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ABSTRACT: This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of f\Special Education teachers in implementing the play therapy 

approach to address social communication and behavioral challenges among children with autism spectrum disorder. Using a 

qualitative phenomenological approach, data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with five special 

education teachers who were experts in Play Therapy. Findings revealed that play therapy fostered long-term improvements in 

social communication, reciprocity, and emotional regulation, with teachers serving as key facilitators who extended therapeutic 

gains into daily classroom and peer interactions. However, persistent challenges emerged, including limited resources, inadequate 

training, large class sizes, and insufficient administrative support, underscoring the need for professional development, improved 

access to materials, reduced teacher-student ratios, and stronger collaboration among stakeholders. The study further 

emphasized the centrality of interdisciplinary collaboration, identifying five core themes, shared responsibility, integration with 

individualized education plans (IEPs), collective problem-solving, capacity-building, and sustainability, that highlighted the 

importance of teamwork and institutional commitment. Insights from teachers lived experiences reinforced the value of play 

therapy as a supportive context for communication, confidence-building, and social reciprocity, while stressing the necessity of 

ethical practices such as confidentiality and respect for individuality. Culminating in the development of the Rebong Teacher-

Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework, the study presented a practical, teacher-grounded guide encompassing 

assessment, customized interventions, resource support, collaboration, monitoring, and sustainability. Overall, the findings 

contributed to strengthening the integration of play therapy in special education, ensuring that children with ASD receive holistic, 

sustained, and ethically grounded support. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Children's play activities fostered the development of fundamental competencies like social communication skills. In action, play 

therapy offered strategies for therapeutic participation, skill acquisition, and developmental engagement for children diagnosed 

with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), who struggled with social and interactive engagement challenges. These approaches were 

gaining recognition for their effectiveness in special education when used within evidence-based frameworks like Play Therapy.  

Social communicational deficits posed significant challenges for individuals with autism spectrum disorder as it hindered their 

ability to start and maintain socially reciprocal relationship, read non-verbal communication, and understand reciprocal 

relationship dynamics. These gaps in social communication skills could hinder one’s educational attainment, their ability to 

integrate socially, and most importantly, their overall life quality. Addressing these challenges in a focused manner posed 

innovative intervention strategies that were interesting to children and easy to integrate into educational environments (Simacek 

et al., 2020).  

Special education teachers were keys in delivering these interventions in educational contexts. As primary practitioners, 

they must adapt research-informed strategies to support the learning and development of children with autism spectrum disorder 

in typical classroom environments. Nonetheless, the successful application of play therapy posed unique knowledge, skill, and 

strategy requirements that could create barriers for many educators. While there was accumulating evidence in favor of using 

play therapy for children with autism spectrum disorder, there was little known regarding how special educators understand, 

implement, and experience these strategies in practice.  
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López-Nieto et al 2022 suggested that there were gaps in the literature specifically focusing on developing usable guidelines for 

clinically based play interventions suitable for educational use. This was especially so at the intersection of play therapy, where 

the need for structure inherent in behavioral techniques must be balanced with unstructured child-led free play.   

Thus, the goal of the current study was to help fill this gap by focusing on special educators' experiences using play 

therapy to facilitate social communication skills and behavior in children with autism. Informed by the accounts and perspectives 

of the special educators themselves, this qualitative study also aimed to elucidate the barriers, strategies and outcomes that 

educators faced in using play for social communication intervention. Through these explorations, this research aimed to inform 

the development of situation-specific, practical intervention strategies that are easier to adopt into special education classrooms. 

This research had importance for a variety of people interested in the field of special education. For practitioners, it 

highlighted some of the strategies to overcome challenges in using play therapy. For teacher educators, it offered data that could 

be used for designing professional development and pre-service training programs. For scholars, it added to the understanding of 

the translation of evidence-based interventions into practice in educational settings. This study importantly focused on children 

with autism, as it sought to improve the effectiveness of play therapy aimed at enhancing their social communication skills in 

advocacy, thereby improving educational outcomes and quality of life. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

This research intended to determine how special education teachers used play therapy for social communication and behavioral 

challenges in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  

Specifically, this study sought to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the long-term effects of play therapy on children with autism spectrum disorder, and how do special education 

teachers contribute to its implementation? 

2. What challenges, resource needs, and recommendations do special education teachers identify in implementing play 

therapy within special education settings? 

3. What core themes emerge from teachers’ significant experiences in implementing play therapy through interdisciplinary 

collaboration? 

4. What insights can be drawn from teachers lived experiences in using play therapy to address social communication and 

behavioral challenges in children with Autism? 

5. What framework can be developed from teachers shared experiences and recommendations to enhance the 

implementation of play therapy for children with Autism? 

 

SCOPE AND LIMITATION OF THE STUDY 

This study explored the experiences and perceptions of special education teachers who employed play therapy to support social 

communication and addressed behavioral challenges in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). It specifically focused on 

teachers as the primary participants, since they served as care coordinators and educational decision-makers in special education 

settings. The research examined what these teachers conceptualized about play therapy, how they practiced and adapted it, the 

challenges they faced, and the achievements they gained when implementing this approach. Conducted through a qualitative 

research design, the study utilized interviews to capture authentic narratives from teachers, thereby generating insights into the 

realities, strengths, and limitations of play therapy implementation. Ultimately, this focus aimed to provide a deeper 

understanding of how play therapy could be effectively used to address the unique social communication and behavioral needs 

of young children with Autism. 

 The study was limited to special education centers, which provided structured learning environments for children with 

disabilities, and did not include inclusive classrooms, mainstream schools, or home-based interventions. It targeted teachers lived 

experiences during a specific timeframe rather than a long-term, longitudinal process. By centering on children with ASD aged two 

to eight years, the study underscored the critical importance of early intervention. The participants of this study were limited to 

special education teachers with direct experience in using play therapy for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), excluding 

other professionals such as speech-language pathologists, occupational therapists, and physical therapists, as the focus was on 

teachers lived experiences as key care coordinators and educational decision-makers. The study was confined to special education 

centers rather than inclusive classrooms, mainstream schools, or home-based interventions, and targeted children aged two to 

eight years to emphasize the developmental importance of early intervention, thereby excluding adolescents and young adults 

with ASD. It examined only play therapies that integrated social communication practices, while other interventions such as speech 

therapy, occupational therapy, or purely relationship-based approaches were outside the scope. These delimitations sharpened 
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the focus on teachers’ perspectives within specialized settings, while also limiting the generalizability of findings to broader 

populations, contexts, or alternative interventions. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

The focus of this research captured and described special educators' experiences with implementing play therapy for social 

communication skills in children with autism spectrum disorder. For this purpose, a qualitative methodology was applied. 

Qualitative research was appropriate for understanding complex phenomena within their context, and when the researcher 

intended to uncover participants' meanings of events (Mey, 2022).   

 This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological approach because its research questions concerned understanding the 

experiences and views of special educators, not formulating or analyzing specific variables. Singh (2021) made a distinction 

between experimental study, which incorporated variable manipulation in a controlled setting, and exploratory study, which 

investigated phenomena that could not be adequately examined through define manipulation. Implementing play therapy was 

the study’s focus, which made it exploratory in nature because it aimed to understand how such approaches were implemented 

within multidimensional educational settings.  

 The implementation of educational strategies meant there were many personal meanings, contextual factors, and qualitative 

adaptations that best captured through inquiry. Qualitative inquiry, as Mey (2022) noted, “works with smaller number  of cases, 

and qualitative analysis allows examining of what matters on a deeper for the individual level, and not from a broader blanket 

perspective.” 

 

DATA GATHERING 

Data for this study was gathered through semi-structured interviews with special education teachers. The interviews took place 

in special education centers in Parañaque. These centers were chosen as the focus of the research due to the availability of 

integrated programs for children with autism spectrum disorder and the presence of special educators qualified in the use of play 

therapy for social communication skills advancement. Special education centers included in this study shared several 

characteristics such as first, they provided specialized educational services specifically designed for children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) and other developmental disabilities, Second, they employed special education teachers who had training and 

experience in implementing play therapy. Third, they served children within the early childhood and elementary age range from 

two to eight years. These settings were ideal for exploring the research questions as they represented context where Play Therapy 

are regularly implemented as part of educational programming for children with autism spectrum disorder. This research utilized 

semi-structured interviews in gathering information investigated the experiences of special educators in using play therapy for 

social communication skills development in children with autism spectrum disorder. 

 

RESULTS                              

This chapter reports results from a qualitative exploration of the experiences of special educators using play therapy approaches 

to address social communication and behavioral difficulties in children who have autism spectrum disorder. 

 

Vignettes of the Participants’ Background 

Participant 1 is a female aged 22–30 years old, holding a bachelor’s degree in Special Education. She has 4–7 years of 

experience in special education and is currently employed in a private school setting. Her experience with play therapy is described 

as moderate (2–4 years), reflecting familiarity with therapeutic interventions for children with diverse needs. 

Participant 2 is a female aged 31–40 years old, holding a master’s degree in special education. She has 4–7 years of 

experience in special education and is currently employed in a public-school setting. While she has not indicated extensive 

experience with play therapy, her background in special education provides a strong foundation for supporting children with 

diverse learning needs. 

Participant 3 is a female aged 22–30 years old, holding a bachelor’s degree in special education. She has 1–3 years of 

experience in special education and currently works in an inclusive classroom setting. Her experience with play therapy is 

moderate (2–4 years), allowing her to apply practical strategies while continuing to build expertise in therapeutic interventions 

for children with diverse learning needs. 

Participant 4 is a female aged 22–30 years old, holding a bachelor’s degree in special education. She has 1–3 years of 

experience in special education and is currently employed in an inclusive classroom setting. Her experience with play therapy is 
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moderate (2–4 years), equipping her with foundational knowledge and practical skills to support children with diverse learning 

and developmental needs through structured play interventions. 

