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Teaching Social Skills Through Board Games for Children with Special Needs
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Social interaction skills are fundamental to children's psychological development. These
abilities often develop more slowly in children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), or social delays, leading to difficulties in understanding
others, forming friendships, and resolving conflicts both at school and at home. Research has
shown that neurodiverse children typically lack natural opportunities for social interaction,
making them more vulnerable to social isolation (Bauminger-Zviely, 2013).
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Board games, as structured, rule-based interactive tools with strong visual cues, not only reduce
the complexity of social communication but also provide a natural setting for children to
repeatedly practice social rules (Ginsburg, 2007). These games simultaneously engage multiple
neural mechanisms involved in language expression, cognitive processing, behavioral regulation,
and emotional recognition. As emphasized by Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal
Development (1978) and supported by play therapy research, socially guided gameplay under the
support of adults or peers can effectively bridge the gap between potential abilities and real-world
social competence.
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From the perspective of play therapy, board games offer a safe space for emotional expression,
allowing children to explore diverse interaction patterns through game roles and to develop key
social skills such as turn-taking, cooperation, communication, listening, and self-control (Ray,

2011). For children with low social initiative or difficulty understanding rules, games can act as a
social mediator—guiding them toward understanding social norms and building behavioral

expectations.
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The following table presents various common categories of board games and their applications in
developing social skills.
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Type of Game Examples Age Players Social skills

ER(ES Hoot Owl Hoot! | 4-8 2-4 B IR A1 B HI B A 1F BE

Cooperative Vai
Develop turn-taking and
teamwork skills

PO SIIVIES Eye Found It, T | 5-10 2-4 FIEMELLE R . T IT

Visual Matching | Spy it g
Express observations and
enhance visual matching skills

B HRIEE Roll & Write 6+ 2-6 EEAHL. ERaRIL, 1

Verbal Word Game 4521

Expression Language organization,
sentence formation, and
vocabulary practice

M 5#H12K | Gumball Grab 3-6 2-4 SR R, BERE

Turn-taking & Waiting, turn-taking, self-

Regulation regulation

B Rl 45 R 1928 | Rubik’s Race T+ 2 Bt HEMT . B2

Emotional Pk

Modulation Win-loss coping, self-
regulation, and challenge
acceptance

A G | The Social Skills | 6-12 2-6 FEAZHERE . X IE NS . Rk

Social Scenarios

Game, Head
Rush

Social reasoning,
conversational strategies, and
expressing needs




SR T4 Guess Who?, 6+ 2-4 WARHERE . FERAEAT . BN

Strategy & Uno N

Competition Logical reasoning, turn-taking,
and responding to others
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Creative a Jar it N A

Expression Expressing emotions,
understanding stories, and
listening to others’ perspectives
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When using these games, teachers should not focus solely on teaching the game rules, but rather
treat them as tools for social training, creating an inclusive and interactive environment. The
following are five sample instructional designs that integrate teacher-guided strategies with
interventions tailored for children with special needs.
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Structured Support: Provide visuals, cue cards, and sentence stems
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Behavioral Modeler: Use expressive tone and facial cues to demonstrate expected responses.
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In practical teaching, educators are not only responsible for guiding game rules, but more
importantly, for creating a structured, inclusive, and supportive social environment. For children




with special needs, teachers serve as behavioral models, rule explainers, and social facilitators
who mediate peer interactions.
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Below are key strategies for using board games to develop social skills:
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1. Structured Guidance Strategies

e Use visual cue boards: e.g., sentence cards like “It’s your turn” or “You can say...”

e Clarify the order of rules: Review turn-taking and attention expectations before starting
the game

e Guide language use: “Now you can say, ‘I want to play again.””
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2. Peer Support Involvement

e Assign typically developing children as “social helpers” before the game, such as:

e “If  gets stuck, you can gently remind him.”
e “You can help him complete the picture-finding task.”

e  Offer positive prompts to peers: “Thank you for reminding him to take turns—great
teamwork!”
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3. Conflict and Emotion Regulation Strategies

When disputes or frustration arise, avoid immediate blame and use neutral language:

e “Isee both of you really want this card—Ilet’s think of a solution together.”

e Setup a “calm corner” or provide “emotion cards” to allow a child who needs regulation
to step away briefly and return once calm.

e Model repair language: “You can say, ‘I’m sorry, [ didn’t mean it,’

and then we can continue the game.”
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4. Empathy and Language Prompting
e “Can you look at his face? He might be feeling a bit sad.”
e  “Would you like to wait for him to get ready before we start?”

e “Playing and winning together—that’s our most important goal today!”
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5. Teacher’s Communication Style
e Use concise, clear, and repetitive instructions
e Maintain a gentle yet firm tone; avoid blaming language

e Offer specific and timely praise for every positive behavior, such as:



e “You waited for him to finish speaking—what a great role model!”

Through these strategies, teachers can build a “social bridge” during gameplay, helping
both typically and atypically developing children understand each other and grow
together through shared experiences.
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In summary, board games, as a medium for psychological and developmental intervention, are
increasingly recognized for their social potential. For children facing social challenges, games
offer a "rehearsable reality”" where they can safely and repeatedly practice social rules, regulation
strategies, and language expression. With support from teachers and peers, these experiences help
internalize social competence over time. This represents not only an enrichment of educational
tools, but also an innovative integration of psychological intervention methods.
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