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A Reflective Account of a Therapeutic Play Session
The outdoor play session was designed for children aged 8 – 12 with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (American Psychiatric Association, 2022) by delivering proprioceptive activities to provide sensory feedback. Tactile materials were used for stone stacking, balancing on sticks, and heated rice packs, providing various textures and sensory sensations. A risk assessment of the area was conducted before the session, and the facilitator used the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) to reflect on the experience using the stages of Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan.			Proprioception is the sensory information retrieved from an individual’s bodily position and movement receptors (Tamas et al., 2024). Empirical research states that for children with ASD who display sensory-seeking behaviours, proprioceptive input may benefit motor skills, adaptability to surroundings, and the processing of sensory feedback (Shafer et al., 2020). Further, proprioceptive input could also mitigate challenging behaviours (Chen et al., 2024) and demonstrate therapeutic efficacy in improving emotion regulation in children with neurodiversity (Riquelme et al., 2024).						A regulation area with sensory toys included was available for children who did not want to participate. The facilitator observed the play session, how the children responded to the activities and resources provided, and assisted the children as needed. All participants engaged in some aspect of the play session and worked as a team and individually. Visual cards and a sand timer were provided to aid the transition from one activity to the next. Research demonstrates that transitioning from activities can be anxiety-inducing for children with ASD (Stack et al., 2021). By providing predictability through visual aids, the children were supported in their ability to task change, promoting their well-being and reinforcing the therapeutic aims of the play session (Daniel et al., 2022). Children’s choice was a prevalent aspect of preventing anxiety and emotional distress, commonly occurring symptoms of ASD. This enabled children to select activities based on their desire to participate and individual interests, promoting positive behaviour and engagement (Elbeltagi et al., 2023).			At the start of the session, the facilitator experienced anxiety regarding how receptive the children would be to the upcoming activities and the effectiveness of the session overall. However, remembering the therapeutic purpose of these activities, the facilitator soon relaxed once the children began to play. Throughout the session, children were observed engaging with all the materials offered, and the facilitator began to feel confident in the planning of the session and the included regulation area. The children enjoyed the stones’ textures, shapes, and colours and the challenge of balancing them. Some children lined up the stones and organised them into colours per the facilitator’s suggestion. This was to provide alternative forms of play for varying abilities in children and prevent frustration whilst also supporting a behavioural trait of ASD (Kirby et al., 2016). Likewise, the activity was aimed at 8 – 12-year-olds as younger children may have had more difficulty balancing the stones, which may have induced negative feelings for them. Despite this, some children still felt frustrated and utilised the available regulation area. This worked well, allowing the session to continue smoothly and providing a sense of relief. The children used the regulation area and rejoined later so they didn’t miss out on further activities. Upon reflection, larger stones may have been better for this activity to avoid frustration and encourage continued engagement. The way the stones were placed stimulated socialisation, a pleasant effect of this activity, which the facilitator had hoped for during the planning phase.							During the stick activity, the children were instructed to balance across sticks, forming them in a straight line or zig-zag shape or holding them in their hands with arms out to balance. The children noticed the difference in the weight of the sticks during this time, which was impressive. However, they began to follow one after the other across the sticks in a formal line, which interrupted the free-play aspect of the session. Upon reflection, this activity may have flowed better if the sticks were presented in multiple piles, separating the children slightly. Or if they were laid out beforehand in the different patterns needed for the activity. That said, when prompted to use more sticks and form them in a different direction, one child began to jump from one line of the sticks to the next. This resulted in the children's unplanned use of the materials whilst continuing to support proprioception in this task. 		The final play activity, with the heated rice bags, was reciprocally enjoyable for the facilitator as children demonstrated curiosity and delight at the comfort of the warm sensation and aromas from the herbs. The temperature of the rice was safely controlled for handling, as the facilitator had tried and tested it beforehand. The facilitator was also the only person to handle the rice outside the fabric bag and used a spoon to avoid contact with the skin as a safety precaution to protect the children and themself. During the activity, the heated rice packs were named “cosy rice pouches” for child-friendly terminology. 				There was concern from the facilitator that these smells may be aversive to some children due to the unique sensory profiles of ASD. Therefore, an option was provided to have the heated rice pack without the herbs inside. Despite this, the herbs within the heated rice packs offered pleasurable olfactory input to improve sensory processing (De Domenico et al., 2024). Some herbs were preferred over others, so a broader supply of these would improve this task if repeated. The initial plan was to use lavender, but unfortunately, it was not in season. This activity could be repeated during the summer when lavender could be used to compare children's sensory experiences against the use of herbs. However, the herbs were sourced from a local garden, and all elements were reusable with environmental impact in mind. Likewise, children were also instructed to respect nature during the session. 		This reflective process based on Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) has promoted a greater insight into the dynamics of the play session. The session was successful, but the importance of preparing for negative emotions and supporting children with self-regulation and autonomy has been emphasised. This supported the children's well-being and facilitated positive session outcomes. The knowledge gained upon reflection has allowed a wider understanding of how this play session can be utilised in future, such as for children with ADHD and the importance of providing a regulation area. For future planning and facilitation, verbal boundaries should be set, especially if the session is repeated in a wider and less safe area. Finally, viewing the site where the session takes place beforehand could have enabled the facilitator to improve the use of space and arrangement of activities. 
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