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Objects of Reference  

What are objects of reference?  

‘Objects of reference’ is the use of ‘objects’ as a means of communication.  

Objects can be used alongside words. For example; a book for story time, goggles for swimming, 

stethoscope for doctor.  

Who uses objects of reference?  

Any child with significant communication difficulties or visual impairment who is finding it difficult 

to understand and use words, signs, symbols or photographs.  

Why are they used?  

Objects of reference can be used for a number of reasons:  

 To help develop an awareness and an understanding of the environment, for example for 

signalling what is about to happen.  

 As a step to using more complex forms of communication, such as sign, symbol or word. 

 To help children make choices about the activities they want to do.  

What ‘objects’ should you use?  

Objects can be chosen on an individual basis to suit each individual and their family. For example:  

 ‘cuddly toy’ for bed time  

 ‘sponge’ for bath time  

 ‘nappy’ for nappy changing routine  

 ‘glitter tube’ for sensory room  

 ‘shoes’ for going outside  

 ‘ cup’ for snack time  

A useful ‘rule of thumb’ is that the object you choose is meaningful , motivating  and can be     

frequently used.  

It does not matter what you decide to use, as long as it is used consistently by all carers so that 

your child learns to associate the object with the event.  

How do you use objects of reference?  

Allow your child to see, touch or feel the object of reference just before an activity or event is 

about to begin. Always say the word at the same time as showing the object.  
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