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4.1  Introduction

Garvey (1990) defined play as “a range of voluntary, intrinsically motivated activities 
normally associated with recreational pleasure and enjoyment”. Thus, play includes 
all kinds of activities performed with ludic intention and characterized by pleasure, 
self-direction, and intrinsic drive. From this perspective, ‘play-like’ activities are 
those made in ludic contexts, with a ludic mood andinvolving ludic tools (as toys 
and games), but driven byeducational or rehabilitative goals (Besio, 2017; Bulgarelli 
& Bianquin, 2017; Visalberghi, 1958). 

Professionals working in the field of “play and children with disabilities” 
may focus their activities on “play for the sake of play” (Besio, 2017): if this is the 
case, play is the core objective and the professional activity is meant to make play 
happen or improve. Alongside, play is very often used to convey interventions to 
improve children’s abilities other than play, as cognitive abilities, social or emotional 
competence, language skills, etc.: if this is the case, then the professional activities 
and interventions are play-based. This framework is also mirrored in the tools and 
methodologies to evaluate play, leading to play or play-based assessment (for a wider 
discussion, see Ray-Kaeser, Châtelain, Kindler & Schneider, 2018). Play assessment is 
meant to evaluate play abilities, preferences, type of play, etc.; play-based assessment 
relies on play to measure children’s cognitive, emotional, social, or affective 
competences. 

Play or play-based assessment is a task of professionals in several fields: 
psychology, occupational therapy, mainstream and special education, speech and 
language therapy, rehabilitation, child psychiatry, research, etc. Many of the tools 
that are available have been developed in the occupational therapy, psychology and 
psychiatry fields and can be used by different practitioners (Bulgarelli, Bianquin, 
Caprino, Molina & Ray-Kaeser, 2018). 

To our knowledge, the view of professionals on the evaluation of play and on 
the instruments and methodologies to evaluate play has not been investigated 
yet. This topic seems important: do professionals know and use the tools that are 
currently available? Do they trust them? Which features make a tool interesting for 
the practitioners working in the field of play and children with disabilities? A pilot 
study to start and addressing these questions has been developed. 
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4.2  Objective of the study

The study was framed in the COST Action TD1309 “LUDI – Play for Children with 
Disabilities”, contributing to two main tasks of the Action: a) collecting and 
systematizing the existing competences and skills in the field of play for children with 
disabilities; and b) disseminating the best practices emerging from the joint effort of 
researchers, practitioners and users (Besio, Bulgarelli, Stancheva-Popkostadinova, 
2017). The study has been coordinated by the LUDI Working Group 1 dedicated to the 
theme “Children’s play in relation to the types of disabilities”6. 

The main goal of the study was to collect information from practitioners from 
different countries on their experiences of using existing methodologies and tools for 
the evaluation of play. To this end, a survey has been organized, to collect data from 
all those professional groups involved in play and children with disabilities. 

4.3  Method

4.3.1  The questionnaire 

The questionnaire “Evaluation of play in the professional practice” was developed in 
English by Serenella Besio, Daniela Bulgarelli and Vaska Stancheva-Popkostadinova 
for the purpose of the study.

It consists of two parts: the first one includes four questions addressing general 
information about the person who filled the questionnaire (profession, years of 
experience in the field of play, current occupation and place of working, location); the 
second part includes six specific questions concerning experience in play evaluation/
assessment: 

 – purpose of play in the professional practice;
 – experience on play evaluation;
 – most useful methods for the evaluation of play, based on the practical experience;
 – assessment instruments and methodologies and reasons for choosing them;
 – recommendations for practice.

The questionnaire was translated into Albanian, Bulgarian, French, Italian, 
Macedonian, Romanian and Serbian languages by mother-tongue researchers and 
professionals who are part of the LUDI network. 