Participant 5 is a male aged 31–40 years old, holding a bachelor’s degree in special education. He has 1–3 years of 

experience in special education and is currently working in a special education center. His experience with play therapy is 

moderate (2–4 years), allowing him to apply structured and individualized play-based strategies to support learners with autism 

and other special needs in developing social, emotional, and cognitive skills. 

To anchor this study, the following research questions are established: 

 

Problem 1. What are the long-term effects of play therapy on children with autism spectrum disorder, and how do special 

education teachers contribute to its implementation? 

This study explores the lived experiences of special education teachers in using play therapy to address social communication and 

behavioral challenges in children with autism. Insights from participants highlighted the importance of collaboration, ethical 

considerations, and assessment strategies, offering valuable perspectives on how play therapy is practiced and implemented in 

specialized educational settings. 

Teachers consistently emphasized that symbolic play, art, and sand tray therapy provide “safe and creative ways” for 

children with autism spectrum disorder to express themselves and practice interaction (Participant 1, Participant 2). Symbolic play 

“builds empathy and social understanding through role-play,” while art therapy “encourages communication and turn-taking,” 

and sand tray therapy “supports storytelling, perspective-taking, and empathy” (Participant 2, Participant 4). One participant 

highlighted that such therapies involve “teamwork and dual activities that build children’s trust in other peers” (Participant 3). 

Over time, these approaches foster “better empathy, cooperation, and interpretation of social cues” (Participant 5), leading to 

lasting improvements in social communication and relationships. 

The teachers’ observations of lasting improvements in social communication and relationships through play therapy align 

closely with current research on structured and peer-mediated interventions. For example, Guralnick emphasized that structured 

play settings provide opportunities to practice social norms such as sharing, cooperation, and turn-taking within a controlled 

environment. Both studies highlight that consistent engagement in structured play promotes long-term improvements in social 

adaptability and relationship-building. These findings corroborate the teachers’ experiences, showing that symbolic play, art 

therapy, and sand tray activities not only encourage emotional expression and cooperation but also facilitate enduring gains in 

social communication and peer relationships among children with spectrum disorder. 

Building on these observations, all participants agreed that the long-term effects of play therapy differ depending on the 

severity of Autism. According to one teacher, “children with mild to moderate ASD often show greater improvements…while those 

with severe ASD may progress more slowly” (Participant 1). Another explained that children with milder symptoms “show faster 

and more noticeable improvements in social and communication skills,” whereas those with more severe autism “may progress 

more slowly due to greater challenges but can still benefit with consistent, individualized support” (Participant 2). Others echoed 

this, noting that the activities and challenges must be modified since “progress may be slower and more limited” for severe cases 

(Participant 3, Participant 4, Participant 5). Still, all agreed that tailored interventions provide meaningful benefits across severity 

levels. 

These observations are supported by Elbeltagi et al. (2023), who found that structured play interventions incorporating 

turn-taking and role-playing significantly improved children’s ability to engage in reciprocal social interactions. Their study 

highlighted that children participating in structured play sessions showed greater responsiveness to social cues, improved 

conversational exchanges, and increased engagement in group activities. By providing clear social roles and predictable play 

scenarios, structured play acts as a bridge between therapeutic interventions and real-world social interactions, enabling children 

across the spectrum to develop social skills that transfer to everyday situations. Thus, both teacher experiences and research 

evidence indicate that tailoring play therapy to individual needs, whether through adjusting complexity, structure, or support, 

ensures meaningful gains for children with autism across different severity levels. These interventions not only foster immediate 

engagement but also facilitate the development of practical social skills that extend beyond the therapy setting. 

In addition to recognizing progress differences, participants highlighted that sustaining the gains of play therapy requires 

“parent and teacher involvement, integrating skills into daily routines, providing regular follow-ups, and using individualized plans” 

(Participant 1). Another stressed the importance of practicing skills at home, participating in social groups, and scheduling “booster 

sessions with the therapist” (Participant 2). Teachers also emphasized “consistent reinforcement at home and school,” where 

parents and teachers use the same techniques as “praising turn-taking, encouraging eye contact, or labeling emotions” 

(Participant 4). Others pointed to the importance of creating regular opportunities for social interaction and ensuring “ongoing 
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support, praise, and consistency” across settings (Participant 5). These strategies, according to participants, help ensure that social 

and behavioral improvements are not only achieved but sustained over time. 

These practical insights are supported by Korte et al. (2022), who investigated Pivotal Response Training (PRT) within 

structured play environments for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study demonstrated that structured play 

incorporating PRT techniques significantly improved verbal communication and social responsiveness. By focusing on child choice 

and motivation through structured activities, children were able to initiate spontaneous language use and sustain interactions 

with peers and adults. The study highlighted that structured play provides a meaningful and controlled context for practicing 

communication and social skills, which supports the long-term maintenance of gains in social and behavioral development. Thus, 

both teacher experiences and research evidence underscore that integrating structured, individualized play interventions with 

ongoing reinforcement and family involvement creates the conditions necessary for children with ASD to achieve meaningful social 

and behavioral improvements that are sustained over time. 

The findings reveal that play therapy, particularly symbolic play, art therapy, and sand tray activities, serves as a powerful 

tool in enhancing social communication skills among children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Teachers described these 

approaches as “safe and creative ways” for children to engage, noting that role-play and art-based activities help foster empathy, 

cooperation, and the ability to interpret social cues. However, the long-term effects of play therapy were found to vary according 

to the severity of autism. Children with mild to moderate ASD demonstrated faster and more noticeable improvements in social 

interaction and communication, while those with more severe symptoms benefited more gradually, requiring modified 

approaches and consistent individualized support. Despite these differences, teachers stressed that all children show meaningful 

progress when therapy is sustained over time. To maintain these gains, participants highlighted the importance of parent and 

teacher collaboration, consistent reinforcement across home and school environments, and regular follow-up sessions or booster 

activities. By embedding therapeutic skills into daily routines and social contexts, the long-term impact of play therapy can be 

maximized, ensuring that improvements in social communication and behavior are not only achieved but also sustained. 

Equally important was the emphasis on collaboration. Teachers emphasized teamwork with parents and therapists as 

vital to student growth. One shared, “Effective collaboration… can be achieved through regular communication, shared goal 

setting and coordinated planning” (Participant 1). Another added, “I collaborate with therapists and parents by maintaining open 

communication, sharing observations, and aligning strategies across settings” (Participant 2). Others highlighted practical tools 

like IEPs and progress reports: “I provide progress reports, Individualized Education Plan, and weekly meetings with my parents 

on scheduled” (Participant 3). Similarly, “By working closely with parents, I can reinforce therapy goals at school and support 

families in continuing skill development at home” (Participant 4). For many, consistency across environments was key: “Working 

together as a team ensures the child gets consistent support across school, therapy, and home” (Participant 5). 

These observations align with findings from Maseri et al. (2021), who investigated touchscreen-based play interventions 

for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study demonstrated that interactive tablet games encourage children to 

collaborate, share, and communicate with peers, highlighting how technology-mediated play can foster cooperative behaviors. 

The study also found that structured digital play helped children generalize communication skills from the tablet to real-world 

interactions, reinforcing the importance of integrating collaborative and engaging tools within therapy. Together, both teacher 

experiences and research evidence underscore that collaboration, whether among professionals or facilitated through interactive 

play, enhances social interaction and supports meaningful skill development for children with ASD. 

Furthermore, participants described their role in enriching the team’s understanding of play therapy. As one noted, “I 

contribute… by sharing classroom observations and insights on student behavior and engagement” (Participant 1). Another 

emphasized, “I can support… by sharing how students engage in play-based activities… and suggest ways to incorporate play 

therapy techniques into daily routines” (Participant 2). A practical approach was shared by another: “I provide crash course 

regarding play therapy and simulation” (Participant 3). Others highlighted connecting therapy to academics: “I can provide insights 

into each child’s individual learning style, triggers, and strengths… bridging educational goals with therapeutic techniques” 

(Participant 4). A final reflection added, “I can contribute by sharing how play therapy supports learning and behavior in the 

classroom” (Participant 5). 

These insights align with Lee et al. (2021), who analyzed the effects of early play interventions on social cognition in 

children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study demonstrated that structured play activities, particularly guided role-

playing and cooperative games, significantly improved children’s ability to understand and interpret social cues. By creating safe 

and supportive environments for practicing social scenarios, structured play interventions not only enhanced immediate peer 

interactions but also contributed to long-term social development. Similarly, the participants’ reflections highlight that teachers 

play a crucial role in interpreting children’s engagement, offering practical recommendations, and ensuring that therapeutic 
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strategies are meaningfully integrated into daily classroom practices. Both research evidence and teacher experiences underscore 

that collaboration and shared understanding among the educational team enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of play 

therapy interventions for children with ASD. 

Alongside collaboration, ethical considerations were also stressed. The teachers highlighted confidentiality, consent, and 

respect as guiding principles. One said, “It is important to consider ethics such as obtaining informed consent, maintaining 

confidentiality, respecting each child’s individuality and sensory needs, and being culturally sensitive” (Participant 1). Another 

echoed, “Therapy should be adapted to each child’s individual needs… always protect the child’s privacy” (Participant 2). A brief 

but clear reminder was given: “Confidentiality and professionalism” (Participant 3). Others emphasized safety and dignity: 

“Consent should be obtained… and the child’s comfort, boundaries, and communication preferences must be respected” 

(Participant 4). A final note added, “I must respect each child’s individual needs, privacy, and pace… always create a safe, non-

judgmental space” (Participant 5). 

