I can confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I can confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I can confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.



















How effective is therapeutic play in supporting the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds, and what are the implications for inclusive practice?

Play is fundamental to the development of children, offering social, physical, cognitive and emotional benefits, adequate play opportunities should be available to learners as this will provide long-term benefits to their health and well-being, alongside their success in the future regarding their employment and education (Graham., N et al.,2017; Nijhof et al., 2018; & Smythe et al., 2024). Although there is no agreement on the definition of play, Wittgenstein (1953) discussed that the elements and meanings of play are interlinked and blend into each other, rather than separated by boundaries, whereas Huizinga (1939) argued that play is not contemporary and happens at different times, consisting of rules and ultimately “offers experiences of excitement which is different from everyday life.” Therefore, the meaning of play is endless. However, not all children are able to participate in play or have the same experiences of play due to underlying conditions such disabilities, ACEs, neurodiverse complications or cultural issues.  Individuals with disabilities may be excluded from play due to societal attitudes towards disabilities or limited resources (Kamiya,2021). Play requires active engagement, curiosity, imagination and exploration, allowing an opportunity for learning and social interactions to take place (Smit P.K. et al., 2023). The United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1990) states that play is beneficial to the holistic growth and development of a child. Closely aligned with the UNCRC, Eberle (2014) and Bottrill (2018) both provide their own understandings, whereby Bottrill offers an understanding of what play is rather than a definition, Eberle provides a discussion inclusive of the six elements within an activity, highlighting the importance of ‘fun’ being at the center of play.                            

                                                                              
Therapeutic play is a strategy used by non-therapists to support children in managing their anxiety, stress and minor emotional issues through play. This approach can be used by teachers, parents or other trained professionals in a flexible, less structured manner as its focus is to be proactive and preventive supporting, emotional regulation, improving resilience and fostering adaptive coping skills. More commonly this strategy will allow for children to have access to a variety of toys, supporting them to express their issues and emotions, whilst being observed by an adult to ensure that if the child’s behaviour becomes problematic, they are able to intervene. The main element of therapeutic play is the relationship between the adult and child, and it is primarily used in difficult situations such as stressful experiences, hospitalization or medical procedures, providing a sense of normality (BAPT, 2024). It is acknowledged that therapeutic play is not a linear process, instead it is a process which gradually alters over time as an unpredictable process. 

Evidence implies that many children with disabilities face implications when engaging in play or early development activities (UNICEF., 2013). The implications can be experienced by the individual or community around them, inclusive of their families. An individual with disabilities may experience difficulties with their sensory processing and communication, leading to implications on the play and interactions with their peers (Woodgate et al., 2019). Whereas for families and communities around the individual, the implications could be due to expectations and concerns surrounding the child relating to their interactions with their peers and acceptance, alongside limited self-efficacy in aiding play for individuals with disabilities (Nabors & Stanton-Chapman., 2026). Negative outlooks such as negative attitudes or various stereotypes towards disabilities can also limit opportunities and expectations for play, whether in an educational setting, at home or within the community (Hepperlen et al., 2021). Furthermore, a lack of interaction with peers and a lack of social support aid isolation and exclusion from social play encounters (UNICEF,2017 & UNICEF, 2021). Additionally, the ability of individuals with disabilities to engage in physical play and exploration may be affected if there are insufficient play materials and limited access to outdoor areas, likewise if the outdoor area and equipment is not designed for their needs, individuals with disabilities will be limited in engaging in physical play and explorations (Brown et al., 2021). In essence, these barriers pose a risk to negative implications for the development and well-being of individuals with disabilities, making it imperative to foster inclusive environments catering to their individual needs and abilities (Olusanya et al., 2022). 
 
A high priority focus is needed on the barriers which impact play and recognition of the benefits need to be accounted for when considering how nurturing the development of children with disabilities influences their participation and contributes to their quality of life (Hoogsteen & Woodgate, 2010). Evidence has highlighted the importance of understanding the barriers and opportunities children with disabilities face, enabling accessible and inclusive opportunities for play. However, males and females have unique experiences and challenges and require varied assistance to participate fully (Modula, 2022). Within research there is a large prominence surrounding home environments, discussing the importance of what happens within this environment and comparing the opportunities for play amongst children with disabilities and those without. 

UNICEF (2023) had collected data from Low and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs), acknowledging that children with disabilities “receive less early stimulation and responsive care” alongside having limited “exposure to children’s toys and books” in comparison to children without disabilities, however home environment settings had not yet been included within the research when considering opportunities for play. Most research has currently looked at the difficulties and enablers for participation from the perspective of parents, however various studies have found success in including views of professionals working closely with the child (Rimmer et al., 2004; Shields & Synnot, 2016; Wright et al., 2019; Jaarsma et al., 2014). 

