Reflective piece for the nature-based therapeutic play session
This reflection will follow the Graham Gibbs reflective cycle model (Gibbs, 1988).
This therapeutic play session aimed to support children's emotional regulation, sensory awareness and safe social interaction through a nature-based activity in a park. The session included grounding exercises, a nature hunt, creative play using natural materials, a cooperative play task, and a calming closing activity. The session was designed to be inclusive for children from different age groups, including those with Autism Spectrum Disorder, Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, and children who experienced early childhood trauma.
The children took part in the grounding activity at the beginning, where they were asked to notice things they could see, hear and feel. This aimed to get the children to focus on the present moment and to help regulate their emotions, which is important for children from different neurodiverse backgrounds (Kozowska et al., 2020). They then completed a nature hunt, collecting objects, followed by a creative activity making pictures out of natural materials they found in the park. They also took part in a cooperative play activity in which they took on different roles and responsibilities while working together. The session ended with a calming movement activity to help the children regulate before finishing.
Before the session, I felt slightly nervous because I wanted the activities to be inclusive for all children, and I was aware that some children may find it difficult to stay focused outdoors. I was also worried because the children expressed beforehand that they prefer playing inside the house on a computer or a gaming console. I was also quite anxious because I felt like I had not done enough planning ahead, and some circumstances changed right before the planned session.
During the session, I felt more confident as the children began to engage with the activities, especially during the picture making when they appeared interested and motivated. I felt pleased that the grounding activity helped the group settle, but I also noticed that some children became distracted at times, which made me feel that I might not have given clear enough instructions. After the session, I felt that the activities were mostly successful and that the children enjoyed being out in nature, even after they expressed their preferences for indoor play.
One positive aspect of the session was that the clear structure, which had been explained to them before the activities started, helped the children understand what was happening next. This seemed especially helpful for children with ASD, who often benefit from predictable routines (Hatherly et al., 2023). The nature hunt worked well because it allowed movement, which helped children with ADHD stay engaged (Li et al., 2023). The creative activity also encouraged calm behaviour, as the children focused on making pictures out of the natural objects.
However, one difficulty was that some children lost focus during transitions between activities. This may have been because the outdoor environment had many distractions, such as other people in the park and loud traffic around the park. I also noticed that not all children wanted to talk as much as others, therefore it is important to allow non-verbal ways to take part in activities like creating a role in the teamwork task, where someone does not have to speak. Also, some children need much more movement than others, which at some point made it difficult to keep everyone in the same place. This showed the importance of some level of freedom or free play during a therapeutic play session.
The session showed the importance of providing a safe and supportive environment, especially for those who experienced some kind of childhood trauma. These children had to feel completely safe in order to take part in the activities and enjoy them.
Having a calm adult present helped the children feel secure enough to explore the park and take part in the activities.
Some children needed prompts and encouragement, but with support, they were able to complete the different tasks. I found it important to make sure all children are listening to the instructions and give them time to process those, and ask questions if they have any. It is also helpful to repeat those instructions one more time.
The grounding activity at the start helped the children become calmer and more focused, which is important in therapeutic play, especially for children who have experienced trauma or easily distracted. Sensory activities such as touching natural objects and moving their bodies also supported regulation, which is important for children with ADHD and sensory needs. The cooperative play activity helped the children to socialise and take on different roles while working together (Wilkes-Gillan et al., 2016).
The difficulties with attention showed that instructions need to be short and clear, and that visual prompts may help children understand what to do.
Overall, the session achieved its aim of providing a safe and enjoyable therapeutic play experience. The children were able to explore nature, take part in activities, and show moments of calm engagement. The structure of the session helped the children feel secure, and the use of movement and sensory play in a safe area supported inclusion.
However, the session could be improved by using more visual supports, giving shorter and clearer instructions, and allowing more flexible ways for children to participate or just observe, especially for those who find speaking difficult.
In future sessions, I would use visual aids to help children understand each activity more clearly. I would also allocate more time for transitions between different activities and provide reminders before switching tasks. To make the session more inclusive, I would offer different ways for children to respond, such as pointing instead of speaking or even allowing children to observe before participating in an activity. I would also dedicate more time to free play during the session. Watching the recording again, I noticed that my language was rather instructive and commanding instead of inviting the children to take part. This is definitely something to be aware of in the future. I also found it helpful to record the sessions for evaluation purposes.
I would continue to use grounding activities at the beginning and end of the session, as these helped the children feel calmer and more ready to take part, bringing their attention to the present. In future therapeutic play sessions, I will focus on keeping a clear structure while still allowing choice, so that all children, including those with additional needs, can feel safe, included and able to engage.
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