These insights align with Gibson et al. (2021), who explored the impact of structured play therapy on social language skills 

in preschool children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study highlighted that structured play sessions create a 

supportive environment where children can practice verbal communication and social interactions in a guided, safe, and engaging 

manner. By emphasizing consent, confidentiality, and individualized support, structured play ensures that children can explore 

social language skills without compromising their comfort or autonomy. Both the participants’ reflections and Gibson et al.’s 

findings reinforce that ethical adherence is not only a professional responsibility but also a key factor in maximizing the therapeutic 

benefits of play, fostering trust, and promoting effective social and language development in children with ASD. 

Finally, the importance of monitoring and evaluation emerged. Participants agreed on blending multiple methods to track 

progress. One teacher said, “I would use a combination of observational tools, standardized assessments, and play-based 

evaluations” (Participant 1). Another listed specific: “Structured observation checklists… standardized rating scales… and play-

based assessments like the Test of Playfulness” (Participant 2). Practical tracking was also mentioned: “Son-Rise Developments 

Model” (Participant 3). A detailed approach came from another: “I would use a combination of observational checklists, behavior 

rating scales, and progress notes based on individualized goals” (Participant 4). This was reinforced by, “I’ll also gather feedback 

from parents, therapists, and the child to see real-life changes in social skills and behavior over time” (Participant 5). 

 These reflections align with Wang et al. (2022), who examined Naturalistic Developmental Behavioral 

Interventions (NDBIs) in unstructured play settings for children with autism. Their study demonstrated that child-led and 

naturalistic play facilitated greater social engagement, turn-taking, imitation, and spontaneous communication, which were 

critical for enhancing peer interactions in real-world contexts. Just as the study highlighted the benefits of monitoring child-led 

play to guide interventions, the participants underscored that systematic observation, evaluation, and feedback are essential to 

adapt strategies, ensure progress, and reinforce social-communicative skills. Both perspectives confirm that effective play therapy 

relies not only on structured or naturalistic approaches but also on ongoing, evidence-informed monitoring to optimize outcomes 

for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 

Problem 2. What challenges, resource needs, and recommendations do special education teachers identify in implementing 

play therapy within special education settings? 

Special education teachers highlight several challenges in implementing play therapy, including limited materials, inadequate 

training, and time constraints that hinder consistent application. They emphasize the need for resources such as specialized play 

tools, dedicated spaces, and ongoing professional development to strengthen their capacity. Alongside these needs, teachers 

recommend greater institutional support, structured frameworks, and collaborative practices to enhance the effectiveness and 

sustainability of play therapy within special education settings. 

The experiences of special education teachers revealed both the potential and the challenges of using play therapy with 

children on the autism spectrum. One of the most prominent issues raised was the difficulty of implementation due to systemic 

and individual barriers. As one participant explained, play therapy is hindered by the “limitation of resources, lack of support, and 

difficulty in evaluating real progress” (Participant 1). This was echoed by another, who emphasized the challenge of addressing 

“diverse needs and communication difficulties” (Participant 2). Teachers noted that tailoring interventions to children’s unique 

sensory sensitivities and communication levels is both essential and “demanding and time-consuming” (Participant 4). 

These practical challenges align with findings by Simacek et al. (2020), who noted that addressing the unique needs of 

children with autism requires play-based interventions that are not only engaging and motivating but also easy to integrate into 

educational environments. Their study emphasized that interventions should balance therapeutic goals with flexibility, ensuring 

they capture children’s attention while remaining feasible for teachers to implement. Similarly, participants stressed the 

importance of tailoring play activities to individual developmental levels, interests, and communication abilities, suggesting that 
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individualized and inclusive strategies are key to overcoming common barriers. Both perspectives highlight that overcoming these 

challenges requires thoughtful design of play interventions that are enjoyable, accessible, and sensitive to each child’s abilities 

and environment. 

Resource limitations emerged as a particularly consistent theme across participants. Several teachers noted shortages of 

therapeutic toys, safe play spaces, and professional support, which compromise the sustainability of play therapy. One explained 

that “insufficient therapeutic materials, lack of dedicated space, and limited staffing” made implementation difficult (Participant 

1), while another added that there was a “lack of appropriate toys, shared spaces, and financial constraints” (Participant 2). 

Another participant reinforced this point with lived experience: “I’ve experienced limited access to therapy materials, dedicated 

play spaces, and trained staff” (Participant 5). 

These observations align with López-Nieto et al. (2022), who argue that there is a critical gap in the literature regarding 

usable, educationally applicable guidelines for clinically based play interventions. They highlighted the challenge of balancing 

structured behavioral techniques with unstructured, child-led play, emphasizing the need for practical, resource-conscious 

approaches suitable for school settings. Both the participants’ experiences and the literature suggest that overcoming resource 

limitations require creative adaptation of materials, clear implementation guidelines, and training for educators to maximize the 

therapeutic value of available tools while maintaining developmental and therapeutic goals. 

Time constraints also posed a significant challenge, with teachers explaining that therapy often had to be shortened or 

deprioritized due to packed school schedules. “Time constraints significantly affect implementation by limiting the duration and 

frequency of sessions, which hinders therapeutic progress” (Participant 1), explained one teacher, while another noted that 

“packed school schedules and multiple responsibilities make sessions shorter or less frequent, delaying progress” (Participant 2). 

The impact extended to the therapeutic relationship itself, as another teacher stressed that “time constraints make it hard to have 

consistent, unhurried sessions, which are key for building trust and seeing real progress” (Participant 5). 

These observations are supported by Zhang et al. (2022), who emphasized the benefits of guided peer-mediated 

structured play in promoting social engagement and foundational communication skills. Guralnick also highlighted that structured 

play settings provide children with opportunities to practice social norms like sharing and cooperation in a controlled environment. 

Both studies underline that consistent and frequent exposure to structured play activities is crucial for achieving lasting 

improvements in social adaptability. Therefore, time limitations in educational settings pose a significant barrier, highlighting the 

need for careful scheduling, integration of play therapy into daily routines, and creative strategies to maximize limited session 

time while maintaining therapeutic outcomes. 

Beyond logistical issues, misconceptions about play therapy were also a recurring concern. Some parents and colleagues 

saw it as “just playing and lacking structure or goals”, while others expected “fast results” (Participant 1). Another participant 

noted that some parents considered play therapy ineffective because “it’s only useful for minor issues” or they expected 

immediate outcomes (Participant 2). One teacher even admitted frustration that parents sometimes think “it’s a waste of time 

because it does not make them improve academically” (Participant 3). These misconceptions underscore the need for awareness 

campaigns and stronger advocacy about the therapeutic value of play. 

These insights align with Ki & Chung (2023), who demonstrated that child-directed play therapy, where children have 

autonomy in selecting activities, promotes higher engagement and reciprocal interactions. Their study highlighted that 

unstructured play allows children to self-regulate and develop confidence in social settings, challenging the misconception that 

therapy must be overly structured to be effective. Both the participants’ experiences and the study findings underscore the 

importance of educating stakeholders about the nuanced, evidence-based nature of play therapy, emphasizing that therapeutic 

goals can be met while still providing children with opportunities for choice, creativity, and self-expression. 

Despite these challenges, teachers highlighted the skills and qualities that make play therapy effective. One explained 

that the approach requires “empathy, knowledge, creativity, and cultural competence” (Participant 1). Another emphasized 

“communication, active listening, observation skills, and cultural sensitivity” (Participant 2), while a third underscored “patience, 

empathy, creativity, and strong observation abilities” (Participant 4). For some, this came down to the simple but vital capacity to 

“read nonverbal cues” and meet children where they are (Participant 5). These accounts highlight the combination of professional 

expertise and personal attributes that teachers must cultivate. 

These insights are supported by Atherton & Cross (2021), who demonstrated that integrating digital play, such as 

interactive applications and virtual reality games, enhances joint attention, turn-taking, and verbal interactions among children 

with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The study noted that structured, yet flexible digital environments allow children to practice 

social communication in a low-pressure, motivating setting. Both the participants’ experiences and the study findings underscore 
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that successful play therapy hinges not only on the methods used but also on the educator’s ability to create a supportive, 

responsive, and adaptive environment that meets each child’s needs while fostering engagement and skill development. 

To strengthen their skills, participants agreed that specialized training is essential. One recommended “formal education, 

supervised clinical experience, and ongoing professional development” (Participant 1), while another pointed to the importance 

of “specialized training in autism spectrum disorder, trauma-informed care, and sensory integration” (Participant 2). Others 

suggested more specific frameworks, such as “child-centered play therapy, DIR/Floor time, and ABA certifications” (Participant 4). 

A participant summarized the need for broad preparation: “Training in child development, autism spectrum disorders, counseling 

techniques, and play therapy certifications” is necessary to effectively support children with ASD (Participant 5). 

Walsh et al. (2024) support this perspective, demonstrating that gamified social training applications improve peer 

interactions, conversational skills, and emotional recognition among children with ASD. The study highlighted that structured 

digital play, when guided by trained educators, fosters engagement, motivation, and safe practice of social interactions, which 

children can then transfer to real-life situations. Both the participants’ reflections and the study findings underscore that 

specialized training equips educators to leverage structured play and technology-enhanced interventions effectively, enhancing 

social communication outcomes and providing a robust support system in Special Education classrooms. 

Teachers also proposed refinements to play therapy practice itself. One emphasized “individualizing sessions, integrating 

social skills training, and collaborating with parents” (Participant 1). Another recommended “more structured, goal-oriented play 

activities” (Participant 2), while a third suggested practical tools such as “peer modeling, visual supports, and structured social 

games” (Participant 4). Another reinforced the child-centered approach, stating that sessions should “use the child’s interests, 

incorporate visual supports, and involve parents and therapists” (Participant 5). 

