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Types of Visual Representations: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why do we use visual supports/ strategies? 

 Children with intellectual disability learn and understand best when 

tasks/activity/information are presented visually.  It makes these 

tasks clear and highlights important information therefore reducing 

anxiety and confusion and promoting the child’s independence. 

 As behaviour and communication are closely linked, it is helpful to view 

behaviour challenges in the context of communication.  Behavioural 

incidents occur frequently because students don’t understand what is 

being asked of them, because they have difficulty expressing 

themselves and because they don’t know what else to do. 

 Visual strategies are used to help children understand what is going on 

around them and as a medium to communicate and express themselves.  

 Visual strategies promote and facilitate independence in natural 

environments. 

 Visuals increase children’s reliability, structure and predictability. 

 Visuals create order and routine in the environment that provides 

children with a sense of stability. 

 

What are visual strategies? 

 Visual strategies or supports are anything you see which helps you 

understand what you hear or helps you pass information on to another 

person.   

 Traditional visual tools for giving information and helping us stay 

organised include calendars, schedules, TV guides, shopping lists, 

signs, labels, maps and assembly or operating instructions. 



Several different types of visual representations are used in homes, schools and 

early childhood settings. Parents, teachers and other professionals should 

assess the child to determine the visual representations that the child responds 

best to. 

 Real Objects:  

If your child does not yet understand pictures or photographs, using 

real objects will be beneficial. E.g. at drink time a cup is used to 

explain what is going to happen. If the real objects are too big, 

smaller versions or toys can be used such as a toy swing if going to 

the park. Although objects are the most concrete form of 

representation for young children, it can be difficult to organise and 

transport and therefore, sometimes a picture might be more useful.  

 Photographs:  

Digital photographs, clip art or pictures from the internet can be used to 

represent activities or routines. Photographs are an ideal way 

to create visual schedules, however, photographs or pictures 

from magazines or the internet are also useful representations 

when conveying a message. 

Photographs allow for individualisation for children, as they are 

a concrete and realistic representation for most children  

 

 Line drawings/ Pictures: 

Line drawings/ Pictures don’t look exactly like the real thing and can be 

used generally e.g. one picture to represent school, as opposed to a photo 

of a specific school.  

A few computer based programmes that produce line- 

images are commercially available (Boardmaker). This 

computer programme is very comprehensive as it is 

designed with this purpose in mind. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Types of visual supports: 

Visual Schedules: 

Visual schedules can help children anticipate the order of events and activities 

and increase their independence. Visual schedules tend to follow a “first then 

next” approach, in which the child is cued to follow a set routine by finishing one 

task and then moving onto the next.  

There are many ways in which visual schedules can be used in the classroom 

including: 

 To let the child know what activity is taking place. 

 To let the child know what activity is coming next. 

 To let the child know when an activity is finished. 

 To identify any changes that might occur in the child’s regular schedule. 

An individual schedule can be displayed on a wall for the child to see or in a manner 

that means the child will have it close at hand. 

 A schedule can be used to show a full day, ½ day, hourly or for a 

single task. 

 A universal ‘No’ sign can be used if an activity is cancelled. 

 A ? can be used for where a activity has not been decided. 

 The change symbol should be used when  

 Transitioning from one activity/ location to another. For example 

moving from the hall to the classroom. “change”-“time for 

gardening” 

 To prepare the individual that an activity is about to end. E.g. 

Moving from TV room to work station 

Static, Dynamic and Interactive Visual Supports: 

When designing visual strategies and supports it is also important to 

consider the form of the visual supports. They can take the following 

forms: 

 Static- including only print or object- based supports. 

 Dynamic- including a variety of multimedia supports (for example: 

sounds). 

 Interactive- including multimedia input that requires input from 

the child. 

change 



 To transition back to the schedule. E.g. “Change, check schedule”  

 To support the child to understand change within an activity. E.g. 

In colouring, support the service user to use a new colour. 

 To support the service user to understand change within their 

schedule-e.g. It’s raining so walk is cancelled. S/He will do pottery 

instead.  

 

Teacher directions supported by visual aids help gain 

and maintain a child’s attention, ensure that your child 

gets the compete instruction, help focus their 

attention, clarify instruction, and reduce the amount of 

adult support needed to complete a task. 

 

Your child’s schedule could be a top to bottom 

schedule or go from left to right.  It can have a 

several items on it at any one time.  It may be suitable 

to put up a new schedule for each section of the day, 

morning, afternoon, evening and night, or from start 

of school day to break time to lunch time to home.  Or 

you may decide to have one from morning until home 

time.  As each activity is started your child will take 

the corresponding picture off the schedule and place 

it in a box or envelope next to the schedule. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

   

          

 

           

 

           



Visuals used to structure the environment: 

Using visuals to structure the environment can help children to work more 

independently in their environment and decrease the need for prompts in 

completing daily routines. For example, one could place laminated pictures of 

specific toys on shelves indicating where the toys should be put back on the 

shelf. This enables children to independently put the toys away in their location.  

 

Visual Scripts: 

Visual scripts refer to written scenarios or examples that children can use to 

initiate conversation and interact with others. These visuals are particularly 

useful when prompting social skills with children who have social difficulties. 

Social stories can be used to clarify social situations that a child may not 

understand or may interpret inappropriately. Social stories focus on 

demonstrating social behaviour that is appropriate in a given social situation 

(e.g: sharing, taking turns) or decreasing inappropriate behaviour. 

Comic strip conversations are visual scripts that illustrate communication 

between two or more people in a given social situation. These scripts can help 

children to understand social situations. Solve problems and prepare for social 

conversations. 

