
 
Use of Everyday Portable Games for Assessment & Skill Building    

 
Keeping in mind that play activities are to a child what verbalizing is to an adult, the use 
of games in skill building and therapy in the presence of a caring, sensitive, empathetic 
worker expands our ability to communicate with children. Children often respond more 
easily to interactive activities that help them express feelings, explore relationships, 
describe experiences, test limits, disclose wishes, and experiment with new behaviors as 
they build new skills. A small tote kept in your car of these everyday games is a valuable 
resource when doing community based care with youth and their families.  
 
Pick-up Sticks 
Object:  Pick up a stick one at a time trying not to let another stick move. A general rule 
is to be as careful as possible with a player losing a turn only if a stick falls off the table.   
 
Assign a feeling to each color of stick ie; Red - angry, Blue – sad, Yellow – happy, green – 
proud etc.  I usually limit the Black selection to one stick and call it super mad or super 
angry.  The worker and child take turns picking up a stick and sharing something 
associated with the feeling color they picked up.   
 
You can also call the colors ‘choices’ sticks and use the game to discuss good and bad 
choices at home, school, with peers etc. 
 
Checkers 
Variations of American Checkers have been played since 3000 BC in Iraq.  The game can 
facilitate discussion of good and bad choices, using the game strategy to apply to 
problem solving ie; a good move can be used to prompt a discussion about how a 
problem was tackled today or yesterday at school. A bad move likewise, can illustrate a 
poor choice at school and home, prompting discussion about better choices and 
problem solving techniques. The game moves can be used to focus on impulsive actions 
and the consequences of not thinking through behaviors.  
  
Jenga or tumbling towers (Leslie Scott, 1970) 
Goal setting -  Select a goal or a few goals using the blocks to symbolize steps in 
reaching a goal as you build to the to top of the tower. The game is useful in helping 
children slow down and learn to plan. 
 
Game Variation: 
Colored Block Jenga – The therapist can assign colors to various feelings to be expressed 
as the steps are achieved and a goal is reached.    



 
Feelings Candyland (Eleanor Abbott, 1948) 
Sometimes use of hard sugarless candy as a marker makes this fun game more 
appealing.  Assign a feeling to each color and as you progress through the game, take 
turns expressing a feeling with each color.  Focus on a skill that can be applied to help 
the child reframe a thought or behavior and feel good about what he expressed.  
Example:  Yellow card – happy. Child says, “I feel happy when I can go out and play.”  
Worker can add, “The next time it is raining and you can’t play outside, could you 
remember how happy you will feel when you get to go out?” 
 
Or:  Red – Angry. Child says, “I get really angry when people call me names at school.”  
The worker can say, “Next time that happens could you remember to take some deep 
breaths and tell a teacher if you can’t ignore them. 
 
Therapist should use client appropriate expressions that the client can relate to when 
worker is sharing feelings and behaviors. 
 
UNO (Robbins, 1971)  
UNO is a popular card game that follows basic card game rules but is simpler than using 
a regular deck of cards. Instead of four suits, there are four colors; game play consists of 
discarding one card at a time or drawing cards if the player cannot match the color or 
number of the top card on the discard pile. The object of the game is to be the first to 
get rid of all of one’s cards. Very young children can learn to play this game, sometimes 
by initially playing as a team member with a parent. Children learn organizational skills, 
how to take their turns in order, and how to deal frustration, with the ups and downs of 
having their turn skipped and having to take on extra cards.  Children can learn that 
playing the game even when it looks like they may lose and understanding that if she/he 
quits when he is losing, then others may not want to play with him. 
 
Chutes and Ladders (Milton and Bradley, 1943) 
This is a great game to use to discuss good and bad choices, impulse control strategies 
and encouraging problem solving discussions. 
 
Ladders –  When the client goes up a ladder, use the moment to affirm and discuss good 
choices, examples of problems and actions that were thought through, consequences 
resulting from good choices. 
 
Chutes – When the client goes down the chute, use the moment to discuss the down 
side of poor choices, uncontrolled impulses and consequences.   
 



 
Ungame  (Zakich, 1973)  
The Ungame is another board game that has questions that are geared for both the 
child and their family members. The game proceeds when players roll the die and land 
on spaces that either indicate that they have to draw a card from the pile and answer 
the question, move their pawn to a location based on how they are feeling and talk 
about that feeling, or make a comment or ask a question. One rule is that players may 
not make comments about other players’ questions and answers unless they land on 
the question/comment space. They are given paper and pencil to write short notes to 
help them curb their urge to interrupt with a comment.  
 
This game is great to use with younger children, teens, and families. It encourages 
children to learn impulse control which is especially important for children with ODD 
and ADHD, open up in a structured way, and improve relationships with family members 
and the therapist. The competition aspect is removed with this game, and that can be 
helpful for children and families that engage in high levels of conflict and/or do not 
know how to win and lose graciously. 
 
 