Zhang et al. (2022) support this approach, showing that peer-mediated structured play enhances social engagement and 

fosters reciprocal interactions. By pairing children with trained peers, the study demonstrated that guided play interventions help 

children develop foundational communication skills and improve social interaction outcomes. Both the participants’ experiences 

and the research findings highlight that refining play therapy, through observation, peer mediation, and tailored adjustments, 

ensures interventions remain effective, dynamic, and responsive to each child’s growth. 

When asked what advice they would give fellow educators, participants returned to themes of patience, collaboration, 

and flexibility. One explained the importance of “following the child’s interests, setting clear learning goals, and involving families 

for consistency” (Participant 1). Another stressed “understanding each child’s needs, creating structured environments, and 

collaborating with parents and professionals” (Participant 2). A different teacher offered a practical reminder to “be flexib le on 

changes but firm on boundaries” (Participant 3). As one concluded, “let the child lead, collaborate with parents, and remember, 

small steps can lead to big progress” (Participant 5). 

Wilson (2020) supports this approach, showing that unstructured, child-led play fosters spontaneous interactions, eye 

contact, shared attention, and reciprocal exchanges among children with autism spectrum disorder. The study highlighted that 

giving children the freedom to choose activities reduces anxiety, increases motivation, and provides a naturalistic environment 

for developing social communication skills. Together, the participants’ experiences and the research findings suggest that effective 

advice for play therapy includes fostering autonomy, offering gentle guidance, and creating flexible, supportive play environments 

that enhance social learning. 

Despite the many obstacles, teachers affirmed the effectiveness of play therapy. One observed that it provides “a 

comfortable, low-pressure way to develop social communication and behavior” (Participant 1). Another explained that it helps 

children “practice important social skills such as eye contact, turn-taking, and emotional regulation in a safe, low-pressure 

environment” (Participant 2). A third added that play therapy “uses a child’s natural way of learning through play to build trust 

and teach key skills” (Participant 4). Another summarized its impact by stressing that “it helps them build trust, practice social 

skills, and manage emotions in a safe, supportive space” (Participant 5). 

Ki & Chung (2023) support these observations, showing that child-led, unstructured play significantly improves 

conversational reciprocity and engagement among children with ASD. The study revealed that granting autonomy in play allows 

children to develop confidence, self-regulation, and social skills in naturalistic settings. Together, the participants’ experiences and 

the research findings validate that play therapy, especially when child-directed, serves as an effective intervention for enhancing 

social communication and confidence in children with autism spectrum disorder. 

Finally, teachers offered reflections that reveal the deeper meaning of their work. One acknowledged that “progress is 

not always linear, so patience and consistency are key” (Participant 1). Another highlighted the relational aspect of therapy, 

explaining that “building a strong, trusting relationship with the child before focusing on goals” is crucial (Participant 2). For 

another, the small moments carried the most meaning: “Documenting small successes, like eye contact or a shared smile, helps 
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track meaningful progress” (Participant 4). As one teacher summarized, “it’s not just the toys or techniques, it is the relat ionship 

built through play that makes the biggest difference” (Participant 5). 

Elbeltagi et al. (2023) corroborate these observations, showing that structured play routines, including turn-taking and 

role-playing, foster social reciprocity, responsiveness to social cues, and engagement in group activities among children with ASD. 

The study emphasized that structured play provides predictable social scenarios, bridging therapeutic practice and real-world 

interactions. Together, participants’ experiences and the research confirm that play therapy contributes to meaningful progress 

and sustainable improvements in children’s social communication and interaction skills. 

The study concludes that play therapy serves as an effective approach in addressing the social communication and 

behavioral challenges of children with autism spectrum disorder by fostering trust, interaction, and emotional growth. While 

special education teachers recognize its benefits in enhancing relationships and social skills, they also face barriers such as limited 

resources, lack of training, and insufficient institutional support. These findings underscore the need for structured programs, 

professional development, and stronger collaboration among stakeholders to maximize the potential of play therapy and ensure 

its sustainable integration within special education settings. 

 

Problem 3. What core themes emerge from teachers’ significant experiences in implementing play therapy through 

interdisciplinary collaboration? 

This section presents the themes that emerged from participants’ responses, showing patterns, commonalities, and significant 

ideas that reflect their shared experiences. 

 

Table 1. Key themes and subthemes of the lived experiences of special education teachers in implementing play therapy 
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Theme 1: Individualized and Inclusive Practices 

Special education teachers emphasized tailoring play therapy to each child’s developmental level, interests, and 

communication needs. They highlighted its role in promoting emotional expression, regulation, and social understanding, 

reflecting a client-centered and inclusive approach. 

Subtheme 1. Tailoring to Individual Needs 

Teachers recognize autism’s heterogeneity and emphasize flexible, child-centered interventions. Tailored activities 

address each child’s developmental level, communication ability, interests, and sensory sensitivities, ensuring that every child can 

meaningfully engage in therapy. 

Participant 2 emphasized that “activities should be tailored to each child’s developmental level, interests, and 

communication needs.” Similarly, Participant 4 shared that “one of the most significant challenges… is addressing the diverse 

needs and responses of children with autism spectrum disorder.” These insights highlight the necessity of personalization in play 

therapy. For children with ASD, developmental variation is wide, so interventions must consider differences in communication 

skills, sensory thresholds, and learning styles. Teachers act as both facilitators and adaptors, ensuring that therapy is not rigid but 

responsive to individual developmental profiles. This aligns with inclusive education principles that stress equity through 

adaptation rather than uniformity. 

This aligns with the study of Elbeltagi et al. (2023) that emphasizes the importance of tailoring structured play 

interventions to each child’s developmental profile. Their study demonstrated that routines incorporating turn-taking and role-

playing significantly enhanced children’s reciprocal social interactions. Children participating in these tailored sessions showed 

greater responsiveness to social cues, improved conversational exchanges, and increased engagement in group activities. The 

researchers highlighted that providing clear social roles and predictable play scenarios allows children with autism spectrum 

disorder to practice and generalize social skills from the therapeutic setting to real-world interactions. This evidence supports the 

principle that individualized, structured play interventions are most effective when designed to meet each child’s unique abilities, 

interests, and social needs. 

Subtheme 2. Supporting Emotional Expression 

Play therapy serves as a non-verbal medium through which children can express feelings, convey thoughts, and interact 

socially. Teachers note that it is especially valuable for children with limited verbal abilities, enabling communication in a safe, 

creative context. 

According to Participant 1, “different play types help children express emotions, develop communication, improve 

emotional regulation.” Likewise, Participant 4 explained that play therapy “encourages emotional expression and social 

understanding without needing strong verbal skills.” These responses illustrate how play provides children with ASD alternative 

modes of expression beyond spoken language. Emotional expression through symbolic play, role-play, or sensory play fosters not 

only self-awareness but also peer interaction. For children who struggle with verbalization, such opportunities become crucial for 

bridging emotional gaps and fostering social-emotional learning. 

Walsh et al. (2024) highlight how play-based digital interventions can facilitate emotional expression in children with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study found that gamified social skills applications improved both conversational abilities 

and emotional recognition, offering children a safe and engaging platform to practice expressing feelings. Teachers reported that 

the interactive nature of gamification increased motivation and participation, making social learning enjoyable and less 

intimidating. By allowing children to explore emotions and social interactions in a risk-free environment, these structured digital 

play activities provide opportunities for children with ASD to develop meaningful emotional communication skills. The findings 

underscore the value of integrating playful, technology-enhanced approaches into therapy to support emotional expression and 

social development. 

Subtheme 3. Emotional Regulation through Play 

Teachers consistently observe that children improve their ability to manage emotions during play. By providing 

opportunities to explore, act out, and respond to scenarios, play therapy supports both behavioral control and the development 

of social competence. 

Participant 1 noted that play therapy “helps children… improve emotional regulation,” while Participant 4 observed that 

“children express emotions and develop social understanding without needing strong verbal skills.” Emotional regulation is one 

of the most reported challenges among children with ASD. Teachers’ emphasis on play as a regulatory tool demonstrates their 

understanding that therapy must go beyond academic outcomes to encompass affective growth. Play provides a safe, low-

pressure space where children learn coping strategies for stress, frustration, and anxiety, helping prepare them for real-world 

interactions. 
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Lee et al. (2021) demonstrated that structured play interventions, such as guided role-playing and cooperative games, 

can support emotional regulation in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The study found that children participating in 

these activities showed greater responsiveness to social gestures, improved emotional recognition, and an increased willingness 

to engage with peers. By providing a safe and supportive environment, structured play allows children to practice managing 

emotions and navigating social scenarios without fear or stress. These findings highlight that play not only enhances immediate 

social and emotional interactions but also contributes to long-term social and emotional development, reinforcing its role as a key 

strategy for promoting emotional regulation in children with ASD. 

Subtheme 4. Addressing ASD’s Heterogeneous Nature 

Children with autism vary in sensory sensitivity, emotional readiness, and communication skills. Teachers adapt 

interventions to meet these diverse needs, demonstrating flexibility, careful observation, and responsiveness to individual 

differences. 

Participant 2 stated, “each child may have different sensory sensitivities, communication levels, and emotional 

readiness.” Participant 4 reinforced this point, noting that “addressing the diverse needs… is one of the most significant 

challenges.” These reflections reinforce the idea that no single therapeutic approach can be universally applied in ASD contexts. 

Teachers constantly navigate differences in readiness and responsiveness, which requires professional flexibility. The 

heterogeneity of ASD means that interventions must be iterative and experimental, guided by ongoing observations rather than 

static plans. 

