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A national epidemiological study of child mental health dis-
orders indicated that DSM-5 disorders are common in Tai-
wanese children and the prevalence rates of such disorders 
correspond to those reported in Western countries (Chen 
et al., 2020). Specially, the most prevalent mental disor-
ders in children were anxiety disorders and attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, followed by sleep disorders, tic dis-
orders, oppositional defiant disorder and autism spectrum 
disorder (Chen et al., 2020). The Ministry of Health and 
Welfare in Taiwan (2021) report from 2017 to 2019 found 
an increase of about 20,000 children (0.6%) aged 0 to 14 
seeking mental health services. These findings suggested a 
need to increase public awareness of youth mental health and 
prioritize youth mental health policies, including prevention, 
early detection, and intervention in Taiwan. Many mental 
health issues are initially identified when children enter the 
school system; thus, it is recommended to implement mental 
health interventions at this point (Perryman, 2016). There-
fore, education legislation in Taiwan has demanded that pri-
mary and junior high schools establish counseling centers 
and increase the number of school counselors, clinical coun-
selors, or social workers to provide mental health services 
in school settings (Ministry of Education in Taiwan, 2016).

School counselors play crucial roles in supporting youth 
mental health (American School Counselor Association, 
2019). According to the Ministry of Education in Taiwan 
(2014), qualifications for elementary school counselors 
include possessing a minimum of a bachelor’s degree in 
Counseling Psychology or Education with a double major 
or minor in Counseling Psychology. School counselors are 
also required to be certified elementary teachers. Pre-ser-
vice training curricula of school counselors require knowl-
edge in psychology, development, assessment, counseling 
theories and techniques, and crisis and trauma counseling 
to address and promote optimal growth in the academic, 
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social-emotional, and behavioral needs of all children. 
School counselor training does not meet the requirements 
for clinical counselor licensure in Taiwan to provide psycho-
therapy in community agencies or hospitals settings. Clini-
cal counselors are required to possess a master’s degree or 
higher. However, following the multitiered system of support 
framework, school counselors are charged with providing 
services for students, teachers, school personnel, and parents 
to promote children’s academic, social, emotional, behavio-
ral, and moral development and/or issues regarding school/
classroom climate; enhance teachers’ classroom manage-
ment/discipline; facilitate achievement test/interpretation; 
provide resources and referrals for parents (Sink, 2016). 
Consequently, receiving professional training in child coun-
seling is essential and critical for Taiwanese school counse-
lors to meet the complex needs of schools.

Child‑Centered Play Therapy in Elementary 
School Setting

Play therapy is an evidence-based and developmentally 
appropriate counseling intervention for children at various 
academic levels and with diverse needs (Landreth, 2012; 
Trice-Black et al., 2013). A meta-analysis review of 93 
play therapy outcomes studies has supported its effective-
ness across age, gender, and presenting issues, including 
emotional and behavioral concerns (Bratton et al., 2005). 
Researchers further indicated the positive impact on children 
when play therapy is implemented early in the elementary 
school setting (Ray et al., 2014). Consequently, there is an 
increasing demand for well-trained school counselors to uti-
lize play therapy to support school-aged children in Taiwan 
(Lin & Cheng, 2017).

Developed by Virginia Axline (1947), child-centered play 
therapy (CCPT) is an approach to person-centered coun-
seling that blends Rogerian tenets with play, children’s natu-
ral language of self-expression. In CCPT, counselors fol-
low Axline’s (1969) principles to guide the therapy process. 
Grounded in the belief that the therapeutic relationship is the 
primary healing factor for children’s challenges, counselors 
facilitate a safe and consistent environment where children 
can experience empathy, understanding, and unconditional 
positive regard. Counselors allow children to lead the way 
and express themselves freely through symbolic play. Coun-
selors recognize and reflect children’s needs and feelings 
back to them, facilitating children’s insight into their inner 
world and further creating positive changes.

