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Perhaps some of the greatest strides in communication 
intervention for persons with moderate and severe communication 
disorders have derived from the increased understanding of the 
unique patterns of learning associated with the syndrome of autism. 
A substantial amount of research has shown that persons with autism 
demonstrate information processing characterized by strengths in 
wholistic, gestalt processing. This processing strength is well suited 
to the comprehension of spatially organized, non transient information. 
The weaknesses associated with this learning style involve processing 
analytic sequential information. This results in difficulties in 
understanding temporally organized, transient information. (Prizant & 
Schuler, 1987).

The evidence of this unique learning style has led to greater 
understanding of the communication and language problems associated 
with autism and other disabilities characterized by severe language/
communication impairments. Greater understanding has led to 
enormous strides in devising communication intervention approaches 
and strategies that have resulted in the development of effective 
communication skills for persons with autism and other challenging 
conditions.

In Visual Strategies for Improving Communication, Linda Hodgdon 
presents a multitude of practical applications of the communication 
intervention strategies firmly grounded in learning style research 
and years of experience serving as a communication specialist for 
students with autism. Hers is a “how to” book, a manual designed 
to assist parents, teachers, speech-language pathologists and others 
to devise solutions to the communication and self management 
challenges that are common to autism and other conditions involving 
severe communication disorders. This book is chock full of examples 
and illustrations, providing clear guidance and direction to all who 
wish to employ effective strategies to improve communication skills. 
Every strategy and example has been tested in Hodgdon’s clinical and 
teaching experience, and has proven effectiveness.

Hodgdon’s approach to “Visually Mediated Communication” strategies 
is unique in many respects. In marked contrast to many communication 
intervention programs for persons with autism which focus primarily on 
expressive communication, Hodgdon’s initial and primary intervention 
concern is comprehension—comprehension of the environment, 
comprehension of requests and directions, comprehension of people 
and language. The effectiveness of her strategies for fostering 
comprehension is a key factor accounting for the success of her entire 
communication intervention program.

VIII

ForewordForeword
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IX

Many persons with autism and other disabilities experience profound 
difficulties in comprehension, especially language comprehension, 
due to their unique learning style. By insuring comprehension of 
the environment, expectations, and others, the foundation for the 
development of expressive communications skills is established.

Another unique aspect of Hodgdon’s intervention is her presentation 
of “Visually Mediated Communication” strategies as physical “tools,” 
supports or mediators for internal psychological processes, such 
as language, memory, planning, and self control. Her approach is 
consistent with Vygotsky’s theory of self regulation of behavior (i.e., 
self direction, self determination). In Vygotsky’s theory, language is the 
primary tool, first used by others to guide and mediate the thinking and 
behavior of the child, and eventually used by the child in “inner speech” 
to guide his or her own behavior, and problem solving. (Vygotsky, 
1978). For persons for whom language does not readily function as 
a tool (due to learning style differences), other mediating tools must 
be employed that eventually lead to self regulation of thinking and 
behavior. The strategies Hodgdon describes clearly exemplify the 
movement from physical (visual) to psychological tools, and from other 
regulation to self regulation of behavior and thinking.

Firmly grounded in theory and research, Hodgdon’s book is unique 
in the sheer volume of intervention suggestions, examples and 
illustrations it contains. It is well organized, easy to follow, and reader 
friendly with its question-answer dialogue format. This book is a “must 
have” for all persons who wish to foster better communication with and 
by persons with autism, and it is a“gift” for communication specialists 
working with any students having moderate to severe language and 
communication problems.

Kathleen S. Pistono, Ph.D. 
     Consultant for Speech and Language Impaired 
     Macomb Intermediate School District 
     Clinton Township, Michigan
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A Journey was Beginning. . .

In my early years as a Speech-Language Pathologist I worked in a 
program for students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD).  They 
experienced the range of communication challenges and behavior 
problems common for that population.  

There was Blake, a bright, capable young man, who had major 
meltdowns several times a week as he exited the school bus.  Leo 
uttered the same phrases hundreds of times per day.  Tommy needed 
help to follow simple directions or perform basic personal care routines.  
Alyssa was known for difficult behavior any time there was a change in 
her schedule.  Noah’s parents reported problems trying to take him to 
the grocery store and Aiden’s Mom was concerned about his inability to 
participate in simple conversations.

I rolled up my sleeves and tried to teach those students using the 
speech therapy techniques and teaching programs that were commonly 
used at that time.  Sometimes they worked.  Sometimes I was 
frustrated because I didn’t see the kind of progress that I thought  
was possible.
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A Turning Point. . . . 
How strange life is sometimes.  Circumstances converge.  And that 
is exactly what happened.  One day I used my camera to take some 
photos.  Then I used the pictures to manage Sally’s temper tantrum 
about her lunch box.  Those pictures worked to calm her down. 

Wow!  I was amazed.

I Wish I Could Say a Light Bulb Went Off In My Head. . . 
Well, it did. . .sort of.  But it happened piece by piece.  A picture here.  
A visual tool there.  Step by step.  And the results were sometimes 
like mini miracles.  I learned that using pictures really helped those 
students become more successful.  

So I Began to Understand the Power of Communication in a  
Different Way 
First, I began to discover that understanding was just as important 
(or maybe even more important) than the ability to speak or use other 
ways to express their wants and needs.  These students needed help 
to understand.  They needed support to effectively interpret speech 
& language, conversation, social interaction and lots more.  Their 
challenge in understanding became a “root cause” for so many problems 
related to communication, behavior, social interaction and overall 
successful participation in life routines,

So we focused on their strengths 
Those pictures helped me learn a new focus.  Instead of concentrating 
on the learning challenges of those students with autism, Asperger’s, 
and PDD, I began to focus on their individual strengths.  

Here’s the Bottom Line. . .

The majority of these students are VISUAL learners.   
That means they understand what they SEE  

better than what they HEAR.

That is why they responded so well when we used pictures and other 
visual strategies to support communication.  That message will be 
stated in multiple ways in this book.  It’s the most important message 
I hope you gain as you hold this book in your hands.  By now, there is a 
lot of research to validate what we were learning by “trial & error” and 
observation so many years ago.

Communication & Behavior & Social Skill Challenges Are 
Common in ASD
But I learned they don’t need to be.  At least not with the frequency and 
intensity that existed for so many of the students I knew.

IntroductionIntroduction
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Once we began to understand the power of visual supports, we 
discovered many different ways they could be integrated into students’ 
lives to help them achieve success.  One idea would beget another.  The 
students flourished.

And what I have discovered over the years about using visual 
strategies has transformed my thinking.  It’s totally shifted my 
understanding of communication and how to help the students in my 
care.  

So what has changed? 
The original version of this book highlighted numerous examples of how 
visual strategies made a difference for students.  The basic information 
from that book is timeless. . .classic. The principles and examples have 
endured over time.

But now there are four major areas where there are changes from the 
original version.  These changes don’t take away from that original 
message.  Instead, they add a dimension to the use of visual strategies 
which demonstrates how this approach to communication has really 
reached the status of “best practices.”

1.  Reasons for using visual strategies 
The original edition of Visual Strategies for Improving Communication, 
highlighted reasons and purposes for using visual supports.  Those 
reasons have not changed.  But by now, we have even more research 
that confirms the specific learning challenges common to students with 
ASD and how visual supports provide benefit for those students.   In 
addition, I have personally received thousands of stories and reports 
from parents and educators who share the successes they have 
experienced by using visual supports.  This volume will share more of 
this information.

2.  Benefits from using visual strategies 
The original volume stressed how students benefit from visual 
strategies being used to give them information and organize their lives.  
Tools such as schedules, choice boards and transition helpers help 
students achieve success.  Other visual tools support communication 
interactions and independence.  These benefits have not changed.  
Here’s what is “different.”  We continue to discover even more ways 
to use visual tools and supports to help students become successful.  
This volume will help the reader discover even more possibilities for 
implementing visual strategies.
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3.  Technology available 
When we originally started creating visual tools, we had to be very 
inventive because there were not many resources available to help 
us.  Modern technology has given us so many more options which 
enable us to produce visual tools quickly and so much easier than what 
could happen a few years ago.  In this edition you’ll find some updated 
resources including technology and picture options.

4.  State of the art 
Using visual strategies to support communication has reached the 
status of “best practices” when programming for students with ASD 
and also for lots of other students with various communication, 
behavior or learning challenges. Since the original edition, the use of 
visual supports has been met with questions, myths and the sharing of 
personal experiences.  Many of these have been added to this book to 
demonstrate how the use of visual tools and supports has matured over 
time, while maintaining the basic principles laid out in the  
original book.

Now I’m On a Personal Mission 
I spend a lot of time sharing this important “Visual Strategies” 
message with parents and educators of individuals with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders:  Young children, school age, even adults.  
Although there is a targeted focus on autism, there is always effort to 
include a broad spectrum of students with a variety of communication 
or learning challenges who can benefit when visual strategies are 
integrated into their lives.

Over the years so many parents and educators have shared their 
success stories with me.  Their testimonies validate what I know.  
Here’s what one mom wrote. . .

	� I attended your seminar last week.  I found it very helpful.  Last 
night my son had his first Little League game (our city has a league 
specifically for challenged kids) and it didn’t take me long to realize 
that I had not done a good job in preparing him. 

	� I went home and went to work on a story complete with pictures 
we had just taken at the game.  I remembered you saying visual 
strategies didn’t have to be complicated -- just try one.
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	� This morning at the breakfast table I showed him  the story “Tommy 
plays baseball” and he was thrilled.  We talked about every aspect 
including how to recognize his team members and coaches by the 
color of their shirt.  He can’t wait to try again on Saturday.  

	� The whole thing took a short time and will hopefully make the 
experience better for everyone. 

	� You took something that had seemed daunting in the past and turned 
it into a reality for our family. 
Patty (Mom)

That was a simple solution for a major problem 
And if YOU’RE really ready to master the use of visual strategies to 
create a better communication and learning environment for your child 
or the students you work with, then you are holding the right book.  

My sole purpose for writing this book is to help you understand the 
powerful potential that using visual strategies offers for students.

I want to inspire you to immediately “shift your thinking”  
about communication so you really embrace the power  

of visual strategies for students with  
ASD and related learning needs.

If I can share some ideas with you that will help you become a better 
communication partner with these individuals, then my purpose will  
be fulfilled.

Are you a parent?  You can use visual strategies. 
Are you an educator?  You can use visual strategies. 
You don’t need to be a Speech-Language Pathologist to integrate visual 
strategies into your communication interactions with these students.  

But if you are a COMMUNICATION PARTNER  
with them, you MUST understand some important basic 
information about communication that will transform  

your relationship with those individuals  
with autism who are in your care.

I really believe that together we can make a difference for that child 
who is on your heart.  I know you can have success with visual 
strategies if you try. I hope you will. . .because this information is 
priceless. . .and it WILL change your life and the life of students in  
your care.

*Names in this book have been changed to provide individual privacy.
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Neurodiversity is a concept that has become better understood in the last few years. It 
embraces the range of differences in learning which lead to several diagnoses including 
ASD, ADHD, and Dyslexia.

What does Neurodiversity mean?

Advocates of neurodiversity frame the learning and thinking variations of these students 
as differences rather than labeling them as disabilities. 

Barry Prizant has clarified it like this . . . “I believe it is more advantageous to view 
autism as a difference along the range of human diversity (as in neurodiversity) . . . but 
differences associated with autism can also result in disabilities that impact quality of life 
and everyday activities . . .”

How to approach neurodiversity

In recent years there have been changes in how autism is diagnosed. Now, those with 
an ASD diagnosis represent a broader range of skills and abilities than those who were 
identified previously. 

Many autistic adults have become increasingly vocal about encouraging others to look at 
their learning profile as having unique ways of processing the world rather than as signs 
of a defect that needs fixing. That includes identifying their learning strengths.

For teachers and parents, the goal of this neurodiversity mindset is to focus on teaching 
needed skills, building on strengths and providing accommodations for areas of challenge, 
rather than concentrating solely on identifying disabilities to be fixed or cured. 

Communication needs to change

That’s why visual strategies become important. Visual supports help most students 
across the learning spectrum. No matter where an individual falls on that range of ability 
and the spectrum of learning differences, visual supports can become tools to help them 
gain success.

The struggle for parents and educators is identifying where each student resides on that 
wide spectrum of abilities and learning needs. Then the concept of visual strategies can 
be adapted to match that student’s individual needs.

It’s important to presume these students can learn. Our responsibility is to learn how to 
teach them most effectively. As communication partners, we recognize that WE have a 
responsibility to change what WE do so our students can change what THEY do.

A critical change is to recognize that communication is more than “just talking.” Visual 
strategies become a powerful addition to our communication “system.”

6
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Communication is complicated.  Effective communication does not 
just happen.  It takes considerable effort from both the sender and 
the receiver of information to ensure that communication attempts 
accomplish their intent.  Those who experience communication 
challenges can encounter exceptional difficulty participating in the 
communication process.  Fortunately, employing visual aids to support 
communication can significantly improve their ability to  
participate successfully.

Visual supports are things we SEE that enhance the communication 
process. Ranging from body movements to environmental cues, 
visual supports capitalize on a person’s ability to gain information 
from the sense of sight.  Visual supports are an integral part of the 
communication circle, enhancing effective receiving, processing, action 
and expression.  Efficient  use of visual supports is a critical part of a 
person’s communication system.  Visual supports include the  
following forms:

	 1. Body Language 
	 2. Natural Environmental Cues 
	 3. Traditional Tools for Organization and Giving Information 
	 4. Specially Designed Tools to Meet Specific Needs

C h a p t e r  I

What are visual supports?

What Is
Visually Mediated Communication?

What Is
Visually Mediated Communication?

We call them visual strategies, 
visual supports or visual tools.  
What they can become is a system 
that has many parts or pieces that 
work together to help individuals 
participate more effectively, 
successfully and independently in 
their social interactions and  
life routines.
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Body Language
The communication message is greatly affected by the use of natural 
and formalized body movements to communicate messages and clarify 
communication. They include: 

	 ■ facial expressions	
	 ■ body orientation and proximity 
	 ■ body stance 
	 ■ movement of body 
	 ■ reaching, touching, pointing 
	 ■ eye contact, eye gaze, gaze shift

The ability to interpret and use natural body signals significantly affects 
the effectiveness of the communication message.

Natural Environmental Cues
The environment naturally contains an abundance of visual 
information. Consider:

	 ■ furniture arrangement 
	 ■ location and movement of people and objects 
	 ■ printed material such as signs, signals, logos, labels, prices 
	 ■ written messages, instructions, choices, menus 
	 ■ directions on packages, machines, or in business locations

It is critical to be able to interpret the meaning of those things 
that we see in the environment to help us function effectively and 
independently.

Traditional Tools for Organization and Giving Information
Most people access or develop a variety of visual supports to help 
organize their lives. Think how you use:

	 ■ calendars, daily planners 
	 ■ schedules, TV guides, theater guides 
	 ■ shopping lists, notes, menus 
	 ■ signs, labels 
	 ■ maps 
	 ■ checkbooks, telephone books 
	 ■ assembly or operating instructions

Teaching the use of these common forms of visual tools can be a 
valuable part of the communication information system for students 
with communication impairments.  Frequently, these students need to 
be specifically taught to access information that other students learn to 
use more incidentally.
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Specially Designed Tools to Meet Specific Needs 
Many individualized tools can be designed to give the structure and 
information necessary to handle specific problems or situations. Some 
are variations of natural environment or traditional tools and others are 
unique designs developed to accomplish an identified need.  Chapters 2, 
3, 4, and 5 will provide details for many specially designed options.

I never thought about how much we use visual 
information.  Is that what this book is all about?
Yes, the primary focus of this book will be on exploring the development 
and use of environmental, traditional, and specially designed visual 
tools to improve communication.

Assessment guidelines and training suggestions are offered to provide 
a framework for making decisions about implementing these strategies.  
An endless variety of visual supports can become part of a student’s 
program, limited only by need and imagination.  The implementation of 
visual strategies should be considered as a part of any student’s well-
designed communication system.

 
The strategies presented here will help those who live with or work 
with students who experience moderate to severe communication 
handicaps.  Speech-Language Pathologists, classroom teachers, other 
educators, parents, and other caregivers will find useful information.  
Consultants, supervisors, and those who plan curriculum and 
programming can find application.

These ideas have many practical uses, not only in special education 
environments, but in regular education settings as well.  Many of 
the strategies discussed have application for all students, not just 
those with special needs.  As programming options such as inclusion 
and mainstreaming dominate the educational horizon,  educational 
environments for students (and educators) will undergo change.  The 
use of visual communication strategies can and should be considered as 
a viable means to enhance these settings.  As a student’s life crosses 
several environments, collaboration among the various people and 
environments will only enhance the success of the systems.

Visual tools provide the support necessary to raise students to 
increased levels of participation and independence.  Consequently, this 
book is for anyone who is facing the challenge of developing meaningful 
educational programming for students of varying needs.

Students who benefit from visual 
supports to improve communication 
include those who have received  
diagnoses such as: 
■ ADHD 
■ Autism 
■ Aphasia 
■ Asperger Syndrome 
■ Attention Deficit Disorder 
■ Behavior Disorder 
■ Bilingual   
■  Central Processing Disorder 
■ Cognitive Impairment 
■ Dyslexia 
■ Emotional Impairment 
■ Fragile X 
■ Learning Disability 
■ Language Delay 
■ Language Disorder 
■ Mental Impairment 
■ Pervasive Developmental Disorder 
■ Traumatic Brain Injury 
■ And More

Do not assume visual strategies are 
useful only for non-verbal students.  
Once you discover the many ways 
that visual supports can help 
students understand and organize 
their thinking, you’ll grasp that it 
doesn’t matter if student are verbal 
or non-verbal. 

Who is this book for?
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For the purposes of easy reading, this book frequently uses the 
word “teacher” to represent the student’s communication partner or 
caregiver, whoever that is.  Although a majority of the examples evolve 
around school environments, any of these strategies can be developed 
or adapted for any environment the student is in.

 
Originally these Visually Mediated Communication strategies were 
developed as part of the communication programming for students 
who experience autism.  It was observed that many of the students 
who receive that diagnosis demonstrated behavioral characteristics 
that appeared directly related to their communication abilities and 
inabilities.  In an attempt to assist the students in their educational 
performance, a variety of visual tools and strategies were added to 
their programming.  Most of these students demonstrated improved 
understanding and participation when their environments were 
enriched visually.

As the visual techniques have been disseminated, application has 
been found for many other students.  Those with virtually every 
disability label (except blind), including those who seem to defy 
traditional diagnostic descriptions, have demonstrated positive 
response to visual supports.  The techniques are working their way into 
preschools, kindergartens, and many regular education classrooms in 
various forms.  Through consultation designed to prepare classroom 
environments for the inclusion of students with special needs, regular 
education teachers are seeing the relevance of these strategies for all of 
their students.

My students are all verbal. Will they benefit from 
visual tools?
It does not matter if a student is verbal or nonverbal.  Yes, visual tools 
can be used to help students express themselves better.  But a primary 
focus in this book is to highlight how they can be used to improve 
understanding.  Visual supports give information, provide organization 
for independent functioning, assist behavior management and many 
other purposes.  In this book we explore a variety of ways that students 
can benefit from using visual strategies.

Do not discount these strategies 
because your students have not 
received a diagnosis of autism. 
What we have learned with one 
group of students is increasing 
our understanding about the 
learning styles of many of those 
who experience communication and 
learning difficulties. Students may 
demonstrate this learning style even 
if they have not been 
specifically diagnosed.

Do not assume a student 
understands just because he talks.  
Understanding requires taking in 
information, processing it, making 
meaning from it and choosing how 
to respond.  Even verbal students 
can experience difficulty with that 
whole communication process.

■  Preschool 
■ Kindergarten 
■ Elementary 
■ Middle School 
■ High School 
■ Adult

Who is this programming for?
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You are describing many students who can benefit.  
Are there any others?
Don’t forget to reevaluate the students who are described like this:

It is common to assume that students are comprehending and organizing 
more auditory information than they actually do.  Their performance 
irregularities are then attributed to behavior or effort.  Frequently, 
students who have earned diagnoses that suggest emotional or 
behavioral problems are described in those terms.  Many students from 
these groups have demonstrated improved performance using visual 
tools to assist in various areas of their lives.  Do not eliminate them 
from consideration.

Think of it like this:  The use of visual strategies acknowledges the 
visual strength of many students and develops systems and aids to 
assist them in using their strengths to overcome or circumvent some of 
their areas of difficulty.

“He understands everything I say.” 
❉ 

“He is too high skilled for that.” 
❉ 

“He is too low skilled for that.” 
❉ 

“He already knows that.” 
❉ 

“He wouldn’t use them.” 
❉ 

“He understands; he is just being bad” 
❉ 

“He knows what I want; he is just not 
paying attention”

The incidence of students with 
Autism Spectrum Disorders has 
continued to rise.  Year by year, 
school districts report significant 
increase in the number of students 
on the autism spectrum that 
require support services.  Since 
the educational trend has been 
to “mainstream” or integrate 
students with ASD into general 
education classrooms there is 
a continuing need for regular 
education teachers to become more 
knowledgeable about strategies and 
teaching techniques that will help 
those students be successful.  As 
educators become aware of how 
well visual strategies work for 
students with ASD, it becomes 
evident that these strategies can 
be wonderfully effective additions 
to the programming for other 
students. . .particularly those with 
communication challenges or other 
special learning needs.  When we 
learn more about how students with 
autism learn and understand, we 
can use those same strategies to 
help other students, too.
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Because they work!  Take the following test to gain a perspective about 
your own experiences.

VISUAL TOOL MINI TEST
Do you have a calendar that you write things on to help you organize 
your life? 

