ECCY7008
2113032
Word count: 4371




I acknowledge the use of Grammarly (https://www.grammarly.com/) on 10 February 2026 to check my work using the prompt(s):
Please check the following text for readability, grammar and syntax.
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools 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?

Children’s emotional and social development is widely recognised as foundational to well-being, learning, and long-term psychological adjustment (Denham et al., 2014; Shonkoff et al., 2009). Emotional skills such as regulation, emotional literacy, and coping, alongside social competencies including communication, empathy, and relationship-building, are particularly influential during early and middle childhood (Denham et al., 2014). However, developmental trajectories vary widely, and children from diverse backgrounds may encounter additional challenges that shape their emotional and social experiences (Guralnick, 2016; Shonkoff et al., 2009). Factors such as additional learning needs (ALN) and developmental vulnerabilities can significantly influence how children participate within mainstream educational settings (Guralnick, 2016). Experiences of social, emotional, and behavioural difficulties within inclusive environments further illustrate how contextual and relational factors shape children’s engagement, peer relationships, and interactions in school (MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013). Together, these complexities highlight the importance of inclusive and flexible approaches that recognise diversity, rather than relying solely on verbally mediated or behaviourist models of support (Howard & McInnes, 2013).
Within this context, therapeutic play has been increasingly utilised as a developmentally appropriate means of supporting children’s emotional and social needs across educational, healthcare, and community environments  (Howard & McInnes, 2013). Therapeutic play refers to the intentional use of play-based activities facilitated by trained practitioners to support emotional expression, coping, and social interaction within non-clinical settings (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Play Therapy UK, 2022). 
Crucially, therapeutic play differs from play therapy, which is a formal psychotherapeutic intervention delivered by qualified therapists and typically aimed at treating identified psychological difficulties (Howard & McInnes, 2013). Instead, therapeutic play is generally preventative and supportive, offering children opportunities to communicate experiences, explore emotions, and practise social skills through symbolic and nonverbal means (Bodrova & Leong, 2023).
This essay critically examines the effectiveness of therapeutic play in supporting the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds and explores the implications of this evidence for inclusive practice. Firstly, it evaluates empirical research examining the role of therapeutic play in emotional development, including emotional regulation, emotional literacy, and coping, with particular attention to children who experience barriers to verbal expression or social participation. Next, it critically explores evidence relating to social development, focusing on communication, peer relationships, empathy, and inclusion, while considering methodological strengths and limitations within the existing literature. Finally, the essay examines the implications of these findings for inclusive practice, arguing that therapeutic play can promote equity and participation when implemented in culturally responsive and neuro-inclusive ways, while also acknowledging structural and practical constraints. The essay concludes that therapeutic play can be an invaluable tool for supporting the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds, but that its effectiveness depends on reflective, evidence-informed, and inclusive implementation.

Denham et al. (2014) say that therapeutic play has been widely examined as a means of supporting children’s emotional development, particularly in relation to emotional regulation, expression, and coping. They describe how emotional regulation refers to children’s ability to recognise, manage, and respond to emotional experiences in socially appropriate ways, a skill that is foundational to later well-being and social functioning. For children from diverse backgrounds, including those with additional learning needs (ALN), neurodivergence, or limited ability in the dominant language of the setting, emotional regulation may be more difficult to develop through conventional, verbally mediated approaches (Denham et al., 2014). Research suggests that therapeutic play can provide an alternative, developmentally appropriate medium through which children can externalise emotions and practise regulation strategies in a supportive environment (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013).
The concept of “diverse backgrounds” itself requires critical consideration. Diversity extends beyond cultural and linguistic difference to include neurodevelopmental variation, socioeconomic disadvantage, migration history, family instability, and experiences of trauma or marginalisation (Shonkoff et al., 2009; Guralnick, 2016). These factors often intersect, shaping children’s emotional expression, coping strategies, and access to supportive relationships (Shonkoff et al., 2009; Gibson et al., 2021). Therapeutic play may be particularly effective in addressing this complexity because it allows children to engage at their own developmental level, without requiring conformity to dominant norms of communication or behaviour (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). However, this same diversity also necessitates careful adaptation, as children experiencing multiple forms of disadvantage may require additional relational support to fully benefit from play-based approaches (Guralnick, 2016; Howard & McInnes, 2013).
