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ECCY7008 Essay - Therapeutic and nature-based play
Therapeutic play is a form of childhood therapeutic intervention, with the aim to promote positive psychological, social and physical well-being for the children receiving the intervention, by using play as the primary language within the sessions (Aysenur and Selen, 2025). Play has been widely recognised as an important factor in supporting children’s development of executive functioning skills, which refer to the mental processes that enable children to regulate their thoughts, manage their emotions, control their behaviour, focus attention, remember instructions, and adapt to new or challenging situations (Doebel and Lillard, 2023). Therapeutic play sessions are structured play sessions, and each session is planned to follow objectives which aim in supporting the child’s understanding of uncomfortable, threatening or painful experiences. The sessions ultimately allow children to express their own feelings, emotions and their own life experiences (Santos et al, 2020). Additionally, therapeutic play has the potential to help children overcome emotional and developmental struggles, navigate difficult transitions such as starting school or coping with illness, and build important social, emotional, and cognitive skills. This is made possible through trained, highly aware, and empathetic adult who carefully guides the sessions, responds sensitively to the child’s needs, and creates a safe, supportive environment where the child feels understood, valued, and empowered to explore their experiences. (Close, 2025). Therapeutic play differs from regular play as regular play is spontaneous and self-directed by the child. The child actively chooses what to do which is driven by their curiosity and imagination, and it allows children to explore and to be creative (Bianquin, Encarnação and Ray-Kaeser, 2018). Although therapeutic play provides children with opportunities to express their thoughts, feelings, and personal experiences, and to develop their emotional understanding and regulation, it differs from regular play because it is intentionally structured and guided by a trained professional, with clear therapeutic aims and planned outcomes that shape the direction and purpose of each session.
There are many different types of therapeutic interventions, such as music therapy, Psychological First Aid and Trauma-informed therapeutic support, to name a few. Music therapy is used within various health care sectors to support patients psychological, physical and social needs, as it helps to ease anxiety and improve well-being. Additionally, results from a study showed that music therapy improved pain levels when music and painful stimuli were simultaneously present (Kos, 2022 and da Silva Santa et al, 2021). Moreover, Psychological First Aid is an early therapeutic intervention directed at the individual's trauma experience straight after it has happened, focusing on offering the individual clear information, comfort and practical help. New approaches of Psychological First Aid are based on five key principles from trauma and disaster recovery research. These are safety, calmness, confidence, connection with others, and hope, building on their emotional and social development (Wang et al, 2024 and Fennig et al, 2025). Furthermore, trauma-informed therapeutic support is aimed at reducing the rates of post-traumatic stress disorder and external and internal behaviours. Studies have shown that trauma informed therapeutic support using three stage models including safety, trauma processing and reconnection have been effective in reducing trauma related symptoms (Barry et al, 2024 and Noret et al, 2025). When looking at other therapeutic interventions such as the ones named above, therapeutic play differs as it uses play as the main form of the therapy and not just as a support tool. Unlike the other interventions which are often more structured around the trauma experience therapeutic play focuses on a child’s natural way of communicating. It combines clear goals with child-led expression, helping children work through difficult experiences in a safe way, which supports their emotional and social development with guidance from a trained adult.
