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Hello. This is Anne Kuhlmeier, Speech/Language Pathologist and Assistive Technology Professional, providing a webinar for the Idaho Assistive Technology Project, on visual schedules–designing and using them. Please follow along with the PowerPoint to aid in learning about visual schedules.
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The purpose of a visual schedule is to provide an overview of the sequence of the day—what is happening—to help the student anticipate what will happen next, help this student understand who they will be working with at particular times of the day, to make transitions easier for the student, to improve receptive language skills, to help provide structure, often decreasing negative behaviors, to use as a supplement with verbal direction to reinforce following a command, to increase understanding of new vocabulary. The ultimate goal is to promote independence by reinforcing the individual’s ability to complete task or tasks on his or her own, without requiring addition cues or support from other people. For instance, a young child might use a visual schedule to help play with different toys or complete a task in daily living, such as brushing your teeth or getting dressed. A school aged child may use the schedule to complete a task in the classroom or orient themselves and transition from one activity or one classroom to the next. A teenager may have a schedule depicting the steps on how to cook his or her favorite food or how to transition from different classrooms, especially in high school. An adult may have a schedule depicting the steps on how to create something related to his or her favorite hobby—cutting flowers and making a bouquet. All of these activities need visual support by certain people that will help them become independent.
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Characteristics of a visual schedule or support: Visual schedules are made up of pictures usually, such as line drawings, clip art, PCS or Boardmaker symbols, photographs. They can be manufactured labels, such as food items or restaurants, popular places. They can also be real objects or object symbols, especially for those visually impaired students that may need visual schedules. The written word can be used by those more high functioning that can understand that. It’s a simpler way to help them transition. We use visual schedules daily, such as writing a list of items that we need at the grocery store or marking on our calendar different appointments. Those are all different types of visual schedules.
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Turn to the next slide. You’ll see a description or a picture of a visual schedule, where the different tasks the child will follow are on different lily pads and the frog jumps from one to the next, showing the progression of completion.
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On the next slide you’ll see a different type of visual support. This one has a schedule whereby it’s part lexical and part picture, and shows what today’s schedule will be. Visual schedules set out the plan for the day—the morning, the evening, lunchroom, etc. They sequence activities for a set time period. The number of activities and amount of time shown on the schedule depends on the child’s needs. Some children become anxious when they realize they have ten tasks to complete, for instance, before they can go home at the end of the school day or before they can go to lunch. However, if you broke that down to smaller chunks or shorter intervals, for instance, maybe only three tasks before they get a break, they are fine. They may need multiple visual schedules for individual tasks or time periods—morning routines before school, lunch routines in the cafeteria, the school day routine—are examples of visual schedules. One of the questions that I hear frequently from parents to their children are, “what did you do today?”, and for many different reasons some children have difficulty answering this question. Children on the autism spectrum usually do not reply because they may not be able to recall the day’s activities, understand the question, or organize their thoughts. Others, especially adolescents, may be experiencing the “I don’t know; I didn’t do anything” syndrome. So, for them, information sharers such as “what I did today” can easily support school to home, and let the child relay the information versus the communication be entirely between upon the on teacher and the parent. Involving the child into the conversational dialogue has many benefits—from improving their own expressive communication skills, practice in relaying information, positive reinforcement for communicating, because they have bought into the process; they are responsible. They should go both ways, though. It should be a visual schedule or an information sharer that goes from school to home and home to school. Another information sharer is a people locator. These are especially important for children whose parents travel or they have a sibling away at school. A people locator for a sibling away at school may contain a photograph of the college where they are with a picture of the brother or sister beside it. It may also include information about their return or when they’re going to visit—important shared interests.  People locators are useful if the parent is traveling. It helps give that child a sense of belonging and transitioning knowing that that parent has gone but will return, and when they may return—a reference for communicating.
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Here are some other examples of visual schedules. The ones at the top left show pictures with a label on them so you know exactly what they are and picture will then be manipulated and taken off and put into the “all done” pocket when they are finished. On the right side you see pictures that are black and white and they move these pictures from the left side to the right side. Both are going in a vertical display, but again also looking at left/right orientation, and they move… the… a user actual get to move the picture when they’re finished, giving them a sense of accomplishment. On the next slide you see one that I made for brushing their teeth. In this one, I wanted to show you an example how you can make it entirely from clip art or Google images, and create one, where, if you laminated it you could use a visa marker and just check off the different steps, and then wipe it off at the end,and reuse it again the next night or next morning, or you could run copies of them and be able to throw them away, but that you don’t have to have a commercial photograph program in order to make a visual schedule.