Wilson (2020) highlighted that unstructured, child-led play provides a flexible approach to address the heterogeneous 

needs of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The study found that when children were given autonomy to choose 

activities, they engaged more frequently in eye contact, shared attention, and reciprocal social interactions. By allowing 

spontaneous interactions without rigid constraints, unstructured play creates a naturalistic learning environment that 

accommodates diverse developmental levels, communication styles, and emotional readiness. Moreover, children exhibited 

reduced anxiety and greater motivation to interact with peers, demonstrating that individualized, flexible play settings can 

effectively support social communication and adapt to the varied strengths and challenges characteristic of ASD. 

Subtheme 5. Relationship-Building as Foundation 

Establishing trust and rapport is essential for successful play therapy. Teachers emphasize that children must feel safe 

and connected before fully engaging, and that meaningful relationships enhance participation and learning. 

Participant 4 explained that “children with autism often need time to feel safe and connected before they fully engage in 

therapeutic play.” Participant 1 agreed, emphasizing that rapport is “just as important as the activities themselves.” Establishing 

trust is an essential precondition for therapeutic success. Teachers acknowledge that children with ASD may resist or disengage 

from unfamiliar activities unless they feel emotionally secure. Relationship-building, therefore, serves as the foundation for 

therapy, echoing trauma-informed and child-centered educational approaches. 

Guralnick (2022) emphasized that structured play settings provide essential opportunities for children with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD) to practice social norms, including sharing, turn-taking, and cooperation, within a controlled and 

supportive environment. The study noted that consistent participation in structured play activities fosters trust, comfort, and 

familiarity, which are crucial for forming meaningful peer relationships. Over time, these repeated interactions contribute to long-

term improvements in social adaptability and relational skills. These findings underscore the importance of incorporating 

structured peer-mediated play in early intervention programs, highlighting that relationship-building forms the foundation for 

effective social communication and broader developmental progress in children with ASD. 

This theme highlights that teachers recognize that effective play therapy requires tailoring interventions to each child’s 

unique needs, building relationships, and providing opportunities for emotional expression and regulation. Individualized 

approaches ensure that children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can meaningfully engage in therapy and experience 

developmental growth. 

 

Theme 2. Structured yet Flexible Interventions 

Teachers stressed the importance of balancing purposeful goals with flexibility. Play therapy was described as structured 

enough to support progress while remaining adaptable to children’s natural play styles, ensuring both therapeutic direction and 

child engagement. 

Subtheme 6. Clear Therapeutic Goals 

Teachers highlight the importance of defining objectives for each session. Clear goals guide activities while still allowing 

room for child-led exploration and creativity, ensuring therapy is purposeful yet engaging. 
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Participant 1 highlighted that “play therapy provides a structured yet flexible environment where children can express 

themselves, work through emotions, and practice social interactions.” Participant 2 emphasized the importance of “clear 

objectives.” Teachers stress that while play is naturally exploratory, therapeutic play must be intentional. Clear goals ensure that 

sessions are not just recreational but directed toward developmental progress. This mirrors evidence-based practices that 

integrate individualized education plan (IEP) objectives into daily activities. 

Gibson et al. (2021) highlighted that structured play therapy offers a purposeful and goal-oriented framework for 

enhancing social language skills in preschool children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study found that guided play 

sessions, including scripted interactions, significantly improved children’s verbal communication, such as initiating greetings and 

making requests. Beyond immediate language gains, structured play supported children in maintaining conversations with peers, 

demonstrating the value of clear objectives in guiding therapeutic activities. These findings emphasize that well-defined goals 

within play therapy not only facilitate skill development but also provide a safe, engaging environment where children can practice 

and refine essential social communication abilities. 

Subtheme 7. Balance of Structure and Play 

A structured framework provides direction and scaffolding, while flexibility maintains children’s interest and motivation. 

This balance enables both skill development and enjoyment of the therapy process. 

Participant 1 described play therapy as a “structured yet flexible environment.” Participant 2 added that there must be a 

balance between “clear goals with engaging, natural play.” This balance reflects the dual roles of special educators: ensuring that 

children experience freedom to explore while embedding learning targets within that freedom. Over-structuring risks reducing 

motivation, while under-structuring risks losing therapeutic intent. The teacher’s task is to navigate this delicate middle ground. 

Gibson et al. (2021) emphasized that effective play therapy balances structured guidance with opportunities for child-led 

engagement. Their study on preschool children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) demonstrated that while structured, scripted 

interactions improved social greetings, requests, and conversational skills, maintaining flexibility within sessions allowed children 

to explore and practice language naturally. This balance ensures that therapeutic objectives are met while keeping children 

motivated and engaged, highlighting the importance of combining clear structure with playful, responsive interactions to foster 

meaningful social communication and learning. 

Subtheme 8. Integration of Behavioral Principles 

Teachers incorporate behavioral strategies into play, such as turn-taking, reinforcement, and social modeling. This 

integration allows children to practice desired skills in natural, enjoyable contexts, bridging therapy with real-life social 

interactions. 

Participant 1 explained that play therapy allows children to “practice social interactions in a safe [environment].” 

Participant 2 added that sessions “require clear objectives while maintaining engaging, natural qualities.” Teachers show 

awareness of integrating behavioral strategies, such as reinforcement and modeling, into play. This reflects applied behavior 

analysis (ABA) principles, but in a less rigid, more child-led manner. Play thus becomes a bridge between structured intervention 

and natural interaction. 

Wang et al. (2022) highlighted the effectiveness of blending behavioral strategies with child-led play through Naturalistic 

Developmental Behavior Interventions (NDBIs). Their study showed that children with autism participating in unstructured play 

engaged more in shared activities, turn-taking, and imitation of social behaviors, leading to improved social engagement and 

language use. By incorporating naturalistic elements alongside behavioral principles, play therapy encourages spontaneous 

communication that generalizes to everyday peer interactions. This approach demonstrates how integrating evidence-based 

behavioral strategies within flexible, play-based contexts can enhance social communication and provide meaningful skill 

development for children with autism spectrum disorder. 

Subtheme 9. Fostering Safe Social Interaction 

Play therapy settings are designed to be secure and relational, providing children with confidence to engage socially. 

Teachers emphasize that safety and emotional support are key to encouraging risk-taking and participation. 

Participant 1 noted that play therapy helps children “practice social interactions in a safe [environment].” Participant 4 

reinforced this by stating that “building rapport is just as important as the activities themselves.” Teachers identify play spaces as 

both protective and enabling environments. Safety in this context is not just physical but also emotional, children are encouraged 

to attempt social risk-taking, like eye contact or turn-taking, without fear of judgment. 

Hijab et al. (2025) demonstrated that natural, unstructured play environments provide children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) a safe and supportive context to develop social skills. Their study found that engaging in child-led free play with 
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peers enhanced cooperation, shared decision-making, and mutual understanding. These settings allowed children to practice 

complex social interactions authentically while reducing the stress or pressure associated with structured tasks. Furthermore, the 

research indicated that skills learned in such free-play contexts were more likely to generalize to real-life situations, reinforcing 

the value of safe, peer-mediated play. Overall, these findings underscore the importance of integrating unstructured, child-

directed play into therapeutic and educational programs to promote meaningful and transferable social development in children 

with ASD. 

Subtheme 10. Adaptability to Individual Responses 

Children respond differently to therapy based on personality, developmental stage, and sensory preferences. Teachers 

adapt methods and pacing to each child, ensuring interventions remain meaningful, effective, and responsive to ongoing needs. 

Participant 4 explained that “addressing the diverse needs and responses… each child may have different sensitivities.” 

Similarly, Participant 2 stated, “activities should be tailored to each child’s developmental level.” Adaptability ensures inclusivity. 

Teachers recognize that each child may respond differently to the same activity, making flexibility essential. This adaptability 

prevents exclusion and ensures that therapeutic goals are met for a wider range of learners. 

Zhang et al. (2022) highlighted that peer-mediated structured play can be tailored to meet the diverse needs of children 

with developmental delays, including autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study found that pairing children with trained peers 

promoted reciprocal interactions and enhanced social engagement, demonstrating how structured play can be adapted to 

individual abilities. Guralnick further emphasized that structured settings allow children to practice social norms, such as sharing 

and cooperation, in a controlled environment suited to their developmental level. Additionally, consistent participation in these 

activities contributed to long-term improvements in social adaptability. These findings underscore the importance of designing 

interventions that are responsive to each child’s unique needs, ensuring that play therapy fosters meaningful social 

communication and relationship-building. 

This theme highlights that balancing structure with flexibility allows children to explore and engage while achieving 

therapeutic goals. Teachers emphasized that clear objectives, behavioral integration, and adaptability create an environment 

where play remains both purposeful and enjoyable, fostering skill development in a supportive setting. 

 

Theme 3: Supportive Environment and Resources 

Participants recognized the importance of sensory-friendly, low-stimulation environments, visual aids, and specialized 

play tools. They also identified challenges such as limited resources, time constraints, and systemic barriers that affect consistent 

implementation. 

Subtheme 11. Sensory Accommodations 

Quiet spaces, sensory tools, and minimized distractions help children stay focused and calm. Teachers use these 

accommodations to reduce overstimulation and enhance engagement. 

Participant 2 explained, “sensory accommodations, such as quiet spaces or sensory tools, make the setting more 

comfortable.” Participant 1 recommended “designing environments with minimal visual and auditory distractions.” Teachers 

highlight how sensory-friendly environments directly impact a child’s ability to focus. Without accommodations, overstimulation 

may derail therapy sessions, making environmental design a non-negotiable aspect of effective practice. 

Murphy et al. (2024) highlighted the importance of creating play environments that accommodate children’s sensory 

needs. Their study found that child-initiated, unstructured play allowed children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) to engage 

more effectively in social interactions, adjusting their communication based on context and responding to peers appropriately. By 

providing spaces that reduce sensory overload and allow children to lead interactions, the study emphasized that children could 

explore communication strategies, practice problem-solving, and engage creatively in meaningful social play. These findings 

suggest that sensory accommodations, including low-stimulation environments and child-centered flexibility, are essential for 

supporting pragmatic language development and fostering authentic social engagement in children with ASD. 

