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Learning Objectives 

Parents/Carers will:

• Understand the importance of visual teaching methods in autism.

• Understand how visuals will improve learning and the experiences of the child at 
home.

• Develop some visual strategies that can be used to support the child.



• a neurologically based 
developmental disability

• pervasive - it is evident in all 
settings, although this may be 
variable.

Autism is …



What is autism? 



• not caused by family dynamics 

• not caused by parenting style

• not caused by something a 
parent did or does

Autism is …



• not curable but is treatable with 
interventions

• Research shows: interventions 
can greatly improve a child or 
young person's development.

Autism is …



Diagnostic Criteria

DSM-V  (May 2013)

Dyad of core symptoms  

Social Communication

Restricted Interests &  

Repetitive Behaviours

Including: unusual  sensory responses

Dyad



Autism impacts on your child  in 

a wide range of ways.

Difficulties Experienced

Communication 
and Language

Repetitive 
behaviours and 

restricted 
interests

Socialisation 
interaction

Theory of Mind

Strong Impulses

Executive 
Function

Sensory 
Processing

Excessive Anxiety

Motor skills



Autism and Girls

x5



Young 
Person 

Developmental 
- Language 

- Intellectual Disability

Mental 
Health 

-Anxiety

- ADHD

- Depression

Behaviour 
- Tantrum 

- Aggression 

- Self Injury

Medical 
- Asthma 

- Eczema

- Seizure

- Allergy

Autism 
- Social Communication 

- Restricted interest 

- Repetitive Behaviour 

- Sensory issues

Co-existing Conditions 

Klinger et al 2014



Another co-existing difficulty… 

Adolescent/
Teenage years

Can start from 8yrs 



The ‘Culture of Autism’ 

‘Culture of autism’ refers to the 
way autism is viewed. 

Mesibov & Shea

A different brain not a damaged brain

•Similarities and Differences



Learning Style/Teaching Style 



A different way of seeing the world

“It is essential to understand 
the nature of autistic 
conditions. People with these 
disorders,...cannot meet you 
half way. You have to make 
an imaginative leap and try 
see things from their point of 
view.”

Wing (1996)



Development stage

X Chronological age



Learning style

Learning style of 
child with autism ?

✓ Visual



Parent’s teaching style

Implicit – v – Explicit ?

✓ Explict



Autism and Learning

Get the Gist

implicit

Info

• Typically Developing • Autism 

confusing

implicit

Info



Allow processing time

Increased or decreased to meet 

the needs of your son/daughter.

http://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=MrKBs204N6_olM&tbnid=Y1vJBzw3H8qIoM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://forwardmotioncareers.com/blog/how-to-create-a-reader-based-cover-letter-and-resume/&ei=hK-qU7S4EaOM7AbAj4GYAw&bvm=bv.69620078,d.ZGU&psig=AFQjCNGY_7ivXNjLg3lHhWPZsV7frJIc-A&ust=1403781341976114


Words only 7%

Verbal & Non Verbal communication must 
be congruent.

Verbal communication 



Temple Grandin

“I think in pictures.  Words are 

like a second language to me.  I 

translate both spoken and 

written words into full-color 

movies, complete with sound 

which run like a VCR tape in my 

head. When somebody speaks to 

me, the words are instantly 

translated into pictures.”



Visual Teaching Methods

(Visual Strategies)



TEACCH Philosophy

•Tried and tested - over 50 years

•Provides a framework for matching learning style and 
needs of the autistic child across settings and in all areas of 
life: school, leisure and self-care

•Focuses on recognition and acceptance of deficits



TEACCH Philosophy

•Teaching of a skill should start with 
assessment

•Structuring - environment and activity 

•Using the child's strength (visual)

•Using special interests to engage the child in 
learning.



TEACCH Philosophy

•Parents/carers as co-educators along side 

professionals – best for child 

•Parents/carers and professionals striving to 

empower the child to be as independent as possible

•Interventions should be individualized



Concerns parents have about using visual supports

• My child understands everything I say.

• He or she would not use it.

• My child is too highly skilled for visuals.

• My child is too old for visuals.

