Carrie Needs –MA CYPMH- Therapeutic and Nature-Based Play - ECCY7008  


MA Children and Young People Mental Health
Understanding Trauma and the Mental Health Needs of the Child - ECCY7008
Carrie Needs – 0100928							         15/03/2026
AI acknowledgement: 
I have not used AI in this reflective essay. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI-generated text as my own work. 
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before and after the use of AI tools, which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
I confirm I have saved literature to my personal documents, some of which have highlighted sections for your perusal and cross referencing, should you need to.  
I acknowledge the use of Grammarly (https://www.grammarly.com/)  15/03/2026 to check my work using the prompt(s):   
1. Please check the following text for readability, grammar and syntax.   
I confirm that I have not presented any AI-generated text as my own work. 
I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, post-it notes, PDF (with highlights) files (literature saved with notes/highlighted sections), bookmarks in textbooks and other resources I used before and after the use of AI tools, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.  
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI-generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
[image: ] C. A. Needs 21-03-2026



Title: ‘Outdoor play facilitation: Design and facilitate an outdoor play session. Write a reflective account that evaluates the theoretical approach used and the effectiveness of your outdoor activity.’
The (imaginative) play session took place in the woodland area of a public park, with 3 adults (‘acting’ as children) and 3 children (boys, aged 12 and 10 years old) as participants and myself as the facilitator, who was dressed as a fairy (and intentionally was not wearing a mask). The participants were given the option of wearing ‘superhero’ or unicorn masks prior to the start of the activity and it was explained to them that the masks may support them to feel more disinhibited and confident to take part; according to Richardson (2024), ‘masks play a vital role in capturing boys imaginations, allowing them to experiment with “play” in different and novel ways’. 
An imaginative play session in the woods aimed to give the participants a safe, sensory‑rich space where they could explore creativity, agency, and emotional expression through open‑ended, nature‑based play. It also supported wellbeing by fostering connection, confidence, and regulation, allowing them to experience freedom, curiosity, and calm within a nurturing outdoor environment; ‘Nature-based biopsychosocial resilience theory (NBRT) proposes that visiting nature helps build and maintain ‘stocks’ of adaptive biological, psychological, and social resilience resources that can later be used to prevent, respond to, or recover from stressors (Hempejs et al, 2026)’.
The activity was explained to them, and it was understood that due to the design of the session task, the target age of the audience for the activity was approximately 6 years old.   
The first activity (of two) was explained at the outset. 
“The fairies that live in these woods are hiding and they have left some clues for the kind humans to find. You must explore the surroundings (the boundary was also set and clearly explained, using the concrete path that surrounded the play area) and seek out the clues; 5 fairy wands, 6 fairy house doors and 5 clusters of brightly coloured mushrooms. Once you have found your items, return them to the hub so we can check at the end, how many are left”. 
The group completed the activity and then searched for the final missing ‘fairy door’. Following the activity’s completion, the group were then tasked with returning to their favourite spot individually to “whisper a kind message to the fairies”.  
At the end of the session, a wellbeing check was conducted and each member of the group shared that they did indeed feel an improvement in their wellbeing following the activity.  
Due to the experiential nature of this learning task, I used Gibbs (1998) reflective cycle as my reflective model (Galli and New, 2022), moving through description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action planning for my practice development and finally to identify how this learning will inform my future work. I will reflect upon my planning, implementation, what went well during the session, what I’ve learned and what I would change regarding my preparation and facilitation. 
The relational dynamics of the session were ‘positive’, with only one adult participant having never met four of the others, but who knew two of the other participants. The facilitator had a prior relationship with each participant. Each of the children knew most of the adults, except for one. The videographer knew all participants too which I believe helped the engagement level, as it diminished the impact of the act of being filmed. 
The option of wearing the masks was received positively and each participant took great enjoyment in selecting their mask, out of the 40 masks available to them. I ensured to provide a vast selection so each participant could feel like they had true choice in their mask and weren’t just ‘lumbered with whatever was left’ at the end of the selection period; I believe this garnered a sense of autonomy and control in this small preparatory task. Each participant engaged with enthusiasm, and in the video, some can be seen skipping, jumping on each other, climbing the fallen tree trunk, calling out in joy when items were found. 
