Visual Supports
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        Definition


Visual supports (VS) are an evidence-based practice where visual tools are used in a variety of ways to help students/people access their routines and activities. VS can be written words, images/photos/icons, schedules, visual boundaries, etc. Visual supports help students/people communicate and participate in their environments.
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Strategies and TipsVisual Schedules
Visual schedules can be for the whole class and/or the individual student and are helpful for  outlining the daily routine, what is different that day, reducing anxiety about what is coming next or when transitions are happening. VS are also helpful in breaking down an activity or task into smaller steps. Visual schedules can be simple images, images paired with words, or a written checklist. Visual schedules help build predictability and independence for students.

First-Then
First-then boards outline what is expected of the student (i.e., the activity/task they need to do) and what they get to do after that is complete (i.e., reward, free choice). First-then boards are a great way of structuring academic/free choice cycles, helpful in teaching following directions and can help prevent behavior issues because expectations are clear. 
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Visual Work Systems
Visual works systems help structure learning tasks by outlining what the work task is, how much is supposed to be done, when it is finished and what’s next.

Timers, Highlighters & 
Portable White Boards
Visual timers help students know how much time they have of a classroom task or break time; highlighters can be used to scaffold learning or show the student an accommodation (e.g., only do highlighted questions), and  portable white boards are the best. 

Physical Boundaries
Visual/physical boundaries use labeling, color coding, and/or furniture arrangement to make spaces easier to understand (e.g., color coded centers, calm corner), as well as communicate expectations (e.g., designated names on the line up area so students know where to stand). 
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Visual Cues
These help clarify expected behaviors, sequences or steps. Visual cues can be step-by-step instructions that reduce direct adult prompting (e.g., steps for washing hands or solving math). These can also highlight expected behavior (e.g., a “Wait” sign to indicate where students need to stand for their turn).

Visual Menus
Visual menus can be used to provide students with choices of preferred activities, reinforcers, options of coping skills or replacement behaviors, etc. Visual menus can use icons/ photos or for students who can read, written words.

Token Charts
This visual tool is helpful in structuring how many items/ tasks a student must perform before cashing out for a reinforcer/break period.
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	Things to Avoid:
· Forgetting to take the visual supports across settings or only having them in the special education setting. If visual supports are helpful/important in the special education setting, then they are important everywhere on campus. Make sure copies are in other settings (e.g., general education classroom) or create a system for not forgetting them 
· Not remaking the visual supports because the student destroys them. No matter how many times the visual supports are broken/destroyed/lost, we need to remake them.  












              
          Student                           Strategy
Visual Cue & Highlighter
Instead of correcting the student, staff bring over the multiplication table and remind the student they can use this visual tool. The staff the highlights 8 out of the 16 questions (an accommodation the student has).
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Student is presented with a math worksheet and is directed to complete it. Student starts yelling that worksheet will take too long and that they won’t finish before it’s time for recess.  
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Visual Schedule & First-Then
First thing in the morning, the teacher reviews the adjusted schedule with the whole class and checks for understanding with the student. Staff give student a first (fire drill outside) then (sensory sand) visual to help.









Add Stimulus


Additional Reminders:
· Yes, as adults we benefit greatly from using visual supports ourselves; this is also a great model for students! 
· Don’t forget to check the student’s IEP for accommodations that require the use of visual supports. Be sure to have these in place across settings and activities. 
· For older students or students with more independence, help them learn how to create their own visual supports or ask for them from teachers/staff (e.g., how to create a checklist of the steps in an assignment).


Today at 9am there is going to be a fire drill. The student is minimally verbal and heavily relies on a predictable daily routine. Each day the teacher reviews the daily schedule with the whole class and staff frequently revisit the visual schedule with the student. 







Add Stimulus


The student has a hard time with personal space and will frequently touch items that don’t belong to them, inadvertently escalating other students. 
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The student does not like practicing writing spelling words. The group they are in was asked to work on this task at the picnic tables outside the classroom while the other two groups do an assessment inside the class. 
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Physical Boundaries
Blue tape is placed around each peers’ desk area to indicate their personal bubble and where the student should stand. Staff help the student learn to recognize the visual boundary and ask if they can touch the item they like. 
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Token Chart & Portable White Board
Instead of correcting the student for forgetting their token board inside (they can’t go back in for the time being), staff use the portable white board to make 10 check boxes to indicate how many words need to be written before a break. 
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Staff Self-ManagementReflection

Which visual supports do I mainly use with students?
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________


How effective are my current visual support 

practices?_________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________


What student behaviors am I mainly using visual 

supports for?______________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________


When am I mainly using visual supports (e.g., time, 

schedule, transition)?_________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________


Which two visual support strategies am I going to 

focus on scaling up?________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________
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    Skill Use

Visual Support strategy #1:  

_________________________________________

Visual Support strategy #2:  

_________________________________________

On a daily basis, check off the box if you practiced using the redirection strategies you are scaling up. Remember, this is not evaluatory. This is about focusing on skills that will help you as an educator.
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Notes
