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Connecticut's first center using the 
fun-damentals of science to 

teach social smarts



Our Mission
The Hangout Spot is a behavior analytic social skills 

development center where we believe that all children have a 

right to meaningful relationships with others.  We strive to 

eliminate barriers to friendship and empower children to be 

socially successful across the lifespan using the principles of 

Applied Behavior Analysis.

A home away 

from home to 

learn and play



Joyful Parenting
• In the race to make sure our children succeed, we can easily miss a key piece of what 

makes parenting so powerful- joy
• As parents, we are often paralyzed by an exhaustive to-do list
• Children and parents who are always busy have little time to truly enjoy the joy of 

childhood and parenthood 
• The good news is that small changes in everyday moments and interactions can 

massively enrich the parenting experience and help our children to reach their full 
potential 

Lego Foundation, 2026.



Families that Play Together Thrive Together

• A recent LEGO Play Well Study surveyed more than 57,000 people (parents with 
children aged 1-12 and children aged 5-12) from 35 countries

• Almost every parent (95%) said play helped them communicate better with their 
children, made their family happier, and built stronger bonds between them

• Around 9 in 10 (92%) said play boosted their own well-being as well as their children’s
• A third of parents and 84% of children said they want to play more, so if you feel this 

way, you aren’t alone

Lego Foundation, 2026.



A Mindset Shift
Parents often feel:

• I don’t have time to play enough
• I’m not creative
• Playtime feels hard

This training reframes play as:

• Something that happens inside daily routines
• Small playful moments that build connection and learning
• Something parents already do more than they realize



Warm Up Reflection

Which daily 
routine with 

your child feels 
easiest right 

now?

Which routine 
feels the 
hardest?



Routines are the Best for Play-Based Learning
Routines are powerful because they are:

• Predictable
• Repeated daily 
• Naturally motivating- we thrive in routine
• There’s less pressure 

Challenging routines often contain the most teaching opportunities and benefit the 
most from a play-based approach 





Four Simple Ways to Add Play to Any Routine

Follow your 
child's lead

Add tiny playful 
moments

Use the power 
of the pause

Turn everyday 
tasks into 

moments of 
connection



Follow Your Child’s Lead
Notice what your child is focused on or enjoys in the routine and join them there. 

This creates natural engagement and helps make tasks fun instead of a chore.

How to do it:

1. Watch First- Ask yourself:
• What is my child interested in?
• How are they using the toy?
• What seems fun or exciting to them?

2. Join Without Taking Over- Try:
• Sitting nearby
• Copying what your child is doing
• Using similar toys or actions

3. Add Small Expansions- Instead of changing the play, add tiny new ideas:
• Add one new action
• Add one new word or phrase
• Add one new character or step



Real-Life Examples
Bathtime Splashes

Child splashes in the tub → You splash 
back and make a “splash contest.”

Toothpaste Fascination

Child squirts toothpaste onto the brush → 
Let them create “toothpaste art” and talk 
about shapes or patterns. 

Toy Clean Up

Child enjoys superheroes → Use 
“superpowers” to make toys “fly” into the 
bin together.



Add Tiny Playful Moments
Even quick moments of play can make routines more enjoyable and increase participation 

without turning the task into a full game.  

Play does not need to be big or time consuming to be fun! 

How to do it:

• Silly voices
• Pretend scenarios
• Brief use of humor
• Quick competitions
• Sound effects



Real-Life Examples
Funny Commentary

Narrate the task like a sports announcer: “And they’re approaching 
the sink… toothbrush in hand… will they beat the timer?”

Mini Challenges

Turn getting shoes on into a quick challenge: “Can you get both 
shoes on before I count to 10?”

Pretend Play

Pretend backpacks are “mission gear” that have to be packed 
correctly before heading out.

Sound Effects

Use subtle effects like “whoosh” when papers go into a folder or 
“click” when a task is officially done.



Let Routines Become Social
The goal is to turn everyday routines into shared games, where parents and children play with 

each other while the routine still gets done.

Turn Taking
Joint 

Attention

Back and 
Forth 

Interaction



Turn Taking
Getting Dressed

Fashion Show Game: Take turns modeling silly outfits

Mystery Clothing Game: Take turns pulling items out of the clean 
laundry basket

Mealtime

Taste Test Turns: One bite each, dramatic reactions included

Pretend Restaurant: Take turns being the chef, server, and customer

Transitions

Role Swap Game: Take turns being the “leader

Pretend Vehicle Game: “Are we a rocket or a train today?”



Joint Attention

Brushing Your Hair

Silly Mirror Game: Make faces together

Weather Reporter: Act out today’s newscast 

Bathtime 

Sink or Float Game: Predict what toys will do

Drain Vortex Watch: Watch water swirl together



Back and Forth Interaction
Bathtime

Toy Conversations: Bath toys talk to each other 

Action-Reaction Game: Splash → gasp → laugh → repeat

Getting Dressed 

Wrong Body Part Game: “Do socks go on your head?” 
“No…” 

Convince Me Why: “Convince me why pajamas should 
be allowed at school.” 