The group’s enthusiasm for the final task of ‘whispering to the fairies’ showed strong engagement and returning to their chosen “favourite spots” reduced any sense of embarrassment, allowing the activity to end with a gentle boost to wellbeing rather than a pressured task. The children ran straight to their spots, with most, choosing trees over open grassy areas, further echoing the empirical evidence that ‘spending time in woodland environments supports (positive) mental health (O’Brien, 2022)’.
The imaginative ‘fairy-clue search’ session held therapeutic intentions centred on helping participants regulate emotionally through being surrounded by the calming sensory qualities of trees, fresh air and natural space, while also offering a symbolic space where feelings/worries can be expressed indirectly through the search for imaginary entities. The activity appeared to serve to build confidence and agency by encouraging exploration and shared imaginative goals which supported cooperation without pressure. The sensory engagement with ‘natural materials’ promoted grounding and body awareness and the search for fairy doors, mushrooms, and wands strengthened cognitive flexibility and curiosity; the fantasy element also offered a protective buffer that enabled the shy, anxious child (aged 10) to join in without feeling exposed, supporting social and emotional engagement at a safe pace. 
I began the session feeling a mix of anticipation, fear and anxiety about holding the space, and as the participants moved between calm focus and bursts of creative energy, my confidence grew while exposing assumptions (about engagement and participant commitment) I hadn’t realised I carried. Afterwards, I felt grounded and aware of how my emotional presence shaped the tone and responsiveness of the session, showing me that my feelings actively influenced how I attuned to and supported the group. I felt that the impact of being dressed as a fairy also aided the commitment to task for the participants and this served to reduce feelings of embarrassment at the silliness of the task with improved ‘pledge’ to the task. 
At times, I fluctuated swiftly between being either absorbed in the activity or overly focused on the task remit and meeting the modular goals; reflecting upon my inexperience with facilitating this kind of amorphous task, yet I feel that I still supported imaginative play through open‑ended prompts, modelling curiosity, and gently scaffolded encouraging words and ‘directives’. These strategies align with Piaget’s view that ‘children learn best through active exploration, symbolic thinking, and constructing meaning from their own experiences (Cerovac and Keaane, 2024)’. By creating a non‑judgemental atmosphere, I helped promote emotional safety, autonomy, and positive social interaction. This approach allowed the participants to feel more confident, connected, and free to express themselves, strengthening their overall wellbeing as they engaged creatively with the play environment. Piaget’s theory suggests that ‘children in early childhood use symbolic play to make sense of the world (Cerovac and Keaane, 2024)’, so ‘searching for fairies’ while wearing masks depicting superheroes/mythical creatures while exploring in the woods became a meaningful way for the group to transform natural objects into symbols, and construct understanding through imaginative exploration. 
I felt that my inexperience with facilitating play sessions impacted my confidence in the task overall and my introduction impacted setting the tasks for the session, as moments of hesitation and over‑thinking led me to sit back and observe when a more confident, intuitive response would have better supported the ‘children’s’ imaginative momentum.
Additionally, I felt underprepared; however, this was due to my lack of confidence in facilitating open ended tasks, as opposed what I am used to (structured lessons and coaching sessions that drive towards reaching outcomes detailed in schemes of work). Had I spent time engaging in a ‘practice’ run’, to test the timings of the session and created a script to give gentle encouragement to the participants, this would likely have provided me with a boost in confidence for the filmed session. Equally, in future, I would prepare a clear script to communicate the session’s aims on camera and, with younger children, develop simple encouraging prompts to spark imagination. I could also include a brief wellbeing pause to help the group notice what they can see, hear, and feel, strengthening mindfulness. Moving forward, I aim to support wellbeing more intentionally through greater attunement, autonomy, and open‑ended directional scaffolding, drawing on developmental considerations to guide these adaptations, recognising how this session contributes to my ongoing professional development. 
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