A key strength of therapeutic play lies in its capacity to facilitate emotional expression through non-verbal and symbolic means (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Play-based activities allow children to communicate feelings that may be difficult to articulate verbally, particularly for younger children, children with ALN, or those learning English as an additional language (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). Studies exploring play-based interventions in inclusive educational settings have found that children often demonstrate increased emotional engagement and reduced distress when given opportunities to express emotions through play rather than direct questioning or instruction (Gibson et al., 2021). This is especially relevant for children who may experience marginalisation or misunderstanding within mainstream environments, where emotional expression that deviates from normative expectations is sometimes problematised rather than supported (MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; Guralnick, 2016).
However, while evidence consistently highlights the emotional benefits of therapeutic play, much of the existing research is limited in scope. Many studies rely on small-scale qualitative designs, practitioner observations, or short-term outcomes, which restrict the extent to which findings can be generalised across diverse populations and contexts (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013). For example, research demonstrating improved emotional regulation among children with ALN often takes place in highly supported environments with trained staff and favourable child–adult ratios, conditions that may not reflect everyday practice in under-resourced mainstream settings (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Gibson et al., 2021). This raises important questions about the extent to which therapeutic play can be considered universally effective, particularly for children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds where access to trained practitioners and consistent provision may be limited (Guralnick, 2016; Gibson et al., 2021).
Therapeutic play has also been linked to the development of emotional literacy, defined as the ability to recognise, label, and understand emotions in oneself and others (MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013). Emotional literacy is widely regarded as a precursor to empathy and social competence (Denham et al., 2014). Through shared play experiences, children are able to explore emotional scenarios, reflect on feelings, and observe emotional responses in others within a contained and supportive context (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Evidence suggests that such experiences may be particularly beneficial for children who have experienced stress, family instability, or displacement, as therapeutic play can support meaning-making and emotional processing without requiring direct verbal disclosure (Gibson et al., 2021). Nevertheless, research in this area remains relatively underdeveloped for refugee and asylum-seeking children, with existing studies often focusing on Western contexts and failing to fully consider cultural variations in emotional expression (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Gibson et al., 2021).
While much of the literature examines the effectiveness of therapeutic play for specific groups of children, such as those with additional learning needs or children learning English as an additional language, fewer studies adopt an intersectional lens that recognises the overlapping and growing nature of children’s identities and experiences. Children from refugee or socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, for example, may simultaneously experience language barriers, disrupted attachment relationships, trauma exposure, and limited access to supportive resources, all of which can influence emotional and social development (Shonkoff et al., 2009; Gibson et al., 2021). Therapeutic play may be particularly valuable in such contexts because it allows children to engage and express meaning without requiring immediate verbal competence or conformity to culturally specific norms of emotional expression (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022).
However, Guralnick (2016) suggest the absence of intersectional analysis within much of the empirical literature limits understanding of how therapeutic play operates for children experiencing multiple forms of marginalisation simultaneously. This gap raises questions about whether observed benefits are evenly distributed or whether some children require additional adaptations and support to fully access the relational and developmental opportunities afforded by play-based approaches (Guralnick, 2016).
Overall, the evidence indicates that therapeutic play can be effective in supporting aspects of emotional development for children from diverse backgrounds, particularly in relation to emotional expression and regulation (Gibson et al. 2021). However, the strength of this evidence is limited by methodological limitations, including small sample sizes, short-term evaluations, and a reliance on practitioner-reported outcomes. These limitations suggest that while therapeutic play holds significant potential, its effectiveness is not uniform and is shaped by contextual factors such as practitioner expertise, cultural responsiveness, and the availability of supportive environments (Mochi & Stagnitti 2022).

