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Summary 

Because of differences in how language is processed and understood, some students may need support in 

following and remembering instructions, discussions and information that is only presented verbally. 

You can support students to access and understand information by consistently supplementing oral 

communication (talking) with visual and/or written instructions and materials. Visual supports include 

pictures, such as stick-figure drawings, photographs or cartoons, and words, i.e., written materials. 

Visual supports are useful for all students, including those on the autism spectrum, and… 

• make abstract concepts concrete 

• increase understanding 

• makes resources accessible for everyone 

• are ‘intransient’ – students can refer back to the support 

 

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers related to this practice 

• 1.6 - strategies to support the full participation of students with disability 

• 4.1 - support student participation 

For further information, see Australian Professional Standards for Teachers AITSL page 

 

Preparing to Teach 

How does it help? 

Some students need the opportunity to see information in order to interpret its meaning. Teachers can 

capitalise on this strength in the classroom by using visual/written strategies and resources to support 

spoken instructions and explanations. Visual supports are both simple to use and often very effective 

When information is presented verbally, the words are only available for a brief moment. Information 

presented visually, using symbols, pictures or words, remains in place for as long as the student needs it. 

This gives students time to understand it and to refer back to the material when needed.  

Visual cues such as icons to indicate activities for writing, reading, group work etc can also help students to 

easily identify the tasks. 

Types of visual and/or written materials that can be used in classrooms include: 

• written lesson plans 

• visual schedules 

• checklists  

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/standards
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• posters 

• charts 

• graphic organisers 

Assessing and/or consulting with specialists about the student’s comprehension skills will help you to 

determine which information should be presented visually for the learner, e.g., an academic concept or 

instructions. 

Use this information to help you to select the best forms of representation: objects, photographs, drawings 

or words/written material or a combination of these formats. 

 

It works better if visual supports are…  

• age and ability appropriate 

• used in times of transition, change, stress and anxiety 

• used consistently so that individuals attach meaning to them 

• move with the student across settings, e.g., to other classes or visual supports are located across 

settings 

• linked specifically to the topics 

• offered to all students 

It doesn’t work if visual supports are…  

• not appropriate to the capacities of the learner or unnecessarily complex 

• only used with learners on the spectrum 

 

In the classroom 

How do I do it? 

1. Look at the lesson plans and see where visual supports can be created to support your learners 

2. Gather and arrange all visual supports prior to activity/event eg. curriculum supports are paired with 

academic materials 

3. Teach using the visual support 

4. Show the learner the visual support, scaffold and team them how to use it 

5. Refer to the visual supports and cues 

6. Check for comprehension and understanding 

7. Reflect on whether the visuals are working and meeting the intended goal and aim of this practice 

 

How will I know if it’s working? 

• Student comprehension increases; they understand information and instructions better. 

• Students complete more tasks independently and adapt more readily to change. 

• Students have decreased levels of frustration and anxiety in relation to task completion. 
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Materials informing this practice 

Grandin, T. (1995). Thinking in pictures and other reports from my life with autism. New York: Vintage 

Books. 