6  For more details, see: http://www.cost.eu/COST_Actions/tdp/TD1309 and https://www.ludi-net-
work.eu/
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4.3.2  Data collection

The study was conducted between July 2016 and February 2017. The questionnaires 
were distributed among the LUDI members, who shared them with professionals in 
their country. The answers to the open questions were translated by the same LUDI 
members who took care of the questionnaire translation. 

4.3.3  Participants

One-hundred-seven participants from 14 countries took part in the survey (see Table 
4.1): Australia (AUS), Bulgaria (BG), Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (MK), 
Germany (D), Greece (GR), Israel (IL), Italy (I), Malta (M), Netherlands (NL), Romania 
(RO), Serbia (SRB), Sweden (S), Switzerland (CH) and United Kingdom (GB). 

Twelve different occupations were represented: coordinator of play space (Coo), 
counsellor (Cou), kinesiotherapist (K), occupational therapist (OT), psychologist (Psy), 
neuropsychiatrist and child psychiatrist (Psyc), researcher (R), special educators (SE), 
speech and language pathologist (SLP) and therapist (SLT), social pedagogue (SP) 
and teachers (T)(see Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1. Participants: professional group by country

Profession Country

AUS BG CH D GB GR I IL M MK NL RO S SRB Tot

Coordinator of play space 1 1

Counsellor 1 1

Kinesiotherapist 1 1

Occupational Therapist 6 1 16 4 6 33

Psychologist 8 2 1 7 2 20

Neuro/psychiatrist 1 1 2

Researcher 1 1 1 3

Special Educator 3 6 4 13

Speech Language 
Pathologist

1 1 2

Speech Language 
Therapist

4 4 1 1 10

Social Pedagogue 5 5

Teacher 6 4 1 5 16

Total 1 15 6 1 1 11 7 19 1 7 4 25 1 8 107
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All participants had experience in working with children with disabilities and used 
play in their practice. Professional experience in the field of play of the participants 
ranged from 2 months up to 35 years (M = 11.52 years, SD = 8.18 years). The duration of 
professional experience in the field of play has been grouped as follow: < 5 years, 5-10 
years, 10-15 years, 15-20 years, > 20 years (see Figure 4.1). 

Figure 4.1. Respondents’ professional experience in the field of play

4.4  Results and discussion

The multiple choice Question #5 was the first of six specific questions concerning 
experience in play evaluation and assessment: “When you use play in your 
professional activities with children, you use it: 
a)  As a background for making educational/rehabilitation activities (your main 

objectives are in education/rehabilitation, play is the mean to reach them);
b)  Because it is the objective of your professional activity: you work to make play 

happen or improve;
c)  As the best activity to assess the child’s competence/ability and/or developmental 

stage;
d)  As a therapeutic methodology.”

One-hundred-four persons replied to this question (1 occupational therapist with 6 
year of working experience, and 2 teachers with 13 and 21 years of working experience 
have not answered); each participant could choose more than one option. Table 4.2 
reports the answers to Question #5 classified by professional group. 
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Table 4.2. Use of play by professional group

Question 5: “In your professional activities, you use play”

Profession N
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Coordinator of play space 1 1

Counsellor 1 1

Kinesiotherapist 1 1 1

Occupational Therapist 33 21 14 14 15

Psychologist 20 14 4 6 10

Neuro/psychiatrist 2 1 0 1 1

Researcher 3 1 1 2

Special Educator 13 11 7 9 11

Speech and Language Pathologist 2 2 2 1

Speech and Language Therapist 10 6 2 7 2

Social Pedagogue 5 5 4 3

Teacher 16 6 2 5 5

Total 107 69 35 46 49

According to the theoretical framework proposed in the Section 1, the answers 
a), c) and d) correspond to the use of play to pursue therapeutic, rehabilitative 
or evaluation objectives. Therefore, the great majority of the respondents had 
experience in play-like activities, and only 35 reported play as being the core of the 
professional activity.