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Tips and ideas: Remember that when you make a visual schedule that its purpose is to make an activity or transition easier. So, you don’t want the person or child to struggle to understand the pictures or symbols. Your calendar appointments, for example, aren’t written in another language. So, don’t make visual supports that are difficult for the child to interpret or understand. Abstract images can be hard for some children to understand, so you may need to use a photograph versus a picture symbol or a real object versus a photograph. Using color and size can also help improve visual discrimination for children so that they understand more easily what that symbol represents. Make sure that your verbalizations are the same as your symbol. So, for instance, if you use “potty” for your child when they have to go to the bathroom, don’t put toilet or bathroom on the picture symbol. Use “potty”. Keep it consistent, for ease. Label all you symbols with the written word. This build literacy and sight word vocabulary. It also helps significantly for other people who are interacting with your child to know exactly what that symbol represents. And, it also helps you to remember what that symbol represents. Make sure that your photographs are easily identifiable to the child and clearly focus on one and only one thing. For instance, if you want to represent a book, then take a photograph of only the book in the picture with a solid background. Don’t take a picture of the whole living room if the object you want to represent is the television. Make sure photographs are not blurry, not too dark or hidden by the reflection of a flash. If it’s not clear to you, it won’t be clear to your child. Be aware that shadowing often occurs when you laminate, too. Making several copies of the same picture is a good idea so that:1) when the original gets lost you have a backup; 2) when you realize the visual is needed in both the bedroom, the bathroom and the school bathroom that you have copies for both. That the visual may be worn repeatedly, and so, therefore. you need to replace it frequently. And, some pictures have multiple functions, such as the picture of the child or “I want”, which can be used when brushing the teeth, requesting a toy at school or home, or, for instance, transitioning from different activities that needs to be used multiple times. Picture schedules, as a caveat here, are often confused with PECS—the picture exchange communication systems. PECS is a method of communication used by parents, therapists, and educators with children, especially children with autism. This communication system uses picture to help the individual communicate their wants and needs. Picture schedules use images like PECS, however, picture schedules are not primarily used as a communication tool. So, remember, that this is to help someone transition or become more independent, not necessarily communicate.
Durability is also important. You want your symbols to last, especially because you’ve spent time and energy making them. Mounting pictures on tag board or construction paper and then laminate them adds durability. Adding colored backgrounds will make them more visible. For vision impairments using yellow or black often facilitates visual discrimination. Object symbols should represent that object. There’s a great deal of debate about whether miniatures of an object truly represent the real object for a child with visual or cognitive impairments. Using toilet paper or a toilet bowl handle represents “potty” or “toilet” usually much better than a miniature toilet does. So does a piece of foam covered with vinyl, the same color as the mat, the same texture as the mat, to represent an exercise mat or nap time if the child usually naps on a mat. A piece of fabric the same as a blanket the child might use for a nap are considered good object symbols.
Determine a good place to put your symbols. For instance, a logical place for food choices is in the kitchen, on the refrigerator. Put general symbols in a central location. Make sure they are readily available to your child and people in the environment. Whatever symbols are used, they need to be accessible and organized. Think of your toolbox or your spice cabinet. You make keep all of your tools or your spices in a box in the garage or in the cupboard. The more organized they are the quicker you are able to use them when you need them. If you have twenty or thirty tools or twenty or thirty spices and they’re all in one box or all in the cupboard, just pushed in there, then it’s usually frustrating and stressful when you need to find one to use.
You may avoid completing a task partly because you don’t want to dig through your toolbox or your cabinet to find the screw driver or the spice you need. Picture object symbols aren’t any different. They won’t get used either if they are in a box or plastic bag on your shelf or in a backpack or in a purse. One of the things I do is organize pictures by activities, so that when I go to play or use them for a schedule I have all the picture symbols available right when I need to use it.
