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Objects of Reference 

Objects of reference are objects used to represent a place, activity or person. The object 

stands for something, in the same way that words do. When presented consistently in 

conjunction with a place, activity or person, over time an individual learns to associate the 

object with what it represents, helping their understanding and giving opportunity to make 

choices. 

We use objects of reference with young people all the time, without realising. A young child 

may realise it is dinner time when they see their highchair, or that they are going outside 

when they see their wellies.  

Objects of reference are typically used with individuals who do not yet consistently 

demonstrate understanding of symbols or words. They offer an extra ‘dimension’ through 

touch, through which to develop understanding.  

Why use objects of reference: 

• To anticipate what is about to happen 

• To sequence events 

• To understand when something is finished 

• To make choices 

What objects can we use? 

Objects of reference may relate to the concept targeted, or might be a physical 

representation of something more abstract e.g. a bracelet = Mum, pottery = gardening 

 

How do we use objects of reference? 

• Select an activity, person or place you want to represent. It is best to choose 1-3 

things you do very frequently, to start with 

• Select an object. You might want to think about what is meaningful for your child. 

• Before starting an activity/seeing a person, etc. give the child the object of reference. 

Pair with a symbol, sign and/or speech e.g. ‘We are going outside’ ‘It’s time for 

lunch’. Try to keep your words consistent to aid understanding. 

• If the child drops the item, give them it back 3 times before holding it yourself 

• Use the item consistently every time, and put it away once the activity is finished (e.g. 

in a designated bag) 

• Once the individual has understood the connection between the object and the 

activity (e.g. goes to the door when you give them the outside object), you can use 

them to give a choice of activities 
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