Reflective Account: Nature Treasure Hunt Outdoor Activity
Outdoor play provides a rich context for holistic child development, encompassing cognitive, social, physical, and emotional domains (Waite and Prince, 2022). This reflective account critically evaluates a 15‑minute outdoor play session I facilitated with a nine‑year‑old participant using a Nature Treasure Hunt. The activity aimed to foster curiosity, observation, and sensory engagement through exploration of a garden environment. The child was provided with a checklist of natural items to find, which included a leaf, a stick, a smooth stone, green grass, and a personally chosen object, and was encouraged to reflect on observations during and after the activity. The reflection focuses on the theoretical underpinnings, the effectiveness of the activity in achieving learning outcomes, and considerations for future practice.
The session was structured into four phases: introduction, safety briefing, exploration, and reflection. Initially, I introduced the checklist and explained the objectives, highlighting that the goal was to explore, discover, and observe characteristics of natural objects. Safety rules included staying within the designated boundaries, walking carefully to avoid uneven or slippery surfaces, and seeking guidance when encountering sharp or unfamiliar items. During the exploration phase, the child actively searched for items, collecting them in a basket. I used open‑ended, reflective questioning to scaffold learning, prompting consideration of texture, colour, shape, and potential function of objects in nature. The session concluded with a reflection phase, in which the child shared favourite discoveries, considered their observations, and reflected on the experience, consolidating both cognitive and sensory learning outcomes.
The activity was informed by contemporary constructivist principles, which emphasise that children actively construct knowledge through interaction with their environment (Saleem et al., 2021). By touching, observing, and comparing natural objects, the child engaged in hands‑on exploration, building cognitive schemas through sensory experience. For example, distinguishing between a smooth stone and a rough stick required tactile evaluation and comparison, supporting observation, classification, and reasoning skills (Arnold, 2015). This aligns with active learning and reflects the importance of self‑directed discovery in cognitive development, while also acknowledging that constructivist approaches benefit from guided interaction rather than purely individual cognition (Kharroubi and ElMediouni, 2024).
To address the reflective component of learning, experiential learning frameworks were applied. The child experienced a cycle of concrete experience (exploring and collecting objects), reflective observation (considering texture, shape, and colour), abstract conceptualisation (reasoning why objects differed or their role in nature) and active experimentation (applying learning to find new objects). Experiential approaches in outdoor contexts deepen cognitive and sensory understanding as demonstrated in recent studies linking outdoor experiential learning with enhanced problem‑solving and environmental cognition (Parry and Allison, 2020). The facilitation of reflection and discussion was critical to completing the learning cycle, emphasising the role of guided reflection in consolidating learning.
While the activity was conducted individually, social constructivist principles informed the facilitation approach, particularly through scaffolding. Open‑ended questioning enabled the child to verbalise reasoning and extend understanding within their zone of proximal development (Irshad et al., 2021). Questions such as “Why do you think this leaf is a different colour from the others?” and “What does this object feel like compared to the others?” promoted higher‑order thinking and reflective skills (Margolis, 2020). Scaffolding in this context highlights the role of guided interaction in enhancing cognitive development, even in one‑to‑one settings. For future iterations, incorporating peer interaction in small groups could further support social learning, collaborative problem‑solving, and verbal communication (Chen et al., 2022).
The activity also reflects principles of play‑based learning and nature pedagogy. Exploratory play was central, encouraging tactile, visual, and olfactory engagement with natural objects (Beery and Jørgensen, 2018). Autonomy was supported by allowing the child to select an item of personal interest, fostering intrinsic motivation and decision‑making (Evans and Boucher, 2015). Optional checklist items such as “something small” or “something differently shaped” promoted creativity, while the outdoor setting facilitated physical movement, spatial awareness, and wellbeing (Sando and Sandseter, 2020). Research consistently highlights the benefits of nature‑based play for attention, creativity, emotional regulation and physical health (Jiang and Hussain, 2023). Observations confirmed that the child demonstrated sustained attention, curiosity, and engagement, supporting the effectiveness of the approach.
Evaluation of effectiveness revealed several strengths. The goal‑oriented structure of the checklist maintained motivation, while open‑ended questions promoted reflective thinking and verbalisation, supporting cognitive and language development (Nicholas et al., 2015). Sensory engagement enhanced observation and analytical skills while physical activity contributed to gross motor development and wellbeing. The reflective discussion at the end of the session reinforced metacognition and consolidated learning outcomes. The activity also illustrated the value of integrating structured guidance with child‑led exploration, balancing autonomy with scaffolding to optimise engagement and learning.
Critical reflection identified areas for improvement. At times, facilitation could have allowed longer periods of independent observation to encourage greater self‑directed exploration. Incorporating creative extensions such as drawing, photographing, or creating a small nature collage could enhance expressive learning and reinforce observational skills (Novi et al., 2025). The activity was designed for one participant, so scaling up for larger groups would require adaptations such as rotational tasks, team exploration, or additional facilitators, while ensuring safety and effective learning. Additionally, consideration of inclusive strategies would support engagement for children with diverse sensory, physical, or learning needs (Rausch et al., 2021).
In conclusion, the Nature Treasure Hunt was an effective outdoor play activity that integrated constructivist, experiential, and social constructivist principles within a play‑based, nature‑oriented framework. The activity supported cognitive development, sensory engagement, reflective thinking, physical activity, and wellbeing. Theoretical underpinnings provided a robust foundation for understanding the child’s learning processes, while critical reflection highlighted areas for enhancement, particularly regarding autonomy, creativity, and scalability. Outdoor play‑based activities informed by theory not only promote holistic development but also foster curiosity and a lifelong appreciation for the natural environment, demonstrating the value of structured yet flexible learning in outdoor settings.
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