CCPT is not only a developmentally responsive interven-
tion but also a culturally affirming approach as CCPT provides 
children with an opportunity to express themselves through 
nonverbal and symbolic means that transcend language and 
other cultural barriers (Lin & Bratton, 2015). Although the 

majority of CCPT studies have been conducted in the U.S. 
context, research efforts to examine the application of CCPT 
has been made in Asia, such as China, Hong Kong, Japan, 
Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines (Siu 
& Pon, 2017), and has been demonstrated its effectiveness 
across diverse cultures (Landreth, 2012). Globally, CCPT has 
shown to be a promising in-school intervention for elemen-
tary-aged children’s internalizing behaviors (e.g., Burgin & 
Ray, 2022; Hateli, 2022; Shen, 2002; Stulmaker & Ray, 2015; 
Tsai, 2018), externalizing behavior (e.g., Bengwasan, 2023; 
Cochran & Cochran, 2017; Ritzi et al., 2017; Tsai, 2018; Wil-
son & Ray, 2018), social-emotional assets (e.g., Blalock et al., 
2019; Cheng & Ray, 2016), and academic achievement (e.g., 
Blanco et al., 2012, 2017, 2019). Given the existing evidence 
of the efficacy of CCPT within the school setting and the Asian 
context, CCPT has become the key training and most com-
monly practiced approach in Taiwan (Lin & Cheng, 2017). 
Considering the urgency of offering mental health interven-
tions to Taiwanese children, it is imperative that pre-service 
school counselors gain knowledge and skills in play therapy 
and CCPT as well as its implementation in the school setting.

To date, only one quantitative study examines the effects of 
CCPT training on Taiwanese college students’ learning out-
comes (Tsai & Lin, 2019). Tsai and Lin investigated the imme-
diate and retained effects of CCPT training on 35 Taiwanese 
undergraduate students’ attitudes, knowledge, and skills in the 
beginning of taking the CCPT class, after class, after three 
months of class, and after 6 months of class. The results indi-
cated that students responded to play therapy training with 
positive changes and were able to retain these changes across 
time. Tsai and Lin further recommended that future research-
ers conduct qualitative studies to gain a deeper understanding 
of students’ learning effects, the influences of supervision on 
students’ growth, and play therapy experiences.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to fill the research gap by exam-
ining Taiwanese pre-service elementary school counselors’ 
learning experiences in play therapy training. The current 
study addressed the following guiding research question: (a) 
What are students’ perceptions of the play therapy curricu-
lum? and (b) What are students’ perceptions of the impact of 
play therapy training on their play therapy knowledge and 
skills, their beliefs about children, and their interactions with 
children?
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Method

Research Design

In the current study, we employed a phenomenological 
approach to data collection and analysis to gain an in-depth 
understanding of pre-service school counselors’ perceptions 
of the Introduction to Play Therapy course. Phenomenology 
focuses on the commonality of a lived experience within a 
particular group. The fundamental goal of the approach is 
to seek a description of the meaning of the phenomenon 
(Creswell, 2013). Aligned with this research method, we 
analyzed in-depth individual session notes and reflection 
papers to acquire the essence of participants’ experiences 
and collective perceptions (Creswell, 2013; Wertz, 2005).

Play Therapy Curriculum Structure

Currently, over 25 mental health-related and education 
degree programs in Taiwan, such as counseling psychol-
ogy, social work, and early childhood education, offer intro-
ductory play therapy courses and many of programs focus 
on CCPT as a fundamental play therapy approach (Lin & 
Cheng, 2017). In the present study, Introduction to Play 
Therapy is an undergraduate-level elective course designed 
for students who major in Counseling Psychology or Edu-
cation with a minor in Psychology Counseling and sought 
to become elementary school counselors in Taiwan. This 
course aims to facilitate a deeper understanding of chil-
dren’s needs and a developmentally appropriate approach 
to addressing them. The first author is the course instructor 
who is a counselor educator with extensive play therapy and 
supervision experience. Classes are held once a week for 
2 hours over an 18-week semester. Assignments and class 
activities of this course aim to increase students’ awareness 
of self and others, provide opportunities for skills practice, 
and facilitate self-reflection. Students completed weekly 
readings, in-class discussion, roleplay, and a mid-term exam. 
An integral part of the course is to conduct supervised play 
sessions.

