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AutPlay® Therapy Theoretical Underpinnings  

and Research  
 

AutPlay® Therapy is a neurodiversity paradigm informed integrative family play therapy 

framework for working with autistic and other neurodivergent children, as well as 

children with developmental and physical disabilities.  

 

An integrative framework is defined as a progressive form of psychotherapy that 

combines different therapeutic tools and approaches to help address the mental health 

needs of the individual client.  

 

The theoretical underpinnings of AutPlay® include humanistic, family systems, 

developmental, and cognitive behavioral theory. Play therapy theories, approaches, and 

interventions primarily comprise the AutPlay® framework along with neurodiversity 

affirming protocol. 

 

● Underpinnings/integration from play therapy theories and approaches include:  

     - Child Centered Play Therapy (research support for addressing various mental health   

        needs of autistic and neurodivergent children).  

     - Filial Therapy (research support for addressing various mental health needs of     

        autistic and neurodivergent children).  

     - Theraplay® (empirically supported as a therapy approach for working with autistic 

        children and their families). 

     - Gestalt Play Therapy (research supported as an approach for working on sensory    

        processing and integration needs).  

     - Cognitive Behavioral Play Therapy (research supported and incorporates multiple 

        evidence-based practices for addressing various mental health needs of autistic 

        children).  

● Underpinnings from family systems, developmental, humanistic, and cognitive 

behavioral theory: 

     - Wide research support and multiple evidence-based practices for addressing mental 

        health needs of autistic children, neurodivergent children, and their families.   

 

It is important to remember that autistic and other neurodivergent children do not need 

any particular therapy just because they are neurodivergent. Instead, therapy should be 

sought out for and help with specific needs of the child and those needs addressed 

through a neurodiversity affirming framework. Thus, research related to autistic and 

neurodivergent children should be focused on a particular issue or need the child is 

having, not fixing, curing, or correcting their neurodivergent identity. Research should 

support the self-worth, value, and identity of neurodivergent children. 
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Several single case study and clinical outcome designs (reports on individual cases that 

provide anecdotal evidence, and can include individual quantitative data, on the use of a 

particular intervention) have been conducted using the AutPlay® Therapy framework 

(Grant, 2023). Results have shown significant gains and improvements in targeted 

therapy goals. Parent reports have also been positive and supported therapy gains for their 

child, parenting skill gains, and improvements in the child/parent relationship. Therapists 

also report increased levels of confidence and capability in working with neurodivergent 

children after completing AutPlay® Therapy trainings. Case examples and outcomes can 

be found in several published writings focused on the AutPlay® Therapy framework. A 

list of sources is provided at the end of this paper.  

 

Research and Evidence Based Practices 
 

1) AutPlay® is not a theory or step protocol. It is a framework of seminal play therapy 

theory integration which is mindfully individualized for each neurodivergent child. Thus, 

what you see with one child in one session is not going to be the same for another child in 

another session.  

 

2) In regard to research, we do highlight the research outcomes of the play therapy 

theories that are integrated into the AutPlay® framework (a list is provided further in this 

paper).  

 

3) Play therapy theory integration and research guide the framework of individualization 

for each neurodivergent child but the foundation is a thorough understanding of the 

neurodiversity paradigm and neurodiversity affirming principles. For any therapy or 

therapist to be supportive, healing, helpful, resolving in any way, it/they must be 

grounded in neurodiversity affirming principles. There is no other way for a true 

therapeutic experience (void of ableist messages) when you are working with 

neurodivergent children.  

 

4) When conceptualizing play therapy work with neurodivergent children, we value the 

Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) integration which highlights three distinct but equal parts 

- evidence (external and internal), clinical expertise, and client perspective. EBP is the 

integration of: 

Clinical expertise/expert opinion - The knowledge, judgment, and critical reasoning 

acquired through your training and professional experiences. 

Evidence (external and internal) - The best available information gathered from the 

scientific literature (external evidence) and from data and observations collected on your 

individual client (internal evidence). 

Client/patient/caregiver perspectives - The unique set of personal and cultural 

circumstances, values, priorities, and expectations identified by your client and their 

caregivers. 