Do you have a list of “things to do” on your desk or refrigerator? 

Have you ever pointed to a picture in an advertisement or a menu to 
show someone what you want? 

Do you make up a shopping list before you go to the store? 

Do you ever read a sign to tell you what line to stand in or what door 
to exit from? 

Have you ever followed a recipe in a cookbook to create some 
delicious dinner entree?  Did you go back to that recipe each time you 
wanted to cook that item? 

Do you ever write notes to your family members reminding them to 
do things? 

Do you scan the menu to evaluate your choices before ordering in  
a restaurant? 

Have you ever made a check list for your children to help them 
remember to brush their teeth? 

Did you ever attach a note to your bathroom mirror to remind you to 
do something? 

Have you had the experience of assembling a new bicycle by following 
the “easy to follow-step by step” instructions?

Why do you use visual tools?
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If you answered yes to any of the above questions you have used Visual 
Communication Tools to help you organize your life, make a choice, 
communicate with others, or accomplish a task. We all use them as a 
part of our daily life.

Recall another experience: when you frequent your favorite fast food 
restaurant, do you find yourself looking up at the menu or the dessert 
display to check the choices, even though you already know what you 
are going to order? Why? What does looking at that menu do for you? 
You are using the visual tool to organize your thinking and affirm  
your selection.

We commonly use visual supports to organize our lives, get information 
and communicate. This book is about taking those same kinds of visual 
tools that we find helpful in everyday life and expanding the concepts 
for our students.  It is about using these aids to mediate or support their 
communication interactions.  It is about using visual supports to help 
organize their environments and facilitate their thinking and learning.

 
People who experience autism, who can describe their perceptual 
reactions to the world, reveal they experience difficulty attending to, 
modulating, or understanding auditory input.  One person described the 
difficulty she would encounter in some communication settings.  For 
example, a telephone conversation about an object in a different location 
was significantly more difficult for her than conversing in the location 
with that object present.  She could not understand what was being 
described to her over the telephone.  Once she went to the location to 
see it, she understood.  Others describe their hypersensitivity to sound 
or their inability to listen selectively.

THINK ABOUT THIS:  Our 
lives are bombarded with visual 
stimuli.  Companies have become 
sophisticated at designing signs, 
packaging, and logos to get us to 
recognize and remember them.  We 
live in a world filled with visual 
information designed to manipulate 
our actions.  Observe how visual 
our entertainment has become with 
TV, movies, computers and video 
games.  And don’t forget phones, 
iPods and an endless supply of 
digital toys.

Imagine what it feels like trying 
to listen to the championship 
ball game on the radio when the 
reception is awful. Another station 
keeps surfacing and the static is so 
loud that you can barely decipher 
what the announcer says. You have 
to lean toward the radio, close your 
eyes, and silence everyone around 
you while you strain to hear what 
is happening. Could this be even 
vaguely similar to the experience 
of students who have difficulty 
attending and comprehending 
auditory messages?

Why is visual communication important?
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Another person experienced difficulty answering questions that were 
not written down.  Still another described how difficult it is to attend to 
a conversation when there is background noise.  If there is something to 
look at, it is easier to focus on the conversation.  What they are really 
telling us is:

 
That statement holds true for most of our students who experience 
autism...and many of our other students with special needs...and other 
people who identify themselves as being visual learners.

Think about how many of those under our educational care display 
behaviors that earn descriptions such as: auditory impairment, 
distractible, attention deficit disorder, hyperactive, auditory processing 
problems, auditory memory deficit, etc., etc. For various reasons they 
have auditory disturbances, yet they live and learn in environments that 
are primarily auditory.  The most common way people communicate 
to these students is through the auditory channel.  At the same time 
many of these students display relative strengths in visual skills.  In 
fact, many of them have been observed to have visual memory or 
visual interpretation skills that appear far superior to their auditory 
performance. Why not maximize that strength?

When I

see it...

then I

understand

Do you have an answering 
machine? Isn’t it sometimes a 
challenge to decipher messages? 
What happens when people leave 
lots of specific information like 
names and addresses and phone 
numbers? Isn’t it nice to be able to 
replay that tape several times to 
get the details? Think about how 
life and school routines don’t easily 
provide instant replays.

Temple Grandin describes what it 
is like to live with her autism.  She 
writes, “ I THINK IN PICTURES.  
Words are like a second language 
to me.  I translate both spoken 
and written words into full-color 
movies. . .which run like a VCR 
tape in my head.  When somebody 
speaks to me, his words are 
instantly translated into pictures.  
Language-based thinkers often find 
this phenomenon difficult  
to understand. . .”1 

© QuirkRoberts Publishing

Our goal is to discover more about individual differences and individual 
strengths in learning style.  When we understand our student’s 
differences and strengths, we will be able to help them learn  
more efficiently.
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For a part of the answer, think about your own experience in this type 
of situation:

Have you ever gone to one of those nicer dining establishments where 
the waiter hands you a menu and then verbally tells you the six specials 
of the day in rapid succession (baked scrod a l’Orange...,etc.,etc.)?  
Given that situation, a very large percentage of people will listen to the 
specials and then ask to have the details repeated several times.  That 
verbal menu was a transient message.  It was difficult to process and 
difficult to remember because it came and went so quickly.

You may prefer to ignore the specials and look at the menu to order 
something from what is printed on it.  You can read through the 
choices, go back to the beginning again, and look around as much as 
you need to make the selection.  The words and pictures on that menu 
remain in  place as long as necessary for the decision to be made.  In 
addition, if the menu is in French and you can’t pronounce the name, 
you can point to your choice and the waiter will know what you want.  
The written menu is a non-transient message.  It remains fixed until you 
can accomplish your purpose with the information.

There is evidence that students who experience auditory processing 
problems have difficulty processing rapidly changing acoustic 
information.  That means the brief cues and rapid rates of the normal 
speech message present a severe challenge to these students.  Visual 
stimuli can provide non-transient messages that exist for the length 
of time it takes the student to process the information.  The visual 
message accommodates, in part, for the functioning style of  
these students. 

When you say “visual” I think of pictures.  Is that 
what you mean?
The term “visual” includes anything you see.  Body language, objects, 
and printed matter of any kind can become visual supports for 
communication.  These things will not be valuable, however, unless 
the student can derive meaning from them.  Students will realize the  
greatest  benefit from supports that are:

	 n easily recognized

	 n easily understood

	 n universally understood

Why are visual messages easier to understand 
than auditory messages?

“Sometimes people would have to 
repeat a particular sentence several 
times for me, as I would hear it in 
bits, and the way in which my mind 
had segmented their sentence into 
words left me with a strange and 
sometimes unintelligible message. It 
was a bit like when someone plays 
around with the volume 
switch on the TV.”2

Donna Williams 
Nobody Nowhere

“...my response to what people said 
to me would often be delayed as my 
mind had to take time to sort out 
what they had said. The more stress 
I was under, the worse it became.”3 

Donna Williams 
Nobody Nowhere

Did you ever experience this: 
the radio or television is on as 
“background noise.” All of a 
sudden you realize they are giving 
a phone number you need. By the 
time you hear and pay attention to 
the information, the speaker has 
completed that topic and is moving 
on to something else. There is no 
opportunity to do “instant replay.” 
Do our students feel like this?
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Why do these individuals function better visually?

Pictures are one of the most universal mediums. Think of how the 
advertising industry communicates messages to us. They catch our 
attention very effectively by using liberal doses of color, distinctive 
logos, photos, drawings, and a comparatively small amount of written 
text. Why try to reinvent the wheel?  Surely the dollars and research 
that have gone into developing their techniques are not modest.

Choosing the form of a visual support will depend on the student’s 
ability, the environment, and what is available. Chapter 8 will discuss 
this point in more detail. For now, just remember that any of the visual 
tools in this book can be developed in a variety of forms. Which form 
you choose needs to match the student’s ability level and what his 
current educational objectives dictate.

The process of taking in information, processing it, and making 
meaning of it for some form of output or response has the potential for 
breakdown at many stages.  There are probably many explanations.  
Consider these two descriptions to help understand what our targeted 
student might be experiencing.

	 1. Difficulty shifting and reestablishing attention 
	� Students with autism experience difficulty smoothly and accurately  

controlling the shifting and reestablishing of attention.  Current 	
research suggests that due to cerebellar deficiencies, their ability 
to modulate sensory input is affected.  The early acquisition of 	
social and communication skills requires the ability to quickly 
interpret the rapid and dynamic ebb and flow of social interaction.  
It requires very rapid selection, prioritizing, and processing, of 
information.  The nervous system of these students does not have 
the capacity to perform this function adequately.  Their resulting 
inability produces, at least in part, the early aloof and non engaged 
behaviors and the auditory inconsistencies described by 	
researchers of autism.  By contrast, these individuals display 
preference for things that are more invariant or more predictable.5 

This is what scientists know 
from their research about all of 
us “neurotypical” people.  Vision 
trumps all other senses.  Vision is 
probably the best single tool that 
we have for learning anything.4  
Please note that this fact does 
not have anything specifically to 
do with autism.  It has to do with 
all of us who are in the “general 
population.”  I wonder what 
that means for our students who 
experience some extra auditory 
challenges.
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	 2. �Difficulty attending to foreground sounds and blocking out 	
background noises

	      �One other phenomenon has been described.  In the typical 	
environment there are many simultaneous sound sources.  	
Intentional communication messages are competing with other 	
�choices: doors closing, papers shuffling, and other sounds 
from the environment.  The normal listener is able to focus 
his attention selectively on the communication message 
(foreground) while blocking out the background noise.  Some 
listeners, however, are unable to do that.  They perceive all 
auditory information at equal intensity.  Their inability to listen 
selectively results in a “sound reception machine” that is either 
all on or all off.  It is an inefficient system.

Now, recall our discussion of transient versus non-transient messages.  
Forms of communication such as speech, manual signs and gestures are 
transient:  they remain present for only a short period of time and then 
they are gone.  Tasks that require the sequential processing of transient 
information constitute an area of weakness for individuals with autism 
and many other communication disorders.  

In contrast, these students can demonstrate comparative strength with 
tasks that involve interpretation of non-transient stimulus (i.e. visual) 
that is processed in a “gestalt” fashion.  The term gestalt suggests 
interpretation of the message as a whole chunk rather than being 
subjected to analysis of component parts.6

To put it in other terms, gestalt means these students tend to 
understand the “big picture” or “whole” of something.  They may not be 
very skilled analyzing and interpreting the meaning of the subtle details 
or the parts of the whole.

Keeping in mind these styles of interpreting the environment, think 
about this: Consider the implications for a student who experiences 
difficulty shifting and reestablishing attention, trying to capture the 
essence of a transient auditory message in a noisy environment.  Add 
that to the “all-or-nothing” listening style he may experience.  Receiving 
that transient auditory message requires exactly the skills the student 
experiences difficulty with.  The result is an inefficient system for 
understanding the environment.  A spoken message may be completed 
before the student is focused enough to receive it.

Think about how you are able to 
focus your attention and block out 
auditory distractions. For example, 
can you read or have a conversation 
with someone while music is 
playing in the background? Many  
of our targeted students would  
not be able to manage those  
situations successfully.

There is a group of students who 
learn language differently. They do 
not follow the normal patterns for 
interpreting the speech of others 
or acquiring expressive speech. To 
them, language occurs in pieces or 
chunks for certain purposes but 
they lack the ability to effectively 
understand more specific word 
usage and more subtle word and 
grammatical differences. For 
example: when someone asks “How 
are you?” the student answers 
“fine”. If the question changes to 
“How old are you?” the student 
response to that may also be 
“fine”. If it is a routine to point 
to his empty milk carton and tell 
him to “put it in the wastebasket” 
he will follow that direction. If 
your direction changes to “put it 
on the counter” when you point to 
it, the carton could end up in the 
wastebasket. These students are 
gestalt learners. They learn big 
“chunks.” They do not adequately 
analyze those big chunks into 
smaller pieces.
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Conversely, the presentation of visual (non-transient) communication 
messages provides an opportunity for the child to engage his attention 
before the message disappears.  The stability of the visual message 
allows the element of time necessary for the student to disengage, 
shift, and re-engage attention.  As a result of this process, many of 
these students appear to understand what they see better than what 
they hear.  In addition, the visual message remains visible to enable the 
student to focus on it long enough or return to it as needed to establish 
memory for the message it is communicating.7

When you realize how many of those under our educational care 
display behaviors that earn descriptions such as auditory impairment, 
distractible, attention deficit disorder, hyperactive, auditory processing 
problems, auditory memory deficit, and so on, there are many reasons 
for disability.  Understanding at least a part of why they have difficulty 
can give some valuable insights for designing training programs.  For 
various reasons they have auditory disturbances, yet they live and learn 
in environments that are primarily auditory.  The most common way 
people communicate to these students is through the auditory channel.  
At the same time, many of these students display relative strengths in 
visual skills.  In fact, many of them have been observed to have visual 
memory or visual interpretation skills that appear far superior to their 
auditory performance.

Using visual tools to mediate communicate interactions, support 
understanding and give information provides a non-transient foundation 
that is essential for more effective communication and participation.  
It builds on a student’s strengths rather than placing more demands 
on their area of greatest difficulty.  When visual tools are used to give 
these students information and directions, student comprehension 
increases significantly.  For many individuals with moderate to severe 
communication difficulties, the use of visually supported communication 
is much more effective and efficient than just talking to them.

These students may respond 
adequately to brief phrases or 
routine directions, however they 
find it difficult, if not impossible, to 
understand more complex language. 
They learn better with visual than 
with auditory cues. A common 
teaching technique is to expand 
language output, using expanded 
descriptions and directions. This is 
just the opposite of what these  
students need.

Expressive communication 
problems are frequently obvious and 
fairly easy to identify.  In contrast, 
it is more difficult to evaluate how 
a student establishes attention, 
processes information and 
organizes its meaning.  Observing 
environmental supports - things 
they can see – helps many students 
compensate for their difficulty 
understanding what they hear.

Imagine a teacher or parent giving a 
direction to a student.  The student 
does not respond immediately.  
How long does the average teacher 
or parent wait before repeating a 
request or direction?  Two seconds?  
Three?  Four?

Some students demonstrate what 
we call “slow processing.” It takes 
longer than normal for them to take 
in the information, make meaning 
from it, and then formulate a 
response. Imagine what happens if 
constant repetition of the request 
interrupts that process and results 
in the student starting from the 
beginning again each time the 
process is interrupted.
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This is finally making sense. I am beginning to 
understand.  Are we talking about both my verbal 
and non verbal students?
It is easy to make a judgement about a student’s communication ability 
by observing his ability to talk, or use other means to express himself.  
Remember, expression is only one part of the communication cycle.

The use of visual communication tools is not determined by a student’s 
ability to talk.  These tools are valuable with both verbal and nonverbal 
students.  Their use is determined in part by the students ability to take in 
information and make meaning from it.

The suggestion is to refocus attention on understanding as it relates 
to student behavior and learning.  The visual communication tools 
suggested in this book should be viewed as tools to enhance both 
receptive and expressive skills.  Many of them are established as 
receptive tools; tools to give students information.  Then as a secondary 
benefit they are used by the student to enhance his expressive attempts.

This book is about recognizing the relative strengths and weaknesses 
of these students and making adjustments in their communication 
environments to accommodate for that.  It is about using visual tools to 
mediate and enhance the communication process.  It is about creating 
environments where communication interactions will be more effective 
and more efficient.

Don’t teachers already do this?
When observing educational environments it is common to observe a 
few visual aids.  Many people use a few visual tools: few people use many.  

Few people use visual tools and strategies as consistently and with 
as much emphasis on integrating them into the fiber of classroom 
communication and instruction as could be done.  

We have many reasons for using visual supports for the benefit of 
students with communication challenges. But keep in mind that 
creating a learning environment with strong visual supports will help  
all students.  

Research demonstrates that vision is probably the best single tool that 
all students have for learning anything.  Educators should understand 
that pictures are valuable tools to transfer information.  Pictures grab 
our attention and become useful for communicating information for 
all of us, not just students with communication challenges or special 
learning needs.8

A student’s ability to speak does 
not determine the need for visual 
supports. The decision is related to 
the student’s ability to understand. 
Visual aids can be valuable for both 
verbal and non-verbal students.

Many students do understand the 
specific words that are spoken. It’s 
not that they don’t understand the 
language that is being used.  But 
they still have difficulty.  For them, 
visual supports provide benefit by 
helping them focus their attention, 
process information more rapidly, 
organize their thinking, stay on 
task, ignore distractions and  
much more so they can  
participate effectively.

It is not unusual for people to 
assume students understand more 
than they actually do. Verbal 
students who use a lot of echolalia 
can be particularly deceiving. Just 
because they can talk, it does not 
mean they understand everything. 
Their appearance of linguistic 
capability can distort the  
perception of their overall  
communicative ability.
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I am glad you asked.  When the use of visual strategies is mentioned, 
the topic of sign language generally emerges.  After all, sign language 
is visual.

In the context of this book, the development of visual communication 
strategies stresses two main goals.

	 Goal 1: Communicate in a medium that is non-transient.

Remember, the effectiveness of visual supports comes, in large part, 
because the tools offer a non-transient message that accommodates for 
the processing time necessary for many students.  Manual signing is a 
transient signal...it moves...it is there, and then it is gone.

	� Goal 2: Use symbols that are universally understood and 	
quickly recognized by anyone who is using them.

Sign language is not universally understood.  In fact, even people 
who have some training in sign language can become confused by the 
different sign languages and the inaccurate sign production of students.  
Although the use of signing has its place in many communication 
systems, it also has its limitations.

What are the benefits?
Learning manual signs has been the introduction to intentional 
communication for some students.  There are many reports of nonverbal 
students whose communication worlds have been unlocked through 
the use of sign.  Interestingly, some nonverbal students have begun to 
talk after being taught to produce manual signs; as if the manual motor 
movements “prime the pump” for oral motor movement.

From a receptive point of view, pairing signs with verbal directions 
to students is often an effective way of capturing their attention.  
Compared to other communication tools, your hands are always there; 
they can’t be misplaced.  They are not inconvenient to carry around.  
For those who will be living in an environment where sign is a primary 
form of communication (i.e., the hearing impaired community) the 
system offers students who are cognitively capable, the ability to 
communicate with a sophisticated system.

What about sign language? 
Sign language is a visual medium.
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What are the problems?
Consider the profile of students with communication disorders.  
Remember, many of them are not able to effectively process transient 
information.  In addition, they may have difficulties in language 
comprehension, motor planning, attending, understanding abstract 
representations, memory, and many other supporting skills.  As 
educational programs have promoted the development of manual 
signing, some of the positive results have been balanced  
with difficulties.

	 ■ Students with motor difficulties are not able to replicate the 	
	    fine motor movements necessary for  many signs.

	 ■ Motor and memory difficulties result in students producing their 	
    	     own personal versions of signs.

	 ■ Many students are not able to effectively interpret the subtle 	
	    differences in signs if introduced to too many.

	 ■ Those students who learn larger sign vocabularies may actually 	
	    be able to effectively use them with fewer people because the 	
	    people they are communicating with don’t know their 		
	    vocabulary.

	 ■ Students who have a non-transient, gestalt, concrete learning 	
	    style are trying to learn a transient, analytical, abstract system.

	 ■ Sign language is not a universally understood system.  Everyone 	
    	    does not know sign-particularly in the community outside the 	
	    school environment.

I was involved in a conversation with a family who wanted their young 
nonverbal autistic child to learn sign language. The family members did 

not know any signs and were not inclined to learn.

Their child does not have a “signing community,” so he would have very 
few people in his life who know his communication system.

I made a recommendation to use a visual/picture communication system 
with this child. Picture systems are more easily understood by all 

communication partners, so they can increase, rather than decrease, the 
number of people the child can communicate with. 

The request for sign language 
training often stems from 
familiarity with signing interpreters 
that we see on TV, in religious 
services or other community 
settings. 
It’s important to remember who the 
child’s communication partners are 
and what forms of communication 
they are comfortable with. 
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Does that mean I shouldn’t use signs? 
No, but it means that it is necessary to plan a student’s communication 
system carefully so it will work well for him.  If using signs is a 
consideration for part of a student’s communication system the 
selection should be balanced with the need for non-transient messages, 
universal meaning, and concrete presentation provided by the use of 
other visual tools and aids.  An effective communication system can 
contain elements of both systems.

In  the average classroom, the majority of communication between 
teachers and students is verbal.  Home and community experiences 
are no different.  We know that many of these students perform better 
visually than auditorily, yet they live and learn in environments where 
the primary mode of communication challenges their weaker skills a 
majority of the time.

Since classrooms are primarily auditory, how do 
these students respond?
It is not uncommon for teachers and caregivers of students with autism 
and those experiencing communication disorders or behavior problems 
to make observations about the student’s style of participation.  
Common descriptions include:

	 “He is really inconsistent.”

	 “She just does what she wants.”

	 “He manipulates everyone.”

	 “She doesn’t pay attention.”

	 “He ‘tunes out’ all the time.”

	 “He is so rigid that he follows the routine, even when things change.”

	 “She can’t handle change.”

	 “He really has behavior problems when we do something new.”

What is the typical classroom (or communication 
environment) like?

Language processing is a complex 
process.  There are limits to 
how rapidly the central nervous 
system in school-aged children can 
accomplish the task.  

Some interesting research reveals 
that (typically developing) children 
can process about 120 words 
per minute with a fair degree 
of accuracy.  It has also been 
determined that many classroom 
teachers and parents deliver 
information at about 150-160 
words  per minute.  Think about the 
disconnect.  Then they wonder  
why the students are not  
responding appropriately.  

