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assessment and diagnosis in play therapy

Assessment and Diagnosis in Play Therapy

Assessment: Assessment in play therapy refers to the process of gathering information about a child's
strengths, challenges, emotional well-being, and overall functioning through various methods such as
observations, interviews, standardized tests, and play-based assessments. The goal of assessment is to
understand the child's unique needs, identify areas of concern, and develop an appropriate treatment plan.

Diagnosis: Diagnosis in play therapy involves identifying and labeling a child's emotional, behavioral, or
developmental challenges based on the information gathered during the assessment process. While play
therapists do not diagnose specific mental health disorders, they may use diagnostic criteria to inform their
treatment approach and collaborate with other mental health professionals for a formal diagnosis when
necessary.

Developmental Assessment: Developmental assessment in play therapy focuses on understanding a child's
developmental milestones, social skills, emotional regulation, and cognitive abilities to determine if they are
progressing at an age-appropriate level. Play therapists may use standardized developmental assessments,
such as the Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ), to evaluate a child's developmental strengths and areas
of concern.

Attachment Assessment: Attachment assessment in play therapy involves examining the quality of a child's
attachment relationships with primary caregivers and how these relationships influence the child's
emotional well-being and behavior. Play therapists may use tools like the Strange Situation Procedure or
the Attachment Q-sort to assess a child's attachment style and determine how it impacts their play therapy
process.

Play-based Assessment: Play-based assessment is a method of evaluating a child's emotional and cognitive
functioning through play activities in a controlled environment. Play therapists may observe a child's
interactions, problem-solving skills, imaginative play, and emotional expression during play sessions to gain
insights into their internal world, coping strategies, and areas of need.

Behavioral Assessment: Behavioral assessment in play therapy focuses on identifying and analyzing a child's
observable behaviors, responses to stimuli, and patterns of interaction with others. Play therapists may use
behavior checklists, rating scales, or direct observation to assess a child's behavior and track changes over
time to inform treatment planning.

Emotional Assessment: Emotional assessment in play therapy involves evaluating a child's emotional
expression, regulation, and understanding of their feelings through play activities and verbal interactions.
Play therapists may use tools like the Affect in Play Scale (APS) or the Children's Emotional Manifestation
Scale (CEMS) to assess a child's emotional development and identify areas of emotional difficulty.
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Social Assessment: Social assessment in play therapy focuses on examining a child's social skills, peer
interactions, and ability to form and maintain relationships with others. Play therapists may use social skills
assessments, peer sociometrics, or role-playing activities to assess a child's social functioning and address
any social challenges in therapy.

Cognitive Assessment: Cognitive assessment in play therapy involves evaluating a child's thinking, problem-
solving, memory, and attention skills through play-based activities and standardized tests. Play therapists
may use cognitive assessments like the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI) or the
Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children (KABC) to assess a child's cognitive strengths and weaknesses.

Collaborative Assessment: Collaborative assessment in play therapy involves working with parents, teachers,
and other professionals to gather information about a child's behavior, emotions, and social interactions
across different settings. Play therapists may conduct interviews, share assessment results, and collaborate
on treatment planning to ensure a comprehensive approach to understanding and supporting the child's
needs.

Strengths-based Assessment: Strengths-based assessment in play therapy focuses on identifying and
building upon a child's strengths, interests, and positive qualities to promote resilience, self-esteem, and
emotional well-being. Play therapists may use strengths-based assessments like the Child Behavior Checklist
(CBCL) or the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) to highlight a child's strengths and leverage
them in therapy.

Cultural Assessment: Cultural assessment in play therapy involves considering a child's cultural background,
beliefs, values, and traditions when evaluating their behavior, emotions, and interactions in therapy. Play
therapists may use culturally sensitive assessment tools, seek input from the child's family, and adapt their
therapeutic approach to respect and honor the child's cultural identity.

Trauma Assessment: Trauma assessment in play therapy focuses on evaluating a child's exposure to
traumatic events, their trauma symptoms, and their coping mechanisms through play-based activities and
trauma-informed assessments. Play therapists may use tools like the Trauma Symptom Checklist for Young
Children (TSCYC) or the Child and Adolescent Trauma Screen (CATS) to assess a child's trauma history and
support their healing process.

