Therapeutic Play Task: “The Memory Garden”
Focus:  Using symbolic and creative play to support grief, loss, and continuing bonds in bereaved children.
Rationale (for students)
Children often experience bereavement non-linearly and may struggle to verbalise grief directly. Therapeutic play allows children to:
· Express loss symbolically and safely
· Maintain a continuing bond with the deceased
· Explore emotions such as sadness, anger, guilt, or confusion
· Regain a sense of control and meaning following loss
This task models how symbolic, non-directive play can be used therapeutically without pressuring children to “talk about” their grief.
Duration
45–60 minutes
Materials
· A tray, large sheet of paper, or floor space
· Natural and symbolic materials (e.g. stones, shells, leaves, flowers, feathers)
· Small figures or objects (optional)
· Coloured pens, cards, or paper
· Small containers or envelopes
(These materials intentionally echo sandtray and memory-making approaches often used in bereavement work.)
Step 1: Setting the Therapeutic Frame (5 minutes)
Explain to students:
“This activity reflects how therapeutic play can support children who are grieving. The focus is not on the accuracy of memories or narratives, but on creating a safe symbolic space where feelings and meanings can emerge at the child’s pace.”
Emphasise:
· No one has to share personal bereavement experiences
· Participation is about process, not disclosure
· Silence and observation are valid forms of engagement
Step 2: The Play Task (20 minutes)
Ask students (working individually or in pairs) to create a ‘Memory Garden’ using the materials provided.
Instructions:
· The garden represents a space where memories, feelings, or connections related to a loss can exist
· Objects can symbolise emotions, people, memories, or absences
· There is no “right” or “wrong” way to do this
· Talking is optional during the creation phase
The facilitator adopts a non-directive stance, mirroring how a practitioner would sit alongside a child.

Step 3: Optional Meaning-Making (10 minutes)
Once the garden is complete, students may:
· Write a short message, word, or symbol to place in the garden
· Choose one object and reflect silently on why it feels important
Students are not required to explain their garden to others.
This mirrors best practice in bereavement work, where children are not pressured to narrate or justify their grief.

Step 4: Reflection and Linking to Practice (15–20 minutes)
Facilitate a group discussion using practice-focused prompts rather than personal disclosure:
Suggested prompts:
· How did symbolic materials support expression without words?
· How might this activity feel different for a bereaved child compared to a verbal discussion?
· What role does containment (tray, space, boundaries) play in grief work?
· How does this task support the idea of continuing bonds rather than “closure”?


Therapeutic Principles Demonstrated
This task illustrates how therapeutic play can:
· Hold grief safely without retraumatisation
· Respect children’s developmental understanding of death
· Allow fluctuating emotions to coexist
· Honour memories without fixing or resolving grief
· Support emotional regulation through sensory engagement

Adaptations for Practice
Students should consider how this task could be adapted for:
· A younger child (more sensory, fewer verbal prompts)
· A neurodivergent child (predictable structure, visual supports)
· Group bereavement sessions (shared space, individual boundaries)
· Cultural or faith-specific understandings of death and remembrance

Ethical Considerations (for discussion)
· How do we avoid forcing meaning or interpretation?
· How can practitioners recognise when play is becoming overwhelming?
· What are the limits of therapeutic play in complex or traumatic bereavement?
· When might referral to specialist bereavement or mental health services be necessary?

Key Theory to Link
· Continuing Bonds theory (Klass, Silverman & Nickman)
· Attachment and loss (Bowlby)
· Symbolic play and meaning-making
· Trauma-informed and child-centred practice
Suggested Reading
· Dyregrov, A. (2010). Grief in children: A handbook for adults. Jessica Kingsley.
· Gil, E. (2015). Play in family therapy. Guilford Press.
· Malchiodi, C. A. (2020). Creative interventions with traumatized children. Guilford Press.
· Worden, J. W. (2009). Grief counseling and grief therapy (4th ed.). Springer.
Therapeutic Play Workshop
Student Worksheet & Reflective Template
Focus: Using play therapeutically to support children experiencing bereavement

Important Note for Students
This activity explores how therapeutic play can support children who are grieving.
You are not expected to share personal bereavement experiences.
Reflection should focus on professional learning, not personal disclosure.
You may step back from the activity at any point.

Part 1: Activity Context
Activity title: The Memory Garden
Therapeutic focus: Bereavement, loss, remembrance, and emotional containment
Purpose of the activity:
This activity is designed to help you understand how symbolic, non-directive play can support children who are grieving by offering a safe space for expression, meaning-making, and emotional regulation.

Part 2: Engagement With the Play Task
☐ I worked individually
☐ I worked with a partner
☐ I observed rather than actively participated
Briefly describe how you engaged with the task:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 3: Observing the Play Process
Focus on process rather than content.
Symbolic Expression
· How were symbols, objects, or space used to represent feelings, memories, or absence?
· What felt significant about using symbolism rather than words?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Emotional Experience
· What emotions did you notice during the activity (e.g. calm, discomfort, reflection, curiosity)?
· How did the structure of the activity support emotional safety?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Containment and Safety
· How did boundaries (time, space, materials) contribute to containment?
· Why is containment especially important in bereavement work with children?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 4: Linking Play to Bereavement Theory
Reflect on how this activity relates to children’s experiences of grief.
1. Children’s Experience of Bereavement
How does this play task reflect what we know about how children grieve (e.g. non-linear, intermittent, developmentally shaped)?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

2. Continuing Bonds
In what ways does this activity support the idea of continuing bonds rather than “closure”?
Why might this be more appropriate for children?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

3. Non-Directive Therapeutic Play
How does a non-directive approach protect children from feeling pressured to talk about their loss?
What is the practitioner’s role during this type of play?
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 5: Application to Practice
Choose one context and consider how you would adapt this activity:
☐ Younger child
☐ Neurodivergent child
☐ School-based bereavement support
☐ Group bereavement intervention
☐ Culturally or faith-specific context
Consider:
· Sensory needs
· Language demands
· Cultural meanings of death and remembrance
· Group vs individual delivery
Adaptation notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 6: Ethical and Professional Reflection
Consider the ethical dimensions of using play therapeutically in bereavement contexts.
Reflective prompts:
· How can practitioners avoid imposing meaning or interpretation on children’s play?
· How do we recognise when play is becoming overwhelming rather than supportive?
· What are the limits of therapeutic play, and when might referral be necessary?
Notes:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Part 7: Critical Reflective Writing (MA Level)
Use this section to develop a 300–500 word reflective response (if required for assessment).
You may use a reflective model (e.g. Gibbs, Rolfe et al., Driscoll), but focus on analysis and application, not description alone.
Suggested focus:
· What this activity taught you about play as a therapeutic response to bereavement
· How symbolic play differs from verbal grief support
· How this learning will inform your future professional practice
Reflective response:
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................

Optional: Linking to Theory and Literature
You may wish to draw on:
☐ Attachment and loss
☐ Continuing Bonds theory
☐ Trauma-informed practice
☐ Child-centred play therapy
Key concepts:
☐ Symbolic representation
☐ Emotional containment
☐ Regulation and co-regulation
☐ Meaning-making
☐ Ethical sensitivity





