Typically developing high school 
students “speed up” to be able to 
process around 145 words per 
minute. That still isn’t fast enough 
to deal with “fast talkers.”9

Remember, these numbers reflect 
the functioning of typically 
developing students, not those with 
learning challenges.  Think about 
what can happen for those students 
who have difficulty focusing their 
attention, have auditory processing 
problems or other learning 
challenges.
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These same observers are apt to describe the student’s ability to listen:

	 “He understands everything I say but he is just being bad.”

	 “He knows exactly what I want.”

	 “He understands me.  He is just being stubborn.  He’ll do it when he 	
	 wants to.”

Even inconsistent student performance and participation 
convinces teachers that the student understands. Lack of 
compliance with directions is then interpreted as a behavior that the 
student is choosing.

Careful observation of these students reveals many of them experience 
significant difficulty effectively using the auditory information around 
them.  The problem is not hearing acuity, but the process of attending 
to, receiving, processing, and making meaning from what is heard 
and then acting upon that information.  As we critically watch these 
students function, we realize that they rely heavily on gestural and 
other visual cues and established routines in their environment for 
information.  Their comprehension of the demands in their environment 
is based more on piecing together environmental visual information and 
expected routines rather than understanding specific verbal messages.10

Can you give me an example?
Here is one:

Joan arrives home from school and is standing in the hallway.  Mother 
takes her by the hand and leads her to the closet and says, “Take off 
your coat and put your lunch box in the kitchen.” Joan follows the 
directions.  Is Joan responding to the words or performing a routine 
when given a cue to begin?

Here’s another example:

Mark begins to help clean off the table after lunch.  When he picks up 
a cup, the teacher tells him to put it in the sink while pointing to the 
sink.  Mark puts it in the sink.  What cues is he responding to?  Is he 
receiving more information from the teacher’s speech or the objects and 
gestures he sees?

What about this situation:

The teacher hands Mary an empty milk carton and tells her to put it on 
the teacher’s desk.  Mary carries the empty carton to the waste basket 
and throws it away.  What cues have meaning for Mary?  She responded 
with a learned routine that she associated with that carton.

As educators, those of us who 
are students of “language” may 
have been trained in the strategies 
of “language stimulation” 
and “language expansion”.  
Functionally, that can translate 
into “talking a lot”.  The less 
the child does, the more we talk.  
Observation of real life interactions 
reveals lots of students are being 
bombarded with more language than 
they can hope to comprehend.

After an audiological evaluation 
(hearing test) this is what the 
audiologist told the parents.  Your 
son does not have a hearing acuity 
problem.  He can hear sounds 
just fine.  What he really has is 
an understanding language and 
communication problem.  He 
doesn’t always understand what  
he hears.  
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Does that mean we should teach students not to 
follow those cues?
Is it bad that these students are attending to gestural and situational 
cues?  Of course not!  All communicators rely heavily on visual 
information to accurately interpret messages.  This is how researchers 
describe the normal communication message.  They say it is:

	 55% visual	 ❑ things we see like: 
			   ✔ gestures 
			   ✔ facial expressions 
			   ✔ body movement 
			   ✔ objects in the environment 

	 37% vocal	 ❑ vocal intonation 
		  ❑ rate 
		  ❑ intensity or volume 

	 7% verbal	 ❑ the actual words that are spoken 11 

If we have established that our targeted students understand auditory 
information even less than normal listeners, consider what a small part 
verbal language may actually be in their comprehension  
of communication.

Lack of cooperation or lack of independence may really be the result 
of those students not understanding fully what is expected of them 
or what is going to happen.  They may be accurately interpreting only 
fragments of the communication message.  It is helpful to observe if 
students with communication disorders can utilize and make sense of 
supporting information.  It is also helpful to have a sense of how much 
of the verbal part of the message they comprehend.  Understanding 
which cues have the most impact on a student’s comprehension will 
significantly affect programming and training goals.

Pay attention to students who are 
described like this:
■ He is just manipulative.
■ He acts like he is deaf.
■ She’s inconsistent.
■ He is very distractible.
■ She’s off in another world.
■ He does just what he wants to.
■ She doesn’t pay attention.
■ �I know he understands-he just 

doesn’t want to do it.
■ She understands everything I say. 
■ �Sometimes he clicks and 

sometimes he doesn’t.
■ She doesn’t like to listen.
■ She is being stubborn.
■ �He can do other things so he 

should be able to do this.
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How can I use this information? 
What should I think about so I will meet the needs 

of these students?
CONSIDER THIS: 

Think of these students as 90% visual and 10% auditory.  These 
numbers are not based on significant statistical evidence, but rather, 
on observation.  The numbers serve only to establish a mind set...
an attitude.  How would you communicate with them if they were 
90% visual and 10% auditory?  How would you educate them?  Many 
students function that way even if their hearing acuity is normal.

Does that mean that changing my program will give 
my students communication skills that are  
age appropriate?
As professionals working with students with special needs, we would 
like to remediate or eliminate their areas of difficulty.  Frequently, we 
are not in the business of “fixing” or “curing” kids.  There is a part of 
disability or an identified learning style that may always be there.  The 
goal of education will be maximizing the student’s individual ability.  
Toward that end, three goals are appropriate and realistic.

1.  Teach Skills 
We need to help students maximize the skill potential they do have.  
They need to learn strategies to make their communication interactions 
as effective, as efficient, as universal, and socially acceptable as possible.

2.  Teach Compensatory Strategies 
Students who learn to use visual supports to help them accomplish 
their goals will benefit from increased participation and greater 
independence.  That independence is certainly a long term  
educational goal.

3.  Modify Environments for Maximum Learning 
Utilize the knowledge we have about how these students learn.  
Modifying environments and creating teaching strategies so they have 
an opportunity to learn more efficiently will maximize their 
learning time.

How would you educate someone 
who was 90% visual and 10% 
auditory?
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These thoughts suggest some rethinking about the 
programming goals for my students.
Be encouraged to look at your students and their learning environments 
through the “eye of communication.”  Consider both receptive and 
expressive elements when evaluating communication participation.  
Consider the use of visual supports as an option when needed to 
mediate communication or create environmental supports.  The 
implementation of visual supports will be one of the pieces of a 
comprehensive communication system.

There is a lot to think about.  Where do I begin?
Let’s start surveying samples of visual tools and exploring 
how they are used. Visual supports can be used to accomplish many 
different purposes.  We will begin to discover a wide variety of ways we 
can use visual strategies to help students learn and participate in home 
and school routines more successfully.

The typical environment relies on 
verbalization as the primary mode 
of communication. Communication 
can become more efficient for some 
students by capitalizing on their 
visual strengths.

At the risk of sounding like a 
“magic cure” it is safe to state that 
almost all students can benefit from 
some forms of visual tools used 
as a part of their communication 
systems.

REMEMBER:  Neurodiverse students may not listen at the same speed 
as the speaker is talking. 

This go-kart works fine. It just doesn’t go fast enough to keep up with all 
the other cars on the road.

That’s what the experience of these students can be like. The environment 
is moving faster than their ability to take in all of the information 
and then make meaning of everything. They probably miss parts of 
communication messages intended for them.

The go-kart works fine. 
It just doesn’t go as fast as the other cars on the freeway.
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Visual tools are created for a purpose: they are developed as a means 
to support communication.  When a communication problem exists, a 
consistent communication breakdown occurs, an environment needs 
to be organized, or behavior needs to be modified, visual tools can be 
implemented to assist the process.  The intent of this section is to 
provide a wide variety of samples in various forms to stimulate your 
thinking.  The samples have been selected to demonstrate their use 
across a span of ages and ability levels.

This part will be organized into four sections to help describe the 
visual options:

	 ■ Tools to Give Information

	 ■ Aids to Give Effective Directions

	 ■ Visual Strategies to Organize the Environment

	 ■ Mediating Communication Between Environments

Examples will be included to demonstrate how to develop tools to 
meet specific needs.  It should be noted that there will be some 
natural overlap between sections.  Many of the tools suggested can be 
developed to serve more than one function.

What student age and ability level is appropriate 
for these tools?
Any idea can be customized to provide support at a level appropriate 
for individual needs.  The ideas presented here have been adapted to 
work with students ranging from toddlers to adults.  These strategies 
have application for students ranging in ability from severe mental 
impairment to gifted.  Most students will benefit from the concrete 
structure provided by many of these tools.

It is recommended that you think of some target students as you browse 
through the samples.  In the beginning, consider how the general 
ideas would have application to your student’s situations.  The specific 
format needed for individual use will vary depending on a number of 
considerations.  Part IV will discuss more specifically how to assess 
your students, analyze your environment, and plan the details of tools 
you decide to use.

There are so many new technology 
devices available.  Be sure to 
consider how they can be adapted 
for use for communication purposes 
they may not be originally intended 
for.  New Apps (downloadable 
applications) continue to be 
developed that offer what seems 
like unlimited options for creating 
and presenting visual supports for 
students.  They can be particularly 
useful for older students who have 
the maturity and skills to operate 
those devices successfully.  Most of 
the ideas and strategies presented 
in the following chapters can be 
adapted into electronic formats 
when appropriate.  Part IV in this 
book will discuss the possibilities 
for tapping technology while 
implementing visual strategies.
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A major function of communication is to give information.  In the typical 
school or home environment:

	 ■ a majority of the information is given verbally

	 ■ �it is frequently assumed that the students already know or 
remember specific information

	 ■ �the assumption that students already know results in 
information not being given at all.

Visual aids such as schedules and calendars are tools whose primary 
function is to give information in a logical, structured, sequential form.  
Most people use some of these types of supports to organize their own 
daily lives.  Our targeted students benefit from their use, too.  Since 
these tools in traditional forms may not give enough information for 
some students, adaptations and enhancements increase the amount of 
information available, to make them more meaningful.

Giving information to students in a concrete visual form helps them 
handle the many happenings during a day that can cause confusion 
or frustration.  It gives them the structure necessary to better handle 
those situations that are difficult for them.

Tools To Give InformationTools To Give Information
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Presenting information in a visual form:

	 ■ helps establish and maintain attention 
	 ■ gives information in a form that the student can quickly and 	
	    easily interpret 
	 ■ clarifies verbal information 
	 ■ provides a concrete way to teach concepts such as time, 		
	    sequence, cause/effect 
	 ■ gives the structure to understand and accept change 
	 ■ supports transitions between activities or locations

SCHEDULES
Using scheduling devices provides one of the greatest returns for your 
effort when setting up a  smoothly running classroom.  There are so 
many benefits in improved student understanding and cooperation.  The 
schedules help the classroom become more organized, which helps 
students perform more consistently.

But my students know our routine.  Is a schedule 
really necessary?
It is easy to assume students know their schedules and routines.  In 
reality they frequently don’t, or they don’t remember, or they forget, 
or are not sure, or they don’t want to do what they are supposed 
to be doing, or they get distracted, etc.,etc.  Schedules help clarify 
communication between staff and students.  They are useful for 
redirecting students back to the activity of the moment.  In addition, 
the schedule can be the foundation point for many of the other 
communication tools used in the environment.

 The schedule gives the student information such as:

	 ■ what is happening today (regular activities) 
	 ■ what is happening today(something new,  
      different, unusual) 
	 ■ what is not happening today 
	 ■ what is the sequence of events 
	 ■ what is changing that I normally expect 
	 ■  when it is time to stop one activity and move  
      on to another one

Here is something that may seem 
“strange” to you. Many people 
report that even when students 
“know” the schedule, putting 
it in a visual form becomes a 
“calming” technique that gives them 
reassurance and helps them to relax 
and become less stressed.

Imagine being on one of those 
whirlwind package tours of Europe;
sixteen cities in 7 days. You 
discover the tour agent forgot 
to give you an itinerary. Every 
day you don’t know where you 
are going, what you are going to 
see or when you are going to eat. 
Frustrating? That is how many of 
our students feel about life on a 
daily basis. It is one of the reasons 
we see students cling to ritual 
and routine.
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SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM:  Chris climbs off the bus at 
8:00 in the morning.  He longingly eyes the 
lunch box he is carrying and announces he 
wants lunch. When the teacher tells him 
he has to wait until lunch time to eat it, he 
initiates a long temper tantrum.

SOLUTION:  A verbal retort like “You 
can’t eat now.  You have to wait until 
lunch time,” won’t pacify Chris.  When is 
that?  To help him understand, develop a 
daily schedule to guide him through the 
sequence of events that lead up to lunch.  
Then, when he wants his lunch in the 
morning, you can refer to the schedule to 
show him what activities need to occur 
before lunch.  The schedule will help 
establish a routine to be followed that is clear 
to Chris.

PROBLEM: Karl knows that he goes to gym 
every day after lunch.  On days that the gym 
teacher is absent, Karl has a tantrum because 
the routine is changed and he doesn’t get  
to go.

SOLUTION: Create Karl’s daily schedule 
with gym in it.  Then visually show him there 
is a change by crossing out or covering up 
gym and showing the alternate activity.  Let 
Karl participate in the changing of the item in 
the schedule to help him understand it.



PROBLEM: Sarah has difficulty doing the same activities as the rest 
of the class.  When it is time for one activity to stop and another one to 
start, she is apt to resist the change.  Instead of staying with the group 
during an activity, she wanders around the room or runs to the play 
area to pull out toys.

SOLUTION: Use the schedule to engage Sarah in establishing a routine 
for changing activities.  When it is time to change, go to the schedule 

to remove the last activity and identify what comes 
next.  Use the schedule to redirect Sarah back to 
the current activity if she leaves it.  Show her and 
tell her, “the schedule says_____.”

32
Schedules Visual Strategies For Improving Communication



33
SchedulesTools to Give Information

HOW TO CREATE A DAILY SCHEDULE
1. DIVIDE THE DAY INTO SEGMENTS 
Identify segments that are noticeably different to the student.  For 
example, note:

	 ■ changes from one room to another

	 ■ �changes in location within the classroom (from the big table 
to individual desks or from sitting on carpet squares in one 
corner to a circle of chairs across the room)

	 ■ changes in activity that use different materials

	 ■ changes in staff

It is not necessary or possible to list every single activity in a day.  
That would make the schedule too cumbersome.  Select the major 
activities; what is most noticeable or meaningful to the student.  How 
much you include will depend on what your students will understand.  
Remember, mini-schedules can be developed to detail specific time slots 
or individual activities.  (See Mini-Schedules, page 39)

2. GIVE EACH SEGMENT A NAME 
Make sure the names of the segments convey some idea about the 
location or overall activity from the student’s perspective.   
Try names like:

	 Schedule Time	 O.T.	 Music 
	 Jobs	 Work Time	 Cooking 
	 Lunch	 Make Lunch	 Clean Up 
	 Math Corner	 Bathroom	 Circle Time 
	 Aerobics	 Video Games	 Group Time 
	 Independent Work Time 	 Gym	 Leisure 
	 Break	 Game Time	 Library 
	 Shopping	 Seat Work	 Art Table 
	 Computer Lab	 Room 16	 Music 
	 Today At School	 Mrs. Sohn’s Room	 Training Trip
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Some activity names are very specific (Aerobics).  Others can be more 
generic (Work Time) where different activities may be included in that 
time slot on different days.

It is surprising how many classrooms glide from one activity to another 
without giving students specific names for what is occurring.  Think 
about what things you do that you do not give a name, or that are called 
different names at different times.

Special needs for individual students can be added to the main schedule 
or to their individual schedules:

	 Take Your Pills	 Bathroom	 O.T.

3. SELECT A REPRESENTATION SYSTEM 
Pick a form that is easily recognized by your students.  You want them 
to be able to identify the items quickly and consistently.  Students will 
benefit more from scheduling activities if recognizing the symbols is as 
effortless as possible.  When creating a schedule for the whole class, 
choose a form that will be easily interpreted by all the students.  It is 
better to use a simpler format that everyone can understand, rather 
than make it more complex and miss connecting with part of  
the group.

Consider using:

	 ■ written words

	 ■ pictographs, line drawings

	 ■ photographs

	 ■ signs, logos, objects

Combinations of words and some form of graphics is frequently the 
best choice.  When using pictures, label them with the exact words you 
will use to refer to the activity.  Many pictures that come from picture 
books or language programs are already labeled for different purposes.  
Change the words on the pictures to accurately represent what you say 
when you communicate with that picture.  Labeling the items increases 
their effectiveness because:

	 ■ �everyone will use consistent terminology when referring 
to activities.  The combined system results in more rapid 
recognition for most students.

	 ■ �many students will learn to read the words that accompany 
the pictures.
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4.  SELECT A FORMAT 
Who is it for: 
	 ■ group schedule 
	 ■ individual schedule 
	 ■ both

How will it get a perspective of time: 
	 ■ does it need specific times to coordinate with bells and school 	
	    functions 
	 ■ is sequence of activities more important than specific times for 	
	    student understanding 
	 ■ some of each

What will it look like: 
	 ■ wall chart 
	 ■ photocopied and passed out 
	 ■ in a book, folder, or 3-ring binder 
	 ■ in plastic strips or pages 
	 ■ written on paper to fold for a pocket 
	 ■ to fit in a wallet 
	 ■ hang on a clipboard 
	 ■ written on the blackboard

How big does it need to be: 
	 ■ big enough to see from across the room 
	 ■ small enough to fit in a pocket 
	 ■ maneuverable enough for small hands 
	 ■ “normal” enough so it doesn’t attract unusual attention 
	 ■ portable enough to meet individual mobility needs

Where will it be located: 
	 ■ hang on a wall 
	 ■ place on desk or table 
	 ■ carry in a pocket 
	 ■ carry in personal folder or binder or book 
	 ■ other

How mobile does it need to be: 
	 ■ students stay in one classroom most of the time 
	 ■ students move to several locations
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5.  �DECIDE HOW THE STUDENTS WILL PARTICIPATE IN 
SCHEDULE PREPARATION AT THE BEGINNING 
OF THE DAY 
The students should begin each day with some form of activity 
giving them the opportunity to create and discuss their daily 
schedule.  Participating in the assembly of the schedule is 
important. Students internalize the information better if they 
actively participate, rather than just looking at something prepared 
by another person.

What will the activity be: 
	 ■ teacher writes or assembles schedule for the class 
	 ■ student watches and discusses with teacher 
	 ■ student copies schedule with pencil & paper or types it into 	
		  computer or electronic device 
	 ■ student assembles own picture schedule in holders, copying 	
 		  master schedule 
	 ■ student photocopies teacher schedule

How will schedule preparation be handled: 
	 ■ an individual activity 
	 ■ a group activity

REMEMBER: Having the student participate in the assembly of the 
schedule in some way is a critical part in helping him orient to the 
activities of the day.  The way this activity is handled will depend on 
student age and ability to understand, but active participation is one of 
the most valuable elements of using a schedule system.

6.  �DECIDE HOW THE SCHEDULE WILL BE USED 
THROUGHOUT THE DAY  
The teacher or the student indicates when the activity is over by 
referring back to the schedule.

Develop an activity routine: 
Follow some routine motor action to acknowledge the transition.

	 ■ cross off or check off what was completed 
	 ■ turn the picture over 
	 ■ take the completed item off the chart 
	 ■ identify next activity
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	 ■ point to new activity and use a verbal routine 
	 ■ move to new activity 
	 ■ �carry schedule picture or object or other visible cue to guide 

	transition to new location if necessary

Develop a verbal routine: 
Make the process of using and changing the schedule a language 
activity.  Either the teacher or the student should talk through the 
change of activity.

Use a verbal script to accompany the motor routines  (suggested above). 
“Leisure time is finished.  Time for Work Stations.”  This procedure 
helps students attend to the transition.  It teaches them an organized 
routine that they will be able to follow to handle situations more 
independently.

Encourage students to actively participate in the verbal routine.  Even 
nonverbal or limited verbal students should be a part of this.  Try 
using a fill-in-the-blank type activity.  “Leisure time is finished.  Time 
for_____.”  Make sure students take their turn to fill in the blank with 
whatever means they have.  Their turn might be removing the picture, 
a gesture or a vocalization.  What is important is to produce something 
when it is their turn.  Many students have acquired a significant 
functional vocabulary from the repetitive use of the verbal scripts in this 
activity.

Students who have more language will engage in communication 
beyond the simple script.  Talk about what is finished and what comes 
next.  This is a good time to discuss:

	 ■ what will happen

	 ■ where to go

	 ■ what material will be needed

	 ■ what rules to follow
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7.  HOW TO USE THE SCHEDULE 
	 ■ follow it 
	 ■ if you are not going to follow it-change it 
	 ■ make it an essential part of the daily routine 
	 ■ continually refer back to it when communicating about  
           its information 
	 ■ treat it as a valuable tool 
	 ■ allow enough time in your plans to use it effectively 
	 ■ allow it to guide the structure of your environment 
	 ■ �use it as a source to stimulate conversation and  

language enrichment

REMEMBER: Integrating the schedule into the flow of daily activity 
will maximize its value.

8.  USE THE SCHEDULE TO COMMUNICATE WITH OTHERS 
The daily schedule is a terrific resource to help students improve their 
ability to communicate about their lives to other people.  The schedule 
can serve as a tool to support communicating information to people in 
different environments.

	 ■ use the schedule as a tool to support communication with others 
	 ■ take home the schedule or a copy of the schedule 
	 ■ �use the schedule to help create a form of  

home-school communication

Mediating Communication Between Environments (Chapter 5) 
will elaborate on ways to use schedule information to enhance 
communication opportunities.

The most artistic, beautiful, 
wonderful schedule will not achieve 
its potential unless it is used as an 
integral part of the daily program.
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MINI-SCHEDULES
The daily schedule helps to guide the students through the major 
segments and transitions of his day.  It is too cumbersome to include 
every activity and movement in that main daily schedule.  MINI-
SCHEDULES are practical and convenient systems to supplement the 
daily schedule.  The mini-schedule directs the choices or sequence of 
activities during a shorter time segment or a particular activity period.

