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Abstract 
 

This article presents preliminary findings from a study designed to evaluate, develop and 

disseminate a cards resource developed to support dialogue and learning about EDI. 

Experience of creating cards to explore disciplinary thinking at the Universities of 

Hertfordshire (UH) and East Anglia (UEA) (Jarvis and Clark, 2020) was instrumental in the 

design. The resource is based on the concept of using ‘serious play’, a ‘special kind of 

intense learning experience’ (Rieber et al., 1998, p.30, 29, original emphasis) to support 

reflective, inclusive and transformational learning (Peabody and Noyes, 2017). 

 

Staff and students at UH and UEA who facilitate and attend sessions at which the cards 

are used are contributing to the research. Before sessions, facilitators are briefed about 

the guidance, the cards, and possible exercises for using them. At the end of sessions, 

facilitators and participants are invited to take part in a reflection activity. Facilitators are 

asked about the context, the activity, observations of participant response to the cards, 

their learning, the facilitator’s learning, and plans for future EDI activities. Participants are 



Sillence, Clark, Dickerson, 
Doan, Jarvis 

Equality, diversity and inclusion: learning from laying our cards on the table 

 

 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Special Issue 26: February 2023 2 

questioned about the role of the cards in their learning and thinking, what was learnt, and 

how this will impact their interaction with others. 

 

Preliminary findings indicate how participants are thinking about their working contexts, in 

particular how they initiate conversations around their personal lives, and share stories 

relating to equality, diversity and inclusivity, in order to make abstract terms more vivid.  

 

This study responds to a need to develop research-informed resources to use to 

encourage respectful, inclusive dialogue to address EDI topics with staff and students in 

higher education. Drawing on the preliminary findings shared here, new terms are being 

added to the current card set together with a blank card to allow users to generate their 

own cards; and a new resource comprising EDI stories is being considered. 

 

Keywords: equality, diversity and inclusion; cards; conversation; dialogue; HE staff; 

students. 

 

 

Background 
 

Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) are important and complex issues that need to be 

addressed in higher education. Internationally, universities have introduced culturally 

informed EDI strategies and policies, and provided training and activities for students and 

staff (Claeys-Kulik and Jørgensen, 2018). Such activities, and the environment in which 

they are used, need careful consideration, as EDI issues are often deeply personal, and 

exploring them with others can cause anxiety.  

 

This article presents preliminary findings from a study that aims to evaluate, develop, and 

disseminate a cards resource previously created to support dialogue and learning about 

EDI. Experience of creating cards to explore disciplinary thinking at the Universities of 

Hertfordshire (UH) and East Anglia (UEA) (Jarvis and Clark, 2020) was instrumental in the 

design. The resource is based on the concept of using ‘serious play’, a ‘special kind of 

intense learning experience’ (Rieber et al., 1998, p.30, 29, original emphasis) to support 

reflective, inclusive, and transformational learning (Peabody and Noyes, 2017). 
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The EDI cards were created by the UH School of Education Student Success and 

Engagement Team (SSET). They used a staff-student partnership approach to learning 

development (Bovill, 2020) to identify and agree the terms in the current pack (Figure 1), 

and worked with an illustrator to design the set. Finally, a member of the SSET prepared 

guidance on setting an ethical, inclusive learning context for using the cards (Clark et al., 

2022). This guidance covers topics such as developing a ‘safe space’ (Holley and Steiner 

2005, p.49), ‘brave space’ (Arao and Clemens, 2013, p.142) or ‘classroom of 

disagreements’ (Flensner and Von der Lippe, 2019, p.284); agreeing ‘ground rules’ 

(Jackson, 2014, p.56); deploying active listening skills (Kisfalvi and Oliver, 2015) and 

exercising compassion (Gilbert, 2017). 

 

Figure 1. The set of 18 equality, diversity, and inclusion cards. 

 

 

 

Research study  
 

Individuals at UH and UEA who planned to run staff or student learning activities that had 

an EDI theme were invited to participate in the study. Before sessions, facilitators were 

briefed about the guidance, the cards, and possible exercises for using them. At the end of 

sessions, both facilitators and participants were invited to take part in a reflection activity. 

Facilitators were asked about the context, the activity, observations of participant response 

to the cards, their learning, the facilitator’s learning, and plans for future EDI activities. 
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Participants were questioned about the role of the cards in their learning and thinking, 

what was learnt, and how this will impact their interaction with others. 

 

Ethical approval was obtained, and potential contributors informed about the study aims, 

their role, and the management of their responses. Individuals were invited to consent to 

take part if they wish. As addressing EDI topics might cause psychological discomfort to 

participants, facilitators were apprised of ways of facilitating respectful dialogue 

and advised to provide information on sources of support. On completion of the study the 

researchers have been coding the responses to identify key themes that will inform the 

design of the cards and guidance resource. 

 

 

Preliminary findings and discussion 
 

In evaluating the EDI cards staff and student learning contexts, we present the preliminary 

findings from session participants, specifically what they learnt (Q1). Two themes of 

interest identified from three participants’ (P) responses relate to terminology of the EDI 

card set and learning about the self and others through storytelling.  

 

One participant noted ‘That all of the cards interact with one another and also give rise to 

other “cards”, e.g. cultural awareness came out of Language, as well as “Justice” as a 

potential card’ (P6-Q1), suggesting that the limited word set had stimulated and not 

confined their thinking. The prompts from participants and their facilitators have since 

given rise to eight new cards, and a ‘blank’ card, which allows individuals to define their 

own terms in future activities. 

 

In the following responses, participants highlighted the reflective and personal nature of 

the dialogue associated with using the cards and the opportunities provided for learning 

about themselves and others. 

 

I learnt a lot about my colleagues as the cards were a great resource for engaging 
in conversations about diversity and inclusion issues in our personal lives (P7-Q1) 
 

I learned a lot about the team. A lot of issues and stories were shared with 
everyone (P9-Q1)  
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This participant (P9) also noted in relation to a second question about the impact of the 

cards on interactions with others (Q2): 

 

‘I think it's an interesting exercise in self reflection … It's effective in bringing EDI 
issues to life with stories and examples, instead of treating it as an abstract thing 
and could show individuals that they could have personal motives that are already 
EDI related. 

 

Stories, ‘constructions that give a meaning to events and convey a particular sense of 

experience’ (Carter, 1993, p.8, original emphasis), have been used when teaching 

inclusion to show ‘that there are different ways of viewing and experiencing the world’ 

(Jarvis and Iantaffi, 2006, p.80). They continue to be used for EDI learning and practice 

development (for example, Saleh et al., 2014; Chrysostomou and Symeonidou, 2017; 

Harrison-Train et al., 2021). 

 

The participants’ responses about their colleagues ‘personal lives’ are also reminiscent of 

Holley and Steiner’s (2005, p.55) reports of the benefits of a multi-perspectival learning 

experience in a ‘safe classroom’. 

 

 

Implications for practice 
 

This study responds to a need to develop research-informed resources to use to 

encourage respectful, inclusive dialogue to address EDI topics with staff and students in 

higher education. Participants have already suggested new cards, such as ‘Justice’, 

leading to a revised guidance resource, which includes ideas for setting up activities. The 

EDI set now includes a blank card, allowing users to generate their own terms and images. 

The importance of storytelling in offering multiple perspectives based on lived experience 

is also being considered to frame conversations in different contexts, such as the 

members of a staff team, or amongst small groups of student representatives. Further 

analysis of participants’ and facilitators’ responses is being undertaken. 
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