Diagnostic Criteria: Diagnostic criteria in play therapy refer to the specific symptoms, behaviors, and criteria
outlined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) or the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-10) for diagnosing mental health disorders. While play therapists do not
diagnose disorders, they may use diagnostic criteria to inform their treatment planning and collaborate with
other professionals for a formal diagnosis.

Ethical Assessment: Ethical assessment in play therapy involves upholding ethical standards, guidelines, and
principles in the assessment process to ensure the well-being, autonomy, and confidentiality of the child
and their family. Play therapists must adhere to ethical codes of conduct, obtain informed consent, maintain
professional boundaries, and protect the child's rights throughout the assessment and diagnosis process.
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Reliability and Validity: Reliability and validity in play therapy refer to the consistency and accuracy of
assessment tools, measures, and results in capturing a child's behavior, emotions, and functioning. Play
therapists must use reliable and valid assessment instruments to ensure that their findings are dependable,
replicable, and meaningful for guiding treatment decisions.

Clinical Interview: A clinical interview in play therapy is a structured conversation between the play therapist
and the child, parents, or caregivers to gather information about the child's history, presenting concerns,
strengths, and goals for therapy. Play therapists use clinical interviews to establish rapport, assess the child's
needs, and develop a collaborative treatment plan.

Observational Assessment: Observational assessment in play therapy involves watching and documenting a
child's behavior, interactions, and play activities in a naturalistic or structured setting to gain insights into
their emotional, social, and cognitive functioning. Play therapists use observational assessments to observe
patterns, identify strengths and challenges, and inform their therapeutic interventions.

Standardized Assessment: Standardized assessment in play therapy refers to using validated and norm-
referenced tests, questionnaires, or rating scales to measure a child's behavior, emotions, cognition, and
development against a standardized sample of peers. Play therapists use standardized assessments to
compare a child's performance, track progress, and communicate results effectively with other
professionals.

Play Therapy Techniques: Play therapy techniques are specific therapeutic interventions, activities, and
strategies used by play therapists to facilitate the child's expression, exploration, and resolution of
emotions, conflicts, and challenges. Examples of play therapy techniques include art therapy, sand tray
therapy, puppet play, storytelling, role-playing, and therapeutic games tailored to the child's needs and
preferences.

Symbolic Play: Symbolic play in play therapy refers to a child's ability to use objects, toys, and actions
symbolically to represent thoughts, emotions, relationships, and experiences in a non-literal or imaginative
way. Play therapists observe and support a child's symbolic play as a means of expressing and processing
unconscious thoughts, conflicts, and desires in a safe and creative space.

Therapeutic Relationship: The therapeutic relationship in play therapy is the bond, trust, and connection that
develops between the play therapist and the child through consistent, empathic, and nonjudgmental
interactions. A strong therapeutic relationship is essential for creating a safe, supportive, and healing space
where the child can explore, express, and resolve their inner struggles.

Transference: Transference in play therapy occurs when a child projects feelings, attitudes, or expectations
onto the play therapist based on past relationships or experiences with significant others. Play therapists
recognize and address transference dynamics to help the child explore and understand their emotions,
patterns of relating, and unresolved conflicts within the therapeutic relationship.

Countertransference: Countertransference in play therapy refers to the play therapist's emotional reactions,
biases, or personal issues that are triggered by the child's behaviors, stories, or emotions in therapy. Play
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therapists monitor and manage countertransference responses to maintain professional boundaries, seek
supervision, and ensure that their own issues do not interfere with the therapeutic process.

Resistance: Resistance in play therapy refers to the child's reluctance, avoidance, or opposition to engaging
in certain therapeutic activities, topics, or emotions that may evoke discomfort, fear, or vulnerability. Play
therapists view resistance as a natural response to change, loss, or emotional pain and work collaboratively
with the child to explore and address the underlying reasons for resistance.

Therapeutic Alliance: The therapeutic alliance in play therapy is the collaborative, trusting, and empathic
working relationship between the play therapist, child, and parents/caregivers that supports the child's
growth, healing, and self-discovery. A positive therapeutic alliance is characterized by mutual respect,
genuine communication, shared goals, and a sense of safety and acceptance in therapy.

Empathy: Empathy in play therapy is the play therapist's ability to understand, validate, and respond to the
child's feelings, experiences, and perspectives with sensitivity, compassion, and attunement. Play therapists
use empathy to create a supportive, validating, and nonjudgmental environment where the child feels
heard, accepted, and understood in their journey of self-exploration and healing.