Example:  The daily schedule indicates it is time for COOKING.  The 
student goes to his mini-schedule to find that during food preparation 
time he is going to 1)make a sandwich, 2)make ice tea, and 3)set  
the table. 

Mini-schedules can be in the same format as the daily schedule but they 
do not need to be.  Since the mini-schedule is used to guide a smaller 
portion of the day, it is possible to include considerably more detail as 
necessary to accomplish the goals.

Isn’t it going to be confusing having all those 
schedules floating around?
Not if they are well coordinated.  An effective system of organization is 
to label the mini-schedule with the same symbol that is represented on 
the daily schedule.  Then the student learns to identify the activity on 
the main schedule and look for the mini schedule that has that same 
symbol.  There is an obvious relationship between the two.  It will 
be important to have a storage location to keep tools so they can be 
accessed easily when needed.

What do the mini-schedules accomplish?
There are two main purposes.

1. �Like the daily schedules, they give the student information about the 
activities that will be occurring.

2. �The mini-schedules provide an excellent structure to teach 
independent work habits.  As students master the ability to 
transition from one activity to another by following the schedule, that 
procedure can be expanded to teach them to work for longer periods 
of time with less supervision.

Store mini-schedules in the location 
where they will be used. If you have 
a mini-schedule to help you with the 
morning dressing routine, keep it in 
the bedroom. If the mini-schedule is 
for a specific work time at school, 
store it with the materials that are 
used for that task or series  
of tasks.
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SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Jake demonstrates a variety of 
behavior problems when going through the 
transition of getting off the school bus and into his 
classroom.  He frequently won’t carry his school 
bag, sits down on the sidewalk or attempts to run 
away from staff.  Since he hasn’t even gotten into 
the school building he hasn’t had an opportunity to 
put together his daily schedule to give him  
some structure.

SOLUTION: Create a mini-schedule that contains 
the steps necessary to get from the bus to the 
classroom.  It seemed that Jake got so carried 
away by his behaviors and manipulations during 
the transition process that he forgot what he was 
actually supposed to be doing.  By showing and 
telling Jake what the next step was, it helped 
him ignore the distractions and focus on what his 
next purposeful action should be.  The staff had 
Jake carry the mini-schedule and referred to it 
frequently, reiterating what they were doing as 
they were performing each step of the sequence.

go to your
locker

hang your
backpack

hang your
coat

put your notebook
in the basket
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PROBLEM: Paul has trouble staying on task to follow the classroom 
routines.  When he needs to accomplish a sequence of steps to manage 
a routine, he gets distracted by the air conditioner, the computer, and 
other objects in the environment.  Regular routines such as coming into 
school in the morning are frustrating because Paul needs a lot more 
direction and redirection than the other students.

SOLUTION: Develop mini-schedules to guide Paul through his daily 
routines to develop more independence.

Schedule and Mini-schedule Format

		  Paul’s	 Mary’s	  
   MAIN SCHEDULE	 MINI-SCHEDULE	 MINI-SCHEDULE

 
  8:30	 arrival	 coat 
		  lunch box 
		  notes to teacher 
		  bathroom 
		  play

  8:45	 greetings

  9:00	 academics	 make shopping list	 make shopping list 
		  work on computer	 cut coupons 
		  bathroom	 get money ready

  9:30	 snack	 set table	 make juice 
			   put away food 
			   clean up

  10:00	 shopping

  11:00	 cooking	 make French toast	 set table 
			   get out condiments 
			   prepare dessert

  11:30	 lunch

  12:15	 grooming	 take medication 
		  bathroom 
		  brush teeth 
		  wash face 
		  comb hair
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The main schedule lists the general activity for each time slot 
through the day.  The mini-schedules lead students through individual 
sequences of activities within each time slot.  There are two types of 
mini-schedules:

	 1. Supports to perform regular, unchanging routines

	 2. �Guides to give information for time slots where the specific 
activity may change on a daily or regular basis

Mini-schedules are used only if a student needs them.  For example, 
during arrival and grooming times, Paul needs the scheduling prompts 
to follow the regular routine.  Mary is able to perform those recurring 
routines without the extra support.  Both students have mini-schedules 
for the time slots that have changing activities.  Those mini-schedules 
are changed on a daily basis to accommodate for the daily lesson plan.

Mini-schedules can be very short. A popular format is to have a mini-
schedule with just 2 items. They are often called First-Then or First-
Next. Another variation is to have 3 items called First-Next-Last.

There are no special rules to follow but it often helps if the students can 
choose which activities to do or which one to do first. Some students 
manage best with short work times.
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PROBLEM: The teacher would like the students 
to learn to work more independently for longer 
periods of time.  She would like them to be able 
to begin a job, complete it, and transition to the 
next job without teacher prompting.

SOLUTION: Develop some mini-schedules to 
guide the students through a series of activities 
to work independently.

The daily schedule lists the main activity 
segments.  Each student has a mini-schedule 
holder labeled with the same wording and 
symbol that is on the schedule for that time.  The 
teacher or student prepares the mini-schedule, 
which contains the individual activities to be 
accomplished during that time slot.

There is a time for ROOM JOBS in the daily 
schedule.  In the morning, when the students 
are assembling their schedules, they go to the 
ROOM JOBS board to select specific ROOM JOBS 
that they insert into a holder.  Then, when they 
reach that point in the day, they go to their ROOM JOBS mini-schedule 
to recall which activities they chose for that time period.  The students 
then follow that mini-schedule to accomplish the sequence of 
jobs selected.

HOW TO DEVELOP A MINI-SCHEDULE
Creating a mini-schedule will follow the same general procedure as 
producing a daily schedule.  It is important to remember that mini-
schedules do not have to replicate the form and format of the daily 
schedule.  For example: The classroom schedule might be done in black 
and white drawings, but the mini-schedules are created in photographs 
or written lists or whatever form seems most appropriate considering 
the individual student and what specific items are being included.  
Perhaps the class schedule hangs on a bulletin board or is carried in 
the student’s pocket, but the mini-schedule is in a small picture book or 
hangs in a work area.

REMEMBER: Developing a daily schedule is generally geared toward 
managing a whole class.  The format should be as generic as possible 
to meet the broadest needs.  Mini-schedules offer more individualization 
during targeted time slots.  The format for these can be designed to 
target more specific individual learning goals.
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THE POINT IS: Schedules can:

	 ■ give students information about their lives

	 ■ help students see a logic and order to their world

	 ■ serve as a communication aid to discuss and share daily events

	 ■ improve vocabulary and language skills

	 ■ assist in developing time concepts

	 ■ teach sequence, before and after

	 ■ �reduce or eliminate behavior problems related to transitions and 
changing activities

REMEMBER: The schedule can be the anchor and foundation for many 
of the other communication tools in a well organized program.  The 
pictures and/or words in the schedule are used for labels to organize 
locations, activities or other communication tools.  The following 
chapters will give more examples of how that will work.

CALENDARS
CALENDARS are a common tool in classrooms.  The way they 
are used, however, varies significantly in different environments.  
Traditional calendar activities such as reciting day and date and 
memorizing days of the week and months of the year may have little 
functional value for many students, particularly those with more severe 
disabilities.  There are other less common ways that calendars can 
support students.

Forget the recitation activities!  I depend on my 
personal calendar for survival.  I have one I carry 
in my purse.  I’d be lost without it.  I never thought 
about my students benefiting in the same way I do.

When students have difficulty 
stopping activities or transitioning 
to less preferred activities, the 
teacher can “blame” the schedule.  
“The Schedule says it is 
time  for___”

Being able to predict or anticipate 
the activities of the day gives 
students a sense of control, 
security, and independence.
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Yes! Calendars can be just as valuable for our students.  They 
successfully help students organize their lives, understand sequence 
and time concepts, and give them much valuable information.  Think 
about all the things students ask about and would like to know that can 
be put on a calendar.  Calendars are used to tell students:

	 ■ which days are school days / not school days 
	 ■ when regular special events or activities will occur 
	 ■ when irregular activities will occur 
	 ■ field trips/training trips 
	 ■ when someone is coming / going 
	 ■ how long someone will be here / gone 
	 ■ appointments such as doctor, hair cut 
	 ■ who will be at home after school 
	 ■ when a baby-sitter will be coming 
	 ■ which days student will be leaving school early or coming to                   	
           school late 
	 ■ the lunch menu / when to bring & when to buy 
	 ■ when to bring things to school or take things home 
	 ■ when to bring money / how much to bring

HERE’S WHAT TO DO:
Develop a classroom calendar 
Teach students to go to the calendar to get information.  Part of the 
daily schedule time can be devoted to looking at the calendar to review 
what is going to be happening.

Develop a calendar at home 
Most families have a calendar hanging somewhere.  Even though the 
calendar is there, the targeted student may not know how to use it.  It 
may not be used with the intent of giving him specific information about 
his life.  An effective home calendar can give information about each 
family member in a way that our students will be able to understand.  
Get him his own calendar.  Don’t try to put everything on it; just those 
things that are important to him.

Develop the use of personal calendars or daily planners 
Create individual calendars to include personal information for the 
student’s life.  To increase personal responsibility and independence, 
teach students to develop their own calendars to organize their lives.  
Teach them how to write in information to help remember what they are 
responsible for.  Teach them a routine for checking their calendars to 
access information.  The current trend in the business world is to carry 
a daily planner of some kind.  Teach your students that system.

At home, the family calendar can 
become a “hub” of family activity. 
Those big office size calendars 
are great for recording lots of 
information. Try using a highlighter 
to color-code the activities for each 
family member. Some families have 
too many activities or too many 
people for everything to fit on one 
calendar. If that is the problem, try 
a separate calendar for each family 
member. Another option is to have 
one calendar for specific activities 
and another calendar for everything 
else. For example, use one calendar 
for all children’s school activities 
and a different calendar for the rest 
of the family information.
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SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Sam loves to swim so much that his mother takes 
him to the community pool every Thursday,.  Beginning Friday, 
he asks her many times a day the equivalent of , “Are we 
going swimming today?”  A verbal response to his request was 
unsuccessful in reducing the perseverative questioning.

SOLUTION: Use a calendar to give Sam information.  Mom hung 
a calendar on the refrigerator.  On every Thursday she put a 
picture to represent swimming.  Mom taught Sam how to make 
an X at the end of each day and then look to see how many more 
days until swimming.  Once the calendar was on the refrigerator, 
Mom used it to answer Sam’s question.  When he asked, she 
took him to the calendar to show him today.  She told him “No 
swimming” when showing him where to look.  On Wednesday 
she told him, “We go swimming tomorrow.”  On Thursday she 
talked with him about swimming today.  Every time Sam asked 
about swimming Mom referred him to the calendar.  After a 
short while, Mom observed that Sam was going to the calendar 
independently to look many times a day.  Simultaneously, his 
questioning reduced significantly.  The calendar gave him the 
information he wanted.

On Thursday, Sam’s questioning skyrocketed.  He knew it was 
swimming day, but didn’t understand when.  Mom used a picture to 
represent dinner to show him that swimming was after dinner.  She 
mounted a dinner picture and a swimming picture on the refrigerator 
right next to the calendar and used the pair of pictures to answer his 
questions.  Again, once Sam understood the meaning of the pictures, he 
began to use them to answer his own questions.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

Swim

Swim

Swim

Swim

It is really, really important to change the calendar when events change. 
It’s also important to make to make the change obvious in some way 
so that everyone referencing that information will notice there has been 
a change. This can become the most important part of referring to the 
calendar.
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PROBLEM: Sam has difficulty handling changes in his schedule.  
If he expects a particular routine and that routine is changed, 
Mom can expect to encounter a significant behavior problem in 
protest.  Swimming was canceled one week.  Mom wanted to 
avoid a predictable problem.

SOLUTION: To help Sam understand, Mom put a “NO” sign on 
the swimming picture to show Sam that something was different.  
Mom then decided to plan an alternate activity so Sam would 
still have an outing that day.  A picture of an ice cream cone was 
added to the calendar next to the “NO swimming” so Mom could 
tell Sam about the schedule change.  As Sam became accustomed 
to using the calendar, Mom was able to add more significant 
scheduling information to help reduce Sam’s perseverative 
questioning and help him handle changes.

 

PROBLEM: Tim has great difficulty remembering what he needs 
to bring to school and when.  Because of his schedule, he brings 
his lunch some days, eats in the cafeteria some days, and brings 
money to shop for supplies to cook his own  lunch on other days.  
Parents and teacher have been trying unsuccessfully to get him 
to assume more responsibility with remembering but Tim’s success has 
been minimal.

SOLUTION: The teacher sits 
down with Tim on Friday and 
discusses the activities for the 
coming week.  Tim writes on 
his calendar what the specific 
needs are for each day and 
takes it home.  Mom is teaching 
Tim to look at the calendar each 
evening as part of his “getting 
ready for tomorrow” routine.  
Then Tim has the responsibility for packing his lunch or getting the 
money ready for the next day.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

Swim

Swim

Swim

Swim

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

Pack
Lunch

Hot Lunch
$1.50

Grocery
Shopping
$2.00

Pack
Lunch

McDonalds
$3.00
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PROBLEM: Jerry’s parents 
will be going away for a one 
week vacation.  During that 
time he will be staying with 
a sitter.  Jerry’s parents are 
concerned that he will not 
understand they will be  
coming back.

SOLUTION: Jerry’s parents 
created a calendar that told 

Jerry how many days they would be gone.  Since they were going away 
on an airplane, they told Jerry what they were doing and used the 
airplane symbol to indicate that they were gone.  They placed a different 
picture to show the day they would return home.  Jerry’s babysitters 
could use the calendar to show Jerry that his parents were still gone 
and how many days remained before they returned.

PROBLEM: Scott’s parents 
faced a similar situation: going 
away and leaving Scott for a 
longer than usual time.  Since 
Scott had flown on an airplane 
they suspected that he would 
become upset if he knew that 
they were going and he  
was not.

SOLUTION: They decided to 
use a calendar but to focus 
the symbols on what Scott 
was doing instead of on the 

parent’s activity.  They told Scott that he was going to “Jenny’s house 
with the swimming pool.”  Since Scott went to Jenny’s for an occasional 
weekend, they began to use the symbols with him whenever he went 
there so he would be comfortable using them by the time the longer  
trip came.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

home

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

Jenny's
house

Jenny's
house

Jenny's
house

Jenny's
house

Jenny's
house
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THE POINT IS: Calenders can:

	 ■ give students information in a form that they understand

	 ■ be a tool to mediate communication about daily, weekly and 	
	    monthly events

	 ■ answer student questions

	 ■ teach strategies to become more independent

	 ■ give students some organizational strategies to manage 		
	    themselves

	 ■ �help students see a logic and order to life; teach sequence, before 
and after

	 ■ reduce or eliminate behavior problems for students who resist 	
	    change or experience difficulty when they don’t understand what 	
	    is happening

REMEMBER: Calendars can be used by students with a wide range of 
abilities.  A student does not need to be able to speak or read to use the 
calendar concept successfully.  Knowing or reciting days of the week or 
months of the year are not prerequisites and are actually unnecessary 
skills for meaningful calendar use.

Here’s a good story.
I received some correspondence from a Mom recently. She shared a frustration that I 
have heard from many others. Here’s what she said.

	� My son is now in an adult day program. I have been really struggling with them 
as I insist that Tom needs visuals to give him information, not only for his day 
or week (so he knows what the heck is going on!) but a monthly calendar as well. 
He needs that because he worries about when he will get to do things that are 
coming months from now. For example, one of the things that makes my son 
frantic is not knowing where they will be going out to eat. They go out to eat 
twice monthly and they typically decide where to go the day before, or the day of.

	� My son LOVES to go out to eat and of course he has favorite foods (McDonald’s 
& pizza). Unfortunately, he never knows when they might be going to either of 
those places. This is what happens. On the day they finally go out for pizza, he 
comes home and loudly, and repeatedly “asks,” “I want to go have pizza with 
Tony!!” (his staff person). Of course I have no idea when he will get to go again. 
I can only show him that they will be going out to eat in two more weeks. It 
causes him untold amount of anxiety and he will obsess about going out  
for pizza.

Mom has described the situation so well. And the solution would be so simple. A 
calendar that gives the information would be an easy fix for this problem. If only they 
understood how those visual tools can help change Tom’s behavior.

We need to determine the use of 
visual supports by NEED, not by 
age. In this situation, the purpose 
for using the visual tools (calendar 
or schedule) is to give information. 
Individuals don’t outgrow their need 
for information. Other “values” that 
come from using the visual tools are 
reassurance, confirmation, aiding 
memory, peace of mind, reducing 
anxiety... and the list goes on. 
When we give people information in 
a form they can understand (and go 
back to for reassurance) it changes  
their behavior.

Note: People who like to make last 
minute decisions may not realize 
how much anxiety they create for 
individuals who have a desire and 
need to know more information. 
Perhaps a change in the “system” 
would make life less stressful  
for everyone.
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CHOICE BOARDS AND MENUS
One of the simplest and most commonly used communication tools, the 
CHOICE BOARD is frequently devised to introduce students to the 
use of visual communication.  Choosing a food selection from several 
choices provides immediate reinforcement and is an effective way to 
teach pointing and requesting, even for students who display little 
communicative intent.  Making choices is frequently one of the  
first functions taught to students with more significant  
communication challenges.

I use choice boards with my students at snack time.  
Is there more that I can do with them?
The concept of the choice board is broadened considerably when you 
think of it as a menu to give students information.  Menus work great 
for non-food selections and other activities besides eating.  Consider 
menus or choices for things such as:

	 ■ leisure activities

	 ■ who to work or play with

	 ■ which restaurant to go to

	 ■ which store to go to

	 ■ which job do you want to do

	 ■ which song to sing

	 ■ which game or activity to do

	 ■ who gets a turn

	 ■ which work area to go to

	 ■ places to visit

	 ■ what to eat for snack or meal

	 ■ to participate or not participate in an activity

The menu tells what the selections are and gives an opportunity to scan 
the options before making a decision.

REMEMBER: The choice selection can be represented in some printed 
form, but it is frequently convenient to use the actual objects to present 
choices.  Whichever method is used, enabling the student to see the 
choices tends to be a better option than just a verbal request.

THINK ABOUT:
What routine do you follow when 
you go to your favorite fast food 
restaurant?  Even if you already 
know what you want...even if you 
always order the same thing...even 
if you know what is on the menu...
do you still look at the menu?  
Why?  Looking at the menu  
helps to:
■ remember what the choices are
■ organize your thinking
■ aids the decision making process.
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That is a nice idea, but shouldn’t I be making those 
choices for my students? I am the one in charge.  
It’s not good discipline to let them “run the show”.
Giving students the opportunity to make choices is a way of giving 
them more control over their lives.  Having some opportunity for self-
determination will increase their level of participation.  Giving choices 
does not mean that a student insurrection will take place.  You are still 
in charge.  You control the options.  There are times when the student 
has a choice and there are times when he does not.

But all the choices are not available all the time.  
How do you handle that?
Menus tell students when an item is available.  More importantly, they 
can tell students when a choice is not available.  This is particularly 
helpful for the students who persist with a request that will not be 
available for some reason.  Visual tools such as a “NO” sign, a schedule 
or a calendar can help clarify this type of situation.  Let’s look at some 
ways this can work.

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: During snack time the teacher opens Jackie’s lunch box, 
selects one of the items and gives it to Jackie.  Jackie throws it.

WHY: Jackie really wanted a different food item from the lunch box, 
and that was his way of protesting.

SOLUTION: Give him an opportunity to make a choice from  viewing 
the options from the lunch box. (In addition, Jackie needs to learn to 
communicate his protest in a more acceptable manner.)
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PROBLEM: When given free time, Sherrie selects the same 
activity all the time.

WHY: She likes that activity.  She may not remember what other 
choices she has.  She has established a routine that is difficult to 
change.

SOLUTION: Provide a menu of activities for Sherrie to choose 
from.  Some people would suggest not putting Sherrie’s favorite 
activity on the menu since they don’t want her to spend her time 
doing it.  Another strategy may be more effective.  Include it.  
When Sherrie chooses it, let her do it for a short while.  Then, 
make a change.  Have her cover up that item on the menu and 
make another selection.  Repeat this procedure so Sherrie can 
sample several of the choices.  If Sherrie tries to choose her 
favored activity again, show her that it is “all done”.

PROBLEM: Steve requests the opportunity to watch a video.  It 
is not something he can choose now.

WHY: Either it is all done, or not available, or the teacher does 
not want it to be a choice.

SOLUTION: Cover the 
item on the menu or use 
a “NO” sign to indicated 
that it is not available.  
There is a tendency for 
people to handle this type 
of situation by removing 
that option from the menu.  
The problem is, even if the 
item is not on the menu, 
Steve remembers it.  He 
will keep requesting it and 
requesting it.  By leaving 
the item on the menu, the 
teacher can use the menu 
as a tool to communicate 

its unavailability.  Covering it up or using the “NO” sign is a way 
of giving Steve more information.  He may not like the answer, 

but at least he understands the communication about the situation.  If 
this is a persistent problem and video is available only on specific days, 
introduce a calendar to show Steve when it is a choice.

ping pong

Leisure

video games

magazines

cards

roller blades

blocks puzzle

drawing
VCR
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REMEMBER: Some people remove a symbol from the communication 
tool when they don’t want a student to request it.  This causes 
problems when the student remembers the item and wants to request 
it.  Without the symbol present it is more difficult to communicate 
about it.  When the item or symbol of the item is still available, the 
teacher can acknowledge the request by calling attention to the fact 
it is not available and urge the student to make another choice.  This 
strategy provides for more effective communication.

