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The Role of a Play Therapist in Health and Social Care
Written report
[bookmark: _Toc225450683]1. Introduction
The health and social care sector include a wide range of roles that support individuals with physical, emotional, and psychological needs. One significant role within this sector is the Play Therapist, a professional who uses play based techniques to help children express their feelings, understand their experiences, and develop healthier ways of coping. According to the British Association of Play Therapists (2024), play therapy provides children with a structured and supportive environment where they can “express their feelings in a safe therapeutic space,” which highlights the importance of this role in promoting emotional wellbeing. 
I chose to focus on this role because I genuinely enjoy working with children, and I am interested in becoming a play therapist after I complete my degree. Supporting children through play feels meaningful to me, and I am motivated by the idea of helping them express emotions they cannot communicate verbally. This personal interest has helped me stay engaged with the research and understand the value of the role more deeply.
Play therapy is especially valuable for children who struggle to communicate verbally or who have experienced trauma, anxiety, or behavioural difficulties. This report will describe the role of a play therapist, outline their key duties and responsibilities, and explain three essential skills required for the role. It will also discuss strategies to improve each skill, using examples that relate directly to the profession.

[bookmark: _Toc225450684]2. Description of the Role
A play therapist works with children aged between 3 and 12, although some may also support young people and families. The core purpose of the role is to help children’s express emotions that they cannot put into words. Play is a natural form of communication for children, and through activities such as drawing, role‑play, storytelling, and using toys, they can explore their feelings in a safe and supportive environment. This is supported by Schaefer and Drewes, who explain that “play is a child’s natural medium of communication and self-expression” (Schaefer and Drewes, 2014, p. 3). This reinforces why play therapy is essential for children who struggle to communicate verbally.


[bookmark: _Toc225450685]2.1 Conducting Assessments
Before therapy begins, the play therapist assesses the child’s emotional and developmental needs. This may involve observing the child during free play, speaking with parents or carers, and reviewing background information. The assessment helps the therapist understand the child’s challenges and plan appropriate interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc225450686]2.2 Planning and Delivering Therapeutic Sessions
A major responsibility is designing structured sessions that meet the child’s needs. These sessions may include activities such as sand tray work, puppet play, drawing, or imaginative storytelling. Each activity is chosen carefully to help the child express emotions, build confidence, or process difficult experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc225450687]2.3 Building Trust and Rapport
Children will only open up emotionally when they feel safe. Play therapists must create a warm, non-judgemental environment where the child feels comfortable. Building trust takes time, especially for children who have experienced trauma or instability. The therapist must be patient, consistent, and emotionally available.
[bookmark: _Toc225450688]2.4 Working with Families and Professionals
Play therapists often collaborate with parents, teachers, social workers, and psychologists. They may attend meetings, share progress updates, and contribute to wider care plans. This teamwork ensures that the child receives consistent support across different settings.
[bookmark: _Toc225450689]2.5 Recording and Reporting
Accurate record keeping is essential. Therapists must document each session, noting the child’s behaviour, emotional responses, and any progress made. These records help evaluate the effectiveness of therapy and support communication with other professionals.
[bookmark: _Toc225450690]3. Essential Skills for a Play Therapist
[bookmark: _Toc225450691]3.1 Communication Skills
Communication is one of the most important skills for a play therapist. Children often communicate through actions rather than words, so the therapist must be able to interpret non‑verbal cues such as body language, tone of voice, and behaviour during play. Effective communication also involves explaining progress to parents in a clear and sensitive way. When working with other professionals, the therapist must share information accurately and respectfully.
[bookmark: _Toc225450692]3.2 Empathy and Emotional Sensitivity
Empathy allows the therapist to understand and connect with the child’s emotional world. Many children who attend play therapy have experienced trauma, loss, or stress. They may feel confused, angry, or frightened. An empathetic therapist can recognise these emotions and respond in a calm, supportive manner. Emotional sensitivity also helps the therapist avoid overwhelming the child or pushing them too quickly.
[bookmark: _Toc225450693]3.3 Observation and Analytical Skills
Play therapists must be highly observant. Small details such as repeated themes in play, changes in behaviour, or emotional reactions can reveal valuable information about the child’s inner world. Analytical skills allow the therapist to interpret these observations and plan appropriate interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc225450694]4. Strategies to Improve These Skills
[bookmark: _Toc225450695]4.1 Improving Communication Skills
4.1.a. Practising Active Listening Active listening helps the therapist understand the child’s emotional world by paying attention to both verbal and non‑verbal communication. As Axline explains, “play is the child’s natural medium of self-expression” (Axline, 2019, p. 15). Listening carefully to the child’s actions helps the therapist interpret feelings the child cannot express verbally.
4.1.b. Using Clear, Child‑Friendly Language Children need simple explanations to feel safe and understood. Practising how to communicate in age-appropriate language helps build trust.
4.1.c. Seeking Feedback from Supervisors Supervision is an important part of professional development. Regular feedback helps the therapist improve their communication style and interaction skills.
[bookmark: _Toc225450696]4.2 Improving Empathy and Emotional Sensitivity
4.2.a. Reflective Practice Reflecting after sessions helps therapists understand their own emotional responses and consider how the child may have felt.
4.2.b. Trauma‑Informed Training Many children who attend play therapy have experienced trauma. Landreth highlights the emotional depth of children’s play by stating that “a child’s play is the language, and the toys are the words” (Landreth, 2020, p. 12). This shows why emotional sensitivity is essential.
4.2.c. Mindfulness and Self‑Awareness Mindfulness helps therapists stay calm and grounded, which supports empathetic responses during challenging sessions.

[bookmark: _Toc225450697]4.3 Improving Observation and Analytical Skills
4.3.a. Using Structured Observation Tools Checklists and templates help therapists record details accurately and consistently.
4.3.b. Reviewing Recorded Sessions Watching sessions again helps therapists notice patterns or behaviours they may have missed.
4.3.c. Studying Case Studies and Literature Vygotsky emphasise the importance of play in development, stating that “a child’s greatest achievements are possible in play” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 102). This highlights why careful observation is essential.

[bookmark: _Toc225450698]5. Conclusion
The role of a play therapist is essential within the health and social care sector, especially for supporting children who struggle to express their emotions verbally. The duties of the role include assessment, planning therapeutic sessions, building trust, working with families, other professionals and keeping accurate records. To perform these responsibilities effectively, play therapists need strong communication skills, empathy and excellent observation and analytical abilities. Developing these skills through reflective practice, training, supervision, and structured observation helps therapists provide high quality support that meets the emotional needs of children.
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