Regarding the weekly course structure, in the first 
11 weeks, students learn about play therapy history, child-
centered play therapy (CCPT) philosophy, basic play therapy 
skills and language, including tracking, reflections of feel-
ings and content, returning responsibilities, choice-giving, 
esteem-building, and therapeutic limit setting. In addition, 
playroom setup, play behavior themes, and treatment evalu-
ations are introduced. Students roleplay skills with peers 
during the course period and receive immediate feedback 
from the instructor. From week 12 to 17, students are paired 
up to either facilitate or observe six 30-min weekly play 
sessions with kindergarten children aged 5 to 6 at an urban 
affiliated experimental elementary school followed by six 

20-min peer feedback sessions. Students aimed to practice 
CCPT language and skills instead of conduct therapy; thus, 
identified children were those who did not exhibit severe 
behavioral and emotional issues, receive special education, 
and receive any counseling treatment. A total of 21 students 
served as therapists directly facilitating play sessions with 
children, and 21 students served as observers providing 
peer feedback after observing weekly play sessions in per-
son. Students submitted weekly play session notes evalu-
ating their skills, areas for improvement, and responses to 
the experience. Students take turns presenting their cases 
and recorded videos and receive supervision in class. Last, 
students completed a final reflection paper to process their 
overall learning, growth, and experiences. In the final week, 
the instructor overviews the course materials and provides 
students with opportunities to process their significant learn-
ing and self-reflection.

Participants

We gained university human subjects approval prior to the 
start of the study. This study was conducted at a four-year 
public university in an urban city of Taiwan. The research 
assistant recruited participants through explaining the pur-
pose of the study to undergraduate students enrolled in the 
Introduction to Play Therapy class and the voluntary nature 
of participating in the study. Participants met the following 
criteria: (a) undergraduate students majoring or minoring 
in counseling, (b) completion of the Introduction to Play 
Therapy course, and (c) completion of six play sessions as 
a facilitator. Forty-two students enrolled in the Introduction 
to Play Therapy course and 21 students met the criteria as 
they were assigned to be a play session facilitator. All 21 
students participated in the study, with 16 Asian women and 
five Asian men aged 20 to 21.

Research Team and Positionality

The research team comprised two counselor educators and 
one research assistant who is a master’s student in a coun-
seling program at a public university in Taiwan. All research 
members have experience conducting qualitative studies. 
The first author is a Taiwanese Assistant Professor employed 
at a public university in Taiwan. She has elementary school 
education and school counseling backgrounds and special-
izes in school counselor education, play therapy, expressive 
arts therapy, and clinical supervision. The second author is 
a Taiwanese Associate Professor at a private university in 
the U.S. Her research focus includes play therapy, play-based 
teacher intervention, and international students and immi-
grants’ mental health issues. The first and second authors 
have experience teaching play therapy classes with under-
graduate and graduate students in Taiwan and U.S. context 
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respectively. The research assistant completed a play therapy 
course in a master’s level counseling program. Before con-
ducting the current research and during data analysis stage, 
the first and second authors reflected their positive teaching 
experience and areas to improve the course based on cul-
tural context and student body. The research assistant also 
reflected her learning experience with the first and the sec-
ond author. The research team approached this study with an 
attempt to be open to getting a better understanding of pre-
service school counselor students learning experience and 
receiving constructive feedback to enhance future training.