Therapeutic play can be used in many settings to aid children’s social and emotional development. Therapeutic play is widely used in hospital settings as an intervention within paediatric nursing, used for supporting and ultimately improving the overall well-being of children during treatments. A review on ten separate studies showed that play had a positive effect on reducing anxiety and pain in the paediatric patients receiving therapeutic play interventions (Díaz-Rodríguez et al, 2021). Research has been consistent with the findings which show that when therapeutic play is incorporated into children’s treatment plans it can support the psychological stress of the medial treatments they are receiving. This is especially the case in more invasive treatments which cause high anxiety levels and fear, such as chemotherapy (Hüzmeli, Semerci and Kebudi, 2024). During a child’s time at the hospital a paediatric nurse will use therapeutic play to communicate with the child to aid them through their support in preparing the child for procedures, while helping them understand the child’s feelings and worries, as it allows the child to express their fears and needs. Due to children (Gomes da Silva et al, 2022). During a study a care model to therapeutic play was used by the nursing team to support seven children who were participating in the study. The model included three stages, the first being the welcoming stage, where the nurses build connections with the children and identify their individual needs. The second stage being the playing stage which explores the child’s feelings, finally the concluding stage, where the child’s needs are either met or further referral is needed. This study concluded that therapeutic play reduced negativity in children towards the hospital and staff and helped children understand their experiences and cope more calmly (Caleffi et al, 2016). Additionally, further studies have been conducted and positive outcomes for therapeutic play were identified. This study used a different approach within their play, the sessions all included the use of a doll and the child was to use this within a story that they create, all using hospital equipment which and scenarios to help the child better understand what they are experiences and for the staff to understand the child’s point of view (Dantas et al, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_Y2hysqHP][bookmark: _Int_KI0KpOiX]Therapeutic play has also been recognised to be a useful intervention for school aged children within their school settings. It is argued that schools are in a unique position and can support children who are suffering emotionally, especially in areas where clinical services may be out of reach for disadvantaged communities. School plays a major role in a child's life, due to the amount of time spent there, which means that they are in a position to identify possible issues with children’s emotional state early on (Schiffer, 2017). Additionally, a therapeutic play intervention, known as Child Teacher Relationship Training (CTRT), has been researched on and has been shown to improve children’s behaviour, teacher-child relationships and teacher empathy and understanding towards children’s behaviour. The intervention is highly focused on attachment theory (Goble et al, 2025). Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby, focuses on the early relationships children have with their caregivers, and how it affects their emotional and social development as children naturally seek comfort and safety them. Secure attachments develop when the caregiver is responsive and consistent, which will help the child develop emotion regulation and self-confidence, therefore the children developing positive emotional and social development (Keller, 2018). CTRT also adapts the principles of filial therapy in aim to equip teachers with therapeutic skills, which will enable them to act as supportive, therapeutic agents within the classroom. Filial therapy aids in strengthening the parent–child relationship and help parents manage their child’s behaviour by teaching parents practical skills and consistent strategies to improve discipline and connection with the child. CTRT takes the principles of this and applies them to the teacher-child relationship to support strengthening the bond between them and therefore building a secure attachment (Hoseini et al, 2024). 
Dramatic therapeutic play has been recognised as one of the most used forms of therapeutic play. Dramatic therapeutic play is used to help children express their feeling and reduce their anxiety and can help rebuild family bonds. Dramatic therapeutic play includes four stages, which are building a bond, exploring feelings, acting them out through play, and ending the session. These stages can happen at any point in treatment, sometimes even in one session (Delfini et al, 2025). This form of play has been shown to support children’s emotional and social development as it allows children to explore different emotions through pretend play in a safe and controlled way. This helps children learn how to manage their feelings in real life situations, showing that skills developed in play can transfer to everyday situations (Goldstein and Lerner, 2018). A study of 26 dramatic therapeutic play sessions was carried out to study the effectiveness that the intervention has on children with chronic illnesses. Five preschool children with cancer, aged 3 to 6 years were involved in the study with each session lasting for around 48 minutes and the number of sessions for each child depended on how long they stayed at the support house during treatment. The results from this study showed that dramatic therapeutic play has strong potential in supporting children receiving cancer treatment. Through play, the children were able to feel more confident and less defined by their illness, helping them regain a sense of control and strength (Fonseca et al, 2015). Furthermore, when a child has a chronic illness, family relationships can be affected, and siblings may be impacted and the way in which siblings can be impacted can differ depending on their age and development.  Siblings understanding of the illness is usually shaped by their parents’ views rather than their own experiences, which can be confusing for the child to understand. To address this, studies were conducted and dramatic therapeutic play was used to give siblings a voice and help them express their thoughts and feelings. Which showed to allow them to share their worries, release emotions, and better understand their experiences (Souza et al, 2023). 
