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Learning reflection
This session took place at the woodland fire pit area with a group of 15 children aged 4–5 years old. A total of five staff members were present, giving a ratio of 1:3. This higher ratio allowed staff to position themselves around the area for supervision and safety while also being available to join in conversations, initiate open-ended questions, and extend the children’s learning without taking control.
[image: ]The den quickly became the centre of the children’s play. A small group children gathered natural materials, selecting sticks of different lengths and thicknesses. Some worked together to drag larger branches, while others carefully chose smaller sticks that were easier to carry. This highlighted the collaborative nature of the activity, with children of different abilities contributing in ways that suited their strengths.
They experimented by testing how to balance sticks against the structure. Each attempt brought anticipation as they waited to see if the stick would hold. When it did, their excitement showed a clear realisation that certain positions gave more stability. One child observed, “The sticks are holding each other up,” which demonstrated early scientific thinking linked to forces and balance. This connects to the Science and Technology Area of Learning and Experience in the Curriculum for Wales, where children begin to notice cause and effect in the physical world.
Adults supported the play by observing and asking open-ended questions that encouraged children to think deeper without interrupting the play. For example, asking, “Why do you think that one stayed up?” or “What would happen if we used a heavier stick?” helped scaffold children’s reasoning. These types of questions supported metacognitive talk amongst children, encouraging children to reflect on their actions and share their thinking with friends. Conversations between the children also showed this reflection, with comments such as, “That one fell because it’s wet,” or “Let’s try putting it the other way.”
As well as developing scientific understanding, the den gave children the chance to build resilience. When sticks fell, they remained resilient and tried again. This willingness to persist highlighted confidence in taking risks and not being discouraged by setbacks, supporting their development as healthy, confident individuals. The physical aspect of lifting, carrying, and balancing sticks also built gross motor strength and coordination, which links to their physical well-being.
[image: Buy Natural 100% Hemp Rope 12mm Here!]
To extend the play further, loose parts such as ropes, tarpaulin, or fabric were introduced, offering opportunities to explore different materials and test how they change the strength or stability of the den. Children also measured sticks, introducing elements of mathematical learning through comparing lengths and problem solving. In this way, the simple activity of building a den created rich opportunities for holistic development. It supported curiosity, problem-solving, resilience, teamwork, and early scientific and mathematical exploration, all linking to the Curriculum for Wales.
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By the firepit, a group of children began “cooking” with the natural resources around them. They gathered leaves, sticks, stones, and mud, mixing them together to create their own recipes. Some stirred with sticks, others crushed leaves between their hands, and a few proudly presented their “soups” to friends. This showed imagination and collaboration, as they shared ideas and offered one another a taste of their creations. There was clear anticipation each time they revealed a new mixture, and persistence when their first attempts didn’t go as planned.

[image: 5 Minute DIY Mud Kitchen for Kids - Taming Little Monsters]When cooking resources were added, the play deepened. The children quickly noticed that filling the pan with water made it heavier. One child pointed out, “It’s full now, that’s why it’s harder to lift,” showing their awareness of how water changes weight. Adults encouraged reflection by asking questions such as, “Why do you think it feels heavier now?” and “What do you think will happen if we add more?” These questions supported the children in making links between cause and effect, connecting directly to the Science and Technology Area of Learning and Experience in the Curriculum for Wales.
The resources also encouraged fine motor skills and independence. Children stirred leaves in bowls, carefully handing spoons, and worked hard to thread leaves onto sticks. At first this was tricky, but their persistence paid off, and the pride on their faces showed how much they valued their achievement. Adults supported by modelling safe tool use and stepping back to let the children problem-solve on their own, which helped build resilience and confidence.
As well as technology and science learning, the play brought important social and emotional development. Children took turns with the tools, supported one another with tasks, and celebrated each other’s creations.  With the right tools and adult support, the children explored cause and effect, developed independence, and strengthened both their social and physical skills.

Within the school setting, children can visit the mud kitchen and forest school area and use theses spaces to build on their ideas, experiment with natural materials, and extend their learning through imaginative play, problem solving, and science and technology experiences. To extend this activity further, additional resources such as measuring jugs, sieves, or child-safe knives can be introduced. These will give  children opportunities to explore how equipment is used for purpose, such as pouring, sifting, cutting, developing independence and practical skills that link to science and technology area of learning in the Curriculum for Wales.

[image: Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones: How Racial Linguistics Can and Do  Hurt Me | by Deborah Stroman | Medium]Within the woodland area, some children started picking up sticks and stones, making little piles on the ground. Straight away they compared who had more and who had less, which led to them trying to share things out, so it was fair. One child suggested, “We can all have the same,” and the others agreed. This showed their early number skills but also their sense of fairness, as they wanted everyone to be included. Adults joined in with questions like, “How can we share these, so everyone gets some?”  which helped the children to think about problem-solving and numbers in a way that made sense to them. Here, they were showing themselves to be ambitious, capable learners by using their curiosity and reasoning to solve problems. Adding resources such as muffin trays, bowls and other containers helped the children to sort into quantities precisely ensuring fairness.
As they played, they began noticing differences in size and shape. Some sticks were long, some short, and this led to sorting and comparing. A few children lined the sticks up from biggest to smallest, while others made repeating patterns using sticks and stones. They explained their ideas to friends, using words like “longer,” “shorter,” and “same.” Adults also added in simple Welsh words such as “mwy” and “llai” , which the children repeated as part of their play, linking their learning to literacy and Welsh language.
The physical side of the activity was clear too. Carrying logs, balancing sticks, and placing stones into groups all helped build strength and coordination. They were becoming healthy, confident individuals through this, showing persistence, resilience, and pride in their achievements. Socially, the activity brought lots of opportunities to work together. Sometimes there were disagreements over who had the biggest stick or the most stones, but these moments gave the children the chance to practise sharing, turn-taking, and compromise. They were proud when they solved a problem, like when they found a way to make the piles equal. They supported each other and celebrated together, which helped build confidence and relationships. This also linked to them being ethical, informed citizens, as they were thinking about fairness, inclusion, and how their choices affected others.
Across the session, the children demonstrated the Four Purposes of the Curriculum for Wales. They were ambitious learners as they explored and tested ideas, creative contributors as they built, engaged in imaginative play, and invented recipes, ethical citizens in respecting nature and each other, and healthy, confident individuals as they built resilience, independence, and physical well-being through play. The activities also showed how science, maths, and technology linked naturally to literacy, expressive arts, humanities and health and well-being. With enough staff present to ensure safety and guide conversations, the children were able to take the lead, while adults extended their thinking through meaningful questions. The key qualities of exploration, anticipation, persistence, initiation, and realisation were visible throughout, making this a great example of child-led outdoor learning.
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