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In my last article, I explained the difference between active 
visual referencing and rote eye contact, and discussed the 

importance of developing the former, for when we do that, 
we focus on the dynamic skill of using vision to engage with 
others for the purpose of gathering, 
or pointing out, information. In 
this article, I will expand upon this 
topic by sharing activities that target 
both visual referencing and other 
nonverbal aspects of communica-
tion and social cognition. Many of 
these activities are versions of classic 
children’s games, but with a social 
communication twist! Aspects of nonverbal communication 
and social cognition that these activities foster include:

• Visual referencing, or looking to communication partners 
or the environment for information

• Use of gestures (for example, head nods, head shakes, 
directed nods, pointing, etc.)

• Use of facial expressions

• Coordinating actions with communication partner (for 
example, if one person holds out a cup, a communication 
partner responds by taking it)

• Orienting body toward communication partner

• Prosody (vocal intonation / emotional tone)

• Theory of mind (understanding that we all do not share the 
same information)

• Collaboration / working as a team to attain a common goal 
(Embedding opportunities for collaboration into activities 
often leads children to reference each other for opinions and 
ideas!)

Many of these ideas have evolved during my peer-group 
sessions with clients! While I may enter a session with a game 
idea, it inevitably becomes richer and more enjoyable when 
the kids expand upon the game and add their own creative 

“spin.” As a professional, I have found that one of the most 
important things to keep in mind is that our kids have some 

of the best ideas! The winning formula then is to first structure 
activities to help kids get started, learn the basics of the game, 
and experience success. Then, leave things open enough for 
them to add their own creativity to the process.

Here are some of my favorite 
nonverbal communication / social 
cognition games:

Game:  Who Has It?
Areas targeted:   Coordinating actions; 
visual referencing; theory of mind

Materials needed:  Any small object 
that can fit in one’s palm

Number of players:  3 to 6

How to play:  Kids sit in a circle. One child is chosen to be IT. 
Let’s call her Susie. Susie walks away from the circle, faces the 
other way, covers her eyes, and counts to 20. While she counts, 
the other children pass the item around. When Susie reaches 20, 
the person in the circle holding the item hides it – for example, 
within his or her folded hands or under his or her leg. Susie asks, 

“Are you ready?” Once the kids respond yes, Susie comes back to 
the circle and tries to guess who has the object.

Things to keep in mind:  Help kids to remember not to grab the 
item out of each other’s hands, but to allow each other enough 
time to pass it on his or her own. Emphasize that the kids in 
the circle KNOW something that Susie doesn’t know (theory of 
mind).

Variations:  Susie can guess nonverbally who has the item—for 
example—by pointing or using a directed head nod. Kids in the 
circle can also answer nonverbally using a head nod/head shake, 
thumbs up/thumbs down, or a prosodic uh huh (affirmative) or 
uh uh (negative).

Game:  Prosodic Hot/Cold
Areas targeted:  Theory of mind; prosody (vocal intonation / 
emotional tone); visual referencing; gestures

Materials needed:  Any item of choice
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It’s the simplicity of these games 
that truly allows our kids to focus 
on skill development.

Number of players:  2 to 4

How to play:  Play a regular game of hot/cold where an item is 
hidden by one child, and the other child needs to find it. The 
Finder is instructed to take one step at a time, and after each 
step check-in with (i.e., look to) the Hider for information. The 
Hider then communicates whether the Finder is getting closer 
or farther away from the object by using prosody instead of the 
words hot and cold (uh huh for hot or getting closer; uh uh for 
cold or getting farther away).

Things to keep in mind:  If there are more than two players, kids 
can work in teams. Be sure to explicitly label roles for children 
(Hiders, Finders) as this helps kids to understand what they are 
supposed to do on each turn. Also, honor spontaneous requests 
by peers to swap roles.

Variations:  Use head nods/head shakes or facial expressions 
(happy/sad) to communicate hot/cold.