Data Collection

We collected data from multiple sources to gain a thorough 
description of participants’ lived experiences in receiving 
therapeutic play training. Each participant completed three 
major written assignments throughout the semester, includ-
ing six play session notes, six play session reflection papers, 
and one final reflection paper. Participants used play therapy 
session note prompts that consisted of analysis of the child’s 
use of toys, emotions, play behavior, and themes; counse-
lor’s skills and intervention; counselor’s assessment. Play 
session reflection paper prompts included identifying the 
counselor’s strengths and areas for improvement, examin-
ing the peer’s live observations and feedback, identifying 
moments during the play session where they struggled, and 
listing feedback questions for in-class support and super-
vision. The guidelines for the final reflection paper are to 
process their overall learning experience of CCPT, role as a 
counselor, and supervised practice sessions.

Data Analysis

Although all assignments were identifiable when graded, 
the first author was blinded to the students’ study participa-
tion status. The research assistant collected and deidentified 
participants’ papers before sending them to the first and the 
second authors. All papers were analyzed in Mandarin and 
translated into English for the purpose of study dissemina-
tion. The second author and the research assistant carried out 
data analysis and coding procedures under the direct super-
vision of the first author. We followed the recommended pro-
cedure of translating and analyzing data between Mandarin 
and English (Ho et al., 2019) coupled with thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2013) as the method of analysis for this 
study. Thematic analysis strategy aligns with the perspec-
tive that “phenomenology tends to look at data thematically 
to extract essences and essentials of participant meanings” 
(Miles et al., 2014, p. 8). Following the six-step process, we 
first familiarized ourselves with the responses within the 
entries by reading and re-reading participants’ deidentified 
papers in Mandarin and noting our initial reactions in the 

margins of each paper. In the second step, we met to generate 
preliminary codes in Mandarin in which the words, phrases, 
or sentences stood out as describing the participant’s experi-
ence or phenomena under study. We then scheduled another 
research meeting to generate themes by grouping similar 
meaning codes into categories. After independent coding, 
we next facilitated a deeper review of themes and named 
themes in Mandarin by engaging in analytical and interpre-
tive discourse to achieve consensus. Specifically, we closely 
examined various phrases, sentences, and paragraphs and 
connected them to attributes, themes, and patterns relevant 
to our research questions. We discussed discrepancies 
among our individual coding until we met consensus. Later, 
we developed codes in English, compared the two versions 
of codes, and developed meaning-based translated findings. 
Finally, we transformed the analysis into a report (Braun & 
Clarke, 2013; Ho et al., 2019).

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness indicates a study’s strength and demon-
strates the quality of the methodology (Patton, 2002). To 
ensure the trustworthiness of the current study, we kept a 
record of every step of data collection and analysis. We 
performed analyst triangulation based on the coders of the 
research team. We conducted three peer-debriefing meetings 
among the research team members to establish accountabil-
ity. These peer-debriefing meetings allowed us to acknowl-
edge and reflect on potential researcher bias throughout 
data collection and analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Patton, 
2002).

Additionally, we invited a colleague having expertise in 
school counseling and experience in qualitative research to 
serve as an auditor. The auditor is a U.S.-born Assistant 
Professor employed at a public university in the U.S. where 
he trains clinical mental health counselors and school coun-
selors about culturally responsive counseling practices. His 
professional interests include interdisciplinary collaboration 
and leadership, international school counseling practices, 
and the prevention of child maltreatment. As an auditor, he 
independently reviewed all entries to determine trustworthi-
ness. He primarily consulted with the second author to clar-
ify information and suggest alternative themes, and ensure 
data were accurately captured in the findings. The second 
author discussed the auditor’s feedback and recommendation 
with the research team to further refine the findings.

Findings

This phenomenological study examined pre-service school 
counselors’ perceptions of the Introduction to Play Therapy 
course. Analysis of the 21 undergraduate students’ extensive 
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reflection papers revealed four major themes, including (a) 
enhanced understanding of children’s world, (b) the power 
of toys and play, (c) value of play sessions and observers’ 
feedback, and (d) enhanced self-awareness and professional 
growth. All participants’ names are under pseudonyms.

