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Speech & Language Therapy


Barrier Games
Barrier games are simple activities based on giving and receiving instructions.  They require children to interact and use language to complete a task (such as in in the game Battleships).  The games involve at least two people; the speaker and the listener who are positioned either side of a barrier e.g. a big book or piece of card.  The idea is that the speaker and listener must be able to hear each other, but not see what each other are doing.  They can also be played with a group of ‘listeners’. The overall aim of a barrier game is that when the barrier is removed everyone has identical results.  
Barrier games allow children to develop a range of skills, including:

· Giving clear and complete information to the listener

· Identifying and acting on the relevant information from the instructions given

· Monitoring the instructions they hear and clarifying these as needed e.g. asking for repetitions or for more information

· Developing their awareness of communication breakdowns

· Using and developing a range of vocabulary, especially descriptive words such as:

· Nouns (naming words)
· Attributes (e.g. ‘big’, ‘red’) 
· Position words (e.g. ‘above’, ‘next to’)
Barrier games are easy to set up and incorporate a range of different tasks.  They can also be adapted well for a range of ages and abilities. Remember that both players will need a set of identical objects/pictures.

· Sequence or pattern making - The speaker describes how to make a sequence or pattern e.g. bead threading or using coloured building blocks.  

· Matching pairs - The speaker describes a chosen object/picture e.g. ‘it is yellow, you can eat it’ (banana) and the listener must locate it.  Both players then hold up the object/picture to check if they match 
· Assembly - The listener must assemble pictures or objects from a choice of component parts e.g. making a clown’s face from a range of eyes, noses etc. This could also include putting together a Mr Potato Head!
· Construction - The speaker must describe the steps to build a particular construction e.g. a tower/ house from bricks/duplo/Lego
· Location - The speaker must choose a picture and tell the listener where to place it on the picture board e.g. ‘place the bird in the tree’.  You could also use the picture boards to tell the child which part to colour in. 
· Route finding - The speaker describes how to get from one point on a map to a specific location.  The listener then draws the route on the map.
Types of materials for each side of the barrier could include:
· Magazines;

· Posters;

· Maps
· Reading materials;

· Blocks;

· Beads;

· Toy animals or objects
· Lego/Duplo;

· Cars; 

· Colouring books
You can also use materials related to the current classroom topic.

Guidelines for playing barrier games:

1. Choose a simple activity initially e.g. bead threading.
2. Both players need identical equipment e.g. the same coloured/sized beads. 

3. Talk about the key vocabulary related to the task.  Try to use vocabulary that the child is familiar with.  If more complex language is needed, pre-teach this before playing the games. 

4. Introduce the task by saying ‘we are going to play a special telling and listening game.  We are going to make a necklace with these beads.  I will tell you which beads to put on your necklace to make it exactly like mine.  You have to listen very carefully so you choose the right ones.’  This introduction will change depending on the barrier game chosen. 
5. Say the instructions out loud as you do the activity e.g. ‘put the small round bead next’ and also encourage the child to follow the instructions.

6. Check to see if the child has made an identical necklace to yours.  If not, keep modelling and practising this step until they are consistently following the instructions.
7. Once the child is competent at this level, you can then repeat the same activity with a barrier between you and the child.  Give each instruction twice.  After each instruction, get the child to check with you whether they have followed it correctly.  If they have made an error, get them to change the bead.  Once all the instructions have been given, remove the barrier to check that the child’s work is identical to yours.  Talk about what aspects are the same and different. 
8. When giving the instructions, try giving some that are incomplete and require the child to ask questions to clarify information.  For example, say ‘put the big bead on next’ when there is a ‘red big bead’ and a ‘blue big bead’.  The child will then need to ask a question to find out which one you meant e.g. ‘which big bead?’

9. Once the child becomes confident, you can stop checking after each instruction.

10. The child can also take on the role of the speaker when they are confident at following instructions.  They could give instructions either to you or another child.  

Encourage the child to…

· Remember the ‘no looking’ rule;

· Be ready for the instruction;

· Wait until the end of the instruction before acting;

· Think and repeat the instruction in their head before acting;

· Ask a question if they don’t understand what to do;

· Let their partner know when they are ready for the next instruction.

Children learn through play so remember to keep talking time fun!
Adapted from Rigby Heinemann
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