Reflection: Reflection in play therapy involves the play therapist's skill of mirroring, summarizing, and
interpreting the child's thoughts, feelings, and actions during play sessions to deepen the child's self-
awareness, insight, and emotional processing. Play therapists use reflection to highlight patterns, explore
meanings, and facilitate the child's exploration of their inner world in a safe and supportive manner.

Unconditional Positive Regard: Unconditional positive regard in play therapy is the play therapist's
acceptance, respect, and nonjudgmental attitude towards the child regardless of their behaviors, emotions,
or expressions in therapy. Play therapists offer unconditional positive regard to create a safe, validating, and
empowering space where the child can freely explore, express, and heal without fear of rejection or
criticism.

Boundaries: Boundaries in play therapy refer to the clear, consistent, and ethical guidelines that define the
roles, responsibilities, and limits of the therapeutic relationship between the play therapist and the child.
Play therapists maintain boundaries to ensure safety, trust, and professionalism in therapy, establish clear
expectations, and respect the child's autonomy and confidentiality.

Confidentiality: Confidentiality in play therapy is the ethical obligation of the play therapist to protect the
child's privacy, personal information, and disclosures shared in therapy from unauthorized disclosure or use.
Play therapists uphold confidentiality to build trust, respect the child's autonomy, and create a safe space
for the child to explore, express, and process their thoughts and feelings without fear of judgment or
exposure.

Self-disclosure: Self-disclosure in play therapy refers to the play therapist's intentional sharing of personal
information, experiences, or feelings with the child for therapeutic purposes, such as building rapport,
modeling vulnerability, or validating the child's emotions. Play therapists use self-disclosure judiciously to
support the child's growth, deepen the therapeutic relationship, and maintain professional boundaries.
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Parent Involvement: Parent involvement in play therapy refers to the active participation, collaboration, and
support of parents/caregivers in the therapeutic process to promote the child's progress, generalization of
skills, and family communication. Play therapists engage parents in treatment planning, provide
psychoeducation, and offer parent-child interactions to enhance the child's emotional well-being and
strengthen family relationships.

Consultation: Consultation in play therapy involves seeking guidance, feedback, or expertise from other
mental health professionals, educators, or specialists to enhance the quality, effectiveness, and outcomes of
the child's play therapy process. Play therapists engage in consultation to gain new perspectives, address
complex issues, and collaborate with interdisciplinary teams to support the child's holistic development and
well-being.

Assessment Tools: Assessment tools in play therapy are standardized tests, checklists, rating scales, and
questionnaires used by play therapists to gather information, measure progress, and evaluate the child's
emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and social functioning. Examples of assessment tools include the Child
Behavior Checklist (CBCL), the Beck Youth Inventories (BYI), the Attachment Q-sort, and the Trauma
Symptom Checklist for Young Children (TSCYC).

Interpretation: Interpretation in play therapy involves the play therapist's analysis, explanation, and
communication of assessment results, observations, and therapeutic interventions to the child, parents, or
caregivers in a clear, empathic, and empowering manner. Play therapists use interpretation to help the child
make sense of their experiences, emotions, and behaviors, explore new perspectives, and integrate insights
into their self-awareness and growth.

Feedback: Feedback in play therapy is the process of sharing information, observations, and reflections with
the child, parents, or caregivers to provide guidance, validation, and support for the child's progress,
challenges, and therapeutic goals. Play therapists offer feedback in a constructive, empathic, and strengths-
based manner to enhance the child's self-esteem, motivation, and engagement in therapy.

Progress Monitoring: Progress monitoring in play therapy involves tracking, evaluating, and documenting
the child's changes, improvements, and challenges over time in response to therapeutic interventions, goals,
and assessment measures. Play therapists use progress monitoring to assess the effectiveness of their
interventions, adjust treatment strategies, and communicate outcomes with the child, parents, and other
professionals involved in the child's care.

Case Conceptualization: Case conceptualization in play therapy is the process of formulating a
comprehensive understanding of the child's presenting issues, strengths, needs, and treatment goals based
on assessment data, observations, and therapeutic interactions. Play therapists use case conceptualization
to develop a personalized treatment plan, identify underlying patterns, and tailor interventions to meet the
child's unique needs and preferences.