Furthermore, Piaget’s theory of cognitive development explains how children’s understanding of the world is built through their own processes of thinking. It proposes that children move through four developmental stages as they progress through school ages. These stages are sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational, and formal operational where children eventually develop logical thinking skills, conversational skills and the ability for perspective talking (Hanfstingl, Benke and Zhang, 2019). The developing mind constantly seeks between current knowledge and new experiences for balance, which Piaget called equilibration. When new experiences cannot be understood and accommodated disequilibrium occurs which causes cognitive discomfort. When this happens, the individual is motivated to adjust their way of thinking to find the balance it needs (Bormanaki and Khoshhal, 2017). 
According to Piaget, children in the early stage learn best through play, where they explore independently and engage in activities, including imaginative play. This type of play supports cognitive development and helps children improve language and communication skills through interaction with their peers. In the later stages children's thinking becomes more organised and ready for academic learning, which are often demonstrated through play that integrates subjects (O Alharbi, 2022). Furthermore, from a Piagetian point of view play is a key part of cognitive development as play supports cognitive growth in many ways trough exploration, imagination, critical thinking and memory. Which all supports how children think about the past, present and the future (Ahmad, 2016). Additionally, a research study on teachers’ behaviour in the classroom based on Piaget’s theory showed that teachers have very low performance levels in their planning, implementation and evaluations. This was due to the teachers in this study not adequately applying Piaget’s stages of development in their teaching. Therefore, suggesting that when Piaget’s theory is adequately applied within teaching, children are provided with a greater experience for their development (Eni Astuti, 2018). Furthermore, play can be adapted to meet the needs of children with disabilities, ensuring that all children can participate meaningfully. Depending on the type and extent of a child’s disability, a variety of accommodations can be implemented to make play activities inclusive, such as providing adapted toys, creating accessible play areas, using assistive technology, or incorporating robotics. These modifications not only allow children with disabilities to engage fully in play but also promote social interaction, skill development, and a sense of belonging, helping to create an inclusive and supportive environment for all participants (Bulgarelli et al, 2021). 
Moreover, Lev Vygotsky’s theory on child development, which is his sociocultural theory, is centred around the zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development focuses on children developing through active participation with others within social and cultural environments (Daneshfar and Moharami, 2018). This theory suggests that children first learn through others, both peers and adults, before they are capable of learning by themselves, therefore social relationships play an important role in learning. Development happens as children gradually learn through these social experiences, which then turns shared cultural experiences into their own understanding (Yousef and Mahameed, 2022). The Zone of Proximal Development highlights scaffolding as a key method for supporting a child’s development, as it involves providing children with guidance and support that matches their current level of understanding. Through scaffolding, children receive modelling of skills and behaviours, clear step-by-step instructions, opportunities for peer discussions, and carefully structured questioning, all of which help them gradually build their own independence. This process ensures that learning is tailored to each child’s needs while promoting confidence and the ability to apply skills in new and complex situations. (Sodagar, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_vR1G4rMV]Scaffolding refers to the process in which a more knowledgeable individual supports another by adjusting the level of help they give dependant on the other individual’s needs and understanding. Through this guided interaction with a more knowledgeable other, children will gradually develop their understanding of the experiences and gain problem-solving skills and independence in achieving their goals (Mermelshtine, 2017). Scaffolding can be used within a play context, where children engage in play activities which they direct, yet are guided by an adult. The adult’s purpose in this is to encourage exploration and learning through these play activities, which have a specific learning objective. This incorporating play, which as discussed previously plays an important role in children’s cognitive development, as well as a more knowledgeable other to learn from. Therefore, supporting the children to achieve their goals and better their outcomes (Wasik and Jacobi-Vessels, 2017). Vygotsky’s theory, when used effectively, can help children with disabilities learn new skills due to the effect of scaffolding and learning from a more knowledgeable other. Additionally, this approach can be used as a foundation for inclusive practices, ensuring that these practices are adapted to meet the needs of all children (de Souza, 2023). 
