








                                 Introduction
                                            Health Play Therapist
Health Play Therapists (HPTs) play a crucial role in supporting the emotional and developmental needs of children with disabilities within healthcare settings. Their work extends beyond therapeutic play to include sensitive communication, accurate observation, and the ability to build trusting relationships with children and their families. By developing strong emotional intelligence and professional skills, HPTs help children navigate medical experiences, reduce anxiety, and promote resilience. This section explores the essential skills required in this role and highlights strategies to strengthen professional practice.
A Health Play Therapist also known as a health play specialist is a specialized healthcare professional who uses play as a therapeutic tool to help children cope with the emotional, psychological, and physical challenges of illness, injury, disability, or hospitalization.  Children with disabilities often face barriers that affect their development, learning, and emotional wellbeing. The previous report identified major gaps in multi-agency support and delays in intervention across health and social care services. Within this context, the role of the Health Play Therapist (HPT) has become increasingly important in helping children cope with medical experiences, reduce anxiety, and build confidence. Health Play Therapists work mainly in hospitals, community health settings, and special educational environments. They use play as a therapeutic tool to help children’s express emotions, understand medical treatments, and develop coping mechanisms. By doing so, they help bridge the emotional and developmental support gaps identified in the wider SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) system (NHS, 2023).This report examines the duties, essential skills, and strategies for professional development in the role of the Health Play Therapist, with a focus on how this profession contributes to supporting children with disabilities within the health and social care framework.

                     The Role of the Health Play Therapist

A Health Play Therapist is a registered professional who supports children and young people experiencing illness, hospitalisation, or disability through structured and therapeutic play. According to Play Therapy UK (PTUK, 2022), play is a natural form of communication that allows children to express their thoughts and feelings when they may lack the verbal skills to do so.
Health Play Therapists are essential members of multidisciplinary healthcare teams, often working alongside nurses, doctors, physiotherapists, and social workers. They design play-based interventions that promote emotional resilience, understanding of medical procedures, and positive engagement with treatment. For children with disabilities, play therapy also supports sensory development, communication, and social interaction (HCPC, 2023).
This role directly addresses one of the key findings from the previous report — the lack of emotional and developmental support for disabled children navigating complex healthcare systems.



                                         Duties and Responsibilities

The Health Play Therapist’s duties extend beyond recreational activities; they are therapeutic, educational, and developmental in nature. Key responsibilities include:
· Assessment and planning: Evaluating a child’s developmental stage, emotional state, and coping mechanisms to plan suitable play interventions.
· Therapeutic play sessions: Using role play, art, sensory play, or storytelling to help children express fears, understand medical procedures, and develop coping skills.
· Preparation for treatment: Explaining hospital procedures in child-friendly ways to reduce anxiety before surgeries or tests (NHS Careers, 2024).
· Family support: Involving parents and carers in therapy to strengthen communication and ensure continuity of care at home.
· Interprofessional collaboration: Working closely with nurses, social workers, psychologists, and teachers to create integrated care plans.
Safeguarding and advocacy: Ensuring the child’s emotional welfare and advocating for their rights in care planning meetings.
In the context of children with disabilities, Health Play Therapists adapt their approaches to each child’s cognitive and sensory needs, helping them engage meaningfully despite physical or communication barriers.




              ESSENTIAL SKILLS FOR HEALTH PLAY THERAPIST 

 Communication and Emotional Intelligence

Effective communication is the cornerstone of therapeutic work. Health Play Therapists must communicate sensitively with children of all ages and developmental levels, as well as with families and multidisciplinary teams. Emotional intelligence helps them interpret non-verbal cues and respond empathetically to distress or fear (Goleman, 2020). For example, when working with a non-verbal autistic child, an HPT may use visual aids or sensory toys to build trust and understanding.

Observation and Assessment

Accurate observation allows therapists to identify changes in a child’s behaviour, mood, or engagement that might signal emotional distress or progress. Assessment skills help professionals plan and adjust interventions effectively. According to NHS Health Careers (2024), observation is vital in monitoring how illness or disability affects development and how children adapt to treatment.

 Empathy and Relationship Building

Empathy allows the therapist to create a safe, trusting environment where children feel valued and understood. Building positive relationships helps children engage in therapy and communicate more freely. For instance, a child with cerebral palsy may feel frustration about physical limitations; an empathetic therapist validates those feelings, helping the child build confidence and resilience (BACP, 2022).


                                            STRATEGIES FOR SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

            Developing Communication and Emotional Intelligence
Reflective Practice: Regular reflection on interactions with children and families helps identify communication strengths and areas for growth (Bolton, 2014).
Professional Training: Attending workshops on non-verbal communication, sensory integration, and autism-friendly practice enhances effectiveness.
Supervision: Engaging in regular professional supervision encourages self-awareness and emotional regulation, both critical for managing complex emotions during therapy.These strategies enable therapists to adapt their communication to diverse needs, including children with learning disabilities or speech impairments.

                      Improving Observation and Assessment Skills

Case Study Analysis: Reviewing case studies within peer groups improves analytical thinking and assessment accuracy.
Use of Standardised Tools: Learning to apply developmental and emotional assessment frameworks (such as the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire) ensures consistency in care planning.
Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Observing other professionals (e.g., physiotherapists, psychologists) provides broader insight into children’s holistic needs.
Improved observation and assessment help therapists detect early signs of emotional distress or developmental delay—key issues highlighted in the earlier report on insufficient early support.

                                    Strengthening Empathy and Relationships
Mindfulness and Self-care: Mindfulness training helps therapists maintain emotional balance, preventing burnout and improving presence with clients (Mind, 2023).
Feedback from Children and Families: Asking for regular feedback helps tailor sessions to individual needs, promoting genuine connection.
Continuous Professional Development (CPD): Participation in CPD programmes focusing on child psychology and attachment theory enhances empathy and therapeutic rapport.


                                                     CONCLUSION

Empathy and strong relationships foster trust, helping children with disabilities express themselves and build coping strategies in challenging healthcare environments
The Health Play Therapist plays a vital role in bridging the gap between medical care and emotional wellbeing for children with disabilities. By combining therapeutic play with communication, empathy, and observation skills, they help children manage fear, develop resilience, and engage with healthcare positively.
The profession not only supports children but also alleviates family stress and improves collaboration between services — directly addressing the systemic shortcomings identified in the earlier investigation into the lack of support within SEND and social care services.
Continued investment in training, interdisciplinary collaboration, and awareness of the Health Play Therapist’s contribution is essential to building a more inclusive and supportive healthcare environment for children with disabilities.
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