THE POINT IS:   Choice boards and menus:

	 n give the opportunity to teach acceptable requesting behavior

	 n broaden the range of possible choices a student can have

	 n help him make a greater variety of selections

	 n improve communication effectiveness

	 n provide a reliable way to indicate something is not available

	 n reduce idiosyncratic requesting and protesting behavior
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COMMUNICATING “NO”
When giving students information, it is just as important to be able to 
let them know what is not available or what is not an option as it is to 
give them choices.  It is frequently helpful to clarify communication by 
telling students:

	 n what is not a choice

	 n what is not acceptable behavior

	 n what is not going to happen

Deciding what the options should be on choice boards or                              
menus can be a challenge.  It is not uncommon for the 

teacher to think of several options that the teacher wants, 
only to find out that what the student really wants is not 
one of those choices.  The student’s desired choices may 
be something the teacher does not want to be an option 
for   some reason.  Clarifying this in a visual form supports 
mutual understanding.

Similarly, it is important to be able to communicate clearly what 
behavior is not acceptable, what you don’t  want the student to do, 

or what event is not going to happen.  Visual strategies 
communicate these concepts in a concrete manner.

Isn’t it better to tell things in a positive 
way instead of negative: telling them what 
is going to happen or what positive behavior 
you want  from them?

Although it is considered most desirable to present information to 
students in a positive manner, there are times when giving the negative 
side is equally helpful.  Tools can contain both positive and negative 
information to clarify communication.

no hitting sit in the chair

Students will interpret art in different ways. There are some students 
who would look at this art and interpret it as if it was communicating, 
“PICK YOUR NOSE.” If that is how your student interprets it, I would 
just use the picture of the tissue.
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This sounds like a good idea.  How do you do it?
The international NO (        )  sign has proven helpful to visually 
represent the concept.  Positioned next to or on top of a picture or used 
by itself, it is easily recognized even by students who display limited 
recognition of printed material.  Other ways to indicate NO include 
turning items over, covering them up, crossing them out, or removing 
them from the set of choices.  Consider these situations:

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: The teacher keeps some of her supplies in a cupboard that 
she doesn’t want the students to open.  Tommy keeps wandering over 
to that cupboard to take a look.  He takes things out and carries them 
around the room.

SOLUTION: Put a NO sign on the cupboard to remind Tommy not to 
go in it .  When he goes to the cupboard, show him the sign and remind 
him what it says.

PROBLEM: Vince has targeted the family DVD player as an enticing 
toy.  When he is in the room where it is located, he constantly leaves 
his toys to go push the buttons on the machine.  Even if his 
parents redirect him to go play with the toys, it is only a short 
time until he returns to play with the buttons.

SOLUTION: Put a sign on the DVD player that 
says “NO TOUCHING”.  Every time Vince goes to the DVD player, 
show him the sign and tell him no touching.  If he talks, have him 
repeat the rule.  Then redirect him back to his toys.  The goal is 
for the sign to remind him what the rule is.  In order for this to 
work, it is important to teach Vince what it means.

One teacher told a story of her student who kept leaving the classroom. There was one 
door that exited to the playground and one that exited to the hallway. To try to solve the 
problem, she put a sign on the two doors that said “NO LEAVING THE ROOM” with an 
international NO sign. The boy went to one door and read the sign out loud. He went to 
the other door and read the sign out loud. Then he went to the door to the bathroom and 
laughed as he said, “There’s no sign!” Then he went into the bathroom and locked the 
door.
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PROBLEM: Dale has a favorite snack.  No matter how many 
snacks are available, he will choose a specific one.  There 
are times, however, when the box gets empty and there is no 
replacement.  Dale doesn’t seem to understand when he is 
told it is all gone.  He needs to learn what that means.

SOLUTION: This is a perfect opportunity to teach what 
that NO sign means.  When the box is emptied, turn the box 
upside down and proclaim that it is “all gone.” Have Dale 
participate in putting a NO sign on the box or on the picture 
on his snack menu.  Be dramatic about going through this 
process.  Recite a script such as, “Crackers are all gone,” as 
you and Dale put the symbol in place.  Repeat your verbal 
script a couple of times to reinforce what is taking place.  
Then guide Dale to make a different choice.  It may help 
to keep the empty box available to repeat the process if he 
requests crackers again now or before you go shopping.

PROBLEM: Kevin is very rigid about the regularly 
scheduled events in his life.  He knows that on Tuesday, 
Mom picks him up a little early from school to go for a 
doctor appointment.  On one particular Tuesday the schedule 
changed and Mom was not coming.  She told him before he 
left for school.  But, when it was the time that she normally 

picks him up, Kevin began pacing the floor.  He didn’t remember 
that the plans were changed and became quite upset at the 
variation in his routine.

SOLUTION: Mom could have written down the change and given 
Kevin a paper to keep in his pocket.  That’s what she did when the 
situation occurred again.  It worked.  Kevin kept referring to that 
paper throughout the day, but it helped him handle the change 
in plans.

Snacks
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REMEMBER: Removing items may eliminate opportunities to use 
them for communication purposes.  Leaving them visible enables 
them to be used to clarify the information you are attempting to 
communicate.  Try removing the item from the list of acceptable 
choices, but leave it available, covered or positioned nearby, so it can 
still be used as a communication tool.

REMEMBER: Communicating NO in a visual form can be incorporated 
as part of behavior management programs or used as part of visual 
tools developed for other communication purposes.

THE POINT IS: Visual ways to communicate the concept of NO helps:

	 n clarify communication

	 n enhance the student’s understanding

	 n reduce confusion

	 n �assist the student’s memory of what is not available and  
or not acceptable

	 n reduce or avoid many behavior problems

	 n provide a consistent reminder to students

	 n �reduce the amount of teacher prompting and repetition necessary

PEOPLE LOCATORS
Where is everybody?  It is not unusual for students to experience 
insecurity or frustration from not knowing where the significant people 
in their lives are.  When people’s routines change or their comings 
and goings are unpredictable, that can be cause for problems.  Many 
students experience difficulty if their routines are changed because an 
expected person doesn’t show up.  A day can be ruined if a substitute 
teacher is in school when the student arrives.  Being uncertain about 
what will happen this evening at home can ruin a day. Uncertainty 
about tomorrow at school can ruin the evening.

I never thought about students being so affected by 
these situations.  I guess I just thought they were 
being difficult or taking advantage of a situation.
Students who experience difficulty with change can be so preoccupied 
with people changes that their functioning is impaired.  Rigidity and 
rituals can increase.  
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Giving these students more information, in a visual form, can reduce 
their insecurities and help them better handle the situations that 
come up.

PEOPLE LOCATORS give information about:

	 n who is here today 
	 n who is not here 
	 n where someone is 
	 n who is coming later 
	 n when someone will come 
	 n who is supposed to come but will not 
	 n who is not supposed to come but will

I try to remember to tell my students about those 
things when they come up.  Isn’t that enough?
It is easy to assume this information is not that significant to students.  
If we tell them, we think they will remember and understand.  That 
is not necessarily so.  Putting this information in visual form helps 
the students by giving them an opportunity to go back to it as many 
times as they need, to recall and reinforce what will occur.  By giving 
students this information ahead of time, many difficulties can be 
averted.  Let’s see how it works.

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Johnny’s mother 
works three days a week.  Some 
days Mom is there when he 
goes home from school.  Other 
days, a babysitter or other 
family member greets him at 
the bus.  Johnny asks  who 
will be at home dozens of 
times a day.  People tire of 
answering his endless questions 
about this.  Because of his 
perseveration on this topic, he 
experiences difficulty focusing 

on the other activities of his school day.

SOLUTION: Make a visual tool to clarify the information.  When 
Johnny begins to ask questions, he is encouraged to look at the tool 
to get the information he needs.  Eventually, he has learned to look 
at the tool when he requires the information and his need for verbal 
reassurance has reduced considerably.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

Sue Mom Sue Mom Dad

Sue Mom Sue Mom Grandpa
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PROBLEM: Chris loves to go with the Physical Therapist 
for her Tuesday sessions.  Occasionally, the PT changes her 
schedule due to absence or meetings or other job requirements.  
Chris does not handle these changes well.

SOLUTION: Develop a calendar that indicates the PT 
schedule.  When the PT is changing her schedule, mark those 
changes on the calendar.  Use the calendar to talk with Chris 
about the changes.  Changing Chris’ daily schedule is another 
technique that will give Chris information.  Letting Chris know 
ahead of time about the changes helps.

PROBLEM: Ralph is very aware of the comings and goings of 
his brother and sister.  Because they are active teenagers, they 
are constantly in and out of the house for school, work, and 
social activities.  Ralph expects them to come home right after 
school.  When they don’t come right away, Ralph pesters Mom 
repeatedly asking where they are.

SOLUTION: The family felt that it was important not to 
become unnecessarily accountable to Ralph.  On the other 
hand, giving Ralph more information would make life 
easier for everyone.  They made a refrigerator chart 
to give some family information about where people 
were and when they would be back.  That chart was 
helpful for the whole family communicating with 
each other about their whereabouts.  Having more 
information available (even if it was not always 
complete) comforted Ralph.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10 11 12

13 14 15 16 17 18 19

20 21 22 23 24 25 26

27 28

PT

PT

PTPT

PT
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PROBLEM: In this group of students 
there are several reactions to other 
student’s school attendance.  Jeanne is 
very unaware of the presence of the other 
students.  It is necessary to help her focus 
her attention to become more aware of 
her classmates.  Adam is at the opposite 
extreme.  He is so aware of the presence 
of his classmates that he asks questions 
about them continually if they are not  
in school.

SOLUTION: Develop an activity, as part 
of the morning routine, to identify who 
is at school and who is not at school (or 
who is at home).  This activity increases 
the awareness of Jeanne and provides 

information for Adam to reduce his perseverative questioning.  Include 
information about where the school staff are and include substitute 
teachers if appropriate.

THE POINT IS: People Locators are tools to:

	 n give students information about changes in their lives

	 n help students know and remember where their significant 
	    people are

	 n reduce anxiety

	 n help students accept changes in routines or expected 
	    occurrences
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TRANSITION AND TRAVEL 
HELPERS

Stopping an activity.  Starting another.  Leaving one location to go 
across the room or to another room.  The process of change can provide 
its own set of challenges.  Although some students are unaffected 
by these transitions, there are many who can experience predictable 
difficulty during times of change.  Some just don’t understand what is 
happening.  They don’t figure it out.  For others, resistance to change, 
clinging to rituals or routines, and other interrupting behaviors can 
create chaos in the flow of activity.  Why do these problems surface?  
Frequently, a lack of understanding of the changes can be targeted as 
one piece of the puzzle.  Supporting the transitions heavily with visual 
information is a strategy to help overcome the difficulties.

Life is full of transitions.  There is no way 
to avoid them.  What is the “magic formula” to 
avoid problems?
There is no magic to it, but giving information is the key.  The challenge 
is to figure out what the student is thinking or perceiving during that 
time.  How does the student see that situation?  That will help to 
develop strategies to avoid problem behaviors or move the student 
through the transition routine.

How do I know what the student is thinking?  That 
is not easy to figure out.
Observation of the “big picture” can frequently give some insights about 
what might be going on.  Here are some common scripts:

	 n “I like what I am doing and I don’t want to change.”

	 n �“I don’t want to stop because I may ‘never’ be able to do this 
again.”

	 n �“I don’t like to stop immediately.  I need some preparation that a 
change is coming.”

	 n “I need to know when I can return to this activity.”

	 n “I don’t like the upcoming activity.”

	 n �“I don’t understand what is going to happen or where 
	 I am going.”

	 n “I know what I am supposed to do, but doing it my way gets me 	
	    more attention.”

Knowing a student’s tendency to 
be rigid, some parents and teachers 
will try to overcome it by creating 
an unstructured environment.  
Unfortunately, if the student is 
really struggling to find structure, 
this strategy will probably increase, 
rather than reduce, the student’s 
inflexible style.  Using visual 
supports to build in structure 
for the student can result in a 
more relaxed acceptance of what 
the schedule is.  Then, as visual 
supports are used to introduce 
change, the student is apt to better 
understand what is happening.  At 
this point he may not like what is 
happening, but he will handle it 
differently because he understands 
it better
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	 n �“I think I am doing one thing but then in the middle I find out I 
am doing something else and that upsets me.”

	 n �“I associate this situation with something I experienced in the 
past.  I am afraid that something is going to happen that I didn’t 
like at some previous time.”

	 n �“I don’t want anything to change because I feel like I am losing 
control if it does.”

	 n �“I have a pattern of protest whenever something is different 
because it scares me.”

	 n �“I like routine because then I know what to expect, so anything 
that changes throws me in a tizzy.”

Lots of times, when you ask people who know the students well to 
think about it, they can come up with an explanation of why the student 
is experiencing difficulty.  People who know a student well, however, 
sometimes focus on the student’s disruption during these transition 
times and fail to sit back to analyze the “big picture”. Sometimes an 
outside observer can offer insights that those closely involved with the 
student fail to see.

Wow! Many of those scripts apply to the situations 
I deal with.  Now what do I do?
Giving students information is a basis for eliminating or working 
through many of these difficulties.  Giving that information in a visual 
form provides a consistency and non-transiency necessary to work 
through these situations.  Here are several basic principles.

1. Prepare students for transitions.
Alert students that a transition is coming.  Some transition times are 
obvious because of the natural ending of an activity (i.e., the game 
is finished, the job is done).  Show the student with the objects and 
materials of the activity that an end is coming.

	 playing a game:	 “Someone is almost at the end.”

		  “Someone is almost winning.”

		  “Just a few more spaces or a few more 		
		  cards or a few more men to capture.”

	 drying dishes:	 “There are only 3 cups left and then we 		
		  will be done.”

	 dressing:	 “Only one more shoe and then we will 		
		  go do ____.”

Transition techniques are like 
a bag of tools to use when you 
need them.  One student may need 
many of them on a regular basis 
for everything that is going on.  
Another student may need the 
support only for certain activities, 
only on a bad day, or only when 
something is new or different.
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Other times the activity does not have a natural ending (listening to 
music, playing video games.) Use your visual supports or related objects 
to establish when a change will take place.   
Try these techniques:

	 Let student know when he begins, how long the activity will last:

	 	 n show it on the schedule 
	 	 n refer to a clock or watch to indicate 
	 	 n set a timer to signal how long the student has 
	 	 n put a card on the student’s desk that tells him he 		
	    needs to stop in five minutes 
	 	 n create a natural ending by establishing a  
                       certain quantity: 
	 	 	 n “Finish two puzzles.”  Put the two puzzles on 	
			      the table. 
	 	 	 n “Listen to one side of the tape.”  Show him 		
		     	    the tape. 
	 	 	 n “Let’s sing 5 songs.”  Put up 5 cards to 		
		    	     indicate 5 songs.  Remove a card each time a 	
			       song is done.

	 As the transition time approaches give the student a warning:

	 	 n refer back to the schedule- “It’s almost time 
                       for____.” 
	 	 n refer back to a clock or watch- “Five more minutes.” 
	 	 n set a timer- “You have until the timer rings and then  
		     we will ___.” 
	 	 n create a natural ending and show it: 
	 	 	 q “Do three more envelopes and then we will 
                                   be done:  Lay out three envelopes. 
	 	 	 q “Only one more song and then ____.”  Show a 	
		    	     picture card that represents one song.

Giving students information will 
make transitions predictable.  
That will help them understand 
their environment and reduce the 
potential for difficulty.

*Information about  
Time Timer available at  
www.UseVisualStrategies.com

*
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2. ���Make transitions part of the routine.
Teach students to clean up or put away the materials from the previous 
activity and then get the materials for the new one.  Those two 
responsibilities give them an opportunity to mentally shift.  

Perceiving the transitions as a part of a familiar routine can create 
acceptance.  Schedules and mini-schedules support the natural flow 
from one to another.

3. �Give information and cues to prepare students for what 
is next.

Probably the easiest thing to do is to give students opportunities to 
carry things.

	 n carry objects 
	 n carry the mini-schedule to the work area 
	 n carry the supplies to the work area 
	 n carry the shopping list to the car 
	 n carry the towel and bathing suit on the way to swimming 
	 n carry something to give to a person in another location

	 n carry pictures or cards that give information: 
	 	 q the destination when we leave the classroom 
	 	 q the destination when we leave the building 
	 	 q where we are going when we go in the car or bus 
	 	 q what we are going to get when we get to the location 
                   (i.e., ice cream) 
	 	 q what we are going to do when we get to the 
                   destination (i.e., swim)

Some students would be more focused on where you are going.  For 
other students what will happen is most critical.  For example: When 
you are going out for ice cream, does the student focus on which store 
you are going to?  Perhaps the fact that he is getting ice cream is the 
issue and where you purchase it is irrelevant.  This is the kind of thing 
to think about.  What is the student focusing on?  Then we can give 
him information that will address the part that is most significant to 
him; the way he is thinking.  Problems develop if the student thinks he 
is going to participate in a familiar routine and then he finds out in the 
middle that his expectation is not being realized.

It is not uncommon for parents to 
report the need to avoid driving 
past certain stores or restaurants 
because their child expected to stop.  
This rigidity can be softened by the 
process of giving more information.
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4. �Let students know when they can return to the activity they 
don’t want to leave.

Sometimes something as simple as “You can play video games again 
during break time” or “Your friends can come again tomorrow” or “We 
will come back again next week” is enough to encourage students 
to change peacefully.  Information like this will be more effective, 
however, if presented visually.  Referring to break time on the daily 
schedule, put a picture of video games next to “break time” on the 
schedule.  Use a calendar to indicate what will happen tomorrow or 
in the future.  Making your information concrete will be much more 
meaningful than verbal information by itself. 

5. �If  you are transitioning to an undesirable or less desirable 
activity, let the student know what will be happening after this 
thing he doesn’t like.

Planning a desirable activity after an undesirable one can “up the ante” 
for cooperation.  We all have things we don’t like, but that doesn’t 
mean we don’t have to do them anyway.  Probably, the first thing to 
do is decide if the activity is really necessary in the student’s day. 
(For example: If a student really dislikes putting on earphones, is it 
necessary that he listen to earphones during a certain time slot, or 
can that be replaced with another activity?) Of course, there are many 
activities of daily life which can not or should not be eliminated.  In 
those instances, try letting the student know what is going to happen 
and also what will happen after.  Getting him to focus on the desirable 
second activity can often get him to participate and endure what he 
doesn’t like.  Keep a visual symbol of that desirable activity close so 
you can refer to it regularly during the disliked activity.  Have the 
student look at it, hold it, point to it, carry it, or whatever will help him 
look ahead to what he really wants to do. This diversionary tactic has 
helped work through lots of difficult times.  

Let’s see how this transition stuff all works.
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SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Donald loved to go to gym.  When he would leave the 
classroom he assumed he was going to gym.  If the teacher decided 
to take Donald to accompany her to the office, there was always a 
problem.  They walked down the hallway to a point where there is a 
fork.  To go right is the gym.  The office is left.  Donald would start to 
go right and if the teacher would try to steer him to the left, a “lay down 
on the floor” temper tantrum would ensue.

SOLUTION: It was obvious that Donald needed more information when 
leaving the classroom.  The teacher posted several pictures by the 
classroom door.  They were pictures of locations in the school building: 
gym, office, bathroom, lunch room, storage closet, etc.  When they were 
leaving the classroom, Donald was given a picture that represented 
their destination.  He carried the picture throughout his trip and the 
teacher repeatedly reinforced the connection between the picture and 
the location.  Donald’s traveling behavior improved when he better 
understood his destinations.

A simple help for these circumstances is to have a collection of pictures 
of places to go.  Use a visual tool to give information about your 
destination when leaving the classroom, the school building, or when 

leaving home in the car.

For some students, this might make 
the difference between a successful 
or unsuccessful trip to a less familiar 
environment (i.e., dentist).  Other 
students handle transitions most of the 
time, but on a bad day it is a disaster.  
Another group of students are affected 
by transitions regardless of the time or 
destination.  One approach to help the 
students understand this procedure is 
to introduce visual tools for both those 
regular, familiar situations and the 
variations.  That way, the routine can be 
established for getting information from 
the visual tools.  When the potentially 
difficult circumstance arises, the routine 
will be familiar.

bathroom

bathroom

library

coat rack

office

water



PROBLEM: Kyle’s mother attempts to take him with her 
when she does her Saturday morning shopping.  She does not 
follow a set routine, but shops at different stores, depending 
on her needs.  When they drive past certain stores Kyle 
becomes upset if she doesn’t stop.

SOLUTION: Creating a little book of pictures of the typical 
places they stop (grocery store, dry cleaners, hardware store, 
etc.) helped Kyle’s mother give him more information during 
their travels.  She opened the book to show Kyle the picture 
of where they were going next.  Seeing where they were 
going helped Kyle understand better than if she just told him.  
Mom also put pictures of Kyle’s favorite fast food restaurant 
and a couple of treats in the book.  If the plan was to make 
two stops and then stop for lunch, Mom could rearrange 
the pictures to show Kyle the sequence of events for that 
excursion, creating a mini-schedule.
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hamburger

Transitions are tough especially if...

• There is an unexpected surprise

• There is an unknown destination or activity

• Student is moving to anything disliked

• Student is leaving something favorable

• �Individual has developed a pattern of resisting 
transitions

The remedy for all of these is giving more information.
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PROBLEM: Tim’s family goes to visit Grandma and 
Grandpa regularly.  Sometimes Mom leaves Tim there 
for Grandma to baby-sit.  Tim doesn’t like to be left at 
Grandma’s.  If Tim senses or figures out that they are 
going to Grandma’s, he displays a large protest because 
he associates going to Grandma’s with being left there.  
Mom doesn’t want to tell him ahead of time where they 
are going because she fears his negative behavior.

