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How effective is therapeutic play in supporting the emotional and social development from diverse backgrounds, and what are the implications for inclusive practice?
Therapeutic play is a type of play that goes beyond fun, as it helps children with their emotional regulation and overall development in a child-centred, creative, and enjoyable way (inclusiveteach.com, 2025). With thoughtfully planned play experiences, children are given the opportunity to share their thoughts and feelings in a safe space. Therapeutic play encourages children to learn valuable life skills, including communication, problem solving and social interaction, which in turn, strengthen the emotional well-being and developmental growth (inclusiveteach. com, 2025)  
Kaizar and Alordiah (2023) state that play supports the development of a range of emotional skills, including emotional awareness, regulation, and expression. Emotional awareness refers to a child’s ability to understand their own feelings, while emotional regulation involves managing emotions in a healthy way, and emotional expression allows children to communicate their feelings to others or reflect on them internally (Kaizar and Alordiah,2023). According to Kaizar and Alordiah (2023), play offers children opportunities to express their emotions and develop self-control. Through activities such as storytelling and pretend play, children can explore different emotional experiences, which supports the development of empathy, emotional awareness, and effective emotional regulation (Kaizar and Alordiah, 2023).  
However, Veraksa et al. (2025) present a different perspective on the role of play in emotional development, suggesting that emotional intelligence is not limited to therapeutic or pretend play alone. They argue that non-therapeutic forms of play, including rule-based games, digital play and outdoor play, can also significantly improve children’s emotional intelligence (Veraksa et al., 2025). Veraksa et al. (2025) found that these types of play can reduce negative emotional symptoms such as anxiety, fear and aggression. While Veraksa et al. (2025) acknowledge that pretend play can be particularly effective for children from diverse backgrounds due to its flexible and varied nature, they argue that emotional development can occur across multiple forms of play, rather than through pretend play alone (Veraksa et al., 2025).  
Albrecht (2017) also emphasises the importance of play, noting that in many countries children spend a large amount of their time playing and that play is often viewed as essential to children’s well-being and emotional health. However, Albrecht (2017) highlights that the most influential factor in positive emotional development is not play alone but the environment in which children grow and play, suggesting that emotions benefit from the quality of play and the environment in which it occurs.  
Arda Tuncdemir (2025) suggest that play provides children with the time and opportunities to learn in different ways about their emotions and how to use them. They also help them develop the skills to express emotions like empathy or happiness through play, and they help them show their emotions to their peers, who are close to them and create new friendships. Play is a powerful tool for children to develop their skills, promote awareness, and help them learn to regulate their emotions (Arda Tuncdemir, 2025). Play also gives children the opportunity to engage with their environment and can help them learn about emotions and cultural development they can understand (Arda Tuncdemir, 2025). 
Play allows children to understand and experience different emotions and facial expressions as they develop, and these plays have been informed by Lev Vygotsky’s theory of emotions and have furthered understanding of early childhood development and how children develop through play (Colliver & Veraksa, 2021). The importance of it is that children develop their emotions through play by identifying different facial expressions and the emotions they feel, expressing them through play, showing other children their emotions, and learning about them from other children as well (Colliver & Veraksa, 2021).  
The relationship between play and emotional development is particularly important for children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) because it can be processed differently. Wilkes-Gillan et al. (2016) explain that children with ADHD often experience difficulties with emotional regulation, but play-based activities can help them better understand their own emotions and those of their peers. Kaski (2024) explains that children with ADHD can have a delay in their emotional development because they do not have the emotional skills or the understanding of their emotions. But there are games that can help increase children’s emotional development and help them understand different emotions while remaining fun (Kaski, 2024). 
Barfield and Driessnack (2018) also found that unstructured outdoor play was more effective than structured indoor play in improving children’s emotional well-being and may reduce ADHD symptoms.  
Veraksa et al. (2025) also highlight the benefits of specific play types for children with ADHD, such as water-based play. They suggest that water play can support emotional development by helping children manage excess energy, improve focus and gain better control over their emotions and hyperactivity. By engaging in activities that allow them to release energy in a controlled way, children with ADHD may become calmer and more emotionally regulated in play environments (Veraksa et al., 2025). However, Veraksa et al. (2025) acknowledge that these findings have limitations and that factors such as setting and individual differences should be considered when interpreting.  