Enhanced Understanding of Children’s World

All participants (n = 21) made comments that aligned with 
the theme of enhanced understanding of children’s world. 
The researchers applied this code when students commented 
on their beliefs and understanding about children’s behaviors 
and emotions that have shifted due to the therapeutic play 
training. Ming reflected on how children can demonstrate 
their capabilities when adults demonstrate patience and trust.

“When I was reading the textbook, I was wondering 
if children can really take the lead and work through 
self-discovery and mastery. I think most adults, includ-
ing me, don’t fully trust children’s capacity. Because 
of this concern, we are used to helping children right 
away and making decisions for them. But at the same 
time, I think we take away children’s opportunity to 
grow. Throughout the play sessions, I tried to apply 
CCPT philosophy and skills to my interaction with the 
child. I was very surprised to observe that this child 
was able to use his own way to learn and bloom and he 
looked very proud. Just like what the professor shared 
in class.”

Similarly, Sun commented on their increased understand-
ing of children’s growth because of the therapeutic play 
training.

“I learned so much about my therapy approach with 
children, especially the aspect of following children’s 
lead and trusting them. Initially, I was very concerned 
about my child not being talkative and not showing 
many emotions. I asked my professor several times 
if there was anything I could do to let this child talk 
more. However, the professor responded it’s fine as 
long as this child was playing with the toys. I decided 
to let go of my own expectation and just let the child 
use her most comfortable way of interacting with me. 
Once I changed my perception and started to accept 
and trust the child’s way of play, surprisingly I noticed 
that our relationship became more relaxing and the 
child started to show different emotions which was 
such a huge progress considering a child needed to 
spend a long period of time with a stranger.”

Chen illustrated “This course enhanced my experience 
interacting with children, especially potential situations I 
might encounter when doing play therapy in the future. This 
training also facilitated my understanding of children’s needs 

and the importance of trusting children. I think this learning 
can be very helpful for my future career as a teacher and 
school counselor.”

The Power of Toys and Play

The power of toys and play referred to students’ beliefs in 
using play as a therapeutic approach. Sixteen of the partici-
pants commented on experiencing the positive outcomes of 
using play as a method to work with children. One partici-
pant, Ying noted “It was my first time learning to use play 
as a therapeutic approach working with children which gave 
me new perceptions of child therapy. When I roleplayed with 
my peers in class and conducted play sessions with children 
at school, I was immediately able to feel the magic of play. 
The process made me see the child’s needs and concerns in 
a short period and the play therapy experience allowed the 
child to realize they do have the ability to make the changes.”

Fang indicated that “During the play sessions, I practiced 
providing undivided attention for the child and facilitating 
therapeutic techniques. This experience made me realize 
sometimes children do not just play with toys. They com-
municate many things with us through their play.” Another 
participant, Ting, further reflected “Through the play ses-
sions, I realized that children’s play truly could reflect their 
reality. The way they play with toys also shows me who they 
really are in real life, such as their personalities, reactions to 
certain situations, and problem-solving skills which was an 
interesting learning for me.”

Value of Play Sessions and Observers’ Feedback

Value of play sessions and observers’ feedback referred to 
participants’ perspectives of play sessions and feedback ses-
sions on their learning. This theme also includes partici-
pants’ feedback on the structure of play sessions. Twenty 
participants illustrated their experience of conducting 
play sessions with real children and receiving constructive 
feedback from their professor and peers. Jen described her 
appreciation of having a peer’s observation during the play 
sessions.

“Pairing up with a peer who served as an observer 
was so helpful. My observer carefully observed the 
details, including my interactions with the child and 
the child’s behavior and emotions that I might have 
missed. Right after each play session, she would share 
her opinions and alternative ways she would do it. 
When our thoughts differed, we sought the professor’s 
supervision.”