Game:  Water Pass
Areas targeted:  Coordinating actions; orienting body toward 
communication partners; visual referencing

Materials needed:  An assortment of containers (for example, 
cups, yogurt containers, buckets, etc.) and a small amount of 
water in a pitcher.

Number of players:  3 to 6

How to play:  Kids sit in a circle with containers in the middle. 
Adult holds pitcher with water and sits as part of the circle. Kids 
are invited to choose a container. The adult chooses a container 
after the children have chosen theirs, and then pours a little bit 
of water into it. Adult explains that the group will be passing the 
water around the circle. The goal is to make it around the circle 
as many times as they can without spilling the water. Kids work 
together to pour water from their container into that of their 
adjacent peer. Every so often, invite children to choose a new 
container or swap containers with a friend.

Things to keep in mind:  Emphasize that it is okay if the water 
spills! Be sensitive to children who may become bothered by wet 
clothes (for example if water spills on them).

Variations:  Use different materials such as pasta, pom poms, or 
marbles. After kids have gotten the hang of it, introduce “Reverse!” 
where the teacher (or a selected child) can direct the children to 
pour items in the opposite direction.

Game:  Like/Don’t Like
Areas targeted:  Visual referencing; use of facial expressions

Materials needed:  Play food, two bowls

Number of players:  2

How to play:  The adult chooses approxi-
mately 10 items from various categories 
of play food (e.g., vegetables, cookies, 
ketchup, eggs, etc.). Two bowls are 
placed in between the children, side by 
side. One bowl is named the like bowl, and the other is named 
the don’t like bowl. Visuals can be placed inside the bowls to help 
children remember which is which, or they can be color-coded 
(e.g., green=like; red=don’t like). One child is assigned the role of 
Asker and the other is assigned the role of Answerer. The Asker 
holds up the food items, one at a time, and asks his or her partner, 

“Do you like  . . . .?” The Answerer responds using a “yuck!” or 
“yum!” facial expression. The Asker then places the food item in 
the appropriate bowl. Once finished, kids swap roles.

Things to keep in mind:  Along the way, help kids to form 
memories about each other’s likes and dislikes, and compare/
contrast their reactions by reviewing what they have learned 
about one another. For example, “Let’s remember, Joey likes 
cookies but he does NOT like eggs!” or “Wow! You both do NOT 
like strawberries!”

Variations:  Use magazine photos or picture symbols instead of 
objects. Change the category—for example—to animals.

The following game was created and practiced as a means of 
helping one group of students get ready for a school field day:

Game:  Three-Legged Walk
Areas targeted:  Coordinating actions; collaborating

Materials needed:  A small rope or shoelace; an item of choice; 
masking tape

Number of players:  2 to 4

How to play:  After choosing an item, invite two children to place 
it somewhere in the room. Then, have kids go back to a “starting 
line” (marked with masking tape), stand next to each other, and 
tie their two adjacent legs together. Invite the children to work 
as a team to go get the item.

Things to keep in mind:  It really helps if two adults model this 
activity ahead of time so children know what “working together” 
looks like. Part of modeling should include what not working 
together looks like, as well! Be sensitive to children who may 
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feel uncomfortable having something tied around their leg. If 
that is the case, the children could try to keep their legs together 
without the rope, or they could be in charge of other things, 
such as placing the objects in the room. Last but not least, have 
only one team of kids go at a time so that it is not perceived as 
a race.

Variations:  If there are two to three teams playing, each one can 
take turns placing the items for the other teams.

Final Thoughts
The simplicity of these games belies the fact that they target areas 
of nonverbal communication and social cognition that don’t 
always get the attention they deserve. In fact, it’s the simplicity 
of these games that truly allows our kids to focus on skill devel-
opment. Hopefully, these games will enable readers to work on 
these critically important skills in dynamic and enjoyable ways, 
as well as inspire them to develop games of their own. o
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