Similarly, Nagasharmila and Hema (2024) recommend outdoor activities, such as gardening, for children with ADHD, as these can promote emotional calmness and reduce emotional dysregulation. They also suggest that role-play can be an effective strategy for teaching emotional understanding, as it allows children to act out different scenarios and explore emotions in a safe and supportive context (Nagasharmila and Hema, 2024). By providing hands-on play experiences, children with ADHD can develop emotional awareness, strengthen emotional regulation and build meaningful emotional relationships with other peers (Nagasharmila & Hema, 2024).   
Papoudi et al. (2018) found that children with autism play differently from children without autism, but regardless of the type of play, the main factor in learning has always been children's emotional development. Papoudi et al. (2018) then discuss that while play has been developed for children’s emotional development, it has not been studied enough for children with autism, nor have the ways in which play can differ for them been studied.    
Daud et al. (2025) have suggested that playing games with children who have autism can help them learn about their emotions and their emotional expression while playing, and that this can positively affect the development of different facial expressions. Play is one of the most fundamental ways that children learn about their emotions, but children with autism often can be challenged with recognising different facial expressions, and playing games can have a vital role in teaching children with autism the importance of facial expressions and how to understand them in themselves and their peers (Daud et al., 2025). Wieder (2017) agrees with Daud et al. (2025) that play is a powerful and important aspect of children’s emotional development, helping them understand the world and its different facial expressions and emotions.    
However, Ng, N. H. K. (2026) says that children with autism learn more about play when it is purposeful and has an ending, and that this play helps them develop the skills to understand emotions. Ng, N. H. K. (2026) also discusses the importance of pretend play for children with autism and how it benefits their emotional intelligence and development, helping them learn different emotions.   
Wieder (2017) discusses how children need play to understand the difference between emotions and to climb the ladder of development, even when their development differs and can be harder than others', such as in children with autism. Wieder (2017) also brings out the point that children with autism can struggle with pretend play or doing anything imaginative because their brains do not allow them to, and that can be a problem, as it can be fatal for their emotional development.     
Adochiei et al. (2024) explain that autism affects children's emotional development and makes it hard for them to understand and learn different emotions. There are digital games that help children understand the meanings of emotions, providing interactive, structured experiences that support their learning and emotional development while remaining fun and engaging (Adochiei et al., 2024).   
Fan et al. (2018) agree with Adochiei et al. (2024) by stating that children with autism do have more difficulty expressing themselves than other children do and have a hard time understanding their own emotions. Fan et al. (2018) talk about the use of EmoStory where the child can pick everything about the story, such as the place and the emotions, and then they have to make a store out of what they have picked and this can help children with autism with experiencing and understanding the different of other emotions and when they are appropriate to use in situations.    
Cohen (2018) first explains that play is an important part of children’s development and is important for their social development. They play, talk, and have fun with other children or adults, which helps them develop social skills without even realising it.  Social development can include playing with and naming different objects, talking with peers and making friends, and playing with others (Cohen, 2018). Play is a learning experience, and when playing with others, it is always the children who develop their social skills by interacting with other children or adults (Cohen, 2018). 
Ahmed et al. (2023) agree with Cohen (2018) that play is deeply important for children’s social development because it provides opportunities to learn and understand different aspects of social development, and it helps them learn how to interact socially with others. 
Many schools consider social development one of the most important aspects of a child's development. Having children play together, talk, interact, and make friends is important for their development (Szumski et al., 2016). There are many ways to help children interact with each other, such as through shared play, where children learn to share and the skills to interact with others, such as asking for toys and playing with others (Szumski et al., 2016). 
Whitebread et al. (2017) state that there are different ways children can play that can help their social development. Pretend play is among the most widely studied types of play, and research has shown that it is one of the best ways for children to develop social skills with other children. Whitebread et al. (2017) also explain that pretend play can be the most beneficial way for children to learn their language, but more research is needed.  
Play gives children the opportunities to learn and develop their social skills and it gives children the opportunity to practice and to understand what socialising is and why it will be important for when the children get older and whet children do have play episode or when they are having fun it is important that teachers do not get involved and leave the socialising to the children so they can learn (Kirk & Jay, 2018). 
Sugma et al. (2025) discuss how different people in children’s lives can help improve their social development, and how using different play strategies can help children with ADHD learn about their social development through play, as it is fun for them while they learn.  