Other participants noted the advantage of practicing with 
the same child and having a peer observer in the session. For 
instance, Shao noted that “Different from simply roleplaying 
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with peers in class, I found it beneficial to practice skills 
with a real child. I also really like having the same child for 
six sessions so that we can establish a safer relationship and 
I can see the child’s progress over time.” Ting shared “I was 
so nervous about the play sessions, but having a peer sitting 
in the playroom with me made me feel less anxious; we can 
also discuss the solutions together if something happened.”

On the other hand, a few participants hoped that the 
professor could modify the structure of skills practice and 
supervision as exemplified by the following quotes.

“Although having the same therapist every week can 
create a sense of safety and consistency for children, 
and serving as an observer can also learn about the 
play therapy process, I just wish the observer could 
also have an opportunity to facilitate play sessions.” 
Another participant, Ling, commented “I understand 
the importance of consistency, but it’s a pity and unfair 
that my observer didn’t have an opportunity to practice 
skills with a real child. Maybe we can take turns to 
facilitate three sessions respectively.”

Another example specific to the structure of in-class 
supervision is “In addition to weekly assigned case presen-
tations and supervision, I wish the professor could leave 10 
to 15 min at the end of the class allowing everyone to ask 
urgent questions related to their play sessions and we can 
process solutions together.”

Enhanced Self‑Awareness and Professional Growth

This theme was characterized by participants’ descriptions 
of their perceived areas of growth and increased self-aware-
ness as a result of the therapeutic play training. The majority 
of the participants (n = 19) commented on their significant 
learning and growth from this training experience. Chia 
detailed the importance of providing children with uncon-
ditional positive regard.

“I was discouraged and frustrated by my first play ses-
sion experience because the child didn’t play with any 
toys, avoided having eye contact, and didn’t want to 
interact with me when I attempted to play puppets with 
him. Thus, I got anxious in my second play session 
and thought the child would remain the same. How-
ever, somehow the child became more relaxed, started 
to play with some toys, and even smiled. I still don’t 
know what happened, but I realized I shouldn’t jump to 
a conclusion based on my first impression of the child. 
My assumption kept me from providing an understand-
ing of the child’s behavior. Perhaps this child also tried 
to get to know me and adapt to the new environment. I 
should be more open and accepting of children’s way 
of being.”

Another participant, Tang, emphasized the reciprocal 
relationship between the child and the adult’s emotions, 
behavior, and relationship.

“I usually feel anxious when there’s silence in the 
session, so the biggest growth for me is my tolerance 
of silence and ambiguity. I remember one time I was 
reviewing my session video, and I observed when the 
child was silent, my tone of voice and speaking speed 
sounded overwhelming. I realized the child might have 
picked up my uneasiness and reflected it back to me 
which worsened my anxiety and my perception of the 
child’s shyness. Instead of having my own expectation 
and agenda, I decided to provide a positive experience 
for this child where I wanted to show the “be with” 
attitude, and my goal was not to discover underlying 
problems or to heal since that is not my role.”

A third participant, Hong, reflected “I was proud of my 
growth this semester. Initially, I was aware of my anxiety 
in the first play session preventing me from being present 
with the child, tracking the child’s play, and reflecting on 
the child’s feelings. With my peer’s and professor’s encour-
agement, I became more relaxed and confident in my play 
therapy skills later on. I was able to facilitate a variety of 
reflections, and I noticed an improved therapist-child rela-
tionship and child behavior.”

Discussion

In the current study, we examined Taiwanese pre-service 
school counselors’ perceptions of the play therapy training 
curriculum and its influences on their play therapy knowl-
edge, skills, beliefs about children, and interactions with 
children. Responses from 21 participants yielded four major 
themes that connected to one or more of these constructs. 
The Introduction to Play Therapy course aims to facilitate 
students’ deeper understanding of children’s needs and pro-
mote a therapeutic play approach to addressing children’s 
challenges. Enhanced understanding of children’s world 
emerged as a major theme during data analysis procedures. 
All 21 students reflected on their increased understanding of 
children’s needs and described their process and outcome of 
shifting perspectives of children’s behavior and emotions as 
a result of play sessions and supervision. The findings sug-
gest that the learning materials and skills practice seemed 
to provide participants with a better understanding of the 
experiences of children.