SOLUTION:  Tell him.  In a visual way, let him know 
that they are going to Grandma’s but Mom is not going to 
leave him there.  On the days that Grandma will baby-sit, 
tell him that, too.  If Tim knows what is going to happen, 
that should begin to eliminate problems.  On the days 
that Mom will stay with Tim, he will understand he is not 
being left and should go more willingly.  Then on the days 
that Mom will leave him, try some supportive strategies.  
Tell Tim when Mom will return, or tell him what will 
happen when she returns, or give him a schedule of events 
while he is at Grandma’s, or reward his good behavior 
with a desirable choice.  It might be necessary to try some 
techniques to figure out what has meaning for Tim.  The 
biggest challenge is identifying why Tim doesn’t like to 
be left at Grandma’s.  Then use that understanding to 
develop ways to give him information.

REMEMBER: Transition and travel times have a high 
potential for being problem times.  There can be a variety 
of reasons for the problems to occur.  Understanding 
why the student reactions are occurring is the beginning.  
Giving information in a visual form won’t solve all the 
problems, however, many potentially difficult situations 

can be avoided or modified by employing this technique.

THE POINT IS: Using visual strategies to support transitions and 
travel between environments:

	 n clarifies what is ending and what is beginning

	 n gives students specific information about what to expect

	 n provides a concrete reference that the student can keep 		
	    returning to as many times as necessary

	 n �can help eliminate many behavior problems that erupt during 
transitions

Tim is going to Grandma and 
Grandpa’s house.  Tim will eat 
lunch.  Tim will play video games.  
Mom will go shopping in the car.  
When Mom comes back Tim and 
Mom will go for ice cream.
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A major challenge when working with students is giving instructions 
and directions in ways that facilitate a smooth flow of activity through 
the day.  In addition, those in charge must divide their time to support 
the multiple student needs that develop.  The average classroom 
will have at least a few students who require more teacher time and 
attention than the others, regardless of what student abilities are 
present.  Those with more severe learning needs earn reputations 
of needing “one-on-one-individual attention,” a commodity that is 
frequently more easily stated than provided.

Some days it feels as if I have a whole class of 
students who need “one-on-one” attention. 
I am exhausted!
One educational goal for all students should be to give them the 
structure and skills necessary to function as independently as possible.  
Teaching students to be dependent on constant adult intervention or 
supervision is not desirable.

Reducing verbal output to match 
the student’s comprehension level is 
critical for effective communication.  
Measure his comprehension level by 
the consistency of his performance.  
If he responds consistently when 
he hears sentences, then use them.  
If he needs one word directions 
to respond appropriately, then 
that is the level of language that 
should be used.  One of the most 
common reasons for student 
lack of performance is because 
the language environment is too 
advanced for the student.

Aids To Give Effective DirectionsAids To Give Effective Directions
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I would love for them to be more independent, but 
they’re not.  How do I do this?
Develop a classroom style of using visual aids to support teacher 
directions and instruction.

The visual supports will help the students to:

	 n establish and maintain attention 
	 n stay focused to get complete instructions 
	 n clarify instructions 
	 n perform to completion

The visual supports will help the teachers:

	 n by using less time for repetition of directions and instructions 
	 n by reducing the intensity of support needed for many students 
	 n be consistent with training procedures
	 n �plan ahead for more specific and organized presentations to the 

students	

The use of visual supports can dramatically affect overall classroom 
management.  Once you make a decision that visual strategies have 
value for your classroom, you will see endless ways to incorporate that 
visual element into the ongoing program.

In the typical classroom, the 
majority of directions are given 
verbally.  It is not unusual for 
teachers to need to repeat them 
many times and to redirect students 
repeatedly.  Visual supports help 
teachers accomplish their goal with 
much less effort.
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CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT 
TOOLS

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT TOOLS are specifically 
designed for the teacher to communicate more effectively 
to the students.  They support both routine and unique 
communications that the teacher uses during daily activities.  
The focus of classroom management tools is to support 
those communications that the teacher uses to direct student 
movement and basic instruction.  These are the teacher’s 
communication tools; used to support the things the teacher 
tells the students.  There are many benefits derived from the 
use of these visual supports.

Gain and maintain student attention
It is often easier for students to establish visual attention, 
especially in classrooms or environments where there is a lot 
of noisy activity.  For those who are easily distracted, losing 
and then reestablishing attention can result in missing a large 
portion of the message being communicated.  If a familiar 
visual support is a part of the communication interaction, the 
student can more quickly reestablish attention and comprehend 
what is being said.

Create support for students to stay on task, using less 
teacher intervention
When students are off task, not paying attention, not following through 
a sequence of actions, or not doing what they are supposed to be doing, 
the natural response is for the teacher to increase verbal correction and 
redirection.  The more the student is not doing what he should be doing, 
the more the teacher talks.  Student attention and comprehension can 
be supported without bombarding with more verbal input, by employing 
nonverbal visual strategies, including:

	 n gestures

	 n facial expressions

	 n physical  prompting

	 n pointing to things in the environment

	 n showing visual tools

	 n other nonverbal visual prompts
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Students can actually come to rely on excessive verbal prompting 
to accomplish their goals.  It is a form of learned dependence.  They 
learn to wait for more verbal direction, as if engaged in a turn taking 
interaction.  The student waits for the teacher to take a turn by giving 
a direction.  Then the student’s turn is to perform an action.  Then 
the student waits for the teacher to take a turn, and the turn taking 
continues.  Besides being less distracting, nonverbal cues are easier to 
fade than verbal cues as students gradually develop  
more independence.

Make directions very clear and concise
Significant numbers of students who experience communication 
handicaps require less, not more, teacher verbalization.  Although 
some language development theories encourage the use of expanding 
the verbalization used to instruct students, that technique does not 
prove effective with our targeted students.  Reducing the language—
uncomplicating the auditory environment—produces positive results 
for many.  Write on the aid exactly what you say when you are using it.  
That will help you use more succinct language.  Classroom management 
aids encourage all those interacting with the students to reduce their 
language to similar, simple phrases.

	 “Sit down in the red chair” becomes “sit”

	 “Come over to the circle and sit on the floor” becomes 
	 “come” or “sit in the circle”

	 “Go out to your locker and get your lunch” becomes “get  
        your lunch”

	� “It’s not nice to hit. You had better keep your hands to yourself” 
becomes “quiet hands”

The process of creating classroom management tools helps teachers 
weed out wordiness and focus on those communications most essential 
for effective classroom management.  Putting the communications in a 
visual form encourages continuity among the variety of people directing 
those students.

Encourage simple, routine communications
It is not uncommon to say the same things in many different ways.  
Communication consistency, however, benefits many students.  This 
does not mean everyone in the child’s life needs to speak from an exact 
script, but attaching consistent verbal routines to the performance 
routines that students are learning will enhance the overall process.

There is a training strategy 
that suggests “building up” the 
language you use with students so 
they will increase their language 
understanding and use.  It is 
important, however, to begin at 
the student’s real comprehension 
level and build up one step at a 
time.  Too often, people start 
higher than the student is capable 
of handling or build up too fast.  
Because students learn to follow 
familiar routines, they can give the 
appearance of understanding more 
than they really do.
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Help students remember what needs to be remembered 
Students do need reminding and redirection and prompting of various 
sorts.  When using the visual tools, students learn to attend to and 
access them to manage themselves more independently.  When 
classroom structures are set up to encourage students to do what they 
need to do with as little adult intervention as possible, the result will be 
an overall atmosphere that is more flowing, organized and congenial.

I like the idea of using visual tools to help me give 
students directions, but how could I possibly do it? 
I talk all day.  It would be impossible to put all of 
that in visual form!
At first, the thought of visually representing everything a teacher says 
during the course of a day can appear to be an overwhelming task.  
The average teacher says a lot!  Luckily, the task becomes simpler 
once you begin to organize your needs.  The development of classroom 
management tools should evolve around specific needs or activities that 
are identified.

It would not be easy to log everything that is communicated in a 
classroom in a day.  On the other hand, it is a fairly simple task for 
most teachers to list some of those things that they have to repeat 
many, many times during the course of a day.  That is the place to begin 
looking for visual possibilities.

Keep some paper close so you can write down ideas as they occur 
throughout the day.  There could be one list for overall classroom 
commands and another list that contains what is necessary to manage 
specific students.  Then, think of how you handle special activities or 
subjects.  There will be some natural overlap between the teacher’s 
classroom management language and the classroom rules or the visual 
tools developed for other purposes.  The overlap is not a problem.  
What we call these tools is not as important as the fact that they are 
being established to assist in supporting communication.  Classroom 
management tools belong to the teacher to support talking to the 
students.  With that mind set, the possibilities become more clear.

Establishing a core set of directions 
to guide a targeted student is an 
effective strategy, particularly when 
he is in an environment where a 
variety of people are in charge.  A 
classroom where there are teachers 
aides and ancillary staff; home 
with parents, siblings, baby sitters; 
a group home or living situation 
where there are rotating staff to 
supervise students are all situations 
where coordination will result  
in improvement.
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SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: The class was involved in a cooking 
activity.  The teacher asked Joe to bring the milk from 
the refrigerator.  Joe got up from his chair, walked to 
the fan to watch it spin and paid attention to several 
other distractions on his way to the refrigerator.  
When he opened the refrigerator door, he reached 
in, with eyes on the ceiling, and happened to grab 
the butter which he brought back to the work table.  
During this episode, much teacher language was used 
to redirect Joe to the task at hand.  It didn’t help.

SOLUTION: The teacher developed a set of object 
cards that represent items needed in the cooking 
routine.  When she asked Joe to get an item, she 
handed him a card with that  item on it.  Joe looked at 
the card while he walked across the room.  When he 
reached the refrigerator he looked at the card again 
to remember what he was supposed to retrieve.  He 
selected the correct item and brought it back.  Joe 
completed the task independently so the teacher could 
attend to other group needs.

potato masher

eggs

bowl

spatula

pan

milk
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PROBLEM: Classroom transition times are difficult.  The teacher 
experiences difficulty trying to get everybody to do what they are 
supposed to do.  They all seem to need attention at the same time.  
Everyone forgets what they were told or what they are supposed to do.  
If the teacher gives individual directions to students, they are unable to 
differentiate which ones are for them and which for their classmates.  
One particularly difficult time is when the students are moving from a 
group activity to snack time.

SOLUTION: Develop a set of cards that assign the different tasks to 
be accomplished during the transition.  Give each student a card that 
specifically directs what he should do during that time.  The students 
will be more focused as the transition time becomes more organized.   
It is easier to monitor and remember what everyone is supposed to be 
doing if directions are supported visually.

line up set the tablesweep vacuumstack the

chairs
wipe the table
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DEVELOPING CLASSROOM 
MANAGEMENT TOOLS

What should these tools look like? What format do 
you recommend?
Since these tools are used in a way that requires rapid recognition, a 
combination of pictures and words generally is most effective.  The type 
of pictures selected should be recognized by the students as quickly 
and easily as possible.  Size and mobility of these tools are significant 
factors to consider when developing them since it is essential that they 
be convenient to use for the functioning style of the classroom.

Big pictures:  Younger students, those who have more difficulty 
establishing attention, or those who are just learning to recognize 
pictures frequently respond to bigger formats.  Some students don’t 
appear very interested in smaller pictures (i.e., 2x2 or 3 1/2 x 5), but 
will respond more consistently to larger sizes (i.e., 5x7, 8x10 or larger).  
Big pictures work better if students need to see them from far away or 
if several students need to see them at once.  Experiment with size to 
see what works best for your students.

Little pictures: Many teacher tools serve their function conveniently 
if they are small or portable, and easy to manipulate.  Smaller formats 
are easier to carry and don’t take up so much room if you set them on a 
desk or table for a student.

When selecting visuals, choose 
what the students will recognize 
quickly and easily.

Some pictures are commercially 
available in 2” sizes or smaller.  
Even though they are published in 
those smaller sizes, that may not 
be the best size for your student’s 
efficient comprehension.  Using 
pictures that are the wrong size for 
a student can cause a system  
to fail.



It sounds like my organizational skills will be 
challenged.  Where do I need to start?
Consider these options: 
Teacher mini-book:  Using a small book like a pocket size photo 
album, put each communication picture on a separate page to be opened 
and shown when needed.  If the book fits into the teacher’s pocket it 
can be retrieved easily when 
needed.  A teacher book may 
contain some generic items 
used across the day; student 
rules and directions for class 
movement.  A separate book 
may be developed to assist 
with needs for a targeted 
activity or location.  You may 
find that your communication 
is very activity specific.  
For example: Separate 
communication needs are 
identified for 1)the lunchroom, 
2)gym, 3)going shopping and 
4)riding the bus.  Try creating 
a separate mini-book for each 
activity.
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raise your hand

sit

fold your hands
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Teacher notebook:  To avoid several smaller items, 
another option is to use a 3-ring binder.  The larger page 
format can contain pages that are each developed for a 
specific activity or special time.  Although some find the 
larger format cumbersome, others find the big book harder 
to lose.  The large book can be opened and laid on a table 
or work area to be used with individuals or small groups of 
students.  The larger visuals are great for showing a group 
of students.

Picture card files:  A collection of pictures of objects 
needed and steps or directions given during specific training 
activities will assist, particularly with activities where 
the teacher may give different directions to each student 
or when the directions vary from session to session.  This 
collection can have cards to support very specific routines 
that have been established.

THE POINT IS: Using 
visual tools to manage 
classroom communication:

�Q�� increases the 
effectiveness of teacher 
communication

�Q ��helps students perform 
more consistently

�Q ��makes the 
communication process 
more efficient for 
everyone involved

ART

crayons markers paper

paint paint brush pencil

spongewater scissors

Brushing Swings

Spinner

Platform Swing Stairs Scooter Board

Exercise

Balance Beam

Ball

O.T.O.T.
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TASK ORGANIZERS AND 
COOKBOOKS

There are many students who have learned how to perform parts of 
a job or activity, yet lack the ability to complete the whole task or 
sequence of steps independently.  Perhaps they forget in which order 
the steps occur, they get distracted and eliminate steps, or they get 
confused or just can’t remember what to do next.  For others, their lack 
of independence is the result of a learned dependency; the byproduct of 
teaching procedures that inadvertently encouraged it.

TASK ORGANIZERS and COOKBOOKS are step by step prompts to 
help a student complete a task more independently.  Just as the chef 
needs to go to the cookbook to find and follow a recipe, many students 
need a similar set of cues to assist them in successfully accomplishing 
a task.

I understand.  This technique is for cooking class.  
We can use it when we cook every Friday.
Don’t limit yourself.  This concept works for accomplishing many types 
of tasks, not just cooking.  The performance of any job that requires 
several steps to complete can be enhanced for those students who need 
that extra assistance.

Sometimes I think the teaching staff are the ones 
who have the problems.  My aide and I found out 
that we were teaching some skills very differently.  
No wonder the students were confused!
That is a frequent problem.  It is not  uncommon to find that each 
teacher or caregiver will use different methods or sequences to 
accomplish the same task.  Even when specific procedures are agreed 
upon, there can be a  tendency to personalize them.  Some trainers 
will continually vary the methods or task sequence for teaching skills 
without evaluating the consequences of the changes or sharing those 
changes with others who are teaching those skills.  Variations in the 
training procedures can inadvertently lengthen the time necessary 
for students to learn skills,  particularly when training students who 
learn more slowly.  These task organizers and cookbooks help provide 
a systematic, organized and consistent way of teaching the steps to 
complete tasks.  They provide the opportunity for “error free” learning.

Task organizers and cookbooks 
are not just for cooking activities.  
They work for any activity that 
requires several steps to complete 
a task.
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What do you mean by “error free” learning?
That means providing such a highly structured learning 
experience, that the students literally do not have the 
opportunity to make mistakes.  Using the visual tools, 
you show them what the next step is and you prompt 
them, if necessary, to follow that step.  Then you show 
them the next step and prompt as necessary.  By using 
this procedure, the students have the opportunity to 
perform all the steps of a task without “guessing” 
what is supposed to come next and without making 
mistakes.  As the student practices the task repeatedly, 
any prompting can gradually be reduced, leaving the 
visual tool to guide the student through the steps.  The 
student learns to refer to the visual tool as a part of 
the routine, so he actually prompts himself through the 
task.  Performing the routine the same way consistently 
results in more rapid learning.

But what if the students learn to depend 
on the visual tools? Will they always 
need to use these cookbooks and task 
organizers to accomplish the tasks? 
That wouldn’t be good, would it?
Some students will use the tools until they have 
memorized the procedures.  Then they will not need 
to use the tools any more.  Others will continue to use 
the tools forever, for the structure and organization, to 
successfully stay on task to complete their goals.  It 
is just like the cook who has some recipes memorized 
and needs the cookbook for others.  Either way works.  
What is important is the end result.

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Jack can perform pieces of his daily 
personal grooming activities.  He knows how to brush 
his teeth.  When he is sent to brush, he invariably 
forgets to do at least one of the necessaries.  It is 
typical for him to get stuck at one of the steps and just 
kind of stay there until someone comes to prompt him 
to complete the task.

SOLUTION: Create a chart that lists all the steps to be 
done.  Teach Jack to follow the sequence of activities on 
the chart so he can complete the whole task.

get your
toothbrush

get the
toothpaste

put
toothpaste on

brush

rinse

spit

rinse

clean-up

Which goal is preferable?  
Performing a few tasks without 
supports or performing a larger 
number of tasks with supports?



PROBLEM: Stu loves to 
work in the kitchen.  He 
is developing considerable 
skill in helping prepare 
several of his favorite snack 
foods.  His teachers feel 
he could learn to prepare 
the snacks independently 
if he could remember what to 
do and when to do it.  With 
some structure, he could  
be successful.

SOLUTION: Prepare task 
organizers or cookbooks 
that contain the steps 
necessary for Jack and Stu 
to accomplish their goals.  
Teach them to follow  
the steps.
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get ice tea

get spoon

get glass

2 spoons of tea

�ll with water

stir

get a plate

get peanut butter

2 slices

get bread

get a knife

spread

cut

put on a plate

put bread on top

scoop peanut butter

Sa
nd

w
ic

h
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PROBLEM: When the students begin doing independent work in 
the classroom, there is a considerable amount of confusion.  All the 

students seem to need individual attention to help them get their 
materials to begin working.  The teacher has difficulty giving the 
students the individual attention they appear to need all at the  
same time.

SOLUTION: Develop task organizers that direct students to 
assemble their own materials to perform their individual jobs.

paper 

computer

Put your papers
in the �nished box.

YOU NEED:

DO: Write 
JOB 2

TODAY AT SCHOOL

pencil

calculator

crayons

Put your papers
in the �nished box.

YOU NEED:

DO: 2 math papers
JOB 1
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PROBLEM: The teacher 
gives the students an art 
task or some other activity 
that involves several steps.  
Invariably several students 
forget which step to do in 
which order.  They glue before 
they cut or some other mix-up.  
The result is a sticky heap that 
doesn’t resemble the 
original goal.

SOLUTION:  Create a prompt 
card where students can refer 
to help guide themselves 
through the steps.  Refer 
students to the prompt card to 
discover what to do next.

PROBLEM: Jerry rushes 
through transition times 
without remembering what his 
responsibilities are during that 
transition.  When arriving at school he heads straight for 
his favorite game, forgetting that he has to hang up his 
coat, give notes to the teacher, and several other steps 
that are part of the arrival routine.  When it is time to go 
home he attempts to head out the door before collecting 
his belongings and following the departure routines.  
Getting ready to leave home for school in the morning is 
a chaotic interlude with Jerry running back and forth to 
remember things...or rather Jerry’s mom running back and 
forth to try to get him to remember things.

PROBLEM: Phil also demonstrates difficulty during the 
transition times.  He is apt to stand there..forever..not 
remembering what to do next.  Then he will stare at the 
ceiling, or get distracted by some oddity, such as a fan or 
knob.  Phil will need to be redirected many times to follow the routine.

SOLUTION: Create some mini task organizers to assist Jerry and Phil 
through the difficult transition times in the day.  Teach them to look at 
the “check list” of tasks to remember what to do.  Hang that check list 
in a location where it will catch their attention and be a 
convenient reference.

1. color

2. cut

3. glue

back pack

lunch box

note book

money

jacket

hat

mittens

DON'T FORGET!
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CREATING TASK ORGANIZERS AND 
COOKBOOKS

1. LIST ALL THE MATERIALS NECESSARY 
For a cooking task, think of all the ingredients and utensils necessary.  
For non-cooking tasks, include materials students would have to 
retrieve to complete the job.

2.  LIST, IN ORDER, THE STEPS NECESSARY TO 
ACCOMPLISH THE TASK 
Think carefully about what order the steps should occur to make the 
task most simple or efficient for the students.  For example: If making 
a grilled cheese sandwich, do you put the cheese in the bread first 
and then butter the bread, or do you butter the bread and then put the 
cheese in between.  Do you butter both sides of the bread before putting 
the sandwich in the frying pan, or do you put the sandwich into the pan 
before buttering the second piece of bread?

Will it help the student if he accomplishes one step before another? 
Should he put on his coat first or get his school bag first? Brush his 
teeth first or wash his face first? Does he need to cut or color or 
paste first?

3. SELECT THE ESSENTIAL STEPS 
Different levels of detail may be needed for different students.  For 
some students, just a few key steps are necessary; the other steps are 
assumed.  That means the student will automatically do them.  For 
example, when making cookies from  a box mix, if the direction says 
“pour the cookie mix in the bowl,” most students will assume the 
step of opening the box to dump the mix in the bowl.  There are other 
students who may need more of those assumed steps to be added 
to a sequence.
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4.  DECIDE WHERE IN THE SEQUENCE IT WOULD BE MOST 
EFFICIENT FOR THE STUDENT TO ASSEMBLE NEEDED 
MATERIALS 
For some students it is better to assemble all materials or ingredients 
before beginning the task.  For other students it may be more natural 
to get the utensils or supplies at the point in the task when they are 
needed.  If a student is working on a task where he will need scissors in 
the middle, should he get them at the beginning of his work and leave 
them on the table until he is ready for them, or is he better able to focus 
on his task with the scissors in another location until he is ready 
for them?