Social behaviour skills are crucial in early childhood (National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 2009). Although, many children with developmental disabilities will require support in developing social behavioural skills. Two “social skills” are needed, social behaviour which is outlined as the behaviours used to complete a goal and social competence, which is the effective use of social behaviour to achieve goals (Odom et al., 2008). A study was conducted concluding the relationship between poor social skills and outcomes for physical and mental health later in life. Segrin (2019), measured the social skills of individuals, including the ability to provide assertion (standing up to others), initiating relationships with others, sharing information with others and emotionally supporting others. Within Segrins’ study there are implications regarding the importance of developing social skills. His study focused on the higher social skills that were measured, highlighting what the practitioners seek to develop. On the contrary, Strain (2001) discusses the importance of the progression of treatment and the depth of social skills in early intervention. Providing an outlook on what the focus of intervention should be, for example showing compassion, sharing etc. It is evident that intervention without meaningful, effective or thoughtful experiences can impact the long term social, physical and emotional development of a child. The most efficient interactions take place with peers with minimal adult mediation. A number of studies have highlighted the importance of varying social skills interventions to improve outcomes for children with disabilities, the prominence on social-emotional development appears to have clear connections to improving quality of life. 

Inclusion can be complex as there are multiple definitions and individuals convey a different meaning when discussing inclusion. McCollow et al. (2015), stated “inclusion is educating and integrating children with disabilities in classrooms with their peers without disabilities. Allowing full access to context and content, including access to general educators, peers, activities and curriculum.” (P.40). this definition focuses on both what inclusion looks like and the process of inclusion as during implementation it is active rather than passive. When considering inclusion practitioners also need to be supported, Fox et al. (2011) expressed that many practitioners do not feel prepared to support learners within their setting due to the complexity of their social needs. However, a model was provided by Robinson and Myck-Wayne (2016) to train practitioners to support natural social interactions. During this it is imperative that teachers establish a baseline of current skills and age-appropriate social behaviours alongside their individual needs and the priorities of their parents. Pivotal response teaching is evidence-based and supports behaviour. This can be used flexibly and effectively in natural environments (Koegel & Koegel,2006; National Autism Center, National Standards Project,2009). Robinson and Myck-Wayne (2016) established that deterring from social intervention is not a logical or ethical practice, however it is not uncommon to observe an absence of systematic social intervention within the classroom. Within their article the strategies discussed aimed to offer facilitation to support social interactions and enable teachers to build a socially rich environment for all learners. Interventions can be adapted, whether sensory elements need to be incorporated, in essence enhancing activities with auditory, visual or tactile elements to increase the engagement of individuals, or ensuring activities are tailored to individual needs, focusing on accommodating diverse abilities rather than following the standard developmental path. Inclusive technology can also be employed, incorporation of specialized software, assistive technologies or breaking activities into smaller steps can provide scaffolded learning to support emotional development. Adaptions similar to the ones mentioned above aim to overcome the gap in play opportunities that disabled children experience compared to their peers, this is currently around 9%.  Young children with disabilities also benefit from inclusion as they gain social competence and improvements can be seen during social play. For individuals without disabilities inclusion has proven to develop awareness, acceptance and respect (Crnic et al. 2017). The illusion of placing individuals with poorer social skills alongside individuals who are typically developing has been sustained to not lead to improved outcomes (Gutierrez et al. 2007). There are strategies that have strong-evidence base and can be integrated into inclusive settings. The strategies can be used to build on social behaviours and could potentially be a focus for learners who have learning goals in social-emotional development. 