Sixteen out of 21 participants noted they witnessed 
the therapeutic power of play and toys and how children 
express their feelings and thoughts through play when 
feeling safe in the playroom. Participants further detailed 
these new insights into their future interactions with 
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children as interns, teachers, or school counselors. Regard-
ing participants’ perception of the training curriculum, 
participants described their learning experience in the Play 
Therapy class as meaningful, insightful, and beneficial to 
their professional growth. Theme value of play sessions 
and observers’ feedback illustrated participants’ positive 
statements about the class structure (e.g., in-class roleplay, 
play sessions, and supervised and peer-observed skills 
sessions). Twenty participants described these activities 
as influential to their understanding and skills in imple-
menting play therapy and CCPT when working with real 
children. The instructor intentionally designed a variety 
of assignments and activities to promote students’ learn-
ing in theoretical underpinnings and techniques of CCPT 
inside and outside of the classroom context. Thus, experi-
ential learning extending beyond the classroom appeared 
to strengthen the educational process.

The majority of the participants (n = 20) comments are 
aligned with the theme of enhanced self-awareness and 
professional growth. In particular, participants described 
their awareness of how their biases, agenda, and nerv-
ous/anxious emotions may negatively impact therapeu-
tic relationships and children’s behaviors and emotions. 
Moreover, participants shared their positive experience of 
practicing Rogerian core conditions: empathy, congruence, 
and unconditional positive regard, and Axline’s eight basic 
non-directive play principles.

This current research expands the literature because 
to the best of our knowledge, this is the first qualitative 
study examining pre-service school counselors’ play 
therapy learning experience in Taiwan. Consistent with 
previous results of the positive effects of CCPT training 
on Taiwanese undergraduate students’ perceived attitude, 
knowledge, and skills (Tsai & Lin, 2019), the findings in 
the current study reveal that participants appeared to gain 
a deeper understanding of children’s social-emotional and 
behavioral needs, advance their developmentally appropri-
ate skills working with children, and demonstrate personal 
and professional growth due to the play therapy course. 
The findings also support previous qualitative research 
conducted in the United States (Meany-Walen et al., 2014). 
Although the cultural context differs, both studies indicate 
that undergraduate students valued the learning process 
and perceived positive outcomes in their relationships with 
children as a result of the CCPT course. Moreover, these 
results potentially support CCPT training and interven-
tion to be a culturally appropriate intervention for thera-
pists and children with different cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds. The findings also revealed CCPT to be a 
potential prevention model as evidenced by participants’ 
observation of children’s freely expressing feelings and 
thoughts through toys or words as a result of the thera-
peutic relationship.

Implications for School Counselor Educators

The findings of the present study provide support for pre-
service school counselors to receive play therapy training 
to better understand children’s social-emotional and behav-
ioral needs and equip them to interact with and facilitate 
children’s growth. It is worth noting that Introduction to 
Play Therapy is an elective course for students enrolled in 
the counseling psychology program or education program 
minoring in counseling. However, given students’ positive 
learning outcomes on understanding and attending to chil-
dren’s needs, educators can consider advocating and imple-
menting basic play therapy curriculum not only in school 
counselor preparation programs but also in early childhood 
and elementary education programs. Numerous researchers 
have shown the effectiveness of training teachers to apply 
basic play therapy skills to enhance teacher–child relation-
ships, to increase knowledge of children’s needs, to respond 
to children’s challenging classroom behavior, and to improve 
classroom management (e.g., Chen & Cheng, 2021; Chen & 
Lindo, 2018; Elmadani et al., 2022; Gonzales-Ball & Brat-
ton, 2019; Lindo et al., 2014; Post et al., 2022). Due to the 
increasing demand for children’s mental health services in 
Taiwan, teachers are well positioned to enhance the well-
being of children. Teachers’ awareness of children’s early 
warning signs and implementation of preventative or early 
intervention in the classroom setting may potentially pre-
vent children’s social-emotional and behavioral issues from a 
downward spiral (Maclean & Law, 2021; Moor et al., 2007; 
Reinke et al., 2011).