Emotional literacy developed through therapeutic play is frequently positioned as foundational to later social competence, as children’s ability to recognise and regulate emotions underpins their capacity to engage effectively with others (Denham et al., 2014). Building on this, therapeutic play has been shown to support key aspects of social development, including peer interaction, social communication, and the formation of relationships (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Stagnitti et al., 2023). Through shared and facilitated play experiences, children are provided with opportunities to practise turn-taking, sharing, negotiation, and cooperative problem-solving within a supportive and low-pressure environment (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). These skills are particularly relevant for children from diverse backgrounds who may experience social exclusion or difficulty navigating the implicit social rules of mainstream settings (Guralnick, 2016; Gibson et al., 2021).
Research exploring play-based interventions in inclusive educational contexts suggests that therapeutic play can enhance children’s social communication by offering structured yet flexible opportunities for interaction that are less reliant on verbal proficiency alone (Stagnitti et al., 2023). For children with additional learning needs, neurodivergence, or those learning English as an additional language, therapeutic play can reduce communicative barriers by enabling meaning-making through gesture, role-play, and symbolic action (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). Several qualitative studies report improvements in peer engagement and increased initiation of social interaction following participation in therapeutic play activities, indicating potential benefits for children who might otherwise remain socially isolated (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Stagnitti et al., 2023). However, much of this evidence is derived from small-scale interventions with intensive adult support, raising questions about the sustainability of these outcomes in less resourced environments.
A further social benefit frequently associated with therapeutic play is the development of a sense of belonging and inclusion. Feeling accepted within a peer group is closely linked to children’s emotional security and willingness to participate socially, particularly for those who experience downgrading due to disability, cultural difference, or socioeconomic disadvantage (Guralnick, 2016). Therapeutic play environments are often characterised as emotionally safe spaces in which children’s individual modes of communication and expression are valued, thereby fostering inclusion and positive peer relationships (Howard & McInnes, 2013). Evidence suggests that when children feel understood and supported through play-based approaches, they are more likely to engage empathically with peers and demonstrate perspective-taking skills (Denham et al., 2014). Despite this, research supporting these outcomes remains inconsistent, particularly given the lack of longitudinal studies assessing whether gains in belonging and empathy continue outside the immediate play context.
While there is general agreement across studies that therapeutic play can support social development, tensions emerge regarding the conditions under which it is most effective. Research consistently indicates that positive social outcomes are more likely to occur when therapeutic play is facilitated by practitioners with appropriate training and when sessions are embedded within consistent, resource-rich settings (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013). In contrast, studies also highlight that limited staffing, time pressures, and insufficient practitioner confidence can constrain the effectiveness of therapeutic play, particularly within mainstream educational environments (Gibson et al., 2021). These limitations are especially salient for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, who may have the greatest need for relational support but the least access to sustained, high-quality provision (Guralnick, 2016; Gibson et al., 2021).
Despite growing support for therapeutic play as a means of promoting emotional and social development, the evidence base remains methodologically uneven. Much of the research cited throughout this essay relies on qualitative designs, practitioner reports, or case-study approaches, which, while valuable for capturing children’s lived experiences and relational processes, limit the capacity to draw causal conclusions about effectiveness (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013). Furthermore, many studies assess outcomes over relatively short timeframes, offering limited insight into whether gains in emotional regulation, social communication, or peer relationships are sustained over time or generalised beyond the play context (Gibson et al., 2021). There is also a notable Western bias within the literature, with comparatively few studies conducted in culturally diverse or low-resource settings, despite these being contexts where therapeutic play is often most needed (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). As a result, claims regarding effectiveness should be interpreted cautiously, with recognition that therapeutic play may function differently depending on cultural expectations, practitioner training, and systemic support structures (Guralnick, 2016).
Overall, the evidence suggests that therapeutic play can contribute meaningfully to children’s social development by supporting communication, peer interaction, and a sense of belonging, particularly for children from diverse backgrounds  (Guralnick, 2016; Gibson et al., 2021). However, the strength of this evidence is moderated by methodological constraints, including reliance on qualitative designs, context-specific findings, and a lack of long-term outcome data. These limitations underscore the need to view therapeutic play not as a universally effective solution, but as a relational approach whose impact is shaped by contextual, structural, and practitioner-related factors (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022).