When all three components of EBP are considered together, therapists can make 

informed, evidence-based decisions and provide high-quality services reflecting the 

interests, values, needs, and choices of the neurodivergent individuals they serve. 
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5) There has been historically, and still currently exists, a significant ableist process, 

language, and implementation when conducting research with autistic children, children 

with developmental disabilities, and children with other neurodivergence. Research has 

grossly devalued neurodiversity, strengths, and identity. It is encouraged for anyone 

seeking or interested in research with neurodivergent children to read the following: 

 

Avoiding Ableist Language: Suggestions for Autism Researchers- 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344126668_Avoiding_Ableist_Language_Sugg

estions_for_Autism_Researchers  

ASAN Statement on Research- https://autisticadvocacy.org/research/  

Ableism in Autism Research- https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/community-

newsletter-ableism-in-autism-research/  

 

Sample Neurodiversity Affirming Research and Literature Review 
 

Neurodiversity paradigm is a specific perspective on neurodiversity – a perspective or 

approach that promotes the following fundamental principles (Walker, 2021): 

1. Neurodiversity is a natural and valuable form of human diversity. 

2. The idea that there is one “normal” or “healthy” type of brain or mind, or one 

“right” style of neurocognitive functioning, is culturally constructed fiction. 

3. The social dynamics that manifest in regard to neurodiversity are similar to the social 

dynamics that manifest in regard to other forms of human diversity (e.g., diversity of 

ethnicity, gender, or culture). 

Armstrong, T. (2010). Neurodiversity: Discovering the extraordinary gifts of autism, 

ADHD, dyslexia, and other brain differences. Da Capo Press.  

 

Armstrong, T. (2012). Neurodiversity in the classroom. ASCD.  
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Baron-Cohen, S. (2017). Editorial Perspective: Neurodiversity – a revolutionary concept 

for autism and psychiatry. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 58:6, 744–747. 

 

Botha, M., & Gillespie-Lynch, K. (2022). Come as you are: Examining autistic identity 

development and the neurodiversity movement through an intersectional lens. Human 

Development, 66(2), 93–112. doi-org.mnu.idm.oclc.org/10.1159/000524123 

 

Bottema-Beutel, K., Kapp, S., Lester, J., Sasson, N., Hand, B. (2020). Avoiding Ableist 

Language: Suggestions for Autism Researchers. Autism in Adulthood. 3. 

10.1089/aut.2020.0014   

 

Bottema-Beutel, K, Crowley, S, Sandbank, M, & Woynaroski, TG (2021). Research 

Review: Conflicts of Interest (COIs) in autism early intervention research – a meta-

analysis of COI influences on intervention effects. Journal of Child Psychology and 

Psychiatry, 62(1), 5–15.  

 

Brown, H. M., Stahmer, A. C., Dwyer, P., & Rivera, S. (2021). Changing the story: How 

diagnosticians can support a neurodiversity perspective from the start. Autism, 25(5), 

1171–1174. doi.org/10.1177/13623613211001012 

 

Cage, E., & Troxell-Whitman, Z. (2019). Understanding the reasons, contexts, and costs 

of camouflaging for autistic adults. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 

49(5), 1899–1911. 

 

Cascio M. A. (2012). Neurodiversity: Autism pride among mothers of children with 

autism spectrum disorder. Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, 50(3), 273-283. 

doi:10.1352/1934-9556-50.3.273 

 

Chapman R. (2021). Neurodiversity and the social ecology of mental functions. 

Perspectives on Psychological Science, 16(6), 1360-1372. 

doi:10.1177/1745691620959833  

 

Dallman, A. R., Williams, K. L., & Villa, L. (2022). Neurodiversity-Affirming Practices 

are a Moral Imperative for Occupational Therapy. The Open Journal of Occupational 

Therapy, 10(2), 1-9. doi.org/10.15453/2168-6408.1937  

 

Dawson, G., Franz, L., & Brandsen, S. (2022). At a crossroads: Reconsidering the goals 

of autism early behavioral Intervention from a neurodiversity perspective. JAMA 

Pediatrics. doi:10.1001/jamapediatrics.2022.2299    

 

Dekker, M. (2020). “From exclusion to acceptance: independent living on the Autistic 

Spectrum,” in Autistic Community and the Neurodiversity Movement: Stories From the 

Frontline, ed S. Kapp (Singapore: Springer Nature), 41–49. doi:10.1007/978-981-13-

8437-0_3 

 

den Houting, J. (2019). Neurodiversity: an insider's perspective. Autism, 23, 271–273. 

doi:10.1177/1362361318820762  
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Dwyer, P. (2022). The neurodiversity approach(es): What are they and what do they 

mean for researchers? Human Development, 66, 73–92. doi:10.1159/000523723   

 

Grant, R. J. (2022). The AutPlay® therapy handbook: Integrative family play therapy 

with neurodivergent children. Routledge.  

