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Software such as CapCut was used to combine clips together to reduce footage and focus on key areas of the activity.
I confirm that no AI-generated text has been presented as my own work. I also confirm that I retain copies of all drafts, notes, and resources used before and after employing AI tools, which can be provided upon request.
The outdoor session is designed as a child‑led, exploratory experience where children can freely engage with natural materials such as mud, water, sticks, leaves, and loose parts. The intention was to create an environment that mirrored Montessori principles of independence, sensory exploration, and self‑directed learning, while also drawing on Piaget’s constructivist view that children learn through active interaction with their environment (Gopnik, 2020) 
The session aims to demonstrate the therapeutic attributes within presenting outcomes across sensory, emotional, social, and cognitive domains. Children will hopefully use natural materials to regulate and meet sensory needs, which aligns with research on nature‑based wellbeing and active exploration.
When planning the session, I spent time considering the space itself and the potential risks that might arise through producing a risk assessment. The weather the main risk identified was the damp ground and flowing water created rich sensory opportunities. Yet also meant I needed to be mindful of slipping hazards, ensuring the children understood water safety beforehand and ensuring that children's health is maintained in terms of temperature control, and not overexerting themselves or placing themselves in danger. These decisions were not about limiting the play but about creating a space where children could explore confidently, knowing their safety and autonomy had been considered. This preparation helped me balance genuine freedom with a safe, responsive environment that supported each child’s needs.
My focus was on supporting children in forming their own paths through the resources provided. Forming their play based upon their desires and self-known preferences. The most important aspect of the session is providing an environment that encourages freedom and independence within self-choice and using their imagination and abilities to play. 
Upon carrying out the activity and now reflecting upon it, I have highlighted that because the activity was intentionally child‑led, some materials were not used at all, while others were used in ways I had not predicted. (Frost & Sutterby, 2017)
Such as the use of plant pots to create a mechanism to catch items. This illustrates a fundamental Montessori principle rather than adhering to a plan created by an adult, children select the items that best suit their developmental needs at that particular time. (Lillard, 2019) From a Piagetian standpoint, this is also consistent with schema-driven exploration, in which children carry out repeat behaviours that reinforce their existing cognitive structures instead of interacting with every choice.
Throughout the activity, I saw a large number of children forming a narrative with their play using items they had gathered to reinforce their imagination and what they were displaying. It also became apparent that water acted as a baseline for a lot of the play undertaken, from using it to determine items that sank or floated or watching the speed at which items travelled down the stream. 
But most notably, how one child squirting water led to a collaborative action where everyone interacted. Originally intended as a tool for sensory experimentation, the spray bottle became a prop for imaginative, cooperative play that met the children’s immediate needs for connection, movement, and sensory input. Illustrating how, within a child‑led Montessori environment, a single action can spark a completely new line of exploration driven by children’s imagination and social energy. From a Piagetian perspective, this shift reflects the spontaneous, symbolic, and socially negotiated play typical of the preoperational stage, where children construct meaning through shared actions and emerging narratives.
Nevertheless, the water fight underlined the challenge of facilitating open-ended exploration. The activity was child-led materials were not always used as anticipated. Children's imagination can redirect the session completely, causing factors that need to be considered to maintain a safe and secure environment, ensuring boundaries are maintained while still honouring the children’s autonomy and creativity and learning how risky play works.
Subsequently, as a further result of flexibility, the activity developed in a variety of extremely personalised ways. The session became an open-ended experience that might be perceived differently by each child, as opposed to a single, planned task with a predetermined result. This meant that instead of guiding learning, I had to assist, watch, and react to the input children needed at the moment, whether it was problem-solving, imaginative expression, or sensory control. The aim of such is through the activity is seen as free exploration. Children were not hindered or placed in a situation that made them feel uncomfortable or unable to express themselves freely. By considering this aspect, I wanted to create an environment in which certain children's preferences and regulatory needs were addressed. 
I recognise that some practitioners may view this session as unstructured free play rather than a therapeutic activity, particularly because the children moved independently between materials and the session did not follow a fixed sequence. However, my perspective is grounded in the understanding that therapeutic play is defined by the child’s process, not the adult’s plan. As the session plan emphasises, “choice-based play… allowing the child to choose what feels comfortable” is central to therapeutic work, and this was evident throughout the session. What may appear as free play to an observer was, in practice, rich therapeutic engagement, which I believe allowed children to regulate through sensory exploration, construct narratives, collaborate socially, and use materials symbolically in ways consistent with Montessori principles and Piagetian constructivism.
 Reflexively, I noticed my own internal tension between wanting the session to appear structured and trusting the therapeutic value of child-led exploration. This experience reinforced my belief that therapeutic play is not defined by adult direction but by how children use the environment to meet their emotional, sensory, and developmental needs.
This highlighted both the strength and the complexity of a Montessori‑Piaget approach. Children’s autonomy of being independent leads to rich, meaningful engagement, but it also demands flexibility from the practitioner and acceptance that not all resources will be used, and not all children will interact in the same way. It emphasised how crucial it is to maintain confidence in the process of unstructured exploration and to understand that effectiveness is determined by how well the environment meets each child's unique needs at that particular time rather than by a defined outcome.
The session ultimately reinforced for me that therapeutic, nature‑based play is most effective when I trust the child‑led process and remain responsive to the meanings children create through their actions. What may appear to others as unstructured free play was, in practice, a rich therapeutic landscape shaped by children’s sensory needs, social energy, and imaginative narratives. This experience deepened my understanding that therapeutic play is defined not by adult‑imposed structure but by how well the environment meets each child’s emotional, sensory, and developmental needs in the moment. It strengthened my confidence in facilitating open‑ended exploration. It highlighted the importance of practitioner reflexivity, safeguarding awareness, and theoretical insight in creating spaces where children can genuinely lead their own learning and regulation.
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