The effectiveness of therapeutic play varies considerably between children and is shaped by a combination of individual characteristics, the quality of the surrounding environment, and the skills and responsiveness of the practitioners facilitating the play (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Guralnick, 2016). While evidence suggests that therapeutic play can support emotional and social development, children’s engagement and benefit are influenced by factors such as age, developmental needs, cultural background, and prior experiences of marginalisation (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Gibson et al., 2021). For instance, children with additional learning needs or neurodivergent children, such as those with ADHD or autism spectrum conditions, often require adaptations to the structure, duration, and facilitation of play activities to fully engage with their peers and regulate emotions (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). Without such adaptations, therapeutic play may fail to meet their needs or even inadvertently reinforce frustration and social exclusion (Gibson et al., 2021; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022).
Practitioner skill and cultural competence are critical factors of effectiveness (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Stagnitti et al., 2023). Research indicates that practitioners who are trained to observe, support, and respond sensitively to children’s emotional and social cues achieve more positive outcomes (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Stagnitti et al., 2023). Conversely, limited practitioner experience, inconsistent facilitation, or reliance on culturally narrow assumptions can undermine the benefits of therapeutic play (Guralnick, 2016). For example, misinterpreting culturally specific play behaviours or emotional expressions may lead to inappropriate interventions or misattribution of social difficulties (Guralnick, 2016). This underscores the importance of culturally responsive practice, particularly for children from refugee, asylum-seeking, or minority ethnic backgrounds, who may communicate and regulate emotions in ways that differ from dominant cultural expectations.
Environmental factors also shape the success of therapeutic play; children are more likely to benefit when play occurs in safe, predictable, and well-resourced environments, where adult-to-child ratios allow for observation, intervention, and guided interaction (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013). In contrast, studies conducted in under-resourced classrooms or community settings frequently report reduced effectiveness, highlighting the limitations imposed by structural constraints such as staffing, time, and physical space (Gibson et al., 2021). This is particularly noticeable for children experiencing socioeconomic disadvantage, who may have limited access to high-quality play-based provision, even though they stand to gain the most from relational and inclusive interventions (Gibson et al., 2021; Guralnick, 2016).
Moreover, evidence suggests that therapeutic play’s effectiveness is enhanced when it is tailored to individual needs and intersecting aspects of diversity. Children learning English as an additional language, for example, benefit from activities that emphasise non-verbal and symbolic communication, whereas children with emotional or behavioural vulnerabilities may require additional support to engage safely and successfully with peers (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Stagnitti et al., 2023). These findings indicate that therapeutic play is most effective as a flexible, child-centred, and culturally informed approach, rather than a one-size-fits-all intervention.

Therapeutic play may be distinguished from other commonly used approaches to supporting children’s emotional and social development, such as behaviourist interventions or skills-based social-emotional learning programmes, which often emphasise verbal instruction, rule-based behaviour modification, or standardised outcomes (Denham et al., 2014). While such approaches can be effective for some children, they may inadvertently exclude those who struggle with language, abstract reasoning, or culturally specific expectations of emotional expression. 
Despite growing support for therapeutic play, some critics argue that play-based approaches lack the structure, measurability, and standardisation required for robust evaluation (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Behaviourist or skills-based social-emotional interventions are often prioritised within educational policy because they align more closely with outcome-driven models of accountability and assessment (Denham et al., 2014; Guralnick, 2016). From this perspective, therapeutic play may be perceived as too subjective or practitioner-dependent to ensure consistent effectiveness across settings (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). However, such critiques often overlook the relational and developmental complexity of emotional and social learning, particularly for children from diverse backgrounds, for whom standardised approaches may be inaccessible or exclusionary. (Gibson et al., 2021; Stagnitti et al., 2023).