Question #6 was: “Do you evaluate play in your current practice with children?”. 
The evaluation of play was used in the practice of 99 respondents: these professionals 
had been working in the field of play for an average time of 11.83 years (SD = 8.23; 
min = 2 months, max = 35 years). Eight respondents (2 psychologists, 3 occupational 
therapists, 2 teachers and 1 special educator) did not evaluate play; they had been 
working in the field of play for an average time of 6.98 years (SD = 6.68, min = 4 
months, max = 20 years). 
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Question #7 was: “In your practice, what do you find most useful for the evaluation 
of play?

a) Standardized tool
b) Observational tool
c) Direct observation
d) Questionnaire
e) Other”

One-hundred-seven persons replied to this question; each participant could choose 
more than one option (see Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2. Most useful tools and methodologies for the evaluation of play (Question #7)

When selecting “other”, respondents indicated a) some tools they usually used; b) the 
use of indirect observation or interviews with parents and teachers; c) some specific 
therapeutic tool such as the analysis of Transference and Countertransference; and d) 
the use of means to play as educational computer game or dolls for hands. Table 4.3 
reports the answers to Question #7 by profession. 

Among the participants, the methodology considered most useful for play 
evaluation was direct observation or observational tools. This was the case across all 
professional groups. Standardized tools and questionnaires were considered the less 
useful by this sample of professionals.

Question #8 was: “Which assessment instruments and/or methodology do you 
use for the evaluation of play (please, write the full name and authors of the tool – the 
tool can be standardized or not)?”. Fifty-eight participants responded to this question 
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(see Table 4); their average time of work experience was 10.65 years (SD = 8.51; min = 2 
months, max = 35 years). Fifty-one participants did not answer (average time of work 
experience = 12.56 years, SD = 7.74; min = 4 months, max = 33 years). The respondents 
could report up to a maximum of three tools/methodologies: 34 indicated one, 15 
indicated two and 9 indicated three tools/methodologies.

Table 4.3. Most useful tools and methodologies for the evaluation of play by professional group

Question 7:  “What do you find most useful for the evaluation of play?”

Profession N
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Coordinator of play space 1 1 1

Counsellor 1 1 1

Kinesiotherapist 1 1
Occupational Therapist 33 4 12 25 3 3

Psychologist 20 6 8 14 1 2

Neuro/psychiatrist 2 1 1

Researcher 3 1 3 3 1

Special Educator 13 2 7 9 1 1

Speech and Language Pathologist 2 1 1 2 1

Speech and Language Therapist 10 2 9 1 1

Social Pedagogue 5 5

Teacher 16 4 11 1 2

Total 107 14 39 82 9 10

Question #9 was: “Why do you choose and use this instrument/methodology? Which 
characteristics of this tool/methodology make you adopt and use it? Please, explain 
for each tool”. All the given answers have been classified into 2 categories: tools, i.e. 
instruments listing a representative sample of directly observable behaviours that are 
related to the competence evaluated by the tool itself (Molina & Muntean, 2018); and 
methodologies, i.e. theoretical framework organizing the use of tools and activities 
to assess a competence or, more generally, activities that cannot be considered tools 
according to the previous definition.
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Table 4.4. Respondents to Question #8 by professional group

Profession Respondent Non respondent Total

Coordinator of play space 1 1

Counsellor 1 1

Kinesiotherapist 1 1

Occupational Therapist 19 14 33

Psychologist 9 11 20

Neuro/psychiatrist 1 1 2

Researcher 3 3

Special Educator 9 4 13

Speech and Language Pathologist 1 1 2

Speech and Language Therapist 5 5 10

Social Pedagogue 5 5

Teacher 9 7 16

Total 58 49 107

Table 4.5 summarizes the responses about tools, and Table 4.6 contains the 
responses about methodologies. The tables report excerpts of the literal responses.

