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ECCY7008 Reflection Paper  
[bookmark: _Int_J0B5fyVC]This paper provides a reflection on an outdoor therapeutic play session that I facilitated and will explore the ways in which the outdoor environment supported engagement in play and how it would be considered therapeutic. While also considering my responses and decision-making during the session. This reflection will be guided by Kolb's Cycle of Reflective Practice, by working through the four stages of the model, (Hull University, 2026), this will allow me to critically analyse the session and identify learning for future practice. The session took place in my garden and involved my two children, aged seven and eleven. The boy aged seven is diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and awaiting and assessment for ADHD, and the girl aged eleven is awaiting assessments for both autism spectrum disorder and ADHD. They both also suffer from anxiety. They participated in a child-led therapeutic play session, where I prepared the environment with different resources and they chose what they wanted to use. I provided a tarpaulin sheet, rope, picnic blanket, stools, paper, crayons and glue, however the environment has natural loose parts that the children could choose to use. The term loose parts was first used by Simon Nicholson, who argued that creativity and discovery increase with the number and variety of elements in an environment that can be used for multiple purposes (Trina and Monsur, 2025). Focus group studies showed that outdoor loose parts play improved children’s movement, social development, and engagement within outdoor play sessions (Caldwell et al, 2023). My role was to create a supportive play environment while observing the children’s interactions with the outdoor space, materials, and each other, while ensuring safety within the area. I ensured that the children had appropriate clothing for the day, ensuring that they had extra clothes, hats or gloves if needed.
The session stated off with me introducing the children to the area, showing them the area that we would be using, what resources we had, and where the boundary for them to explore was. This was to ensure that we all stayed safe while out in the area following the risk assessment taken out prior to the session. I asked the children if there was anything that they wanted to do, and the seven-year-old asked if we could make a den. I asked them how could we make a den and the seven-year-old replied with ‘hang something on the trees’, to which I replied, ‘what are we going to use’. The eleven-year-old asked if we could use the tarpaulin sheet and rope to tie it to the trees. We all agreed that would work and continued to build the den through discussing what trees and bushes to tie it to and through teamwork. Once the den was made, we sat down on the stools under it and talked about what we would like to do next. The children decided they wanted to draw as they looked on the picnic blanket and saw the paper and crayons. The seven-year-old boy decided he wanted to draw a mammy and baby hedgehog and the eleven-year-old girl wanted to draw a tree. I showed them we also had some PVA glue which they could also use to stick some natural pieces from the garden to their pictures. They both decided they would like to do this and once they had drawn their picture went exploring the garden, choosing different natural materials to turn their pictures into a natural piece of artwork. While they were doing this, we were discussing the different types of leaves, flowers and sticks that they were using and why they chose them. The eleven-year-old used green leaves and flowers for the top of her tree and brown leaves for the bark and the seven-year-old boy used sticks that he broke into smaller pieces for the spikes of the hedgehogs, brown leaves and some flower petals for their bodies. 
At the beginning of the session, I was unsure of how much guidance they both children would need and how well they would engage in using their imagination and creativity with the resources that we had. However, once they settled into the session, they were very independent with their ideas and were confident to talk about what each other were doing. Observing both children contribute ideas and work together reassured me that allowing them to lead the activity was beneficial to them both. The child-led approach appeared to encourage communication and teamwork as they discussed how to attach the tarpaulin and construct the den. It also appeared that the outdoor environment supported the children’s engagement and creativity, due the ability to explore in their own time and due to the use of the natural loose parts. During the session both children appeared calm and focused while drawing and gathering natural materials for their artwork. Studies have reported positive results for both quantitative and qualitative research that art interventions that are mindful based enhance the psychosocial well-being of children and adolescents and therefore leading to better self-regulation and confidence (Javadian, Riggs and Quach, 2025). Given their experiences with anxiety and ongoing neurodevelopmental assessments, it was encouraging to see them exploring the environment and engaging creatively with the activity. I felt satisfied that the resources I had prepared were flexible enough to support their interests, allowing them to use the materials in their own way. Reflecting on the session, I recognised that stepping back and allowing the children to guide their play was difficult at times and I found myself wanting to guide and lead the session. It has been studied that child-led therapeutic play sessions are effective for children aged 3-12 years old who experience behavioural or emotional difficulties that affect their well-being and learning (Cochran, Nordling and Cochran, 2023). I recognised that this is something that I can learn from and work towards becoming more trustful with. This experience has emphasised, for me, the importance of providing a supportive, non-directive environment where children feel able to explore, collaborate, and express themselves freely. The use of the garden created a contained and predictable environment, which was beneficial for the seven-year-old child, as his autism can impact his awareness of potential dangers. The enclosed boundaries supported a sense of safety while still allowing opportunities for exploration within the space. However, the relatively small size of the garden meant that it lacked the wider open areas that alternative outdoor environments could provide, which may have limited opportunities for more extensive exploration and movement during the session.
Based on this reflection, I aim to continue using a child-led approach in future sessions, as it supported the children’s independence, communication, and creativity. I will also focus on becoming more confident in adopting a less directive role by allowing more time for the children to explore their ideas before offering support. In future sessions, I would provide a wider range of loose parts and open-ended resources to encourage imaginative play and exploration. While the garden offered a safe and enclosed environment, particularly important for the seven-year-old child, exploring larger outdoor spaces with safe boundaries may offer greater opportunities for movement and exploration. Therefore, I will research and visit more outdoor areas to find larger engaging spaces which also provide secure boundaries for safety.  
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