By looking at both of these theories where Piaget emphasises the importance of play to cognitive growth, and Vygotsky emphasises the importance of social and cultural interactions, and combining their perspectives provides understanding on the role of play in a child’s development. Together, these perspectives demonstrate that play supports children’s cognitive, social and emotional development (Kaizar, V. O. and Alordiah, 2023). While also supporting the potential and foundations for inclusive practices. Furthermore, therapies which include play with an orientation around theories, such as Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories, showed that the functions of play in therapy sessions can be therapeutic. The therapist taking the session must have a clear understanding of how play shapes the techniques they choose and how each of these techniques creates positive change in the child. Therefore, ensuring adequate training for all practitioners delivering these sessions is essential to the child and their development (Shrinivasa, et al., 2018). 
Moreover, the early theories of Piaget and Vygotsky have helped to shape approaches to therapeutic play while incorporating structured imagination which supports emotional learning. Theorist Anna Freud added to these theories by introducing the idea that inner conflicts in children could be revealed through play. Freud added that by engaging in symbolic play, adopting different roles, and revisiting recurring themes, children will express underlying anxieties, desires, and unmet emotional needs (Anwar and Setiawat, 2025). Additionally, Virginia Mae Axline, in contrast of Anna Freud, studied the mental development of children and how the values of play contribute to it. Axline believed play to be therapeutic in healing inner wounds and proposed eight fundamental principles which were necessary in play for it to be therapeutic, and thus creating therapeutic play. These principles are: good communication and relationships, adults to accept the child as he or she is, opportunities for the child to express their feelings, awareness of the feelings expressed by the child and their reflection, belief that the child can solve their own, non-directional play, not to rush the child, secure boundaries around the treatment, to maintain contact with reality (Koukourikos et al., 2021).
Furthermore, many theories of emotion state that cognitive processes are essential for emotional development. There are three key cognitive processes which are believed to support emotional and social development, these processes are appraisal, executive functioning and inference-based learning (Dukes, Samson, and Walle, 2022). Appraisal theory is a framework which explains how emotions are triggered and how they arise. It focuses on how the individual's interpretation to experiences impacts their emotions, and that everyone’s interpretations are different. Meaning that emotional responses to events will differ from one individual to the next (Fernando, Kashima and Laham, 2017). Many theorists agree that emotions are a product of the individual and their environment and when looking at their emotional response, the constant changing of events around them and their responses should be viewed as a whole. It is also argued that emotional responses can be impact by the appraisal of the situation, expressive behaviour and physiological reactions of others (Scherer and Moors, 2019). Furthermore, when an individual forms a connection between an experience and an emotional state it becomes embedded in their emotional knowledge and therefore can become a trigger in later situations that resemble the original experience (Stella, Ramírez and Ruetti, 2022). Moreover, due to appraisal theory focusing on how responses from others can impact a child’s emotional response, it provides a suitable framework to model inclusive language. It is suggested that appropriate tones and responses, along with inclusive language can enhance the child’s development and supports social inclusion (Barcena, Read and Sedano, 2020). Inclusive language is seen as a vital tool in providing inclusion within the childcare sector, while also fostering the sense of belonging and acceptance for all children, regardless of their needs. It is therefore essential for positive communication, essentially a vital tool in interventions (Ackah-Jnr, Appiah and Kwao, 2020). 