As reported in Table 4.5, 53 respondents referred to 38 different tools to evaluate 
play; 31 of them reported about 17 different tools that are specifically meant to assess 
play or tools that are partly dedicated to the assessment of play. Several features make 
these tools interesting for the professionals: their reliability; presence of well-defined 
criteria of play; reference to developmental age, a valuable information to include in 
reports for health insurances or health systems, or to support the child’s moving into 
mainstream education; the characteristics of the administration of the instrument 
(easy, fast, handy); the possibility to support the intervention planning; the fact that 
the tool is explicitly designed for children with disabilities. Each tool can be chosen 
for its specific contents (play preferences, play abilities, type of play, playfulness, etc.) 
or the specific population it is built for (children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, with 
visual impairment, with multiple disabilities, etc.). 

Twenty-two participants referred to 21 tools that are not play assessment tools. Some of 
them are not even evaluation instruments (e.g., tablet software applications, educational 
software, Souding Board, Talking Photo Album). Some are not meant to evaluate play but 
other child competences (e.g., Raven’s Progressive Matrix, the Wechsler’s Scales, the Early 
Learning Accomplishment Profile). Some of these choices of tools depend on the specific 
professional group of the respondent (for instance, the CAT is a projective instrument 
useful in psychotherapy). Some other tools assess abilities or psychological dimensions 
that are involved in play (e.g., the Pediatric Volitional Questionnaire, the Motor-Free 
Visual Perception Test, the Peabody Developmental Motor Scales, the Symbolic Play Test 
that allows to evaluate early skills required for language development) or processes that 
support play (e.g., the Inclusive Classroom Profile). 
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Seventeen respondents reported about observation as the best method for their 
activity. Eight of them specifically referred to the observation of play in different 
contexts, to assess children’s ability in play, to assess types of play (cognitive and 
social), to check changes in child’s play as the result of growth or intervention. One 
participant stated that no tools other than observation have been found to assess play. 
Seven respondents referred to observation but not enough information was given to 
clearly understand if it was really used to assess play and two participants explicitly 
reported about observation to assess social abilities, given out of topic answers. 
Eight other participants provided responses that seem to be out of topic: cards with 
emotions, cube “Activities of daily life”, drawing a person, methods taken from music 
therapy are activities that are not strictly related to play; logical blocks and building 
puzzles are activities related to cognitive performance; finally, family scheme with 
animal figures is a projective tool used in psychotherapy that is not specifically linked 
to play.

To report which kind of tools and methodologies are used when play is the main 
objective of the professional activity, the answers to Question #5 “You use play in 
your professional activities with children” has been crossed with the type of tools and 
methodologies used to evaluate play reported in Questions #8 and #9 (see Table 4.7).

When play is the core goal of their activity, the professionals use tools that have 
been specifically developed for play more often than in the other three situations. In 
fact, sixty-nine respondents stated to use play as a background for making educational/ 
rehabilitation activities (see Table 4.2): to evaluate play, 22 (31.88%) of them use tools 
or observation specifically dedicated to play (see Table 4.7). Forty-nine stated to use 
play as a therapeutic methodology: to evaluate play, 11 (22.45%) of them use tools or 
observation specifically dedicated to play (see Table 4.7). Forty-six respondents stated 
to use play to assess the child’s competence/ability and/or developmental stage (see 
Table 4.2): to evaluate play, 14 (29.79%) of them use tools or observation specifically 
dedicated to play (see Table 4.7). Finally, 35 stated to use play as the objective of their 
activities, to enable or improve it (see Table 2): to evaluate play, 15 (42.86%) of them 
use tools or observation specifically dedicated to play (see Table 4.7). 

