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THE PLAY JOURNAL

REFLECTIVE ACTIVITY: PREPARATION FOR 
PLAY – THE PLAY JOURNAL

�� Obtain a blank journal or sheets of paper without lines on the page.

�� Start to write down or draw/paint pictures in your journal of your own experi-
ences of playing.

��  Example: My first memory was ‘American skipping’ with elastic round our ankles 
in the school playground. A second memory was of being at home in the dining 
room with china animals being made into a choir; in this memory I was playing 
alone.

�� There are few ‘rules’ with this activity, but it is useful if you can remember your 
childhood play. If you can’t access a memory of childhood play, then write how you 
feel about not remembering and any reasons why you might not be able to recall 
this aspect of your past. 

�� Note any sounds, songs or music that you remember from ‘play time’. I immedi-
ately hear the theme of Andy Pandy, a children’s TV show that I watched during 
my early childhood.

�� Memories may ‘flood in’ or be hard to access; note down anything you can 
remember.

�� Now begin to note any feelings that accompany the memories. If this activity 
stimulates strong feelings, do get support with this. 

�� If possible, share strong feelings or memories with a supervisor/trusted colleague/
partner or in your own counselling or therapy. 

�� Note whether play feels like a distant memory or if you still enjoy play and have 
fun in your life. 

�� Return to this journal when you have experiences with play when counselling. 
Preserve the anonymity of young clients, but note your experiences and choices. 
The journal will become a resource that you can develop and return to.

Keeping a play journal will enable:

�� empathic responses: once you have clarified your own relationship with play, you 
can be ‘in the shoes’ of your client more easily when playing with them

�� self-awareness: when emotions arise during play in the counselling room, we can 
recognise them, whether they are our emotions or our client’s or a mixture of both.
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I remember when I first visited my daughter’s ‘kindergarten’ in a Rudolph Steiner 
school in Wales. The kindergarten is a beautiful circular building with a grass roof deep 
in a quiet valley. It has nooks and crannies, simple toys and dressing-up clothes, all in 
soft colours. It is a child-centred environment designed for the young child to gently 
transition between the world of home and that of school. Having never been to any-
thing remotely like this in my own childhood, I felt a sense of loss sweep over me. My 
‘inner child’ wanted to stay and be nurtured there.

Awareness of relationship with play

Shining the light of self-awareness on experiences like these, noting them in the play 
journal, understanding and coming to terms with both enjoyment and loss in child-
hood play is a vital step for counsellors before beginning play with young clients. 
Perhaps we had to ‘fight’ for toys with siblings or were chastised for being ‘messy’ or 
‘dirty’ as children. We may have joyful memories of freedom too. Bringing all this into 
awareness will make us much more skilful with young clients. It’s easy to be ‘caught 
unaware’ if our childhood play experiences remain unexamined.

Awareness of difference

Our client may have a very different understanding of play to ours. If we haven’t 
considered this, then we could unintentionally misjudge them. An example of this is 
a counsellor wanting their client to go out and play more because they had such a 
good time playing outside as a child. The client’s circumstances may be so different 
that going out to play is inappropriate in their case. It may be frightening, upsetting 
or even dangerous for a young client to be encouraged to play in this way. The coun-
sellor’s inappropriate encouragement to ‘go outside and have fun’ will be confusing 
and potentially upsetting for a young client who is, for example, being bullied in the 
playground.

Purpose of a play journal

�� Reflect on your practice of play in counselling.

�� Share play experiences and ideas from your journal with other counsellors.

�� Note down ideas and methods to use with clients. 

�� Recognise strengths and areas where more learning and practice are needed with 
play, both in your own life and in counselling.

�� Develop your inner ‘free child’.
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