Additionally, executive functioning plays an important role in emotional development as cognitive thinking organises and deploys cognitive and emotional resources to understand complex emotions and how to regulate them appropriately and effectively (Barrasso-Catanzaro and Eslinger, 2016). Research shows that executive functioning and emotions are closely linked. Emotion regulation and emotion reactivity overlap and work together to create an emotional process. While executive function and self-control also work within this process, since all involve managing feelings and guiding behaviour (Castillo and Lopez, 2022). Studies have shown that when children have issues with their executive functioning, they are more likely to also have issues with their emotional regulation and potentially have increased aggressive behaviour. In a current study lower levels of executive function and emotional regulation showed higher links to aggression than the participants with higher levels (Holley et al, 2017). Therefore, interventions for children who are displaying issues with their emotional regulation would benefit from interventions that also support their cognitive development. Furthermore, interference-based learning is seen as an important factor in human intelligence and is responsible for integrating new information and problems. Interference-based learning aids in storing and recalling information when dealing with new information which allows for critical thinking and problem solving (Demetriou et al, 2014). Research has shown that children use inference-based learning to adjust their expectations of how others interact with them. Allowing them to learn different patterns in others tone of voice, meanings behind expression and sentence structures (Kurumada and Clark, 2017). Taken together, these key cognitive processes, alongside Piaget’s theory of cognitive development and Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development, highlight how children actively develop knowledge through interaction with their environment and peers. In turn, this emphasises the vital role of play in supporting emotional development in children and connects it as a powerful tool for intervention.
However, there have been studies which have identified barriers to implementing therapeutic play interventions effectively. These barriers were identified to be system related more so than person related, such as limitations within school settings including site availability and caseloads, a lack of organisation and support from management and insufficient training (Atkinson et al, 2014). Additionally, within the nursing sector it has been identified that the training nursing students receive for therapeutic play is the barrier, as they only learn the theory of therapeutic play and do not get the opportunity during their training for any practical application of the theory. These students also reported often having to create their own play scenarios using improvised materials due to limited resources in their setting, which also highlights a lack of materials as barriers to implementing therapeutic play effectively (Barroso et al, 2019). However, students can actively create opportunities for mentorship by requesting shadowing experiences. This has proven to be effective for students who have use online services for their learning and needed to further their knowledge and understanding by shadowing a more knowledgeable other in their field (Fan and Hunt, 2023).
Furthermore, the environment in which the intervention is carried out can also be a barrier to the effectiveness of it. Studies have shown that children need to feel that they are in a safe and calm environment with an adult who they have a safe relationship with to be able to full express how they feel (Chauhan, 2024). Additionally, it has been identified that hospital settings not having a designated playroom can pose as a barrier to some children, as well as how the area is designed if they do have one. Research shows that using warm colours, natural light, natural elements, and private spaces can create a comforting therapeutic environment that supports children’s well-being and recovery (Yu, 2024). 
Therapeutic play is an effective intervention that supports children’s cognitive, emotional, and social development by using play as the primary toll for expressing their thoughts and feelings. Unlike other therapeutic interventions such as music therapy, Psychological First Aid, or trauma-informed support, therapeutic play allows children to communicate through their natural language of play while still following structured objectives. The balance between child-led expression and guided therapeutic goals helps children process difficult, threatening, or painful experiences safely and supports their emotional regulation, problem-solving, and social skills development effectively. Research has found that dramatic therapeutic play is an effective intervention for emotional and social development. Additionally, ensuring interventions are held in engaging separate environments with highly trained practitioners will increase the effectiveness of the intervention. The theories behind therapeutic play, including Piaget’s cognitive development theory and Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, emphasise their role in children’s learning and development. Piaget highlights how play supports cognitive development, imagination, and critical thinking, while Vygotsky identifies the importance of social interaction, with a scaffolding approach to support within the child’s zone of proximal development. Theorists in therapeutic play, such as Anna Freud and Virginia Axline, further identify how symbolic and structured play allows children to express underlying emotions and achieve therapeutic benefits. Incorporating these theories in therapeutic play ensures that therapeutic play is not only a tool for emotional expression but also a method for supporting inclusive learning experiences, particularly for children with additional learning needs and disabilities.
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