Structured play groups have very small evidence to support them according to the review by Wong et al. (2015), however there is evidence of their effectiveness with children aged 6-14.  Structured play groups support turn-taking skills, motivating children. Small group interventions are frequently used in schools to support the social development of children. One intervention, named Lego-Based Therapy (LBT) is very popular, although there is evidence for this, there has been an evidence practice gap as there is minimal research exploring the effective implementation of LBT (Evans, 2019). LBT was developed to motivate individuals, develop their social skills (LeGoff et al., 2014). During this intervention the adult needs to scaffold skills such as turn-taking, providing clear instructions and asking for help. This will help the children to reach the same goal and motivate one another. LeGoff et al (2014) recommended that LBT should include a check in, rule recaps, freestyle building and fixed building, alongside Lego points, tidying and a farewell to each session. Although this intervention has solely been used for children with autism, it has more recently been extended to wider groups, who would benefit from developing their social communication skills (Boyne, 2014). According to Bond et al, (2016) LBT is currently not yet considered an evidence-based practice, although recent studies have demonstrated that this intervention could be effective in developing children’s social communication skills. A recent review by Lindsay et al. (2017), stated that children enjoyed this intervention, and parents and carers believed their children were benefitting from their involvement within this intervention (Gina et al.,2008; Evans et al., 2014), however the ‘builder’ role was preferred due to the lack of interactions in comparison to the role of the ‘designer.’ Yalamanchili (2015) reported that there were no improvements in the children’s social skills, however Brett (2013) discussed that improvements in play, coping and adaptive socialization were found, yet found no meaningful changes in communication or self-initiated social interactions. Furthermore, other limitations to Lego Based Therapy included the different roles played within the group, the time spent conducting the activity and social difficulties for individuals (Brett, 2013 & Peckett et al., 2016).  Inclusive education is promoted widely within settings (DfEE,2014), this ensures that all children and young people are an equal member of the school. Although some argue that whereby inclusion is a human right, the education of some individuals is compromised as the focus is on their ‘rights’ rather than their ‘needs’ (Ravet, 2011; Spence, 2010). Findings suggest that this intervention has the capability to improve social and communication skills, however further studies are necessary which use standardized measures to collate data to show findings. 

Building on social skills is just one way to support children with their communication difficulties, however other interventions can also be used to build and help manage their emotional needs. There is a developing understanding of individuals with disabilities struggling with their social and emotional development, therefore these experiences have allowed for intervention approaches to alter and evolve (Delli et al.,2018). Globally around one billion people have a disability alongside experiencing stigmatizing attitudes and behaviours from others without disabilities, they often encounter self-stigma (Bond Disability and development Group, 2017). Individuals with a disability may also encounter social exclusion, and this can affect each individual differently dependent on their impairment, socioeconomic background and other characteristics (UN Women, 2020).  Research implies that there is a gap in the systems-level interventions, in order to tackle stigma documenting violence against people with disabilities and advocacy are central, alongside legislation to tackle stigma and discrimination. Literature on stigma reduction is minimal, and a holistic research approach aimed at changing behaviour is necessary. There are also negative implications to the academic progress and social development of these learners (Bellini, 2004; Reaven et al.,2009; Wood, Drahota and Sze, 2007). Mizunoyo et al (2018) suggested that the disability gap in education is not explained within the socio-economic or household characteristics, implying that something is wrong within the environment of education, whether this this due to the functioning of educational settings or the way in which they are structured. 

Due to interventions focusing on the emotional needs of children with social difficulties, there is an emphasis on Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) principles. This intervention intends to address the core thoughts of the individual. More recently school settings have been considered a good area in delivering CBT interventions to support learners with disabilities, a review by Neil and Christensen (2009) discussed that schools displayed promising outcomes. Rezaee Rezvan et al (2024) discussed the combination of puppet play therapy and CBT, implying that this could enhance the development children, and minimize the anxiety and behavioural issues (Shayganfard et al., 2024). There is a growing interest in incorporating arts and applied theater into education, supported by evidence due to their positive effects on learners emotional, social and cognitive development (Mastrothanasis et al. 2025). Puppet play enables learners to build on their concentration, language development and cognitive development whilst promoting social inclusion and self-expression, thus acting as a psycho-emotional empowerment supporting positive behaviour and enabling learners to cope with emotional dysregulation. Eleta and Dolci (2022) agree with this as they discussed how puppets enable learners to express themselves across cultural boundaries, promoting acceptance and creativity, likewise Lenakakis et al (2017) further supports this as it provides a unique way to explore emotions and build on empathetic understanding. Despite many studies showing a wide range of interest in puppets being used as an intervention, it is not researched enough within special education, moreover there is minimal research in relation to teachers’ experiences and perceptions. However, puppet play has shown to act as a mediating framework, encouraging expression and emotional discharge (Ahlcrona, 2012 & Arts, 2020). Limitations occur within the research on puppet play as an intervention as generally the sample selection is from teachers who have positive attitudes towards creative methods, therefore there is a limitation as the findings are harder to generalize. However, findings from Smith et al (2024) revealed that the use of puppets within an educational setting deepens holistic growth in individuals. Within their project almost each individual grew in confidence, although their work needed further exploration with a larger scale of research studies. Evidence based findings have proposed that CBT and play interventions can each promote empathetic abilities (Duan et al., 2024). Thus, CBT and play interventions as a collective intervention can provide individuals with efficient coping mechanisms.