Subtheme 12. Use of Visual Aids 

Picture schedules, emotion cards, and predictable routines improve understanding and participation, particularly for 

children with communication difficulties, reinforcing learning in structured yet accessible ways. 

Participant 2 noted that “visual aids like picture schedules and emotion cards can enhance understanding.” He added 

that a “structured; low-stimulation environment helps reduce anxiety.” Visual support provides predictability, which is particularly 

critical for children with ASD who struggle with transitions or abstract concepts. Teachers show awareness that visual strategies 

supplement verbal instruction and help reduce anxiety. 
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Khatab et al. (2024) emphasized the role of visual supports in enhancing social communication among children with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their study demonstrated that structured play interventions incorporating visual aids, such as 

social scripts and pictorial cues, improved children’s ability to initiate and sustain interactions. Participants showed enhanced 

nonverbal communication, including body language, facial expressions, and eye contact, indicating that visual supports help bridge 

verbal and nonverbal skills. Additionally, predictable routines and clear visual cues reduced anxiety, creating a supportive 

environment for learning. These findings highlight that integrating visual aids into play therapy is crucial for promoting effective 

communication and social engagement in children with ASD. 

Subtheme 13. Environmental Design 

Playrooms designed with soft lighting, neutral colors, and minimal clutter support comfort and engagement. Teachers 

highlight that a thoughtfully arranged space promotes concentration and positive emotional responses. 

Participant 1 recommended that “the playroom environment should be designed with minimal visual and auditory 

distractions by using soft lighting, neutral or pastel colors, and limiting clutter.” Participant 2 reiterated the need for a “structured; 

low-stimulation environment.” The intentional design of the play space reflects educators’ recognition that therapy effectiveness 

depends not only on activities but also on the physical setting. Subtle factors like lighting and colors contribute significantly to 

comfort and engagement. 

Wilson (2020) highlighted the importance of creating supportive and well-considered play environments for children with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The study found that child-led, unstructured play in thoughtfully arranged spaces allowed 

children to engage in spontaneous interactions, such as eye contact, shared attention, and reciprocal exchanges, without rigid 

constraints. The naturalistic and inviting design of the play setting encouraged exploration, reduced anxiety, and increased 

motivation to interact with peers. These findings suggest that environmental design plays a critical role in facilitating social 

communication and engagement, emphasizing the need for play spaces that are flexible, safe, and responsive to the sensory and 

social needs of children with ASD. 

Subtheme 14. Resource Limitations 

Limited materials, staff, and institutional support can hinder the effectiveness of play therapy. Teachers must often 

innovate or adapt interventions to overcome systemic constraints. 

Participant 2 reported that “limited resources, and communication difficulties can affect effectiveness,” adding that “lack 

of understanding or support from others may also hinder implementation.” Systemic barriers restrict teachers’ capacity to provide 

optimal therapy. Resource shortages highlight inequities in access to quality interventions, emphasizing the need for 

administrative and policy-level support. 

López-Nieto et al. (2022) highlighted gaps in the literature regarding practical guidelines for implementing clinically based 

play interventions in educational settings. The study emphasized the challenge of balancing structured behavioral techniques with 

unstructured, child-led free play. In line with this, the current research focuses on special educators’ experiences in using play 

therapy to enhance social communication and behavior in children with autism spectrum disorder. By centering on teachers’ 

perspectives, the study explores barriers, strategies, and outcomes associated with play-based interventions. These insights aim 

to inform the creation of context-specific, practical strategies that are feasible and adoptable within special education classrooms, 

addressing limitations in resources, guidance, and support for educators. 

Subtheme 15. Time Constraints 

School schedules and multiple responsibilities restrict therapy delivery. Teachers report that insufficient time limits 

consistent implementation, emphasizing the need for institutional prioritization of play therapy. 

Participant 2 observed that “time constraints can greatly hinder the effective delivery of play therapy,” explaining that 

“with packed school schedules and multiple responsibilities, sessions may be shorter or less frequent than needed.” Teachers face 

structural limitations that compromise intervention frequency and intensity. This points to a tension between curriculum 

requirements and therapeutic needs, often forcing educators to make difficult compromises. 

As Simacek et al. (2020) suggest, focused and innovative play-based strategies are needed that are engaging for children 

and feasible within educational settings, ensuring that therapy can be delivered effectively despite time constraints. 

This theme highlights that a carefully designed environment, equipped with sensory accommodations, visual aids, and 

minimal distractions, enhances the effectiveness of play therapy. Teachers highlighted that resource availability and sufficient 

time are critical to sustaining engagement and maximizing therapeutic outcomes. 
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Theme 4: Collaboration and Professional Competence 

Collaboration among teachers, parents, and therapists was seen as essential to maximize effectiveness and ensure 

consistency across settings. Teachers also highlighted the need for continuous training, professional development, and strong 

interpersonal skills such as empathy, communication, and active listening. 

Subtheme 16. Collaboration with Parents 

Parents’ involvement reinforces skills learned at school and ensures consistency across home and educational settings. 

Teachers highlight collaboration as vital to the continuity and effectiveness of therapy. 

Participant 2 stated, “I collaborate with therapists and parents by maintaining open communication, sharing 

observations, and aligning strategies across settings.” Participant 1 also stressed consistency across settings. Parents are vital 

partners in reinforcing skills outside of school. Teachers recognize that when parents are engaged, therapy becomes more holistic 

and effective, extending progress into daily routines. 

Hijab et al. (2025) demonstrated that natural, child-led play settings enhance peer collaboration, shared decision-making, 

and social understanding, providing children with authentic opportunities to practice complex social interactions. Teachers 

emphasized that parental involvement allows skills practiced during therapy, such as turn-taking, communication, and 

cooperation, to be reinforced at home, promoting consistency across environments. Engaging parents in observing, supporting, 

and extending play activities helps children generalize social skills to real-life contexts, strengthening both developmental 

outcomes and the child’s ability to transfer learned behaviors beyond the classroom. These findings underscore the importance 

of structured collaboration with families as an integral part of play-based interventions. 

Subtheme 17. Collaboration with Therapists 

Working closely with therapists allows teachers to align strategies and maintain consistency. Partnerships promote 

effective implementation of interventions and maximize benefits for children. 

Participant 2 emphasized working with “therapists and parents by maintaining open communication,” while Participant 

4 added that collaboration “ensures consistency and maximizes effectiveness.” Teachers value interdisciplinary teamwork, where 

expertise is shared to benefit the child. This recognition of therapists’ specialized skills demonstrates humility and professional 

openness. 

Gibson et al. (2021) found that structured play interventions guided by therapists significantly improved children’s verbal 

communication, including social greetings, requests, and conversational exchanges. Teachers highlighted that working closely with 

therapists ensures that classroom activities and individualized educational plans align with therapeutic goals, providing 

consistency and reinforcement across settings. This partnership allows teachers to observe and incorporate play-based strategies 

in daily routines, while therapists can tailor interventions based on ongoing classroom observations. Such collaboration maximizes 

the effectiveness of play therapy, promoting both skill acquisition and generalization of social communication abilities in children 

with ASD. 

Subtheme 18. Importance of Communication 

Effective communication, including active listening, enables teachers to build trust with children and stakeholders. Clear, 

consistent dialogue supports coordination and responsiveness in therapy. 

Participant 2 shared that “conducting play therapy requires strong communication… to build trust with children and work 

effectively with families.” He also stressed “active listening” as essential. Communication is not limited to information-sharing but 

also includes relational listening and trust-building. Teachers highlight communication as the foundation of both collaboration and 

therapy delivery. 

Murphy et al. (2024) found that child-initiated play significantly enhanced pragmatic language skills, allowing children to 

initiate conversations, respond appropriately, and adjust their communication based on social context. Teachers emphasized that 

fostering authentic, child-led interactions provides opportunities for children to practice both verbal and nonverbal 

communication strategies in meaningful ways. Moreover, unstructured play encourages creativity, problem-solving, and flexibility 

in social exchanges, reinforcing the importance of communication as a foundational skill for successful peer interactions and 

overall social competence in children with ASD. 

Subtheme 19. Empathy and Listening Skills 

Relational skills, empathy, and attentiveness are essential for fostering rapport. Teachers view these qualities as central 

to supporting emotional development and engagement in therapy. 

Participant 2 pointed out that therapy “requires… empathy, and active listening,” while Participant 4 emphasized that 

“building rapport” is just as important as therapy activities. Teachers highlight empathy as a professional skill, not just a personal 
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trait. This reflects the importance of emotional intelligence in sustaining therapeutic relationships with children who have unique 

sensitivities. 

Walsh et al. (2024) demonstrated that gamified social training applications can support the development of 

conversational skills and emotional recognition, creating opportunities for children to practice understanding others’ perspectives 

in a safe, structured environment. Teachers reported that such interactive digital play increased engagement and motivation, 

allowing children to experiment with social exchanges without fear of failure. These findings highlight that fostering empathy and 

active listening, both in teachers and children, enhances the effectiveness of play-based interventions and strengthens the 

relational foundation necessary for meaningful social learning. 

Subtheme 20. Ongoing Professional Training 

Continuous professional development equips teachers with updated techniques, ensuring interventions are evidence-

based, responsive, and effective for diverse learners. 

Participant 2 mentioned “specific competencies required for effective implementation.” Participant 4 agreed, saying 

these “skills form the foundation for therapeutic relationships.” Teachers acknowledge the need for ongoing professional 

development to stay competent. This reveals a gap in current training and points to the necessity of institutional investment in 

capacity-building. 

