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1. Working Title 
Play therapists' perceptions of building therapeutic relationships with children who have limited verbal communication.
2. Project Type and Format
This ‘Independent Project’ will embrace an empirical mixed-methods research design approach which will include a combination of quantitative and qualitive research techniques. The justification for needing a mixed methods research design is the need to use questionnaires and interviews which will allow data collection from therapeutic establishments. A mixed methodology format as my research technique will provide the opportunity to accumulate data from play therapists from various therapeutic settings due to the topic requiring thorough comprehension and epistemic insight. Quantitative data collection allows statistical perceptions to reinforce potential qualitive data collection portrayal.  These two options of research methods offer assets of various paradigms: descriptive, exploratory, prescriptive and evaluative.
3. Rationale and Background
The therapeutic rapport is widely acknowledged as a key element of successful psychological interventions and is thought to be essential to fostering favourable results for children and adolescents.   Throughout play therapy, children are given the chance to share feelings and experiences that may be challenging to convey verbally through the development of a secure, trusting, and attentive relationship. This is especially important for individuals who struggle with verbal communication since they could express themselves through play, actions, and other nonverbal means.
John Bowlby's attachment theory highlights the significance of stable connections in promoting emotional stability and healthy societal growth (Holmes, 2014). According to this viewpoint, the therapeutic relationship could offer individuals a safe space to reflect on their emotions and experiences. In a comparable way, Carl Rogers' person-centred philosophy emphasises the importance of empathy, consistency, and positive, unconditional regard in promoting development and cognitive transformation (Scott, 2025). In situations where children's communication goes outside of spoken language, these relational circumstances may be especially crucial. Additionally, Donald Winnicott emphasised the importance of play in therapeutic work by conceptualising play as a developmental place where children communicate, form significant connections, and establish an understanding of self (Winnicott, 1971/2005).
Although several earlier studies have shown the benefits of play therapy and the significance of the therapeutic partnership, the majority of the literature has concentrated on results from therapy as opposed to practitioners' experiences. As a result, there hasn't been much focus on how play therapists comprehend and manage developing relationships with individuals who struggle with verbal communication. Examining the perspectives of play therapists may yield important information about the difficulties, facilitators, and interpersonal dynamics associated with therapeutic involvement. These results may aid in fostering the development of more individualised and equitable methods for training, practice, and execution of services related to children's mental health.
4. Aims and Objectives 
Aim: My aim is to explore play therapists’ perceptions and personal experiences of developing therapeutic relationships with children who have limited verbal communication skills, in order to understand and identify potential factors, challenges and rapport builders that take place establishing these relationships throughout therapeutic practice. 
Objectives:
1. The exploration of play therapists’ ability to apprehend and theorise a therapeutic relationship when collaborating with children who have limited verbal communication skills.
2. To investigate the challenges, factors and rapport builders encountered when attempting to develop a therapeutic relationship with children with limited verbal communication skills.
3. The exploration of how play therapists comprehend and respond to limited verbal communication with children in therapeutic play. 
Research Questions:
1. When working with a child with limited verbal communication, how do play therapists conceptualise the relationship?
2.  When establishing therapeutic relationships with children who have limited verbal communication skills, what barriers, supporting components, and rapport-building techniques do play therapists experience?
3. How do play therapists interpret and respond to limited verbal communication within therapeutic play?
5. Literature Overview 
There are many research literatures supporting play therapy and the therapeutic outcomes it produces. It is widely acknowledged as on of the most effective foundation for psychological interventions (Rogers, 2015). MacCormack (2019) corroborates these statements by further elucidating that play therapy and building rapport is fundamental to enhancing trust, mental health and emotional expression. 