Question #10 was: “Do you recommend this as a good instrument for the practice? 
Please, explain for each tool”. Fifty respondents replied to this question; their answers 
are reported in Table 8 (containingonly the tools related to play).
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Table 4.7. Type of tool/methodology reported by professionals who use play in their professional 
practice
Tool/ methodology 
specifically related to play 
(Questions #8 & #9)*

Question #5: “In your professional activities, you use play”
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ALB 2

ADI-R 1 1 1

BAB

CAPE and PAC 1 1 1 1

COPM 1

ECERS-R 1

EDSM 1

EQ 1

KPPS 4 4 2 2

Observation 5 3 5 1

PARG 1 1 1 1

PEP-R 1 1 1 1

PH 1

PTSN 1 1

PTST 1

RITLS 2 1

SPT 2 1

ToP 1 1

VB MAPP 1 1 1

Total 22 15 14 11

* Acronyms are defined in Table 4.5
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Table 4.8. Recommendations of instruments for the evaluation of play

N and 
professional 
group*

Tool/
Methodology**

Question #10: “Do you recommend this as a good 
instrument for the practice?”

1 SLT ADI-R Yes, to create a plan for play; it gives clear criteria about 
strengths and weaknesses of the child. It checks for the 
stereotypical behaviours. 

1 OT ALB Yes, to elaborate with the parents the objectives of 
intervention. 

1 T BAB Yes, it guides in the detection of even small capacity. Good 
for spontaneous play or through the creation of gambling 
opportunities.

1 OT CAPE and PAC Yes, but only with children who are 8/9 years old.

1 OT COPM Subjectived imension of the child.

1 R ECERS Assessmentof educational settings that can be used in 
interventions. 

1 Psy ESDM Rogers Yes, it is effective in changing the developmental 
trajectories of children with autism. It has been used in 
several contexts. It can be used by different professionals 
(psychologists, motor development therapists, speech 
therapists, etc.)

1 SLT The Greenspan floor 
time***

It is an integrated method that suggests both evaluation 
criteria and intervention approaches for developing play 
skills broadly defined.

11 OT Knox Yes but it must be taken into consideration it is not 
standardized.
Yes, it is easy to use and fits various levels of play ability. It 
gives the age range of each function/ability.
It doesn’t improve the difficulties of the population of 
children with ASD.
Yes, to communicate with parents when observing the 
child playing, to estimate his level of play. However, not 
exhaustive.
Yes, good to interact with health insurances.
Yes, it is detailed according to activities and age ranges. 

1 Cou LARG Yes, it is easily understood and has proved to be useful to 
parents and to a variety of professionals involved in Early 
Years Education.
It shows at a glance the ages and stages of development.
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N and 
professional 
group*

Tool/
Methodology**

Question #10: “Do you recommend this as a good 
instrument for the practice?”

5 OT
1 SLP
2 Psy

Observation Yes, it is not invasive, it can also be carried out at a 
distance, in safe and natural environment.
Yes, we are doing well in our school about play and leisure 
although we are not using a standard tool.
Yes, it let us see the child in his/her neutral environment.
Yes, it gives an intervention basis.
Yes, it makes children at ease and feel relaxed. 
Yes, it is simple. It helps recognize the improvements. 
Yes, it is available, it is possible to adapt and use in all 
situations. 

1 T
1 Psy

PEP-R Yes, it supports the behavioural observation of task 
performance.

1 T PH Yes, it reinforces children’s inclusivity. 

1 R PTST Yes, teachers find it acceptable and useful.

1 SE PARG Yes, I do recommend it as an informal tool for children with 
multiple disabilities.

1 R
1 Psy

RITLS Yes, easy to use with direct observation and parents.
Yes, it gives a general scale of what is expected in play in 
each age from 0 to 36 months. It gives ideas about what 
to observe and what to ask the caregivers to decide the 
treatment goals. 

1 Psy
1 SLP

SPT Yes, it helps understanding what is the function of the child 
in symbolic play.
Yes, it’s a standardized test.

1 Coo
1 OT

ToP Yes, playfulness is clinically important. 

1 SLT VB MAPP Yes, it defines the stages of play. 

*Acronyms are defined in Par. 3.3. **Acronyms are defined in Table 5. **Not indicated as instrument 
used by the respondent. 