However, Pollack et al. (2015) talk about the difficulties that children with ADHD have with socialising and how play might not help them as much as play helps other children. Pollack et al. (2015) also state that children with ADHD do not always have the attention to play games and can get distracted easily, and their social development can be harder due to the fact that they might not be able to hold a positive social interaction with other peers. Children with ADHD also might lack awareness of other people's feelings and social cues, and they might then find it difficult to hold a two-person conversation with other peers (Pollack et al., 2015). Children who have ADHD might also have problems being in a group activity due to there being too many people in one place, and it can be overwhelming for the children (Pollack et al., 2015).  
When it comes to social development for children with ADHD, playing can help them. Yes, it can be hard for children with ADHD to make friends and to socialise with other peers (Becker et al., 2012). Children with ADHD can have a hard time keeping up with conversations or socialising with peers, which can make them fall behind with their social development (Becker et al. 2012).  
Gibson et al. (2021) first explain that children with autism have difficulty with social interactions and talking with other children, but that play can be a way for them to learn to socialise while remaining fun and engaging. The social experience that children with autism have been associated with adverse outcomes in their daily lives, including talking and adapting to social situations (Gibson et al., 2021). 
Charlop et al. (2018) state that every child can play and every child can play with other people, but it can be harder for children with autism to socialise with their peers because they have abnormalities in the development of skills compared to other children. Although children may know how to talk and play, they may need encouragement and play strategies to support their future social development (Charlop et al., 2018). 
Children with autism can benefit from playing with other children because play provides opportunities to learn how to socialise (Hart Barnett, 2018). However, for children to be able to have fun and play with other children socially, they need to learn and have different strategies to help them learn and develop socially , which includes different plays that children can do to learn how to socialise and to gain confidence in talking to others (Hart Barnett, 2018).   
Khatab et al. (2024) discuss the importance of collaborative play and how it is essential for children to play together, but for children with autism, understanding how to collaborate with other children can be difficult. Khatab et al. (2024) also emphasise the importance of inclusivity, ensuring that children with autism are always included and not left out, as they may not know how to interact with others but can learn through play and develop their social skills.   
Clerkin et al. (2020) state that children with autism face challenges in social play and can feel isolated when they're unable to socialise with other children and watch them play together, which can make the child feel insecure and as if there's something wrong with them. However, Clerkin et al. (2020) also argue that the fact does play a role in helping children develop their social skills, especially if they have an additional need like autism, because it is unclear whether it actually helps children gain friendships.   
Westby (2022) explains that children with autism have a hard time playing pretend because they do not understand what pretend means and can take things seriously even when they are not, and they struggle to engage in or be in social play with other children and can feel uncomfortable in social play. When it comes to severe autism, children will have a reduced amount of playfulness or all play has to have an outcome, and it is not just for fun, especially pretend play or any social play, because they do not have the social skills or the desire to do it (Westby, 2022 
Walsh et al. (2024) also agree by saying that while there is a lot of research on whether play helps children with autism develop socially, there is not much research on how best to approach and what games or play are best for them to develop socially and to ensure that the child’s learning and social development opportunities are maximised as best as possible for the children with autisms development. 
When it comes to play and supporting children emotional and social development there can be many implications for the inclusive practice. 
The first implication is the lack of training or information for the teacher to learn how to play and support children in a healthy but supportive way (Arda Tuncdemir, 2025). Arda Tuncdemir (2025) also explain that teachers cannot just have the same play strategy for every child to support them in their emotional development there needs to be different strategies and interventions for different children because not one child is the same, and they need the training to ensure they are helping and supporting the child in the best way for that child.
Calandri et al. (2025) agree with Arda Tuncdemir (2025) that teachers need to be trained to understand and support children's emotional development, and that this training should never be ignored and should include specific aspects of emotional development. 
Another implication is teacher burnout. Qayyum et al. (2024) explain that teachers can experience significant burnout while supporting children's emotional development, which can affect the quality of their classroom teaching and their support for children. Teacher burnouts also happen in schools that do not have many resources for children to play with or teachers to teach with and without, though with resources, it can be hard for teachers not to have a burn out because they are doing the same thing all the time because they do not have the resources to do different things (Qayyum et al., 2024).
