy and inspiring inclusive
mindset creation for architecture students at the beginning of their
studies. It presents and reflects on how performing games and
participatory design were used in a live teaching education innovation
project funded by Cardiff University’s Teaching and Learning academy.
During the project, second-year architecture students collaborated with
Hijinx Odyssey, an inclusive drama group based in Cardiff, to understand
the needs of performers with physical and/or learning disabilities

and to co-design inclusive stage environments. Students and actors
shared creative routines, performing games, theatrical improvisations,
ethnographic observation, and design reviews to generate stage-set
designs for the Odyssey’s upcoming performance: ‘Humbug!. End of
project student reflections focused on what the students learnt, re-learnt
and, as importantly, what they had ‘unlearnt’ as part of their interactions
with the performers and their overall engagement with the live project.
The reflections arising from this pedagogical partnership with Hijinx
Odyssey demonstrate how knowledge shaped through performing games
and participatory design can meaningfully enhance civic engagement in
higher education and architectural practice. By bringing architecture
students into creative exchange with inclusive drama communities, these
collaborations recover marginalised or often overlooked perspectives

that fall outside dominant institutional narratives.This paper advocates
for the integration of performing arts and inclusive community
partnership into design education as a means to cultivate an ethos of
care, attentiveness, and shared responsibility. Such encounters broaden

students’ understanding of spatial experience and reframe design learning
as a caring, relational practice grounded in empathy and mutual creativity.

In doing so, they support more inclusive pathways into architectural
education while empowering students to become future practitioners

attuned to the wellbeing and diverse lived experiences of the communities

they ultimately serve.

Strand: civic space

Dr Amalia Banteli: lecturer at Welsh
School of Architecture. Her interests

in inclusive design and her personal
involvement in inclusive theatre groups
informher research in inclusive pedago-
gies. Her work explores theatrical play
as a pathway to empathetic learning
through participatory projects with
architecture students and inclusive
community drama groups.

Dr Dimitra Ntzani: Senior Lecturer in
Architectural History and Theory at
the Welsh School of Architecture and
Director of our Masters in Architecture
Programmes. Her work explores how
design can better support cognitive
and spatial engagement with contested
heritage, while her design pedagogies
foreground inclusive participatory/
threshold approaches and learning
reflexivity
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