Korte et al. (2022) demonstrated that structured play incorporating PRT significantly improved verbal communication 

and social responsiveness in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). The study highlighted the importance of understanding 

child choice, motivation, and structured activities to encourage spontaneous language use. Teachers who receive continuous 

training in such approaches are better equipped to create meaningful, controlled play environments that foster sustained peer 

and adult interactions. These findings underscore that professional training strengthens teachers’ ability to implement play 

therapy effectively, ensuring interventions are both evidence-based and responsive to children’s developmental needs. 

This theme highlights that effective play therapy relies on collaborative partnerships with parents and therapists, strong 

communication skills, empathy, and ongoing professional development. Teachers’ competence and teamwork ensure consistency 

across settings, enhancing children’s learning and social-emotional growth. 

 

Theme 5: Monitoring, Ethics, and Long-term Impact 

Educators underscored the need for monitoring and evaluation to track progress, while also upholding ethical practices 

like confidentiality. Despite barriers, they observed meaningful long-term effects on children’s social skills, communication, and 

behavior, affirming play therapy’s positive potential. 

Subtheme 21. Monitoring Progress 

Teachers use observations, goal-tracking, and assessment tools to evaluate effectiveness. Continuous monitoring informs 

adjustments, enhancing outcomes and supporting individualized growth. 

Participant 2 emphasized that “effective play therapy requires clear objectives while maintaining engaging, natural 

qualities.” Participant 1 also observed noticeable progress in children’s communication and behavior. Teachers rely on continuous 

monitoring to measure effectiveness and refine strategies. This focus on assessment ensures that therapy remains evidence-

driven and responsive. 

Fung et al. (2025) examined the use of robotic play companions and observed that children with autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD) demonstrated increased social engagement and verbal interactions when interacting with predictable, consistent robotic 

partners. The study highlighted improvements in turn-taking, eye contact, and conventional social exchanges, suggesting that 

structured monitoring of these interactions allows teachers to track developmental gains effectively. These findings underscore 

the importance of systematic observation and progress evaluation in play-based interventions, ensuring that strategies remain 

responsive to each child’s evolving social communication needs. 

Subtheme 22. Ethical Considerations 

Maintaining confidentiality and child-centered practices protects children’s rights and dignity. Teachers recognize ethical 

conduct as essential to trust and therapeutic success. 

Teachers emphasized “protecting child’s privacy and confidentiality.” Participant 2 reinforced the importance of child 

privacy. Ethical principles guide therapy practice, ensuring respect for children’s dignity. Teachers’ emphasis on confidentiality 

also reflects sensitivity to family trust and cultural expectations. 

Lee et al. (2021) highlighted that structured play activities, including guided role-playing and cooperative games, provide 

children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) a safe and supportive environment to practice social scenarios. By emphasizing 
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safety, consent, and supportive engagement, the study underscores how ethical practices in play therapy allow children to explore 

social interactions without risk or undue stress. These findings reinforce the importance of maintaining ethical standards, including 

safeguarding emotional and social safety, which contributes not only to immediate learning but also to long-term social 

development. 

Subtheme 23. Confidentiality in Practice 

Sensitive information is carefully handled to safeguard children while facilitating collaboration with families and 

professionals. Respect for privacy strengthens relationships and therapy effectiveness. 

Educators stressed “protecting child’s privacy and confidentiality.” Participant 2 explained that ethical care must remain 

a priority. Confidentiality practices safeguard children from stigma and ensure professional credibility. This ethical stance 

underscores teachers’ responsibility as both educators and caregivers. 

Yang et al. (2025) demonstrated that virtual reality (VR) social play interventions provide children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) a controlled and private setting to practice interactions such as greetings and responding to social cues. By 

minimizing exposure to potentially stressful real-world situations, VR ensures that children can engage confidently while 

maintaining privacy. Special Education teachers observed that children who practiced VR displayed increased confidence and 

responsiveness in subsequent real-life interactions. These findings highlight the importance of confidentiality in practice, 

emphasizing that protected, controlled, and private learning environments support both skill development and emotional security. 

Subtheme 24. Long-Term Social Skill Development 

Play therapy fosters foundational skills such as eye contact, social reciprocity, and understanding social cues. Teachers 

highlight that these abilities transfer beyond therapy into broader social contexts. 

Teachers observed improvements in “reciprocal interaction, eye contact, understanding social cues, and following 

instructions.” Participant 4 emphasized positive “long–term effects on social communication and behavior.” Teachers recognize 

that play therapy has enduring impacts beyond immediate gains. By nurturing social competencies, therapy helps children with 

ASD better integrate into educational and community contexts. 

Zhang et al. (2022) demonstrated that peer-mediated structured play, where children engaged with trained peers, 

significantly enhanced social engagement and reciprocal interactions. These guided activities provided consistent opportunities 

to practice social norms, such as sharing, turn-taking, and cooperation, in a controlled and supportive environment. Importantly, 

repeated exposure to structured play contributed to sustained improvements in social adaptability, helping children generalize 

skills beyond the therapy setting. These findings underscore the value of integrating structured peer interactions into early 

intervention programs, emphasizing that consistent, guided, and socially rich experiences are essential for fostering long-term 

social communication and relationship-building in children with ASD. 

Subtheme 25. Sustained Behavioral Improvements 

Teachers observe lasting improvements in emotional regulation, communication, and behavior. Play therapy’s impact is 

perceived as enduring, validating its role as an effective intervention. 

Participant 1 noted that “different play types… improve emotional regulation.” Participant 4 highlighted “significant 

improvements in social communication and behavioral development.” Teachers view play therapy as a sustainable intervention 

that fosters behavioral stability. These improvements demonstrate the intervention’s effectiveness in addressing both emotional 

and social dimensions of ASD. 

Elbeltagi et al. (2023) found that structured play routines incorporating turn-taking and role-playing significantly 

enhanced children’s ability to engage in reciprocal social interactions. Participants demonstrated greater responsiveness to social 

cues, improved conversational exchanges, and higher engagement in group activities. The study highlighted that structured play 

bridges therapeutic interventions and real-world social experiences by providing predictable social roles and play scenarios. 

Through these consistent and guided interactions, children develop meaningful social skills that extend beyond the therapy 

setting, supporting lasting behavioral improvements and reinforcing the value of structured play in promoting both social 

competence and adaptive functioning in children with ASD. 

This theme highlights that continuous monitoring, adherence to ethical practices, and focus on long-term outcomes are 

essential for ensuring the effectiveness of play therapy. Teachers emphasized that play therapy supports lasting improvements in 

social communication, behavior, and emotional regulation when implemented with ethical integrity and careful evaluation. 

Problem 4. What insights can be drawn from teachers lived experiences in using play therapy to address social 

communication and behavioral challenges in children with Autism? 
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The findings of the study demonstrate that play therapy, particularly symbolic play, art, and sand tray activities, is a vital 

tool in enhancing social communication and emotional development among children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 

Teachers consistently emphasized that these approaches provide “safe and creative ways” for children to express themselves and 

practice interaction (Participant 1, Participant 2). Symbolic play “builds empathy and social understanding through role-play,” 

while art therapy “encourages communication and turn-taking,” and sand tray therapy “supports storytelling, perspective-taking, 

and empathy” (Participant 2, Participant 4). These methods align with research on child-centered therapeutic interventions, which 

suggest that engaging multiple modalities fosters both cognitive and socio-emotional growth (Khatab et al., 2024). Moreover, the 

role of teamwork and dual activities, as highlighted by Participant 3, underscores the importance of structured social contexts in 

building trust and peer relationships, contributing to lasting improvements in cooperation and social cue interpretation 

(Participant 5). 

Further, the study revealed that the long-term effects of play therapy vary depending on the severity of ASD. Teachers 

noted that children with mild to moderate ASD often show “faster and more noticeable improvements in social and 

communication skills,” whereas those with more severe autism progress more gradually and require individualized support 

(Participants 1 and 2). This finding emphasizes the need for flexible, tailored interventions that accommodate diverse abilities and 

readiness levels, reflecting best practices in inclusive education. Participants stressed that even when progress is slower, all 

children benefit meaningfully when therapy is consistent and adapted to their unique needs (Participants 3, 4, and 5). 

In addition, sustaining gains from play therapy was identified as a collaborative process involving parents, teachers, and 

therapists. Teachers recommended integrating skills into daily routines, providing regular follow-ups, and using individualized 

plans (Participant 1). Reinforcement at home and school was emphasized, where parents and teachers consistently “praise turn-

taking, encourage eye contact, or label emotions” (Participant 4). These strategies mirror findings in the literature suggesting that 

generalization of social skills requires consistent reinforcement across environments (Flanagin et al., 2020). Booster sessions and 

ongoing social interactions further ensure that improvements are maintained, highlighting the crucial role of continuity and 

structured practice. 

Collaboration also extended to professional teamwork, where teachers contribute classroom insights to optimize play 

therapy. Participant 1 described sharing “classroom observations and insights on student behavior and engagement,” while 

Participant 2 highlighted incorporating play-based techniques into daily routines. Others emphasized connecting therapeutic goals 

with academic learning and bridging classroom activities with individualized educational plans (Participants 3 and 4). Consistency 

across home, therapy, and school environments was viewed as essential for maximizing intervention effectiveness (Participant 5). 

These findings underscore the importance of multidisciplinary collaboration and the teacher’s role in reinforcing therapy within 

educational contexts. 

Ethical considerations emerged as central to play therapy implementation. Teachers emphasized maintaining 

confidentiality, obtaining informed consent, and respecting each child’s individuality, sensory needs, and pace (Participants 1–5). 