• He or she knows what to do… he/she has done 
it several times before.



• To use their learning strengths

• To address their autism

• Visual information is non-transient

• To give meaning to the environment 

• To help organise behaviours around specific 
contexts

• To manage sensory stimulation

• To help reduce their anxiety

• Fosters independence

Why use visual teaching methods?



How can visuals help my child? 

•Organisation of task

•Follow directions

•Transitions

•Flexible thinking

•Communication

• Social situations

• Understand expectations

• Understand own 
emotions



Provide Meaning & Clarity



We use visual strategies daily!



Taking in information

Today's 
Specials 

Beef stroganoff 

Pan fried chicken in a white 
wine sauce
Cornish Smoked Salmon 
Parcel
Chargrilled Prime Rib Steak
Glazed duck with plum 
sauce 
Pork Fillet Strips with 
Tarragon Shallots

Today's Specials 
are…..



Learning Style

Using visual strategies respects your child's 
learning style:

•Need for visual clarification

•Strong visual skills

•Love of order

•Preference for routine



• Some children will internalise the visual 
system others will need to use them for 
ever.

• Can be modified/adapted as needed (not 
removed)

• Help your child be more independent.

Visual Strategies



A visual method should be used 
because it suits and meets the 
individualised need of your autistic 
child.



“If you’ve met 
one person 
with autism, 
you’ve met 
one person 
with autism”  

Dr. Stephen Shore



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Environment/Physical Structure

Use the area for the intended purpose



CupsGlasses Sauce







Use labels 
and/or
images

to identify 
where items, 

including 
special 
interest 
Items,

are stored



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Daily schedule 



Must be 
personal to 
your child

You set the 
schedule

Your child must 
interact and 

manipulate it 



Daily Schedule

Understood 
by the child



Terminology clarification 

Routine – e.g. morning/bedtime 
routine; happen at specific times in a 
day. These create an activity. 

Order – not the same order every day -
ensure activities happen in different 
order each day.  This teaches flexible 
thinking.



Golden Rules 

•Teach your son/daughter how to use it.

•Show the passing of time for the child

•Show what has been completed and what is still to be 
completed.

• Include time for preferred or pleasurable/fun activities. 

•Must be used consistently across settings



Online course: Using visual schedule

www.ahecconnect.com/teacch



Think  about: 
• Location
• Length – how many items & how long will 

each activity last

• Cue to use it - how will child know to 
use it 

• Manipulation – child must engage with 
the schedule, finish/all done pocket beside 
schedule

Daily Schedule



Change 

•The schedule allows you to 
teach your child about change.

•Change from an undesired 
activity to a highly motivating 
activity.

•This teaches that change can 
be for a positive reason.

•Your child will learn to cope 
with change.



All done - Finished



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity/Task System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Memory recall
Problem solving
Planning/sequencing
Motor coordination

Children with autism have 
difficulty with these skills 

Skills needed to complete 
Activity/Task (work)



A. What activity?
B. How much?
C. How will your child know 

when they are finished the 
activity?

D. What happens next?

Activity/Task (work)



❖Visually communicate these four 
elements to your child. 

❖Demonstrate/Model - teach

Activity/Task (work)



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity/Task System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Trust is crucial 
- Don’t add on more work; don’t punish 

the great worker by increasing the 
workload 

- Do stick to the time.

Repetition of an activity is OK 



Stick to the agreed length of time!

Stating, agreeing or 
setting a time forms 
trusting a contract. 

Would you be happy if 
your employer added on 
time to your contract?



❖ Break the activity down into smaller 
parts - (think instruction sheet with DIY 
furniture!)

❖ Sequence the parts

❖ Visually represent each smaller part.

Activity/Task (work)



Teach recognised work order: 
Left to right

Top to bottom

Activity/Task (work)



Use visuals for teaching you child how to 
ask for …

Help
&

I need a break …

(partnership with school)



Five aspects: 

1. Environment (Physical structure)

2. Timetables (Daily schedule)

3. Activity/Task System (Work system)

4. Abstract concepts made concrete

5. Flexible thinking



Clarify expectations





Time management



• Lets the child know how long is left/when 
something in nearly over

• Reduces stress and likelihood of behavioural 
outburst

• You, the adult, are in control of it.