Table 8 shows that recommended tools and methodologies share some characteristics: 
 – they give back a clear description of the child’s strengths and weaknesses in play;
 – the child’s abilities can be compared with developmental stages; 
 – also thanks to this reason, they can support the intervention planning; 
 – they can help changing the child’s developmental trajectories; 
 – they can be used by different professionals;
 – they can support the communication between the professional and parents, 

teachers, and health insurances or health systems. 
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Specifically, observation allows assessing play in several natural and safe contexts, 
without being invasive and letting the child at ease. Finally, some respondents clearly 
reported that the standardization of the tool is a key feature, and some showed to be 
aware that non-standardized tools should be used with caution, given that reliability 
of their measures is not proved. 

4.5  General discussion and conclusion

The study presented aimed at investigating the experiences and opinions of 
practitioners from different fields: special education, occupational therapy, 
paediatrics, psychology, education, etc., about the existing methodologies and tools 
for the evaluation of play. The 107 participants who filled out the questionnaire 
“Evaluation of play in professional practice” reported about 19 different tools and 7 
methodologies to evaluate play. 

Even if this is a pilot study investigating the professionals’ opinions, the findings 
describe some first interesting features that characterise the recommended tools and 
methodologies for the evaluation of play in children with disabilities: the possibility 
to draw a clear description of the child strengths and weaknesses, the possibility 
to support the intervention planning, the perception that the tools are effective in 
practice. Respondents also highlighted that tools to evaluate play can better support 
the interaction with parents, with other professionals taking care of the child and 
with health systems or insurance, because they provide an objective evaluation of 
the child’s abilities, preferences and improvements. Direct observation, when it is not 
performed through structured observational tools, can lack objectivity; nevertheless, 
very often professionals choose this methodology because it can be easily adapted 
to each child, and it allows evaluating children in natural and safe environments, 
making them feel comfortable. 

Most of the respondents assessed play through non-standardized instruments, 
but rarely discussed the limitations of non-standardized tools and methodologies 
that are not evidence-based. This is a potential concern because, as few participants 
reported, non-standardized tools should be used with caution, given that reliability of 
the measures they provide is not proved. Another potential concern lies in the fact that 
some participants referred to use as assessment tools instruments that are not meant 
to be used for such goal (see Table 5): this is a limitation because, as aforementioned, 
the evaluation made through these tools is more likely to lack reliability and validity. 

It is worth noticing that a large amount of “out of topic” responses have been 
given to the questions related to the tools and methodologies used to assess play. Half 
of the reported tools are not meant to assess play, but other children’s competences, or 
abilities, psychological dimensions and processes that can support play. Importantly, 
some respondents explicitly stated that they are not informed about the existence of 
tools that can reliably assess play. 
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This calls to the need to better share the knowledge about the evaluation of play 
and the tools that have been developed in the past years. This also calls to the need 
of promoting the approach of “play for the sake of play” (Besio, 2017): this means to 
spread the awareness that play is not primarily a means to convey the rehabilitation or 
education of children’s competences, but it is a need of the children per se, the engine 
for the children’s development and the way to express their preferences, abilities, 
emotions, etc. Last but not least, play is a right of every child as the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) and the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) established. As such, play is a 
right to be supported above all in those children who cannot exercise it because of 
personal, social, and contextual factors, as it is very likely to happen to children with 
disabilities.

4.5.1  Limitations of the study

The current pilot study was developed to start investigating the view of professionals 
on the evaluation tools for play in several countries linked to the LUDI Network. The 
questionnaire has been shared through the Network without strict selection; the 
number of participants from different countries ended up to be not equal, as well as 
the number of participants from the professions dealing with play from their different 
perspectives. Nevertheless, the picture that emerged from the survey showing its 
complexity and heterogeneity, stressing the necessity to further investigate these 
issues. 

4.5.2  Future directions

Further studies could take into account more detailed information about the 
work experience of the respondents (for instance, type of education, main tasks 
accomplished in everyday work, etc.) to inform a comparison about the professional 
groups and to highlight the cultural specificities of each professional group in 
different countries. A better balance between countries and and professional groups 
should also be sought. 
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