Play based interventions have the ability to enhance communication, social inclusion and therapy, although as expressed earlier there is a gap. Hilderley et al. (2024) promoted play as an intervention to support children with disabilities, alongside this Carrington et al. (2023) focused on the playful actions of individuals who live with physical and developmental disabilities, addressing concerns for children and their families. Numerous studies have explored play as an intervention, and the benefits that arise, Gomez-Leon (2025) discussed that play supported children in managing their emotions and reduced emotional dysregulation, Similarly, Martin-Villena et al (2025) noted that children had reduced stress and emotional dysregulation through structured play and interventions. These findings display play’s wider psychosocial function, offering restorative value in adopting well-being amongst children suffering from emotional dysregulation. Within play-based interventions individuals are able to express themselves freely, offering a safe space, and ensure individuals within groups or individual interventions have enhanced self-assurance and well-maintained coping strategies to support them further. The limited evidence on interventions for children in relation to play demonstrates a greater need for intervention development. In hindsight, it is acknowledged that rather than interventions being community driven approaches they are researcher led instead, this can impact the cultural relevance and sustainability. As with any intervention they will each share similarities, however in order to be effective they need consideration of the area in which they are used. There is also a need for cost analyses to take place in order to evaluate the feasibility of play interventions with socio-economical contexts. Environmental factors play a role in supporting children with disabilities both socially and emotionally. King et al (2003), defines environmental factors as the physical environment, public institutions and policies all of which enable or limit participation in physical activities. Barriers are frequent within indoor and outdoor play within built environments due to the lack of knowledge surrounding the disability, therefore built environments that are overcrowded, noisy, have inaccessible surfaces or bad lighting hinder play (Dunn & Moore, 2005; Woolley,2013). Moreover, particular studies similar to (Dunn & Moore, 2005) also acknowledge that incorporating special features for disabled individuals can lead to segregation in the play areas leading to a lack of interaction with others. However, it is stated in studies that individual’s who are able to engage in play with peers at home have ease in socializing and engaging in play with other children (Oates, 2011).

In light of the current research, I strongly agree that best practice allows interventions to be child led, alongside offering adult guidance where necessary, offering an opportunity for learners to express their emotions is crucial as they are able to feel heard and understood. Adaption is necessary with any intervention and can be made at any time to meet the learners needs. In order to ensure that the access has been improved to learners as a recommendation it is ideal to ensure that sensory friendly areas with specialized equipment is available as this will allow for varying developmental levels to be catered for, specialized equipment may include a variety of open-ended play materials or multi-functional toys, enabling learners to express their creativity freely. In consideration to inclusivity, adaptions also need to be made to the environment, many studies implied that individuals with disabilities did not have the same access to outdoor area equipment, there is a significant importance in ensuring that all children are able to access play equipment either independently or with minimal support. Another recommendation is that further research is needed with a focus on more diverse populations, in a longitudinal manner offering a broader understanding on adaption for interventions to be implemented into different cultural and social-economic contexts.  My final recommendation is to ensure that all children have an opportunity for an adult to engage in play, this will support both adults and children to cope with adversity and enhances the adult-child relationship, before improving social and emotional development. Where adults may struggle to engage in play, it is fundamental to offer training and support to help build confidence as this also allows learners to observe an adult removing themselves from their comfort zone and indulging into an activity which is new to them. 

Studies researched have also had their limitations, many of the studies discussed earlier had disclosed practitioner bias, elaborating that teachers can be biased due to race or gender, or that some teachers limited the parents’ involvement due to finding them ‘difficult’ the bias during interventions can hinder a child’s development rather than enhance it. Throughout the research systematic issues also arose as with many of the studies educational settings often had their own constraints due to the pressure to ensure academic achievement was attained and the lack of calm spaces available. Consequently, due to the limitations found within the research papers children were at risk of being excluded from activities and subjected to disciplinary measures rather than receiving supportive interventions. Alongside this practitioner bias could have compromised the trust within the intervention process, thus limiting the effectiveness and results. 

In summary, holistic efforts need to be considered to build a safe, inclusive space for all learners, regardless of any disabilities or diverse backgrounds. A balance needs to be found when considering attitudes, accessibility, and indoor and outdoor spaces to ensure cultural sensitivity is created and each of these responsibilities are aimed towards society, parents, teachers, policy makers etc. Disability research has expanded since 2006, in the UNCRPD (UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities), however despite a broader focus on child health and disability rights, play support for individuals with disabilities remains overlooked in numerous research studies, implying that there is a lack of acknowledgement to the long-term effects that play based interventions have.  Ensuring that inclusion is central to each domain for disabled individuals will allow for individuals to integrate with others, enhancing social and emotional development skills, allowing an opportunity for empowerment to take place so that learning can be done in a creative manner with meaning. Research also needs to explore the effectiveness of interventions in regards to policy reforms to support inclusive education and studies need to consider the broad range of characteristics of identity to understand the differential impacts that may occur for female and male participants with disabilities etc. 
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