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Where do we start with these symbols? Follow the K.I.S.S. “Keep It Simple and you will Shine” principle. We all have too much in our lives already, and we want this to be successful, not only for the child, but for ourselves, as well. Otherwise, everyone will put it back on the shelf and not use it. If it takes too much time or materials to produce, it won’t get done. Pick one activity or transition activity to start with—something that really is stressful for you or your child. If you aren’t having a transition problem, then think of an activity that could be made easier or you want your child to do independently if you had visual symbols. Scripting out the steps involved in the activity will help you identify each step and the pictures that will correspond to it. So, write out each step to guide you. When you write down each step involved in the activity, and, in this case, more is better, identify a picture that could represent that step. The more steps you have the better it will be. You can always take out steps as your child learns to internalize what comes next. But, it is much harder to have to scramble to find a picture that represents a step if you forgot one, later. For instance, if your child is having trouble brushing his or her teeth, just taking a picture of your child brushing his or her teeth is not enough. There are several steps before you get to the actual brushing, and several steps after. Some children don’t automatically know or internalize or memorize each step, so, each night you find yourself having to tell them again what they need to do, or you do it for them. Children with autism frequently need steps visually to represent for them how to “get it” because they don’t internalize those steps when you start doing them with them as toddlers. Visually giving them a recipe or guideline to follow helps them independently accomplish a task, reducing their frustration and your stress—a win/win. The tough part can sometime identifying something or taking a photograph of each and every step. If you are using photographs, taking a picture of your child completing each step will help your child internalize it even more. But, it depends on you child whether you need real photographs.
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Consideration. So, now that you’re ready to make your visual schedule, you have to decide how you want it to look. Do you want it to go horizontally, or do you want it to go vertically? Actually, either is fine. There is an argument that horizontal is better because it promotes literacy skills. We read from left to right. However, we also read from the top to the bottom of the page, vertically. So, it’s your choice. Consider the child you’re working with. If you’re also teaching pre-literacy or literacy skills, then horizontally might work best. You may need to consider the space you have to put your visual schedule in. What’s going to fit best? If their eye is drawn toward the activity the child is completing, it might help the child to stay focused if the schedule is vertical. Having a “finished” pocket or “all done” so they can manipulate their symbols, if they are, and putting them in the pocket, will also help. That’s usually only used if you’re using removable pictures. If it’s a stationary page set, then you may use a checklist format, especially if they‘re laminated so you can use a visa marker and wipe it off later or a dry erase marker. Those work well if you want to make them disposable or don’t have Velcro available to you.
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Here’s an example of a horizontal schedule for getting dressed, where the child can manipulate each of the symbols, put them in the correct order, and then put them on. As they put them on, they can take the symbol off and put them in the “all done” envelope on the right side of the page.
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This is call cycle day three. You… here you have a little more literacy information in that you have the time statements, and you have an activity. And, then you have a child that can check off whether or not it was done. On the right is a chore chart. Both picture and lexical information is provided, and they can check whether or not they did, or what they did, as far as a chore, on a particular day.
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When to use visual supports. The tricky part of knowing when to use visual schedules is that you have to decide. Your child will usually not say to you “where’s my visual schedule” or “I don’t understand; please give me a visual.” Instead, he or she will not follow directions, or attempt a direction and only partially complete it. Or, they may just stand there and look at you—the proverbial “deer in the headlight” look, when you ask them to do something and they have no clue.  Tantrumming or equally or unattractive or negative behaviors are often engaged in by a child who doesn’t understand either expectations or the next step. For these reason, you, your child, your family, may be constantly frustrated. And, not only do you have to figure out how to help the child, you often have to endure question or helpful advice from well meaning staff or family and peers who will then comment on disciplining or behavior management. Visual supports can definitely make everyone’s life easier.
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Introducing the support is relatively easy, especially if the child has been involved in creating it. Talk about the pictures, explaining its purpose and benefits. Model the actual use of it during the actual activity. Show the child a video clip of the activity being completed using a visual support is another way to encourage its use. Simply handing the visual support will not work. The adult must teach the child how to use the visual support, giving visual and verbal information along with its introduction.  As the adult models each step, prompting is needed, always providing praise for attempts and successes. It will become more and more useful to that child and that… and his care givers. Using the support in different setting will help the child generalize its use. Some people may wonder when it’s appropriate to stop using visual supports. Well, think of yourself. We still use planners, calendars, to-do lists, posters with rules and regulation. We still used visual supports. We’ve just changed the look of them. So, it’s always going to be ok to use visual supports if it encourages independence for that child. Let them tell you when they no longer need it in order to brush their teeth or transition from one activity to another. You may be able to fade the amount of visual information—I don’t know—each child is different. And, visual supports are always more beneficial than direct adult support or verbal directions. Let that be your guide.
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So, I hope that this information on visual supports has been helpful to you. There are other resources available to you on visual supports and places to buy visual schedule boards listed on the last slide. I hope this has been helpful.

