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Visual Strategies  
 
Agenda: 
 
What are Visual Strategies? 
Visual strategies are things that we see that enhance the communication process.  This 
can range from body language and natural cues in the environment to calendars or 
schedules represented in writing or pictures. 
 
Why do Visual Strategies Work? 
Children with a variety of needs may have difficulty attending to or processing auditory 
input.  Visual tools provide a permanent message which exists for the length of time 
that it takes to process information.  Visual strategies improve the communication 
process by helping to: 

 Establish and maintain attention 

 Clarify verbal information 

 Understand events in a structured and sequential form 

 Understand the expectations during specific situations 
 
How do Visual Strategies Impact Receptive Communication? 
By providing a permanent cue to help a child understand and interpret information, a 
child may be better able to understand and make sense of their daily routine or 
activities.   
 
How do Visual Strategies Impact Expressive Communication? 
Using visual strategies can also help a child to understand the meaning behind pictures.  
This may ultimately help them to develop stronger expressive language skills. 
Visual strategies can also be used to help someone understand how many words to put 
in a sentence, how to ask a question, or how and when to use manners. 
 
Examples of Visual Strategies: 
Schedule, mini schedule, calendar, people locator, first-then board,  
social expectations. 

 Choose a situation 

 Problem solve steps to be reflected in visual support 

 Select a representation system (symbol set) 

 Choose a format – who is it for, what will it look like, how big does it need to be, 
where will it be located 

 Create the visual support 

 How will you model its use 
 
Activity: 
Design your own visual strategy. 
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Examples of Visual Strategies for Comprehension 
 

Schedules: 
A schedule is a visual tool which gives information about: 

 A whole day, part of a day  

 What is happening today (regular or new activities) 

 What is not happening today (cancellations/changes) 

 Changes to a routine 

 Transitions in activities – when it is time to stop one activity and move on to 
another. 

 
It is important to: 

 Use the schedule regularly 

 Include the child in the development of the schedule when possible 

 Orient the child to the schedule each day 

 Use a routine motor activity to acknowledge transitions (ex. turning over, 
removing, pointing) 

 Use verbal scripts with motor routines (ex. lunch finished, time for rest) 

 Include the individual in the transition (cleaning up, gathering materials needed 
for next activity) 

 
Mini Schedules/Task Organizers: 
The mini schedule supplements daily schedules as a visual tool which gives information 
about: 

 The sequence of events or actions within an activity 

 Organizing an activity for successful or independent completion 
 
It is important to: 

 Use mini schedules to target individual learning goals for a smaller portion of the 
day 

 
Calendars: 
Calendars give children information in a form that they understand.  They can be a 
visual reminder of daily, weekly and monthly events.  Using a calendar can teach 
children to develop some organizational strategies to manage their own time and can 
reduce behaviour problems for children who resist change or experience difficulty when 
they don’t understand what is happening.  A calendar is used to tell children: 

 Which days are school days/not school days 

 When regular activities will occur 

 When special or unusual activities will occur 

 Field trips 

 When someone is coming/going 

 how long someone will be here/gone 
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 appointments, ex. doctor, haircut 

 who will be at home after school 

 when a babysitter will come 

 cancellations of expected activities 

 when to bring things to school or when to take things home 

 when to bring money and how much to bring 
 
It is important to: 

 Use the calendar regularly 

 Include the child in the development of the calendar when possible 

 Orient the child to the calendar each day 

 Use a routine motor activity to acknowledge transitions (ex. turning over, 
removing, pointing) 

 Use verbal scripts with motor routines (ex. lunch finished, time for rest) 
 
People Locators:  
A people locator gives information about: 

 Who is here today 

 Who is not here 

 Where someone is 

 Who is coming later 

 When someone will come 
 
It is important to: 

 Give students information about changes in their lives 

 Help students know and remember where their significant people are  

 Reduce anxiety 

 Help students accept changes in routines or expected occurrences 
 
First/Then display: 
A first/then display gives information about: 

 What is happening or what has to happen first 

 What will happen next 

 This can be expanded to a first/next/then display 
 
It is important to: 

 Give children a visual representation of what has to happen before a desired 
event can take place or what will happen after an undesirable event takes place. 
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Visual Strategies Activity 
 

Choose a situation 
 
 
Decide on a type of Visual Strategy 
 
 
Problem solve steps to be reflected in visual support 
 
 
 
 
Select a representation system (symbol set – ex. words, photos, PCS symbols) 
 
 
Choose a format 

 who is it for (individual or group) 

 how big does it need to be? 

 where will it be located 
 
 
Create the visual support – identify materials needed 
 
 
How will you involve the child/children in using the display? 
 
 
When will it be used? 
 
 
How will you model its use? 
 
 
How will you educate others in the child’s life about using the display? 
 
 
 
 
 
Resource: 
Hodgdon, L. (1998). “Visual Strategies for Improving Communication Volume 1: Practical 
Supports for Home and School”.  Troy Michigan: QuirkRoberts Publishing 