Count Down Strip



Emotions



Activity system – personal care

By providing pupils with an accessible, visual reference you improve independence and 
decrease or eliminate adult prompting.





Dressing

www.dotolearn.com





• Fold: Use a template to teach folding skills

• Matching socks: tuck one sock into other using a plastic cup

80

Store clothing 
choices on an 
open shelf.





Household chores



Sorting laundry





Setting the table



Theory of Mind 
(mind reading – reading yours!!!)

Is it …
•Reduced understanding of the motivations, beliefs 

or experiences of another person

•Severe difficulty recognising when someone is 

annoyed, hurt or distressed

Or is it…
•Difficulty expressing  - Social Interaction 



Help your child understand social 
situations





Earning a Reward



Working for … chart
How long? 

Rewards must be within reach!

Reward charts can be adapted for older children  
e.g. time on favourite game etc.



School – visual daily timetable

Homework 
schedule



Executive Functioning difficulties

•Making decisions and choices e.g.
–Selecting which clothes to wear
–Selecting food/drink 

•Planning, sequencing and organising tasks e.g.
–Completing work independently
–Dressing

•Problem solving
–Difficulties adapting skills when the environment, 
materials or task change



Making choices
By presenting choices visually, it not only allows the autistic child to become 
involved in decision making, it helps them become more independent. 



Teach your child how to play games etc. 



Turn taking



Structure activities 



Teaching Play







Never be without a visual



DO NOT REMOVE !!

Modify

Reduce in size



Where Do I Go From Here?

How would you feel without your daily visual supports? 

•Don’t be tempted to stop using the visual when success has 
been mastered.

•You can reduce the visual support when you feel your pupil 
has internalised the concepts and can generalise it.

• Modify/enhance



Steps to implement visual support

1. Identify the purpose for using a visual 
support.

2. Identify the type of visual support. 

(Visual schedule, visual sequencing of a task, 
visual rule reminder etc.)

3. What type of visual representation.

(object, photograph, line drawing,  list etc.)



Steps to implement visual support

4. Create the visual support.

5. Teach your pupil how to use the visual.

6. Assess and adjust/modify the visual. 

If the visual is not achieving the desired goal, 
adjustments and modifications should be made.   
(Meadan et al, 2011)



Visual learners but…

…may not scan the environment for 
the visual support.

Show your child where the support 
is.



Consistency is key



How will I know if a visual is working?

•What can your child now do that they could not do before? 
(small changes matter!)

•Are there signs of change in your child’s behaviour?

•Are you asking/reminding and doing less?

• Is your child doing things independently?



Keep in mind that the concept of visual support 
and structure does not require elaborately 
prepared tools. Once your ‘visual mind set’ is 
established you will see lots of little things that will 
help.

Putting yourself under pressure to produce 
elaborate systems may create more stress that it 
solves. 

Linda Hodgson 





Learning Objectives Revisited… 

Parents/Carers will:

• Understand the importance of visual teaching methods in autism.

• Understand how visuals will improve learning and the experiences of 
the child at home.

• Develop some visual strategies that can be used to support the child.



Resources

Websites you may find useful

www.sandboxlearning.com

www.do2learn.co.uk

www.UseVisualStrategies.com

www.parentsintouch.co.uk

http://www.sandboxlearning.com/
http://www.do2learn.co.uk/
http://www.usevisualstrategies.com/
http://www.parentsintouch.co.uk/


Resources

Helping Children with Autism Learn
Bryna Siegel

Planning to Learn
Keely Harper-Hill and Stephanie Lord

Visual Strategies for improving communication
Linda Hodgdon

Making visual supports-strategies for Individuals 
with ASD   Jennifer L Savner and Brenda Smith-
Myles



• Klinger, Dawson, Barnes & Crisier (2014)

• TEACCH – University of North Carolina
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Keep up to date with events at the Centre

www.middletownautism.com

Follow us on Twitter@autismcentre

Find:  Middletown Centre for Autism 
on Facebook