In contrast, therapeutic play prioritises relational engagement, symbolic communication, and child-led meaning-making, allowing children to participate at their own developmental level (Bodrova & Leong, 2023). This may be particularly advantageous for neurodivergent children or those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, for whom traditional interventions may feel inaccessible or alienating (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). However, therapeutic play is also more dependent on practitioner skill and environmental conditions, highlighting a trade-off between flexibility and scalability. This comparison reinforces the importance of viewing therapeutic play not as a replacement for other interventions, but as a complementary approach within a broader, inclusive framework (Guralnick, 2016). 
From a policy and institutional perspective, the effectiveness of therapeutic play must also be understood in relation to wider systemic priorities within education and early years provision (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Guralnick, 2016). Inclusive practice frameworks increasingly emphasise relational approaches, early intervention, and child-centred support (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Denham et al., 2014); however, these principles are often constrained by performative pressures, curriculum demands, and limited funding (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). In such contexts, therapeutic play risks being marginalised or implemented inconsistently, despite evidence of its developmental value (Gibson et al., 2021; Stagnitti et al., 2023). This tension highlights the need for institutional recognition of therapeutic play as a legitimate and evidence-informed component of inclusive provision, rather than an optional or peripheral activity (Howard & McInnes, 2013).
In summary, therapeutic play’s impact is highly context-dependent. Practitioner expertise, environmental supports, and responsiveness to individual and cultural diversity shape its success (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Gibson et al., 2021). While it has significant potential to promote emotional and social development, these outcomes are contingent upon thoughtful adaptation, adequate resources, and reflective practice (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Stagnitti et al., 2023), highlighting the importance of situating therapeutic play within broader inclusive frameworks rather than assuming universal applicability (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Guralnick, 2016).

The evidence examined throughout this essay has clear implications for inclusive practice. Therapeutic play offers practitioners a flexible, child-centred approach that can enhance inclusion by reducing reliance on verbal communication and valuing multiple forms of expression (Mochi & Stagnitti (2022). By providing children with opportunities to communicate through gesture, role-play, and symbolic action, practitioners can support engagement for those who may struggle with language, such as children learning English as an additional language, or for children with additional learning needs or neurodivergent profiles (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Stagnitti et al., 2023). Such approaches can foster a sense of belonging and validate diverse modes of expression, contributing to the development of empathy, perspective-taking, and social competence within diverse peer groups (Denham et al., 2014; Gibson et al., 2021).
From a practical perspective, these findings suggest that practitioners must move beyond viewing therapeutic play as a discrete activity and instead embed it within a wider attitude of inclusive, relational practice. This includes ongoing professional development focused on cultural competence, neurodiversity, and trauma-informed approaches, enabling practitioners to interpret children’s play sensitively and avoid deficit-based assumptions (Guralnick, 2016; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). 
Institutions also play a critical role in supporting inclusive therapeutic play by ensuring adequate staffing ratios, protected time for play-based interaction, and environments that are physically and emotionally safe (Howard & McInnes, 2013). Without such structural support, practitioners may struggle to implement therapeutic play consistently, reducing its potential impact, particularly for children who rely most on relational support (Gibson et al., 2021). Consequently, responsibility for inclusive practice should not rest solely with individual practitioners but must be shared at organisational and policy levels to ensure equitable access to high-quality play-based provision.
However, inclusion is not an automatic outcome of therapeutic play. Practitioners must actively consider cultural, linguistic, and neurodevelopmental diversity when planning and facilitating sessions (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Guralnick, 2016). Research highlights the risk of misinterpreting culturally specific play behaviours or emotional expressions, which can undermine the benefits of play-based interventions (Guralnick, 2016). Similarly, children from marginalised backgrounds may require additional support to fully participate, necessitating practitioner awareness of socio-emotional vulnerabilities, prior experiences of exclusion, or trauma-related sensitivities (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013). This critical perspective underscores that therapeutic play, while flexible, demands reflective and culturally responsive facilitation to realise its inclusive potential.