Treatment Planning: Treatment planning in play therapy involves setting goals, selecting interventions, and
outlining strategies to address the child's emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and social challenges within a
structured, collaborative, and evidence-based framework. Play therapists create individualized treatment
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plans that incorporate the child's strengths, preferences, and developmental stage to promote growth,
healing, and positive change.

Intervention Strategies: Intervention strategies in play therapy are specific techniques, activities, and
approaches used by play therapists to address the child's therapeutic goals, promote emotional expression,
enhance coping skills, and facilitate healing and growth. Examples of intervention strategies include art
therapy, sand tray therapy, storytelling, puppet play, role-playing, mindfulness exercises, and cognitive-
behavioral techniques tailored to the child's needs and preferences.

Play Therapy Models: Play therapy models are theoretical frameworks, approaches, and philosophies that
guide the practice of play therapists in understanding children's development, emotions, and behaviors, and
implementing effective therapeutic interventions. Examples of play therapy models include Child-Centered
Play Therapy, Filial Therapy, Gestalt Play Therapy, Jungian Play Therapy, and Cognitive-Behavioral Play
Therapy, each with its unique principles, techniques, and goals for promoting healing and growth in
children.

Child-Centered Play Therapy: Child-Centered Play Therapy (CCPT) is a humanistic and non-directive
approach to play therapy developed by Virginia Axline, which emphasizes the child's autonomy, self-
expression, and inner resources in the therapeutic process. In CCPT, the play therapist creates a safe,
accepting, and empathic environment for the child to explore, express, and resolve their emotions, conflicts,
and challenges through play activities and self-directed exploration.

Filial Therapy: Filial Therapy is a play therapy approach that involves training parents/caregivers to become
therapeutic agents for their children by learning and implementing play therapy techniques, skills, and
principles under the guidance of a play therapist. In Filial Therapy, parents engage in structured play
sessions with their children to promote attachment, communication, emotional regulation, and positive
parent-child interactions, enhancing the child's emotional well-being and family relationships.

Gestalt Play Therapy: Gestalt Play Therapy is an experiential and holistic approach to play therapy that
integrates Gestalt principles, techniques, and interventions to help children explore, express, and integrate
their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in the present moment. In Gestalt Play Therapy, the play therapist
focuses on awareness, contact, and the here-and-now experience of the child's play, emotions, and
interactions to facilitate self-discovery, emotional processing, and personal growth.

Jungian Play Therapy: Jungian Play Therapy is a depth psychology approach to play therapy inspired by the
work of Carl Jung, which emphasizes symbolic play, archetypal themes, and the unconscious aspects of the
child's psyche in therapy. In Jungian Play Therapy, the play therapist works with the child's dreams,
fantasies, and symbolic play to explore and integrate unconscious material, promote self-awareness, and
facilitate healing, individuation, and inner transformation.

Cognitive-Behavioral Play Therapy: Cognitive-Behavioral Play Therapy (CBPT) is an evidence-based
approach to play therapy that combines cognitive-behavioral techniques with play-based interventions to
help children identify and change negative thoughts, emotions, and behaviors that contribute to their
emotional difficulties. In CBPT, the play therapist uses play activities, games, and role-playing to teach
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children coping skills, problem-solving strategies, and emotional regulation techniques to improve their
well-being and functioning.

Therapeutic Play: Therapeutic play is a specialized form of play therapy that uses play activities, toys, and
materials to help children express, explore, and process their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in a
supportive, non-threatening, and creative environment. Therapeutic play can be used with children of all
ages and abilities to promote emotional healing, self-discovery, and personal growth through play-based
interventions tailored to the child's needs and developmental stage.

Sand Tray Therapy: Sand tray therapy is a form of play therapy that utilizes a tray filled with sand and
miniature figures or objects to help children create and explore symbolic representations of their inner
world, conflicts, relationships, and emotions. In sand tray therapy, the child uses the sand tray as a
therapeutic canvas to build scenes, narratives, and metaphors that reflect their thoughts, feelings, and
experiences, allowing them to express, process, and transform unconscious material in a safe and contained
space.

Art Therapy: Art therapy is a creative and expressive form of play therapy that uses art materials, techniques,
and processes to help children communicate, explore, and resolve their emotions, conflicts, and experiences
through visual expression. In art therapy, the child engages in drawing, painting, sculpting, and other art
activities
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