5. SELECT A REPRESENTATION SYSTEM 
Written words, labeled pictures, photographs, or a combination of these 
can be successful.  When using picture and photo systems, write on 
them exactly what you call the items or what you say for the student to 
complete the step.

6. SELECT A FORMAT and LOCATION 
The natural inclination of classroom teachers is to make charts to hang 
on walls.  That may not be the most effective form.  Smaller formats 
that are mobile and can be used on a table or desk are more convenient 
in many settings.  Some students benefit from carrying an organizer in 
the pocket to be pulled out at the appropriate time.  Other reminders 
should be stored in the specific location where they will be used.

The visuals help students follow the routine the same way each time so 
they will learn to accomplish the whole routine. But the visuals also help 
the staff teach the routines the same way each time. It’s not unusual for 
one staff member to teach a skill one way and another staff person teach 

the routine a different way. 
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TRAINING TO USE TASK ORGANIZERS 
AND COOKBOOKS

When I decide to use these visual tools, do I 
just give them to the student? Do you have any 
recommendations for how to teach a student to 
use them?
Just giving one of these tools to the student is not enough.  It is 
essential to teach him how to use it efficiently.  Once he learns what to 
do, your teaching job is much easier.

It is important to be aware of how you direct or prompt students 
through the process.  Here are some suggestions that will enable 
teachers to train students for independence.

1. Direct student’s attention to the visual aid.

2. �Limit verbal prompting.  State the verbal script for each step.  If the 
student needs more assistance, repeat the verbal script.

3. �Further prompting, if necessary, should involve gestures (pointing 
to visual aid or guiding and pointing to materials), modeling 
(demonstrating the step), or physical guidance (place trainer’s hand 
over student’s hand while assisting completion of the step).

4. �If the student is verbal, encourage him to verbalize each step in the 
process.  Repeating the verbal script is a helpful part of the routine.  
When students learn to say or think the verbal script that guides the 
routine, it becomes a self-talk or self-prompt to direct their 
own behavior.

5. �Guide the student’s attention back to the visual aid after each step is 
accomplished.  Show him how to move to the next step by turning a 
page or pointing to the next item in the list of steps.

6. �As the student becomes more familiar with the task, both verbal 
prompting and nonverbal prompts should gradually be reduced.  If 
the student gets off task or appears to need direction, guide his 
attention back to the visual aid for his prompt.

7. �As the student learns to perform the task more independently, some 
of the training steps that were originally identified may become 
assumed steps.  At that point it is appropriate to eliminate those 
cues from the visual sequence.  It may be appropriate to change the 
number of steps in the visual sequence as the  student learns 
the task.
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If we are aiming toward independence, doesn’t that 
mean we should work toward eliminating the 
visual tools?
When students begin to acquire more skill, some teachers are very 
eager to remove the visual tools completely....assuming that students 
are functioning on a higher level when not using it.  As a result, 
removal of the visual tools becomes a goal.  CAUTION is advised here.  
Some students will eventually be able to accomplish their routines 
without support.  Others continue to have long term needs for the visual 
supports.  Consider these groups of students:

	 Group 1: Students who use the tools while they are learning the 	
	 steps of a routine.  Once the routine is mastered, they really don’t 	
	 require the support any more.

	 Group 2: Students who benefit from the tools to help them focus 	
	 their attention on the task at hand, organize their behavior, and 	
	 remember what to do.  These students may always benefit from  
        the support.

	 Group 3: Students who display inconsistent behavior or have ups 	
	 and downs (don’t we all?).  They will not appear to need to use the 	
	 tools in the “up” times.  Continuing to use the tools, however, 	
	 provides a consistent routine so when these students experience 	
	 difficult days, the familiar visual tools help support them through 	
	 their routines.

Frequently, the presence of the visual aids is a long term strategy to 
help students accomplish what they are supposed to do.  After tasks are 
practiced and learned, the tools may not be used in the same manner as 
when they were first introduced, but they have not lost their usefulness.  
They still have meaning to the student.

What does not  seem to  work is to put the visual tools away in a 
drawer somewhere, pulled out only when a student is having a bad day.  
They need to be out and available and integrated as a regular part of 
the student’s educational environment.  Observation of the student’s 
performance will guide the decisions.

REMEMBER: The key goal is to train the student to use the cookbook 
or task organizer to get his information and prompting rather than 
encouraging reliance on the teacher.

Visual aids can be implemented 
as short term helps toward 
accomplishing a goal.  They 
can be developed as long term 
supporting strategies for a specific 
environment or for performance of 
a targeted routine.

As a student becomes familiar with 
an organizational system he may 
change the way he responds to it.  
Just because he doesn’t use visual 
supports in the same way he did 
when they were introduced, that 
is not a signal to eliminate them.  
Think of it this way: what would 
happen if the traffic signs were 
eliminated from your neighborhood?  
Do you think drivers would change 
how they drive
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Why do you suggest limiting verbal prompting?
If the trainer uses a lot of verbal prompting it will be difficult to reduce 
his or her presence.  Many students develop a dependency on turn 
taking with trainers.  This is how they perceive the process: the trainer 
takes a turn telling me what to do, I take a turn doing something, the 
trainer take a turn telling me what to do and then I take a turn doing 
something, and on and on.

Other students haven’t learned how to really think about what they are 
doing.  They are so dependent on the verbal cues to tell them what to 
do that they don’t think through the steps to figure out “where am I in 
this sequence?”  Their actions are impulsive rather than thoughtful or 
logical.  Visual cues can work better than verbal prompting to guide 
them through the thinking process.

Some of the things I have my students do would be 
too hard to represent visually.  The tasks are too 
complicated to put in visual form.
Good point!  When teachers begin to analyze how many steps are 
involved in some of the sequences  they are teaching, they become 
more aware of the complexity of their requirements for  their students.  
Without even realizing it, we can become frustrated with students who 
don’t master ten step sequences, when in reality those students may 
even have difficulty staying on task for two.  Problems occur, in part, 
because we aren’t even aware that the tasks we are attempting are as 
complicated as they actually are.  For example, when selecting menu 
items for students to cook, grilled cheese may come to mind because 
it is “kid’s food.”  Think about how many more steps are involved in 
making a grilled cheese sandwich than in making a bologna sandwich.  
A transition time like getting ready to go home may easily contain 
ten or more steps.  No wonder some students get lost along the way.  
Careful observation will give you information to guide your planning.  
Just remember, start simple.  It will result in faster learning and a 
sense of accomplishment for all involved.

Food for Thought: If a task is too 
complicated to put in a visual form, 
does that mean it is too complicated 
to teach?
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INSTRUCTION OF NEW 
MATERIAL

Preparing ahead for teaching a new task with visual supports will be 
well worth the time.  Depending on the task, a teacher tool, a task 
organizer or cookbook might be the choice.

That means I need to prepare the tool before I begin to 
teach the activity.  How will I know what to put in it if I 
haven’t seen the student do the task?
When to prepare the visuals is a question that is not answered simply.  
Really organized people would advocate for putting the tool together 
before presenting the task to the student.  Preparing ahead of time will 
produce a less confusing introduction to the new task.  The shortcoming 
to this procedure is discovering you have taken a lot of time to prepare 
gorgeous visuals for a new task and then realizing it doesn’t meet the 
student’s need adequately.

The way you approach this dilemma will depend on how well you know 
the student.  Consider these options:

	 � Q ��Do a “run through” of the task with the student to observe what 	
	parts he is able to do.

	 � Q ��Partially prepare your visual tools ahead; create a rough 
draft.  Then, run through the procedures to see if you have 
targeted the points you need to represent visually.  Make these 
tools in formats that can be changed easily so you can make 
modifications as needed.

	 � Q ��Prepare the visuals while the teaching is going on.  Keeping a 
camera, pencil and paper, or chalk for the chalkboard handy, 
make a visual prompt when the need arises while the student 
is watching.  This often generates much attention from the 
students and creates a meaningful association for them.

Whichever way you begin, just remember, teaching new skills becomes 
easier when visual tools are employed to help the process.

CONSIDER THIS: The process of 
putting a task in visual form will 
simplify your teaching procedures.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR GIVING 
DIRECTIONS EFFECTIVELY

Encourage everyone to use the visual aids, not just teacher. 
Students will generally respond best to the people they are most 
familiar with.  Their performance may change for teacher’s aides, baby 
sitters, bus drivers, lunch ladies, ancillary staff, substitute teachers or 
anyone else who is in the position to interact with them.  Consider how 
to expand the use of visual aids to others in the student’s environment.

Write on the aid exactly what you say. 
This will encourage simple, concrete language.  In addition, it will 
encourage continuity among people.  Using consistent language is 
helpful to students.

Don’t use “pidgin” English.  Use simple language, but use phrases 
that sound grammatically and prosodically normal. 
Comprehension of language is enhanced by the prosodic elements (the 
flow of the speech).  Making language sound abnormal will not improve 
the student’s comprehension.

Choose flexible formats. 
Classroom aids are likely to require changing from time to time to meet 
the changing student needs.  Aids that are changed to meet those new  
student requirements will be the most effective.  A tool in a “rough 
draft” form, that can be changed easily, might work better than the one 
that is perfectly laminated and can’t be modified.  

Make sure the aids are conveniently available. 
If you have to look for them or they are in another room or they are 
under a pile of “stuff” they won’t be useful.  Teachers who identify 
specific “homes” for the various tools are not frequently frustrated from 
losing them.

Prosody refers to elements such as 
rhythm, flow, loudness and pitch of 
what is being said. These prosodic 
features are a very important part 
of spoken language and aid in 
comprehension. When we encourage 
using simple, concrete language, 
that does not mean losing the 
rhythm and flow of it.

For example, “Sit at the table” is 
much better than “Go sit at the 
table and get ready because we are 
going to do some math in a few 
minutes.”
But shortening your speech to “Sit 
table” loses the flow of how people 
would commonly give that direction.

One-word commands can be fine if 
they are spoken at a speed and flow 
that can be comprehended easily. 
Saying “Sit” so loud and fast that 
it sounds like a hiccup or a grunt 
won’t be recognized.

Keep in mind that volume is an 
important aspect of comprehension. 
A direction that is always yelled or 
spoken in a loud, determined voice 
will not be responded to in the same 
way if it is uttered in a more typical 
speaking voice. Which one do you 
want your students to learn to 
respond to?
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Once you develop the use of visual systems, be careful about 
eliminating the aids from your program. 
Teachers who have reported experiencing great success from  using 
the aids have sometimes gradually or arbitrarily eliminated using 
the aids as students progressed.  Some of these teachers have later 
reported that targeted students have “regressed” or reverted to old 
behavior and performance patterns.  Analysis of the situations has 
revealed that as the students learned the skills more independently, 
the teacher gradually got out of the pattern of using the tools.  Even 
though the students didn’t seem to need the visual aids in the same way 
they did when they first began to use them, when the  aids were totally 
eliminated from the program, the student’s improved performance was 
not maintained.  Either old behavior resurfaced or teachers gradually 
began verbally prompting more and more.

THE POINT IS: Using visual tools to help give directions:

	 �Q helps gain and maintain student attention

	 �Q makes the teaching of a task more routine or consistent

	 �Q ��standardizes directions and procedures among various teachers 
and caregivers

	 �Q helps students learn to perform sequences faster

	 �Q increases student reliability and consistency

	 �Q gives students a greater sense of independence

	 �Q helps students stay on task

	 �Q helps students work through behavior problems

	 �Q ��enables students to perform more complicated or lengthy tasks 
with less supervision

REMEMBER: Most teachers find that the visual tools they employ to 
manage classroom activities will change as the year goes on.  Creating 
these in formats that are easily changeable proves to be most effective.
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C h a p t e r  4

 

Organization style is a highly personal trait.  People range from the 
rigid to the chaotic on this one.  If each person observes his own life, 
he can probably identify a wide range of techniques that give his life a 
sense of order and some areas of tolerance that allow disorder.  Think 
about your own functioning style.  Do you have a pile of important 
“stuff”  sitting on your kitchen counter or your desk?  Can you easily 
find your cookware or tools when needed?  Would you be able to  
retrieve a piece of mail you received a couple of months ago?  What 
about your car keys?  Do you always know where they are?  What kind 
of rituals and rules have you built into your own living and working 
environment to help you function more efficiently?

Visual Strategies To Organize
The Environment

Visual Strategies To Organize
The Environment
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Have you been watching me?  I do have a unique 
style of piling and losing things!  But I always 
know where my car keys are.  What does this have 
to do with teaching my students?
Part of the educational process is to teach, or allow students to 
discover, systems and tools that will be a helpful part of their own 
personal management style.  Many students with autism or other 
learning problems have a built in rigidity that dictates a non-flexible 
way of coping with their environments.  Comprehending their need for 
predictability makes the rigidity more understandable.  Working with 
that need for organization can produce some environmental adaptations 
that will result in less rigidity but more comfortable comprehension and 
relaxed functioning.  As they learn to make use of the organizational 
possibilities around them, students become more efficient.  They like the 
structure and organization.

I want to give them that structure, but it is hard 
because I am not like that.  I am more spontaneous 
and disorganized.  Is there hope for me?
A classroom or living environment can be set up to provide lots of 
built-in structure.  Working toward that goal will probably benefit both 
you and the students as you coexist.  Finished papers go in this box.  
That toy goes on the shelf in this exact spot.  The cups go on the first 
shelf and the plates go on the second shelf.  Using visual cues to help 
organize the environment will make that organizational system more 
clear to everyone using it.  In addition, the visual tools assist with 
teaching changes that will inevitably occur.

Students who experience learning difficulties usually demonstrate 
a need for structure and for learning organizational strategies.  
Supporting them is this area results in major improvements in their 
overall performance.
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STRUCTURING THE 
ENVIRONMENT WITH LABELING
Our world is full of visual elements to give people cues to function 
efficiently.  Bathrooms are labeled.  So are exits.  Rooms and school 
busses are given numbers.  Students benefit from being taught to 
identify already existing environmental cues.  In addition, home and 
school environments can be visually enhanced to give students more 
information.  Adding labels and markers provides an opportunity 
for more independence than a student might otherwise be able to 
accomplish.  Try these techniques.

Teach students to recognize the labels and information that 
already occur naturally in the environment 
Many labels are already there.  That does not mean students recognize 
them or know what they mean.  It does not mean students will know 
how to act upon the information.  Many students need to be specifically 
taught how to make use of environmental supports.

Label the student’s personal spaces and personal belongings 
The most common forms of labeling are putting student’s names on 
coat racks, desks, chairs, mail box, lockers, and lunch box locations.  
Students are helped when labels identify their lunch boxes, coats, gym 
clothes, and all those personal possessions.

Remember to teach students to get 
information from the visual cues 
that already occur in 
the environment.

Teaching students to identify 
and effectively use the visual 
cues in their environments is an 
important part of communication 
training.  Recognizing or reading 
these cues does not insure the 
ability to act appropriately upon 
the messages conveyed.  That is 
the communication part.  Reading 
these cues out of context is an 
insignificant skill.  Recognizing 
them and then demonstrating an 
understanding of what they mean 
by acting on the information 
correctly is what is critical.
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Visual Strategies to Organize the Environment

Label where things belong 
Labeling can show where items belong on a shelf, what is in drawers, 
or cabinets, and where finished work should be put.  The finished work 
goes in a specific box, the art supplies belong in identified containers, 
and the toys go in designated places on the shelves.

Label the environment 
Use labeling to help articulate the organization of the child’s whole 
program.  Give a name to all activities and label the various activity 
areas in and out of the classroom.  For example, give specific names to 
tables or areas of a classroom where specific activities take place:

	 � Q  the art table			   �Q the play rug

	 � Q the round table		  �Q the leisure area

	 � Q the work table			  �Q the break area

	 � Q the good morning circle

	 � Q the book corner

Many developmental curriculums 
list matching as an important 
skill to learn.  Replacing an object 
in a labeled drawer or putting a 
tool back on a labeled shelf is a 
functional performance of that skill.  
Using the labeling concept teaches 
the matching skill in a useful 
format, much more functional than 
matching lotto pictures.
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Coordinate those names and labels with the activity names used in 
the student’s daily schedule.  Students who experience difficulty with 
transitioning from one activity or location to the next are particularly 
assisted by this system.  Here is how these organization 
strategies work.

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

PROBLEM: Keeping the classroom organized is difficult.  Students and 
staff all have different ideas about where things belong.  The stapler is 
always missing and the students frequently lose their school supplies.

SOLUTION: Label everything.  Identify locations for the stapler and 
other items.  Label the  locations and teach students to put items back 
in the labeled area.  Teach the students to match the label with the item 
and show them how to put things away.  When having the students 
retrieve items, show them how to attend to the label to access what 
they need.

Develop a holder, (i.e. a box with a lid) for each student to hold 
individual school supplies.  Put a label on or in the  lid of the box that 
identifies exactly what belongs in the box.  The label on the lid 
can serve as:

	 � Q ��a prompt to help the student communicate about the supplies he 
has or needs

	 � Q a check list to inventory what is in the box

	 � Q a reminder about what is supposed to go in the box
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PROBLEM:  Jean has difficulty taking care of her belongings at home.  
Mom feels she could be more independent at managing her own things 
like cleaning her room and helping with laundry, but she needs a 
system.

SOLUTION: Label the locations of items that Jean needs to retrieve 
or put away.  Label shelves for toys, drawers and closets for clothing.  
Find holders and containers such as boxes, dish pans, or laundry 
baskets for items.  Label the containers so Jean will remember what 
goes into each one.

PROBLEM: Teddy requires much staff supervision while trying to 
accomplish a series of tasks.  He seems to complete one task faster 
than his aide can get another one for him to do.

SOLUTION: Develop a system where Teddy can be more independent 
with the total routine by getting and putting away the materials he 
uses.  Use a mini-schedule to list the activities or jobs Teddy will 
do.  Place pictures or labels of the jobs in a holder.  Put the activities 
into individual containers or baskets.  Label the containers with the 
identical pictures.  With a third set of pictures, label the shelves where 
the containers belong.  Teach Teddy to look at his mini-schedule to 
identify what job he is supposed to take.  When he completes his 
activity, he will be able to return his container 
to the proper place by looking for the identical 
label on the shelf and then move on to the 
next activity more independently.

REMEMBER: Just having the labels there 
is not enough.  Most students will need to 
be taught how to use them.  Teach them to 
find the cues, recognize them, and use the 
information from them.
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ORGANIZING LIFE IN GENERAL
There are lots more ways that life can be organized.  Think about  
these opportunities.

SIGNS 
Just as signs are used in the everyday world, highlighting procedures 
to function properly, they can be used in an educational environment 
to enhance a comfortable flow of life.  Step one should be to 
teach students to attend to any already existing signs that would 
be meaningful to them.  Step two is to add some signs to guide 
performance for specific locations or activities.

LISTS 
Who has not created a shopping list or a list of “things to do” in 
our lives?

	 � Q ��Create a list for the student to use to help him accomplish a 
routine or activity.

	 � Q ��Guide the student through the procedure of creating his own list 
to accomplish a purpose.  Teaching students to formulate their 
own version of a list can go a long way toward helping them to 
think through events in an organized fashion.  It teaches them a 
strategy that is a life skill.

I like this idea.  Besides shopping and things to do, 
what other kinds of lists do you recommend?
There are endless possibilities.  Here are some suggestions:

things I must bring to school tomorrow: lunch money, a magazine

things I need to remember to take home today: note, homework, 
book, what I brought for show-&-tell

things to buy at the store: bread, peanut butter, paper towels

supplies to take to the laundromat: dirty clothes, laundry basket, 
soap, fabric softener, money

items to take to the swimming pool: bathing suit, towel, sandals, 
bathing cap, shampoo, recreation ID card

jobs to do to clean the bedroom: put shoes away, put toys on shelf, 
make bed, put clothes in hamper

tasks to do to prepare lunch: set table, make sandwiches,  
make beverage

Students do not need to be able to 
write to make their own list.  If 
they are not writers, try these:
�Q dictate to someone
�Q copy words on the computer
�Q cut & paste pictures
�Q circle items on a prepared sheet
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things to do today: call for transportation, pay bills, go to the store

who to send cards to: birthday, Christmas, Valentine’s

CHARTS 
The classic “tooth brush chart” is not obsolete.  Remembering anything 
on a daily or regular basis is much easier if there is a prompt to check 
or cross off.  Remembering different activities on different days is 
enhanced even more by this procedure.

REMEMBERING AND GIVING MESSAGES 
Writing something down or putting it in a visual form helps get a 
message delivered.  How many phone messages have passed to oblivion 
because they didn’t get recorded?

Think about how many opportunities a student has to transport a 
message between home and school or from one classroom to another.  
Teaching students to be responsible for delivering information is 
important.  The Today at School concept is one form of this (see 
Mediating Communication Between Environments, Chapter 5). Students 
achieve more responsibility and independence when they learn to create 
and/or use visual prompts effectively to support them in the transfer of 
information from one person or environment to another.

MEMORY SUPPORTS  
Did you ever help yourself remember to do something by putting a note 
on your bathroom mirror, in your pocket, by the handle of the door, or 
on the steering wheel of your car?  Perhaps the classic is putting a note 
in your pocket.  Students can benefit from those little reminders, too.  
Be creative!
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REMEMBER: The key to teaching organizational strategies is to 
enable students to use these tools to develop a level of independence 
and consistent functioning.  People might use a few of these strategies 
with students, however, there are probably many more opportunities in 
a student’s life to develop tools to support organization.  Frequently, 
organization systems are set up more for the adult in charge rather 
than considering them a strategic teaching tool for the students.  It 
is less common to specifically teach the students to create their own 
organizational strategies.  Teaching them how to create more structure 
for themselves can become a skill with lifetime value.