These practices are consistent with trauma-informed care principles and highlight teachers’ awareness of the need for a safe, non-

judgmental environment that respects children’s dignity and autonomy. Ethical adherence ensures that interventions are both 

effective and responsible, fostering trust and engagement. 

Finally, monitoring and evaluation were identified as critical for ensuring therapy effectiveness. Teachers recommended 

combining observational tools, standardized assessments, and play-based evaluations (Participants 1–4). Feedback from parents, 

therapists, and the child provided additional insight into real-life progress (Participant 5). This multi-method approach aligns with 

best practices in special education, emphasizing evidence-based decision-making and ongoing adjustment of interventions to 

meet individual needs. 

In conclusion, the study illustrates that play therapy is a dynamic, multifaceted intervention that supports social, 

emotional, and behavioral development in children with ASD. Its effectiveness is enhanced through individualized approaches, 

ethical practices, sustained collaboration, and structured monitoring. Teachers play a pivotal role not only in delivering therapy 

but also in bridging educational and therapeutic goals, ensuring that gains are meaningful and lasting. 

Another set of findings of this study reveal that special education teachers view play therapy as a powerful intervention 

that addresses the complex developmental, social, and emotional needs of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Across 

all themes, a consistent thread emerged: play therapy must be individualized, structured yet flexible, and implemented within 

supportive environments that recognize both the strengths and challenges of learners. Teachers emphasized the importance of 

tailoring activities to the diverse abilities and sensitivities of children, underscoring the necessity of inclusivity and emotional safety 

as foundational elements of practice. At the same time, they stressed that play therapy must balance therapeutic goals with 

natural engagement, combining structure with adaptability. 
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The findings also highlight that effective play therapy requires an enabling environment supported by appropriate 

resources, sensory accommodations, and time. However, resource limitations and systemic barriers continue to challenge 

teachers’ efforts, pointing to the need for stronger institutional support. Collaboration was identified as another critical factor, 

with teachers emphasizing open communication and partnership with parents, therapists, and colleagues to reinforce consistency 

and maximize impact. Beyond implementation, teachers also stressed the importance of monitoring progress, adhering to ethical 

standards, and safeguarding confidentiality, while also recognizing the long-term impact of play therapy on children’s social and 

behavioral development. 

Taken together, the five themes demonstrate that while play therapy holds great potential for enhancing the social 

communication and emotional regulation of children with ASD, its success depends on teacher competence, systemic support, 

and collaborative engagement with families and professionals. The study highlights both the promise of play therapy and the 

pressing need for capacity-building, resource allocation, and policy frameworks that sustain its effective integration into special 

education settings. 

Problem 5. What framework can be developed from teachers shared experiences and recommendations to enhance the 

implementation of play therapy for children with Autism? 

The researcher creates the Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework rooted in the 

understanding that teachers play a pivotal role in children's emotional and developmental growth. This framework promotes a 

holistic, evidence-informed, and teacher-centered approach that integrates children’s unique needs, structured flexibility, 

environmental supports, collaborative practices, professional growth, and rigorous monitoring. It aims to enhance the 

effectiveness, sustainability, and scalability of play therapy interventions in special education settings. 

 
Figure 1: Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework 

 

The Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework is a comprehensive model designed to integrate 

therapeutic play practices within educational settings, particularly guided by teachers’ insights and classroom realities. It 

emphasizes the importance of tailoring interventions to the unique developmental, emotional, and social needs of each child, 

while ensuring that the strategies are feasible and sustainable within school environments. 

At the heart of the framework lies a cyclical process of assessment, planning, intervention, and support. Teachers begin 

by observing and assessing children’s behaviors, emotional cues, and social interactions. These observations inform the plann ing 

of individualized, child-centered interventions that align with both therapeutic goals and educational objectives. The interventions 

are structured yet flexible, allowing children to explore through play while being gently guided by behavioral principles and clear 

developmental targets. 

A critical component of the framework is the optimization of the environment and resources. This involves creating 

supportive spaces that encourage safe, expressive play and ensure that materials, time, and personnel are allocated effectively. 

Teachers are encouraged to adapt their classrooms to be more conducive to therapeutic play, which may include quiet zones, 

sensory tools, or collaborative play areas. 

Ethical considerations and ongoing monitoring are also central to the framework. Teachers are trained to track progress, 

reflect on outcomes, and adjust strategies as needed, all while upholding ethical standards that respect children’s autonomy and 

emotional safety. Sustainability is emphasized through practices that can be maintained over time without overburdening 

educators or compromising the quality of care. 
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Finally, the framework underscores the importance of collaboration and professional competence. Teachers work 

alongside mental health professionals, caregivers, and other stakeholders to ensure a holistic approach. Continuous professional 

development is encouraged so that educators remain informed about best practices in play therapy and child development. 

Altogether, the Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework bridges the gap between 

therapeutic intervention and educational practice, empowering teachers to become active facilitators of emotional growth and 

resilience through play. 

 

This chapter presents the summary of findings, conclusions and recommendations of the study. 

The findings revealed that play therapy produced long-term improvements in children with autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD), particularly in enhancing social communication, reciprocity, and emotional regulation. Special Education teachers 

significantly contributed to these outcomes by designing structured yet flexible play activities, guiding peer interactions, and 

reinforcing skills that transferred into real-life contexts. 

Teachers identified major challenges in implementing play therapy, including limited resources, inadequate training, large 

class sizes, and insufficient administrative support. To address these gaps, they recommended ongoing professional development, 

access to appropriate play materials and facilities, smaller teacher-student ratios, and stronger collaboration with parents and 

school leaders. 

The findings revealed five core themes with twenty-five subthemes that underscore the importance of interdisciplinary 

collaboration in implementing play therapy for children with autism. First, shared responsibility among stakeholders emerged, 

where teachers, therapists, and parents emphasized joint accountability, clear role delineation, mutual trust, active parental 

involvement, and shared goal-setting for child development. Second, the integration of play therapy with individualized education 

plans (IEPs) highlighted the need for alignment with objectives, adaptation to learning needs, incorporation into routines, flexible 

modifications, and collaborative progress monitoring. Third, collective problem-solving for children’s needs was evident through 

open communication, case conferencing, evidence-based strategies, joint brainstorming, and feedback loops that refined 

interventions. Fourth, capacity-building through dialogue and training surfaced, with participants stressing regular team meetings, 

mentoring, professional development, sharing of best practices, and reflective approaches. Lastly, the theme of sustainability of 

play therapy practices emphasized long-term support systems, resource-sharing, integration into school culture, institutional 

backing, and policy alignment to ensure lasting impact. Together, these themes highlight that interdisciplinary collaboration 

fosters holistic intervention, adaptability, and the long-term viability of play therapy practices in special education. 

From their lived experiences, teachers observed that play therapy provided safe and supportive settings where children 

with ASD could practice communication, turn-taking, and social reciprocity. They also emphasized noticeable behavioral 

improvements, increased confidence among learners, and the importance of ethical practices such as respecting individuality and 

maintaining confidentiality. 

The study developed a Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework based on the shared 

experiences and recommendations of teachers. This framework is composed of six interrelated components: assessment and 

planning, customized interventions, resource and environmental support, collaboration and professional development, 

monitoring and evaluation, and long-term sustainability. Collectively, these components serve as a practical guide to strengthen 

and improve the effective application of play therapy in special education settings. 

The study concluded that play therapy supports lasting improvements in social communication, reciprocity, and 

emotional regulation in children with autism, with Special Education teachers playing a crucial role through structured, flexible 

play and facilitating skill transfer to daily life. Teachers face challenges such as limited resources, insufficient training, large class 

sizes, and weak administrative support, highlighting the need for professional development, better materials, smaller classes, and 

stronger parent-school collaboration. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration is essential for effective play therapy, centered on shared responsibility, IEP integration, 

collective problem-solving, capacity-building, and sustainability. Teachers also observed that play therapy provides supportive 

environments for practicing communication and social skills, boosting confidence, and emphasizing ethical care. 

The study resulted in the Rebong Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework, offering a practical guide 

with components for assessment, customized interventions, resource support, collaboration, monitoring, and sustainability to 

enhance play therapy's use in special education. 

The recommendations highlight the importance of intentionally integrating structured play-based activities into 

classroom routines and daily teacher-child interactions. This approach ensures that the social and emotional skills children develop 
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through therapy are consistently reinforced and applied in real-life contexts, which helps maximize the long-term benefits of play 

therapy. 

Schools are encouraged to make targeted investments to support effective play therapy. This includes providing 

comprehensive teacher training focused on play therapy techniques, ensuring access to appropriate and diverse play materials, 

and maintaining smaller class sizes to allow for more individualized attention. Additionally, strengthening collaboration between 

school administration and parents will create a more supportive environment that can overcome persistent barriers to 

implementing play therapy effectively. 

To further enhance support for children with autism and other needs, schools should establish formal interdisciplinary 

collaboration frameworks. These frameworks would promote shared accountability among educators, therapists, and other 

professionals, align interventions with individualized education plans (IEPs), facilitate collective problem-solving, and support 

ongoing capacity-building. Long-term institutional commitment is vital to sustain these holistic approaches. 

Teachers should also consistently provide safe and supportive play environments where children with autism spectrum 

disorder can develop important skills such as communication, social reciprocity, and confidence. These environments must respect 

each child’s individuality and uphold ethical standards regarding confidentiality and dignity. 

Lastly, schools should adopt the Teacher-Informed Play Therapy Implementation Framework developed through this 

research as a guiding tool. This framework supports the systematic application of play therapy by emphasizing thorough 

assessment, tailored interventions, appropriate resource allocation, collaborative ongoing training, continuous monitoring of 

progress, and planning for long-term sustainability. This comprehensive strategy will help ensure that play therapy interventions 

are effectively and consistently applied to benefit children’s development. 
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