


Playful Gardens

The project team

The project was developed by
CAMHS and Art at the Start at
University of Dundee, along with
partners at Dundee Botanic Gardens,
Dundee Contemporary Arts,
Barnardo’s families team,
Scrapantics, and Nurture Steps. We
wanted to work together to pilot and
develop monthly outdoor play days
for families who might find it hard to
access play in other environments,
and who need a more relaxed, child-
centred, and less restricted
environment to support them to play
together. We all came from a position
of meeting the needs of families and
following the children’s lead.
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Why it was needed

Play is crucial for children’s wellbeing but not all families have equal opportunities to be playful
together. Families across the city can struggle to find play opportunities that meet their needs;
they may have children who struggle to concentrate or stay still, they may have neurodiversity
such as ADHD or autism, or they may have special educational needs. We also know that
Dundee has very long waiting lists for extra support from CAMHS so this offered a way to help
families access some informal support. We know that families can feel self-conscious and judged
about their children’s behaviour in some environments, or they may hold a lot of anxiety about
how they will manage. This is especially true in environments which pose a lot of restrictions or

are very structured.

We aimed to create an environment where families felt they could let go of some of
those worries and enjoy their time together, providing enriching playful
opportunities for the children and the chance to interact positively as a family.
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What was delivered?

We ran 6 free monthly inclusive play days
with a range of activities spread throughout
the beautiful environment of the garden.
® Scrap Antics delivered loose parts play
® Art at the Start offered creative, messy
play
® DCA offered structured art making like
print making, clay and watercolours
® CAMHS offered sensory play or forest

school

® Barnardo’s volunteers organized kg

outdoor games.

® We also provided shacks for families, and had more informal areas such as music making,

activity prompts and treasure hunts that were self led.

We invited support organisations and were joined on different months by Dundee ADHD
support and by Perth Autism Support, running stalls to share information with families. As we
developed, we were able to bring in other activity providers, so over the months we were
joined by DJCAD architecture 3-d printing and running design games, the Darcy Thomson
Natural History Museum with craft and activities linked to their collections, Peace Begins
with Me offering mindfulness and yoga, Sound Play studios offering electronic sound

experimenting, and Dundee Science Centre offering science activities.




Reaching Families

We targeted families through the CAMHS Facebook group, and later by directly emailing
families on their waiting list. We also advertised to families who work with Barnardo’s and to
Kingspark school. We gave these families a week of priority booking before opening the
sessions to the public.

The ethos of the sessions was to be inclusive to everyone who felt they would
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® The play opportunities offered enjoyment, creativity, increased confidence,
skills development, control, autonomy and choice.

® The activities were immersive in the garden space and have no right or wrong
way to play.

® These kinds of child led activities often resulted in more positive play together

and allowed the parents to really enjoy their children




Sessions proved extremely popular. We
had 80 children at our first session and
we gauged we could increase our
capacity, so subsequent months had
over 180 families at each session.

Altogether, we offered over 1000
opportunities for families to play
together outside.

We recorded feedback on the days as
well as surveying families’ views after the
events.

Adapting

The project was designed as a ‘learning journey’, scoping out what was
possible and gathering feedback from families. As a result, we made some
adaptions based on the responses from feedback as we went along.

Some adaptions were simple. For example, a family with an older teenager
suggested that our musical instruments needed improved, so we created
giant recycled xylophones to hang in the trees, and brought in large drum
kits, quitars, barrel drums and rain sticks. This area then proved
extremely popular.

Some required more reorganization. Families fed back to CAMHS staff
that some of their young people would benefit from a quieter start to the
session and so we added an extra hour to the format so we could offer a
reduced number of bookable spaces for a gentle beginning.

We had feedback that a more accessible toilet would help increase
accessibility and we were lucky that the Festival of the Future was able to
fund a special ‘changing places’ bus from PAMIS for our last session of
the year to make that more accessible to those with complex physical
needs



Barriers families face

In feedback families told us about barriers they usually face in accessing play together. They
worried about the suitability of venues, how staff might manage, whether their children would

become overwhelmed. There were also barriers around the costs of entry and the difficulties of
meeting the needs of several children.

It was positive to hear from families that some of the usual barriers to accessing play were
addressed in the design of Playful Gardens.
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What Families Valued

® Families said that they had appreciated the non-judgmental atmosphere and that they felt
welcomed by staff.

® In particular, some children found it reassuring to know who staff were with our green shirts
and to have a map in advance to know what to expect.

® Being a series of events helped children grow in confidence.

® Parents told us they had not seen their children as engaged in an activity before, or for such a
long time

® Parents noticed their children were calmer than usual.

® Families said they had enjoyed the opportunity for family time together and that they were
planning to replicate particular activities at home. Staff we were able to demonstrate some
ways to play with children which are about letting children direct the play and be creative, so
they had ideas to take away to their home environment.

® Families appreciated having a range of activities, so that the children could orientate towards
an activity that suited their mood for that day and time P




® Families who had other siblings were able to have a space to all play together, as the open-
ended play and art opportunities were adaptable and personalized, so there were no age
restrictions and all children in the family will be able to take part.
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® The organisations taking part also fed back that they had observed the benefits for
families, and for them as workers in being able to engage them in this context.

® Staff noticed that parents were able to observe and reflect as they watched their children
play, notice what they are able do, and get ideas from staff.

® Staff saw a shift over the sessions in how involved parents became in the play.




The Benefit of Outdoor Space

® Families and the organisations who joined us all fed back that the outdoor space was important
in offering a relaxed, calm and beautiful environment.

® \We know that the outdoor environment can support wellbeing and may also be free of some of
the things which can cause distress or challenging behaviour indoors such as sudden noises,

lighting, or lots of rules.
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® It was more possible to move around freely and there were less imposed restrictions.

® The outdoor space prevented some children from being overwhelmed where usually an activity
or that number of other people would be challenging.

® Staff running the activities also noticed that the atmosphere was calmer than usual and put this
down to the garden setting.
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