
    

Objects of Reference 

What is an object of reference?  

An object of reference is an object that has a particular meaning associated to it.  

Objects of reference tend to be used with children who have difficulties with 

communication.  They act as a visual reinforcement, so if a child is struggling to 

understand the spoken word, they can begin to associate objects with events etc and 

therefore understand what is about to happen.  Using objects of reference can also 

later on act as a bridge to other forms of communication such as signs, symbols or 

spoken language. 

How do I choose an object of reference? 

✓ Choose an object that will be meaningful and motivating to your child and is 

used as part of their daily routine. 

✓ Start with one or two objects i.e. a bowl to show that you’re going to eat and 

a child’s shoe to show that you are going outdoors. Gradually add in more, 

as your child grasps their meaning. 

How do I use an object of reference?                                                                                                 

o Show your child the object each time you are about to follow the routine you 

are referencing and name it. 

o Keep your language simple. 

o Use the object consistently, i.e. always use the same coloured bowl to 

reference food. 

o Ensure that you can follow the routine that you have just referenced 

IMMEDIATELY after you’ve shown the object and named it. 

o Keep the object within your child’s sight while you are completing the activity, 

you could allow him or her to hold it. 

o When the activity is finished let your child know (e.g. ‘dinner finished’) and 

quickly remove the object from your child’s sight. 

Objects of reference ideas: 

➢ A shoe- to mean going outside 

➢ A plate/bowl/spoon – to mean time to eat 

➢ A nappy- to mean nappy change time 

➢ A CD – to mean you are going to listen to music 

➢ A bottle of bubble bath – to mean bath time 

➢ A piece of seat belt material – to mean going in 

the car 

➢ A cuddly toy - to mean bedtime 

 

 

 