According to person-centred theorists like Carl Rogers, the fundamental elements required for therapeutic transformation are empathy, consistency, and unconditional positive regard (Scott, 2025). These ideas influenced Virginia Axline's creation of child-centered play therapy (Moss & Hamlet, 2020) and later research that highlighted that the therapeutic alliance is the main means of bringing about change. The value of interpersonal approaches in therapeutic practice is supported by empirical research that shows how child-centered play therapy improves children's psychological health and behavioural stability according to the research Hashemipour and Mohammadi (2018) executed. As stated in John Bowlby's attachment theory, children are able to freely express emotions and experiences when they are in secure relationships (Holmes, 2014).

Donald Winnicott (Winnicott, 1971/2005), who defined play as a period of transition where children acquire a sense of identity and communicate effectively with others, has written extensively about the importance of play as a means of expression.   Children with limited verbal communication, whose feelings and thoughts may be expressed symbolically rather than vocally, will find this viewpoint very pertinent. However, Westland (2015) states there are also issues with how nonverbal cues are interpreted and the possibility that therapists will give children's play adult connotations. Conceptions of communication have come under increasing scrutiny from modern viewpoints. According to Thomas (2021), communication problems might result from reciprocal disparities in comprehension rather than deficiencies that are exclusive to the child. Additionally, studies emphasise the significance of subjectiveness and responsiveness in nonverbal communication and development of emotions (Plant, 2018).

The literature currently in publication has mostly concentrated on outcomes from interventions rather than practitioners' experiences, despite mounting evidence in favour of play therapy and the therapeutic partnership. Play therapists' comprehension, interpretation, and negotiation of the relationship-building procedure with children who lack sufficient verbal communication have received relatively little attention. Therefore, investigating the perspectives of play therapists may help develop a more comprehensive knowledge of interpersonal processes and provide guidance for more inclusive and adaptable approaches to the mental health treatment of children and adolescents.
6. Methodology / Project Approach 
This independent project will use an empirical mixed methods research design. Utilising data being collected quantitively and qualitatively simultaneously and integrated during discussion of results and interpretation.
Participants: Approximately 30 play therapists will complete a mixed methods online survey. Furthermore, A cohort of ten participants (play therapists) will be taking part in a second round of data collection that will be conducted qualitatively using one-on-one, semi-structured interviews. 
Questionnaire/ Survey: Play therapists' experiences about developing therapeutic relationships among individuals who have limited verbal communication will be investigated by the questionnaire's multiple-choice and Likert-scale questions. the questions will have a focus on rapport building, confidence, potential obstacles and facilitators, how interrupt limited verbal communication and the significance of play whilst trying to develop engagement, rapport and trust. The quantitive data will be analysed using descriptive statistics e.g., percentages, graphs and means to identify themes. 
Semi-structured interviews: Play therapists' experiences and perspectives of building therapeutic interactions with individuals who struggle with verbal communication will be examined using semi-structured interviews. Therapists' comprehension of the relationship in therapy, rapport-building techniques, obstacles and enablers faced, standard characterisation of nonverbal communication, and the function of play in promotion will all be examined in greater depth through open-ended questions. Qualitative data will be analysed through transcripts and comparable themes. 
Analysis: Qualitative data analysis will be utilising Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis six stage approach and quantitive data will be analysed using an Exploratory Data Analysis which includes descriptive and visual data analysation. 
Integration: Quantitive and qualitative data themes will be compared to identify patterns, trends and themes to promote explanatory depth of results. These strengths the reliability and validity of results by using the methodological paradigms. 
Recruitment: The recruitment process will take place through various private counselling services, youth services and organisations across a certain geographic location where access is permitted. 
7. Ethical Considerations 
In advance of data collection, ethical approval will be secured from the appropriate university’s ethics committee. Every participant will give their informed consent, and participation will be completely voluntary. Prior to data analysis, play therapists will be made aware of their right to withdraw from the independent project study data collection at any time without incurring any issues. Pseudonyms and the elimination of identifying information will be used to preserve confidentiality and anonymity. Transcripts and recordings of interviews will be safely kept in compliance with GDPR and university data protection regulations.
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