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Using Visual Structure With Children With Autistic Spectrum Disorder

Why?

· Problems understanding spoken language

· Problems remembering things they’ve been told

· Problems understanding time

· Can’t wait

· Upset by unexpected changes

All these problems get worse when children are anxious or upset

But while words are gone as soon as spoken, written words and pictures are always there for you, calmly, to check and remind yourself.

Remember that, like spoken language, children have to be taught what your visual structures mean.  But once learned, they will be more easily remembered and understood than spoken language.

What?

· For younger and less able children, use simple line-drawing (‘symbols’).  For pictures of people and places, photographs are good.  Label each picture with a written word or words.  These help everybody to be consistent and concise with language (eg everybody says ‘Tidy-up time’, not ‘It’s time to put all the toys and things away now’).  Use the words that you would normally use in your classroom eg ‘Snack-time’ or ‘Drink-time’).

· For older and more able children, use written words, but illustrate with pictures if it helps the child’s understanding.

Visual time-tables

You can’t see, touch or hear time.  We sense it in a very abstract way.  A visual timetable makes time concrete, allows children to ‘see’ time passing and to ‘see’ plans for the future.

For most children, arrange the timetable from left to right.  For some young children, a top to bottom format may be more understandable.  Attach the pictures using velcro.  As an activity is completed, teach the child  to remove the picture and place it in a ‘Finished’ pocket.  You may want to high-light the current activity, eg by putting a red cardboard frame around that picture.
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Start with a simple timetable, showing the major events of the day or part day.  Illustrate the events  which are likely to be meaningful to the child; eg for a young child, it will be very important to know that mummy is going to come back, and when.  Add more details to your timetable as needed.

An example of a timetable for a key stage one child from Supporting Pupils with Special Educational Needs in the Literacy Hour.

	Register

	

	1
	News
	Sit on floor
	Big book
	Word Level
	Spelling
	Line up
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	Playtime

	

	2
	Milk and fruit
	Mental maths
	Drawing
	Sit on floor
	Writing
	Line up
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	Lunchtime

	

	3
	Sit on floor
	Craft
	Sit on floor
	Music
	Sit on floor
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For young children, label areas of the classroom with large picture-symbols; put smaller, identical picture-symbols on the visual timetable.  Teach the child to take the small picture from the timetable and match it to the big symbol. – and it might be put into a pocket underneath, while the child is working in that area, and then put into the ‘Finished’ pocket afterwards.

Another form of visual plan can help children work through sequences of activity eg getting dressed; preparing lunch etc.   This plan was made for a nursery child getting ready for outside play.  (note that below diagrams are left for use to draw in freehand!).

	Coat 

On


	Shoes 

Off
	Shoes 

Away

Get 

wellies
	Splash 

Suit 

on
	Wellies

On
	Hat

On
	Mittens

On
	Sit

Down

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Each picture was hidden behind a velcro flap, so that, as he finishes each task, he opened the flap for the next task.

Once children understand a visual timetable, you can use it in various ways to help children keep calm.  For example, a visual timetable allows you to prepare children for changes in routine.  A long-term timetable can prepare for a special event (eg a school outing).  A timetable an illustrate a sequence of ‘work first, then reward’.  You can make a contract using a time-table; eg a young child asks for ‘swings’ when you’re indoors – you can quickly draw ‘swings’ and put in on the time table for play-time; for an older child, the time-table might show that he can talk about trains after number-work is finished.  

For children who are disturbed by visitors or changes of staff, you might put photos of the adults who are going to be in the classroom today, on the wall.

Other ideas for visual structure.

· Give a child a special place to sit during large-group time – use a carpet tile, cushion, chair or tape to ‘mark’ their space

· Use a large table-mat on the dining able, to hep children who find it hard to only eat their own food

· Use a personal work-system, using two trays – one for work to be done (on the child’s left-hand side), and one for ‘finished work’ (on the child’ right-hand side).  Label each piece of work in a way the child will understand eg with a colour, a number, or something the child especially likes (eg Thomas, Gordon and Henry).  Fix a corresponding work schedule on the child’s table, showing the order in which he has to do the jobs.  When a job is finished he puts it in the ‘finished’ tray.  The last picture on his schedule shows him his reward.

· Use visual structure to remind children of ‘rules’ for the classroom and school.

Examples:

· A ‘No Entry’ sign on cupboard or area that is ‘out of bounds’

· A chart with a pivoting arrow, to point to ‘Indoor play’ on wet days, and ‘Outdoor play’ on dry days

· Or an arrow to show when children are allowed to play on the grass or not

· Pictures to remind children to, for example, ‘Put your hand up’ during a large group activity.  Once children know the rules, it is less disruptive to point to a picture reminder than have to keep nagging!
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