Practical constraints also limit the extent to which therapeutic play can support inclusion in real-world settings. Time pressures, insufficient staffing, limited physical space, and inadequate practitioner training have all been cited as barriers to effective implementation, particularly within mainstream classrooms or under-resourced community environments (Gibson et al., 2021; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Addressing these structural challenges requires institutional commitment to professional development, resourcing, and the integration of therapeutic play into routine practice, rather than treating it as an optional or minor activity. (Guralnick, 2016).

These findings suggest that while therapeutic play has significant potential to support inclusive practice, its effectiveness is conditional upon practitioners’ ability to adapt approaches in culturally and developmentally responsive ways (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). Inclusion is therefore achieved not simply by offering play opportunities, but by embedding therapeutic play within an environment characterised by practitioner expertise, reflective practice, and sensitivity to the diverse needs and experiences of children (Howard & McInnes, 2013). When implemented thoughtfully, therapeutic play can serve as a powerful tool to promote equity, engagement, and social‑emotional development for children from diverse backgrounds (Guralnick, 2016). Taken together, these findings propose that therapeutic play is most effective when understood not as a standalone intervention, but as a relational practice embedded within inclusive systems that recognise diversity as central rather than peripheral to development.
 
In conclusion, the evidence presented in this essay demonstrates that therapeutic play can be an effective tool for supporting the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds. Through structured and facilitated play experiences, children are provided with opportunities to develop emotional regulation, emotional literacy, and coping strategies, while simultaneously practising social skills such as turn-taking, sharing, negotiation, and perspective-taking (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Howard & McInnes, 2013; Stagnitti et al., 2023). These benefits are particularly relevant for children who may experience barriers to conventional forms of expression, including children with additional learning needs, neurodivergent profiles, those learning English as an additional language, or children from refugee and marginalised backgrounds (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Gibson et al., 2021). By offering non-verbal and symbolic avenues for communication, therapeutic play provides a flexible and child-centred approach that can foster engagement, inclusion, and a sense of belonging (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022; Guralnick, 2016).
However, the effectiveness of therapeutic play is contingent upon multiple contextual factors. Evidence highlights that practitioner skill, cultural competence, and the provision of supportive, well-resourced environments are critical determinants of outcomes (Guralnick, 2016; Howard & McInnes, 2013). Conversely, limited staffing, insufficient training, time constraints, and a lack of reflective practice can diminish the benefits of therapeutic play and may inadvertently reinforce exclusion or frustration, particularly for children from marginalised or socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Gibson et al., 2021). Moreover, much of the current literature is based on small-scale, qualitative studies and short-term interventions, often within Western contexts, which limits the generalisability of findings and underscores the need for further longitudinal and culturally diverse research. 
Future research should prioritise longitudinal studies and culturally diverse populations to better understand how therapeutic play can support children across different social, linguistic, and neurodevelopmental contexts (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). There is a clear need for research conducted in culturally diverse and low-resource contexts to better understand how therapeutic play operates across different educational and social systems (Guralnick, 2016; Gibson et al., 2021). Strengthening the empirical base in this way would support more equitable implementation and inform practitioner training, policy development, and inclusive practice frameworks (Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). By combining empirical evidence with reflective practice, practitioners can refine strategies that accommodate individual differences, anticipate potential barriers, and create environments where all children feel valued and able to participate fully (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Ultimately, therapeutic play offers more than a developmental tool; it represents a practical pathway toward equity and inclusion, enabling children from diverse backgrounds to build the skills, confidence, and social connections necessary for lifelong well-being (Guralnick, 2016; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022)
Therefore, therapeutic play represents a powerful, adaptable, and evidence‑informed approach that, when delivered in developmentally and culturally responsive ways, can significantly support the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds (Guralnick, 2016; Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022). Its effectiveness is greatest when practitioners combine skill, reflection, and sensitivity to individual needs with supportive environmental conditions (Bodrova & Leong, 2023; Gibson et al., 2021), thereby translating theoretical potential into inclusive practice and meaningful developmental outcomes. The continued integration of therapeutic play into educational and community settings requires not only practitioner training but also institutional commitment to inclusive, child-centred practice (Howard & McInnes, 2013; Mochi & Stagnitti, 2022).
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