The implication of supporting children with ADHD emotional development are finding games to support both children with ADHD and without and it can be hard to try and have the same things because children learn in different ways but children with ADHD will find it harder than other children and then it is hard to foster inclusive practice if there is only one teacher in the classroom (Sujariah Sujariah & Nur Azizah, 2025). 
There is the implication that not focusing on emotional development for children with ADHD will impact children's ways of showing and understanding their emotions, but also will lower their development of communication or emotional relationships with others because they were not taught correctly how to understand and feel their emotions (Selasi, 2024) . While children with support and focus on their emotional development will have a better chance of building a thorough relationship and understanding emotional cues and facial expressions (Selasi, 2024).
The idea of play for children with autism is often neglected in schools compared to other things in schools (Papoudi & Kossyvaki, 2018). Play is fundamental for children's development and the development of their emotions, but there is not much done to help children with autism understand and develop their own emotions like other children do, and because of the lack of resources and research, there is not much schools do for these children to help them play and develop (Papoudi & Kossyvaki, 2018).
McCollow and Hoffman (2019) state that while there are things that can help children with autism, there are huge implications that come with these things, one of them is the price that these things are, and the cost it will be for the school, but without them, children with autism will struggle more than other children. They will struggle more because they develop and learn in different ways compared to others, and without the support or tools that are needed, children with autism may fall behind in their development and struggle significantly with their emotional development  or understanding emotional cues or facial expressions (McCollow & Hoffman, 2019).
When it comes to children social development the implication on inclusive practice is the idea that every child learns and socialises the same way, but they do not and it can be difficult for teachers to play and be inclusive with everyone in the class (Passmore & Hughes, 2020). When there is so little time in the day and so many children to go through and the teachers do not have the time to play and socialise with each child and ensure that the social needs are met correctly (Passmore & Hughes, 2020).
Ackah-Jnr et al. (2020) discuss the implications of inclusive language, the fact that some teachers are not aware of what inclusive language is, and the negative impact that non-inclusive language can have on a child's social development, as well as the poor communication it can create between the teacher and the children in the classroom. Ackah-Jnr et al. (2020) also note that all children are different and that the language teachers use with children should be tailored to each child. When these languages are used, they always encourage children to openly talk in the classroom and foster good communication with their teacher and peers.  
Implications for children with ADHD include supporting and developing their social skills, providing the support and training teachers need to understand and help these children learn in their own way, and ensuring that teachers can support these children (Alzahrani, 2024). Alzahrani (2024) also talks about the need for more research on how to support children’s social development in an inclusive way, and without this research, children with ADHD can fall behind in their social development skills and have a hard time when they grow up because their social needs were not met when they were young. Juni Nuri Astuti and Aini Mahabbati (2025) also agreed that there is a need for professional development programs that teachers should be able to attend and learn the right way to support children's social development when they have ADHD, and they need to learn the difference between different learning difficulties and how to support that child.  
Tsamitrou and Marie-Hélène Plumet (2024) research has shown that there are many limitations for children with autism but one of them are that children with autism tend to talk to adults and there teachers more then they talk and comminate with other children in the classroom and this shows that children with autism need the support and help to talk and interact with their other peers and not with the teachers. Tsamitrou and Marie-Hélène Plumet (2024) also explain the need for teachers to teach neurotypical children how to interact and socialise with children who do have autism, because this will be a different interaction than they are used to, but they need to learn how to interact and communicate with everyone.
Research shows that play is a key part of children’s emotional and social growth. Therapeutic and pretend play help children become more aware of their feelings, manage them, and express them (Kaizar & Alordiah, 2023; Inclusiveteach, 2025). But emotional development is not limited to these types of play. Other forms, like outdoor, digital, and rule-based play, also support emotional intelligence and help reduce negative behaviours (Veraksa et al., 2025; Albrecht, 2017). For children with additional needs, such as ADHD and autism, play brings important benefits but can also be more complex. Play-based approaches can help these children with emotional regulation, social skills, and understanding emotions (Wilkes-Gillan et al., 2016; Kaski, 2024; Daud et al., 2025; Wieder, 2017). Still, challenges with pretend play, attention, and social communication mean that play experiences should be adapted to each child (Ng, 2026; Westby, 2022). These findings suggest that inclusive education should focus on teacher training, varied play strategies, and enough resources to support all children (Arda Tuncdemir, 2025; Papoudi & Kossyvaki, 2018). Overall, making play inclusive and well-supported is vital for fair emotional and social development for every child.
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