THE POINT IS: Organizing the environment with visual supports can:

	 � Q ��create an orderliness to the environment that gives students a 
sense of stability

	 � Q help students experience greater structure and predictability

	 � Q help students function more independently

	 � Q ��enable students to become more responsible for their own 
performance and belongings

	 � Q increase student reliability

	 � Q make it easier for everyone to find or remember what they need
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One of the greatest desires of families, teachers, and friends of students 
who experience moderate to severe communication difficulties is to find 
out more about them and their life experiences.  This information is 
what relationships are built upon.

When a student comes home from school to face a question like, “How 
was your day today?”, lucky parents get a response that contains 
more than one word and gives them a bit of information about the time 
their child spent away from home.  Most parents would desire more 
information than they get, however, those whose children experience 
communication handicaps have an even greater need.  The more 
difficulty a student has in his ability to communicate, the greater the 
vacuum that exists about a large part of his life while he is away from 
home or away from school.

Teachers face the same dilemma.  Great effort is often put into 
attempting to extract information from students about their experiences 
outside the classroom.  Finding out what has happened in a student’s 
life away from school is a necessary part of teaching meaningful 
communication.  Any time these students cross over into other 
environments, the communication void can be wide.

Mediating Communication
Between Environments

Mediating Communication
Between Environments
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What can I do?  It takes a lot of time and effort 
to try to communicate with the families of my 
students.  As hard as I try, I don’t feel totally 
successful.
To fill the voids, teachers, parents, and other significant caretakers 
attempt to develop systems of exchanging information.  These systems 
typically meet only part of the need.  First, it can be time consuming 
and inconvenient to communicate by writing or telephoning with enough 
regularity to share all the details.  Second, and most important, these 
systems generally do not include the student as a conduit of his own 
experience and information.

Do you have a better idea?
Teach students to communicate more information about themselves.  
VISUAL  BRIDGES are designed to make that happen.  Visual Bridges 
are communication tools that are developed from some combination 
of written words, pictures, objects or other visual cues.  They are 
assembled to communicate information about the student’s experience.  
They exist as a bridge to support the information exchange between 
two or more environments when the student is unable to handle the 
complete communication independently.  They assist in stretching 
the student to a higher level of expression than he would be able to 
communicate without the support.  Adaptable to any ability or age level, 
the system is ultimately a means of teaching students to communicate 
more information about themselves.  Visual Bridges are different from 
other visual tools because they contain information that is immediate 
and activity specific.  A new tool may be prepared on a daily basis to 
highlight today’s most important information, or a tool can be created to 
share details about a specific event.

Visual Strategies For Improving Communication
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What do you try to accomplish by using 
Visual Bridges?
There are three major goals when implementing this system.

GOAL #1: mediate communication between home and school or 
other significant environments 
The student is given the responsibility of sharing the information about 
himself.  He learns more about sharing, telling, asking for information, 
and remembering things he needs to be responsible for.  He learns to 
take more initiative for social interactions.

GOAL #2: stimulate and expand functional language, 
communication, reading & writing and academic development  
The information is put in a visual form to help the transition from 
one environment to another.  It is critical that the student participate 
as much as possible in the selection, creation, or production of the 
visual tools.  His participation is part of the learning process.  How he 
participates and the form of the Visual Bridges will depend on what 
skills he already has and what objectives he needs to work on.  Visual 
Bridges can be adapted for both verbal and nonverbal students.

GOAL #3: provide more opportunities for the student to engage 
in communication and conversation about his experiences 
The process of preparing and using Visual Bridges presents a built-in 
opportunity to rehearse and review significant information.  It is an 
opportunity to:

� � � Q practice giving information

� � � Q build vocabulary

� � � Q share more details about personal experiences

Since this activity stresses expanding communication about the 
student’s personal experiences, there is a high level of interest and a 
high rate of learning.

Once prepared, Visual Bridges are a tool to support both the student 
and his communication partner in a conversation about his experience.  
The visual symbols provide cues for both people so they know what to 
ask or what to tell.

Preparing Visual Bridges can become an integral part of school and 
home routines.  Implemented at the student’s level of comprehension 
and production, they develop into a valuable resource for improving 
communication.  The most significant key for success is the degree of 
student involvement.  The more the student participates, the more he 
will gain from this activity.

Mediating Communication Between Environments

Preparing and using Visual Bridges 
gives students the opportunity 
to practice the oral and written 
vocabulary and language related to 
their life experiences.
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VISUAL BRIDGES
Visual bridges effectively support ongoing communication between 
home and school, the two primary environments for students.  The 
same idea can be adapted for communication between other locations.

                     TODAY AT SCHOOL 
Designed to guide the student in recounting what he did today, this 
activity can involve a summary of the whole day’s activities or highlight 
some specific events.  The idea is that the student reviews what 
occurred during the day and puts that information in a visual form to 
take home.  If the student cannot recall from memory, he can go back 
to the schedule and use it as a guide to prepare his “Today at School”.  
The specific format varies, depending on the educational level of the 
student.  Activities include a range of levels such as:

�Q �marking schedule pictures 
on a page of choices

�Q �copying the names of 
activities from the schedule

�Q �collecting food wrappers or 
advertising pictures from 
an excursion

�Q �photocopying pictures or 
objects that communicate 
the information

�Q �copying fill-in-the-blank 
sentences

�Q �writing original sentences

calendar time

aerobics

snack

seat work

lunch

music

community
trip

TODAY AT SCHOOL
NAME

DATE

calendar time aerobics workshop

lunch VCR computer time community trip

seat work leisure cooking music

housekeeping

snack

art
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The goal is active participation to prepare something to take home.  The 
time spent reviewing and rehearsing will help the student remember 
and organize his thinking to prepare him for sharing that information 
as he carries it to the next environment.  When the information is in 
a visual form, it serves as a tool for both the student and the other 
person to use for sharing.  The result is a sustained interaction where more 
information is shared.

                  LAST NIGHT AT HOME  
This system is particularly desirable for those students who 
love or desire “homework”.  This serves the same purpose as 
TODAY AT SCHOOL but in reverse.  The goal is to share information 
in a visual form to encourage 
communication about the student’s 
experiences outside of school.  It 
is most difficult to teach language 
skills to students when you don’t 
know the answers to the questions 
you ask.  This format gives 
teachers more information to use 
when teaching communication.  
Here too, student participation is 
critical for maximum benefit from 
the activity.  It is important for the 
student to have the responsibility 
for preparing the document in 
some way and in transporting it 
back to school.  That process will 
encourage the student to  
initiate and participate in  
meaningful conversations.

For dinner I ate

On TV I watched

Our company was

I played

We went

I went to bed at

LAST NIGHT AT HOME

name date
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CREATING VISUAL BRIDGES
Developing visual bridges offers an opportunity to teach a wide variety 
of skills.  Select a system that the student understands and can 
participate in.  Effective visual bridges can be developed from any of the 
following formats or combinations of more than one.

Structured Picture Communication 
Using the pictures that are used for the daily schedule, or pictures that 
relate to specific activities, the student assembles, marks, or in some 
form indicates what information is to be communicated.  The student 
part might be:

�Q photocopy the daily schedule

�Q �look at today’s schedule and mark those pictures on a page of 
schedule pictures

�Q �cut and paste significant schedule 
pictures, labels, wrappers from treats, 
or anything the student will recognize

�Q �photocopy labels, boxes from foods or 
videos or other significant items

�Q �photograph something that  
is memorable

These activities work even for those 
students who have limited  
writing ability.

Leisure ping pong video games magazines

cards roller blades

Housekeeping wash windows vacuum

wipe tables sweep

fold laundry

stack chairs

TODAY AT SCHOOL
NAME

DATE
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Dictated Language Experience 
Language experience stories are created to encourage the students to 
retell events from their daily experiences or communicate 
important information.  The student dictates thoughts 
that the teacher writes.  A twist that is not as common 
is to support the written language activity with some 
form of pictures.  Try using schedule pictures or hand 
drawn sketches.  Even non-artists can draw enough for 
students to understand.  The addition of the pictures 
can significantly improve the language recall and 
comprehension for students.  It turns the activity from 
a “struggling reading” experience into an interactive 
communication exchange.  Students who cannot 
accurately or reliably read the printed word may produce 
substantial language that is triggered by the picture 
portion of the message.

We are going to the

farm on Friday.

I need two dollars

for lunch.  We will

eat hot dogs

and pop.
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Structured Written Communication 
This is a system that works for students who 
demonstrate some emerging reading and 
writing skills but who are not able to produce 
spontaneous, meaningful written language.

�Q Variations include:

�Q �students copy the schedule words from the 
schedule pictures

�Q �the student copies written words or simple 
sentences that convey significant information

�Q �Develop a card file of schedule words and other 
significant vocabulary for the student to locate 
and copy

�Q �copy words from labels, packages, menus and 
other sources

Writing activities can be accomplished with 
pencil and paper or computers.  Focusing on 
vocabulary related to the student’s personal 
experiences improves comprehension.

housekeeping

vacuum wash
windows

wipe the
table

sweepfold laundry

set the table

In housekeeping I
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Written Language Experiences 
In this variation of the language experience activity, the student writes 
or types, rather than dictates, the information he wishes to share.  The 
success of this form of language experience depends on his ability 
to produce written language.  A variation of this is for the student to 
dictate and then copy what was dictated.  Another option is to provide 
some pattern, fill-in-the-blank type sentences for the student to choose 
from.  Try to create a personal dictionary or word bank to support the 
student’s writing attempts.  Including pictures in the student’s writing 
can increase enthusiasm and clarify communication.

SAMPLES & EXAMPLES

REMEMBER:  Although there are 
numerous ways to approach developing 
visual bridges, this is one system 
that has produced some remarkable 
results.  The structure has helped many 
students with marginal reading and 
writing potential to develop some useful, 
functional literacy skills.  Success has 
come from the simple organization of 
the system.  It does not expect a lot of 
spontaneous language output from the 
students.  The students are supported 
with the schedule and other classroom 
visual tools.  Therefore, it is particularly 
effective with those who have limited 
expressive language and those who learn 
language in a more gestalt 
learning style.

Visual Bridges can be developed to 
match the student’s level of literacy.  
For many students, functional literacy 
and reading comprehension are 
increased because the activity evolves 
from their real life experience.



110
Visual Bridges Visual Strategies For Improving Communication

McDonaldsWendy's KFC Pizza Hut

pizza chicken hamburger french fries

Sprite milk water Coke

I went to

I ate

I drank

name date

My job was

water plants

set the table

feed the turtle

milk person

sweep

stack the chairs

go to the of�ce

calendar helper

date
name

SM

I went to

I bought

TODAY AT SCHOOL



111
Visual BridgesMediating Communication Between Environments

Today, we went for a walk.

We walked around the block.

We saw houses.

We saw garages.

We saw birds.

We saw squirrels.

We saw a black dog.

We saw people.

I played outside.

I played on the slide.
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SUGGESTIONS 
FOR BUILDING SCHOOL-HOME 

COMMUNICATION
1. Use visual symbols that are easily recognized by the student 
Their use is for the purpose of supporting interaction, not specific 
reading instruction.  If created in a form that is too difficult for students 
to interpret, spontaneity will be reduced.  The interaction will become 
distorted.  It will lack a natural flow.  Visual Bridges are tools to 
encourage and enhance communication exchanges, not replace the 
interaction.  Improved student word recognition may come as a part of 
this process, but it is not the first goal.

2. Use words, picture/word combinations or other symbols 
that will be understandable to everyone who will be getting 
information from the communication tools 
When a communication tool is crossing environments, it is essential 
that everyone involved be able to interpret clearly what is being 
represented.  Label pictures so that there will be no misunderstanding.

3. Make the student as much a part of the preparation as possible  
The more a student actively participates in this activity, the more he 
will take ownership of the product and the more he will learn.  Many 
skills necessary to accomplish this information exchange fit with the 
student’s other objectives (deciding what to share, dictation, discussion, 
typing, writing, using the photocopier, cutting, gluing, etc.).  Sharing 
information between environments should be a student centered 
activity.  It should not be turned into an elaborate communication 
project between the parent and the teacher.  The goal is to give the 
student visual supports to assist in communicating the information he 
needs or wants to share.

4. Be flexible about when you include this activity in your day 
It would not be logical to begin the day with a “what I did today” 
activity.  Preparing home communications just before going home 
creates a perfect opportunity to review and summarize the day’s 
activities.  If enough time is not allotted, however, it can turn into a 
meaningless ritual to rush through before it is time to leave.  Another 
option is to create a “TODAY AT SCHOOL” communication soon after 
a special activity, whenever it occurs in the day.   That allows the 
opportunity to “capture the moment” and then rehearse and review that 
paper several times before it is sent home.  

Communication between school 
and home frequently becomes 
parents and teachers trying to write 
quick notes to each other.  Turn 
school-home communication into 
an activity that is the student’s 
responsibility.  Teach the student 
to carry and share important 
information about his life.   
The result is functional 
communication training.

Using visual forms that the student 
recognizes easily encourages 
spontaneous sharing.
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These activities can be inserted logically in the daily schedule to 
accomplish shorter or longer term memory goals to meet the  
   child’s needs.

5. Introduce the right amount of variety in your routines 
Developing a routine for Today at School and Last Night at Home 
activities will encourage the student to anticipate the opportunity 
to share.  The structure of the routine can help them become more 
complete in what they share.  On the other hand, excessive mechanical 
routine encourages thoughtless, ritualistic responses that defeat the 
purpose of the activity.  Redundancy will diminish the effect.  Variations 
in type of activity or format keeps everyone interested.  Thoughtful 
programming can include a combination of routines to encourage the 
functional independence and the variations to encourage the inclusion 
of new skills. 

6. Use this medium to teach expanded communication 
Communication, not perfect language structure, is the goal of these 
activities.  Although this is a perfect opportunity to teach expanded 
language skills, focusing too much on language structure can inhibit the 
development of spontaneity.  A tender balance is necessary.  Attending 
to more pragmatic communication goals such as initiating conversation 
and taking turns may be more valuable.

7. Be a multimedia experimenter 
Use lots of photos, catalog pictures, package labels, and other sources 
of visuals to enhance your visual supports.  Have the students 
participate in finding and preparing them.  Use originals or experiment 
with the photocopy machine, to reduce or enlarge items.  If students 
can identify photocopies of objects or pictures, that expands the 
possibilities.  Using these resources helps the student become more 
aware of finding objects in the environment to use to support giving 
information to others.

Use formats that are easily recognized by the student.  That does not 
mean not to use writing.  Include written words on the tools, even if 
the student is a non-reader or a limited skill reader.  A combination 
of words and pictures teaches additional skills while preserving the 
student’s rapid recognition.

Cell phones offer a way to teach another 
communication skill.

•Teach students how to send a text 
home to tell a parent something that 
they did at school. 

•Take a picture of something that 
happened at school. Text the picture to 
a parent. Student can also add text to 
the picture that is being sent.

This texting and picture taking activity 
can work in reverse.  When the student 
is involved in home or community 
activities, texting and picture taking 
can be used to send information back to 
school staff. 
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Modern technology provides many more options for home school 
communication. Consider this equipment:

• Digital camera to take photos

• Camera that creates videos

• Computer to upload pictures or video and email

• OR a cell phone that can accomplish all these functions

As our technology options keep improving, they provide powerful 
options for carrying back-and-forth communication between 
environments. These high tech options are clearly not appropriate 
for many students because of age, skill level or ability to care for the 
devices. But for students who can benefit from using more technology, 
it’s important to consider all the options.

Remember the purpose of using visual strategies for home-school 
communication is to support the student so he can share more 
information and improve communication interaction. Be sure to focus 
the use of the tech tools toward that goal. That is a very different 
purpose than playing games or listening to music for recreation.

THE POINT IS: Visual tools created to mediate communication 
between environments can:

� � � Q �give the student the responsibility of sharing information  
about himself

� � � Q reduce the amount of teacher-parent communication necessary

� � � Q teach the student to communicate more information effectively

� � � Q enable the student to share more information with more people

� � � Q enhance interpersonal interactions

� � � Q �help communication partners better understand the messages 
that are shared

� � � Q make communication more rewarding and more enjoyable

REMEMBER: To derive the 
most from Visual Bridges it is 
essential for the people on both 
ends to understand the purpose.  
It is important to attempt to 
commit the time necessary for 
the student to engage in the 
communication that the tools 
will stimulate.  It takes time 
to develop Visual Bridges.   It 
takes time to participate in 
the communication that they 
generate.  The rewards in student 
communication can far outweigh 
the time and effort devoted to 
the activity.
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Although the strategies presented in this book tend to focus on training 
in the school environment, it should never be forgotten that ultimately 
the purpose for training communication in school is to teach skills and 
discover systems that will make life outside school more successful for 
students.  The same visual tools that provide support in the educational 
process will provide support in the student’s home and family life.

Does that mean home and school should work 
together so we do everything exactly the same?
The use of visual tools to support communication transcends 
environments.  Although general strategies are the same, there will be 
differences between home and school in implementation.  For as much 
as we all preach establishing “consistency” between home and school, 
there are significant differences between the environments.  School can 
become artificially structured, ignoring the human fluctuations that 
so frequently occur in the average home.  On the other hand, students 
can experience a degree of freedom and self direction at home that 
cannot be permitted in school.  Families and schools both establish 
routines based on the demands and needs unique to their environments.  
Considering this, consistency becomes a similarity of style rather than a 
rigidity that cannot be modified.

C h a p t e r  6

 Improving Communication
On The Homefront

Improving Communication
On The Homefront
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Are you suggesting everything at home should 
be visual?
A great wise man once said, “If it ain’t broke...don’t fix it.”  If there are 
parts of the home routine and communication interactions that work 
just fine, why change them?  There is no reason to change things that 
already work just to make them  “more sophisticated” or just so they 
match what happens in another place.  As long as they accomplish the 
purpose adequately and everyone understands, why not spend the time 
and energy trying to improve a situation that is not working so well, 
or trying to change a situation that needs to be changed for a specific 
reason.

CONSIDER THIS SITUATION: 
Andy and Dad have a great “get ready for bed” routine.  The back and 
forth communication that they use and the routines that they follow are 
understood by both of them.  It is a  pleasurable activity.  It works.  No 
problem.  Why change it?  The problem occurs when Dad is not home 
for bedtime.  Andy’s routine doesn’t work unless Dad is there.  That is 
where the difficulty exists and that is where an intervention plan may 
suggest some visual aids to help Andy handle things without Dad.  Why 
do the problems occur?  Does Andy protest going to bed because Dad 
isn’t there?  Does he have difficulty transitioning to the different steps 
in the routine?  The exact support strategies should be targeted  toward 
solving the difficulties that occur when Dad is absent.  Visual tools can 
give Andy the necessary information or guide him through a series of 
activities.  It does not mean Dad and Andy need to change their routine, 
but Dad can develop some specific strategies to support Andy during his 
absences.

I tried to work with one family.  We made some 
posters and pictures for home, but it didn’t last 
long.  Mom said she got tired of her house looking  
like school.
Communication supports need to meet the aesthetic and functional 
demands of the home.  If family members are not comfortable with 
them, whatever the reason, the chances for their successful use 
diminishes to zero.  They won’t be used, or they won’t accomplish their 
intended purpose.  Original designs that work in other locations may 
need to be modified for successful integration into family life.  Here is 
an example.

Mom was trying to figure out how 
to use visual strategies at home. She 
decided that her daughter should bring 
a picture to her to indicate that she 
needed to go to the bathroom. Further 
conversation revealed that Samantha 
already went to the bathroom by herself, 
independently, when she was at home. 
The REAL issue was that there were 
bathroom communication problems when 
they were out in the community. What 
they really needed to do was devise a 
bathroom signaling system when they 
were not at home. Their home system 
worked just fine. No need to change it.
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CONSIDER THIS SITUATION: 
Jerry’s mother worked with school staff to develop a set of pictures to 
keep in the kitchen to communicate about his food choices.  Initially, 
Mom was enthusiastic about the pictures.  They were hanging all over 
the kitchen.  Jerry liked them, too.  A follow-up investigation revealed 
that Mom had taken the pictures down and quit using them.  She got 
tired of those pictures “hanging all over the kitchen.”  Evidently, their 
value for  Jerry’s communication was exceeded by Mom’s desire for 
an uncluttered kitchen.  Unfortunately, removing them was the only 
solution she entertained.

Both Jerry’s communication needs and Mom’s aesthetic tastes have 
to be considered when modifying the current system.  It is possible 
to develop a format that will meet both requirements.  For example, 
collecting the pictures to place in a box or photo album or putting  
them on the refrigerator instead of the cupboard doors are  
possible solutions.

HERE’S ANOTHER SITUATION: 
Chad needed to learn to perform his bath routine more independently.  
Mom asked the teacher for help.  Soon, their collaboration produced a 
carefully prepared 2’X3’ poster board.  It contained an excellent task 
analysis for independent bathing.  Chad could read and understand the 
poster, so it was anticipated he would master this skill at home in a 
short time.  The problem that surfaced was...where do you hang up a 
huge poster board in the normal family bathroom?  Unfortunately, its 
lack of convenience undermined the project.

As well intended as these efforts were, the project didn’t work.  A few 
changes could have made a significant difference.  Unfortunately, when 
a lot of effort has been expended for a disappointing result, people give 
up on future attempts to develop supports.  Fortunately, keeping a few 
DO’s and DON’TS in mind can make success more likely.

SIMPLE IDEAS FOR HOME
Using the visual strategies described in this book can support home 
communication in numerous ways.  When presented with a lot of ideas, 
it can become a bit overwhelming to know where to begin.  The best 
home systems and strategies are introduced a little piece at a time.  
Here are some ways to get started.
