 

Grant, R. J. (2022). Understanding sensory differences: A neurodiversity affirming 

guidebook for children and teens. AutPlay® Publishing. 

 

Grant, R. J. (2022). Understanding ADHD: A neurodiversity affirming guidebook for 

children and teens. AutPlay® Publishing.  

 

Grant, R. J. (2021). Understanding autism: A neurodiversity affirming guidebook for 

children and teens. AutPlay® Publishing.  

 

Grove, R., Hoekstra, R. A., Wierda, M., and Begeer, S. (2018). Special interests and 

subjective wellbeing in autistic adults. Autism Research, 11, 766–775. 

doi:10.1002/aur.1931 

 

Hallowell, E. M., and Ratey, J. J. (2022). ADHD 2.0. Ballantine Books.  

 

Hughes, J. M. (2016). Increasing neurodiversity in disability and social justice advocacy 

groups [White paper]. Autistic Self Advocacy Network. Available online at: 

https://autisticadvocacy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/whitepaper-Increasing-

Neurodiversity-in-Disability-and-Social-Justice-Advocacy-Groups.pdf. 

 

Kapp, S. (2020). “Introduction,” in Autistic Community and the Neurodiversity 

Movement: Stories from the Frontline, ed S. Kapp (Singapore: Springer Nature), 1–19. 

doi:10.1007/978-981-13-8437-0 

 

Kapp, S. K., Steward, R., Crane, L., Elliott, D., Elphick, C., Pellicano, E., et al. (2019). 

‘People should be allowed to do what they like': Autistic adults' views and experiences of 
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doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.635690 

 

Lozovyi, Y. (2022). The Neurodivergent friendly workbook of DBT techniques using 
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Sample Play Therapy Research and Literature Review 
 

The Association for Play Therapy provides the Play Therapy Evidence-Based Practice 

Statement (PTEBP) summarizes and reviews play therapy research published from 2000-

2015. The purpose of PTEBP statement is to provide practitioners with an advocacy tool 

to share the positive and effective outcomes of play therapy in the new millennium. Full 

information can be found at https://www.a4pt.org/page/Research  
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This Evidence-Based Child Therapy database aims to include all available play therapy 

intervention outcome research since 1995 to the present published or translated in English 

that meets the definition of play therapy established by the Association for Play Therapy. 

The database can be found here http://evidencebasedchildtherapy.com/  

 

Anggraini, I., Alifatin, A., Aini, N., & Pradita, V. (2022). The effect of play therapy 
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7, doi:10.1109/SeGAH.2017.7939266  
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Brefort, E., Saint-Georges-Chaumet, Y., Cohen, D. et al. (2022).Two-year follow-up of 
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Bratton, S.C., Ray, D., Rhine, T., & Jones, L. (2005). The efficacy of play therapy with 

children: a meta-analytic review of treatments outcomes. Professional Psychology: 

Research and Practice, 36, 376-390. 

 

Carden, M. (2009). Understanding Lisa: A play therapy intervention with a child 

diagnosed on the autistic spectrum who presents with self-harming behaviors. British 

Journal of Play Therapy, 5, 54-62. 

 

Daniel, S. (2019). Loops and jazz gaps: Engaging the feedforward qualities of 

communicative musicality in play therapy with children with autism. The Arts in 

Psychotherapy, Vol 65. 

 

Fall. M., Navelski, L., & Welch, K. (2002). Outcomes of play intervention for children 

identified for special education services. International Journal of Play Therapy. 11, 91-

106. 

 

François, D., Powell, S., &  and Dautenhahn, K. (2009). A long-term study of children 
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Volume 10, Issue 3, p. 324 – 373 DOI: doi.org/10.1075/is.10.3.04fra   
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adolescents with autism spectrum disorders. Routledge. 
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therapists. Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 22(3), 455–466. 
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