Line Up 

 
My hands are by my side 

 



My mouth is closed 

 
My eyes are facing forward 

 
 

 

Rule Reminder cards: 

 These are another type of visual support that can be used to visually 

present to the child expectations for behaviour in a number of different 

settings. 

 Visually representing expectations in the classroom helps a child to learn 

what behaviour is acceptable, unacceptable and the consequences that 

may result from either behaviour. 

 Rule reminders can include one picture or symbol such as the 

STOP sign, or depending on the child, can include several 

pictures/ symbols such as the rules that should be followed when 

engaging in a specific activity. 

 Taking photographs in the classroom of children “following the 

rules” is a great way to visually show the child what is expected. 

 

Work systems: 

Work systems are a systematic way for the child to receive and understand 

information in order to complete a series of tasks.  By following the work 

system, the child is more able to work independently, it tells them: 

1. What work to do? 

2. How much work. 

3. Concept of finished. 



4. What happens next? 

 

On completion of work task the child should be directed to go to his work 

schedule using a return to schedule sign to see what activity is next. 

Types of Work Systems: 

1. Work left to right – put finished work in finished box. 

2. Matching (colour, number, shapes etc). 

3. Written system. 

4. Combined approach. 

5. Teacher directed. 

6. Picture/words. 

 

The child’s work system might be left to right, again using the colour 

pictures.  It will describe what needs to be done during that item on their 

schedule.  As each task is completed your child would take each card off 

and either match it to the task or place it in an envelop or box.  This might 

be what a work system could look like for work at desk: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                

 

Change 



Tips for using visual strategies/supports at home: 

Identify the purpose for using visual 

supports: 

 First identify your goal for 

using the visual support. For 

example: your visuals might aid 

the child to know what is 

coming next.  

 

 You need to identify the target 

behaviour and then select the 

type of visual that would best 

suit this behaviour/activity, e.g. 

your child has difficulties with 

‘change’ so introduce the 

‘change’ visual 

 

 By setting individual goals for 

the child when using a visual 

schedule you can evaluate 

progress and modify the 

schedule as required. 

Create the visual support: 

 You can make visual supports 

from a variety of materials. 

For example: a child’s schedule 

may consist of a strip of Velcro 

on a file folder with numerous 

laminated pictures of daily 

activities. You can also use 

sticky notes and write/draw 

the activity etc. on it, if you 

don’t have other materials 

available. 

 When creating visual supports 

keep in mind the child’s needs 

and abilities. 

Identify the type of visual support: 

 After deciding your goal for 

using the visual support, you can 

then decide which type of 

visual support is most 

appropriate for the goal.  

 For example: As a result of 

using a visual schedule, J may 

demonstrate increased 

independence , decreased rates 

of challenging behaviour, and 

decreased impulsivity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Teach the child how to use the visual 

supports: 

 After you have made the visual 

supports, it is important to 

teach the child how to use it, 

rather than presuming that 

they will automatically know 

how to. 

 For example: You may carry the 

child’s visual support from the 

sitting room to the bathroom 

and back to make sure the 

routine is being followed and 

that their attention is being 

brought to the visual support. 

 Direct teaching of how to use 

the supports provides children 

with opportunities to make 



 

 

connections between visuals 

and routines. 

Assess the type of visual 

representation: 

 The visual supports you use may 

include real objects, 

photographs, pictures/ line 

drawings or written words. The 

type of representation depends 

on the abilities of the child. 

 You may need to experiment 

with different types of visuals 

to identify which one works 

best for the child. 

Assess and adjust the visual support: 

 In order to assess the 

effectiveness of visual 

supports make sure to collect 

data and evaluate changes in 

the child’s behaviour. For 

example, keep track of how 

your child reacted when the 

‘change’ card was used. Did 

s/he transition easier to the 

next activity? 

 If the support is not working, 

you can easily make the 

necessary adjustments or 

modifications. But be patient. 

Some children need longer to 

follow visuals and grasp the 

concept of same. 

 

How to take photographs for visuals: 

 

 Be focused, what exactly are you taking the photograph of? Is it the bus 

or the house? But not both.  The photograph should only be of the 

place/item/person that the visual is to represent. 

 Take a minute to centre your picture when you are taking it, use your 

zoom, where you stand and the angle you are at, to ensure the clearest 

photograph you can.  This reduces the amount of editing you might have 

to do later. 

 Of you are taking a photo of a small object then place it on a sheet of 

white paper, and if necessary place one behind it against the wall to 

ensure there are no distracting backgrounds, e.g. wood grains from a desk 

etc. 

 Be aware of which way the light is, try not to take a photo with the 

sun/lamp etc. directly in front of the camera, this causes a glare.  Also do 



not have a person you are taking a photograph of face the sun etc. or it 

will cause a squint.   

 As we now use digital cameras, take several of the one item to be sure 

you have a good one. 

 Try and keep a steady hand!  

Down loading from Google Images 

Be fussy about what you choose, look to see exactly what is in the picture, 

think the same rules above (as if you were taking the photo).  

When downloading onto the computer remember: 

 Make sure you save the image where you will find it again; we advise 

setting up a folder on your computer.  You could put in subfolders, e.g. 

meals, family, trips out, jobs at home, fun activities etc. to make it even 

easier to find the picture you are looking for. 

  

 If you have taken several of one item, review them all and only keep the 

best one (only one) delete the rest from the computer. 

 

 Name it, change the make form the one the camera/computer gave it and 

give it a clear name e.g. red bus or haven’s bus or Mary Murphy or Tayto 

crisps. 

 

 

 

  

  