Big Take Away

Children don’t need more time with us or new, sparkly toys.
They need more connection during the time they already have.



Am I Doing it Right?

You’ll likely notice:

• Your child watches you more
• Your child wants to spend more time together
• Your child initiates interactions with you more frequently 
• Routines feel calmer 
• You feel more connected



Troubleshooting Common Concerns
“My child just wants to rush through routines.”

• Start small
• One turn
• One shared moment
• One back-and-forth exchange

“My child resists when I try to make it social.”
• Joining what they’re already doing
• Keeping it playful
• Letting go quickly if they disengage

“My child doesn’t talk much.”
• Focus on non-verbal exchanges

o Actions
o Sounds
o Gestures
o Facial expressions



Construction Play

When your child builds, they are building 

important skills!

• Builds your child’s planning, persistence, 
and problem-solving skills

• Helps them understand space, size, and 
how things fit together

• Teaches important cause-and-effect 
learning

• Encourages communication, teamwork, 
and sharing ideas



Our Job…
Toddlers

• Provide open-ended, 
age-appropriate 
materials (crayons, 
blocks, playdough, etc.)

• Gently model ways to 
use or combine 
materials

• Encourage your child to 
create their own unique 
ideas

• Focus on the process, 
not the final product

Preschool and Beyond

• Ask open-ended 
questions about what 
they’re building

• Talk about what they 
want to make

• Notice and comment on 
their actions and 
materials

• Ask if they’re getting the 
results they hoped for

• Stay curious — let them 
be the “expert” of their 
creation



Motor Play

• Active play builds strong muscles, coordination, 
and body control

• Supports heart health and brain development
• Strengthens social skills and emotional regulation
• Run, jump, and move together whenever possible
• Provide safe spaces and materials for physical 

exploration



Our Job…
Toddlers

• Encourage new 
movements 
through play and 
dancing

• Talk about your 
child’s 
movements

• Show them new 
ways of moving

Preschool and 
Beyond

• Model and 
support new 
skills (e.g. 
jumping, 
climbing, 
balancing, 
swinging) 

• Encourage safe 
risk taking



Pretend Play

• Pretend play builds speech, social skills, and 
emotional understanding

• Strengthens decision-making, planning, and self-
regulation

• Helps children explore everyday roles, 
relationships, and real-world experiences

• Join in and act it out to extend their ideas
• Provide a mix of realistic props and open-ended 

materials to inspire creativity



Our Job…
Toddlers

• Act out familiar 
routines

• Model using realistic 
props

• Talk about roles and 
actions

• Build upon what 
your child is already 
acting out

Preschool and Beyond

• Support your child to 
take on roles, make 
props, and interact 
with others

• Help choose roles 
and plan what the 
scheme will involve

• Help them decide 
what they need to act 
out their role



Sensory Play

• Sensory play explores textures, sounds, tastes, 
smells, and movement

• Builds body awareness, balance, and coordination
• Helps children make sense of the world around 

them
• Strengthens brain connections that support 

learning
• Share sensory experiences together
• Use words to describe what they are seeing, 

hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling



Our Job…
Toddlers

• Explore the world 
together

• Talk about what they 
are experiencing

• Let them get messy, 
make noise, and try 
new things

Preschool and Beyond

• Plan new experiences
• Ask questions and 

prompt them to talk 
about their new 
experiences

• Use new vocabulary 
when helping them 
reflect on their 
reactions and 
preferences



Supporting Diverse Play Styles
Highly Focused Play Interests

• Math

• Art

• TV Shows

• Video Games

Unique Play Interests

• Road Signs

• Dates/Locations

• Train Tables

• Numbers

Sensory Play Interests

• Bright, vivid colors

• Spinning objects

• Sticky/slimy textures

Anthony et al., 2013; Baron-Cohen &Wheelwright, 2004; Klin et al., 2007
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Follow Your Child’s Lead
This strategy is important enough to mention twice! 

• Let your child choose the activity, pace, and materials
• Observe what captures their attention and join in without taking over
• Comment on what they are doing, not how you think it “should” be done



Celebrate Unique Interests
• Encourage special interests as a learning opportunity
• Introduce related materials or ideas to gently expand play
• Connect interests to real-world experiences or social contexts



Provide Sensory Supports
• Provide textures, sounds, movement, and materials suited to their preferences
• Talk about sensory experiences using descriptive language
• Offer safe spaces for exploration and motor activity



Keep Expectations Flexible
• Prioritize engagement, enjoyment, and exploration over “correct” outcomes
• Allow extra time for transitions or activities
• Celebrate small successes and curiosity



Take Home Tools



Got 
Questions? 
We've got 
Answers.



What do you think 
about our spot?

Before we get started, let’s do a quick survey!
Scan to share your thoughts!
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