Next, although the majority of participants commented 
on the invaluable play session experience in their learning 
and growth, they expressed hopes of taking turns with peer 
observers to facilitate play sessions. Thus, we recommend 
that educators provide all students with opportunities to 
practice skills with real children. Educators may consider 
designing a total of six to eight play sessions in a semester so 
that each student has at least three practice sessions. Addi-
tionally, when scheduling play sessions in the school setting, 
it is recommended that educators provide clear communica-
tion with classroom teachers in advance regarding the course 
learning objectives, the purpose of the skills practice, and 
tentative schedules so that teachers would understand their 
students are not receiving psychotherapy from pre-service 
school counselors.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Specific limitations to this study include the lack of general-
izability and the potential for researcher and participant bias. 
Given the qualitative nature of the study, we determined a 
smaller number (n = 21) of participants would provide us 
with the method to deeply understand pre-service school 
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counselors’ learning experiences and perceptions of play 
therapy training. The research participants of this study 
represented one geographic location, which limited diverse 
inquiry. Although we were able to gather rich descriptions of 
participants’ experiences and perceptions, we acknowledge 
the limitation of the generalizability of the results. Addi-
tionally, the first author’s role as the course instructor and 
researcher may have affected analysis procedures. Likewise, 
there was the potential for participants to provide socially 
acceptable responses to the reflection papers because stu-
dents may have felt obligated to share only positive experi-
ences with researchers despite that their names were dei-
dentified in the analysis. To minimize possible biases, we 
facilitated trustworthiness through respondent validation, 
audit trail, and the use of multiple coders to establish the 
validity and reliability of emerging themes (Patton, 2002).

Areas for future research include conducting follow-up 
interviews to investigate pre-service school counselors’ 
experience facilitating play therapy in their internship 
and post-graduate internship phases. This study examined 
undergraduate students’ learning experience, and it would be 
beneficial to further explore effects of play therapy training 
with graduate-level students to discuss any similar or differ-
ent themes. Additionally, research participants were from 
the same program, so recruiting participants from different 
school counselor training programs is suggested for future 
studies. Given that students are expected to video record 
their play sessions for supervision purposes, conducting 
observational or case studies may allow researchers to bet-
ter examine therapeutic relationship development and both 
pre-service school counselors’ and children’s progress over 
time. Last, recognizing play therapy as a Western psycholog-
ical counseling approach and the curriculum adapted from 
Western education contexts, it can be valuable to explore 
undergraduate students’ experience of learning CCPT phi-
losophy and skills and its implementation within East Asian 
cultural context.

Conclusion

Elementary school counselors play vital roles in chil-
dren’s mental health. Play therapy has been considered an 
evidence-based and developmentally effective approach to 
working with children. Hence, there is an increase in school 
counselor and clinician preparation programs in Taiwan 
offering play therapy as an elective course in the curricula. 
The results of this study indicated that an undergraduate-
level introduction of play therapy course focusing on CCPT 
helped pre-service school counselors gain an understand-
ing of children’s underlying needs and enhance competen-
cies in incorporating CCPT concepts and skills into child 
counseling interventions. Experiential learning, including 

in-class roleplay activities, peer observed play sessions, and 
supervision contributed to students’ positive perceptions of 
the course process and learning outcome. The current study 
further offers research support for school counseling and 
teacher education programs in Asia–Pacific countries to 
implement therapeutic play training in the program of study.
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