
Using Visuals with Pre-School Children 
Visual aids or prompts are a form of communication and can be used to encourage independence and support expected behaviour.
Visually aided communication can be using real objects, gesture, signing, photos and symbol pictures which can be hand drawn or from the computer. 
Visuals can be used in settings and at home to let children know what is going to happen, to help them choose what they want or for them to tell you something whilst their language is developing. A visual aid is useful because when children are learning language, it may take them longer to process and understand what you are saying, so when the spoken word has gone, the visual is still there. A visual doesn’t disappear like talking does. It stays as a reminder after language has been spoken.
Before introducing pictures as a visual aid, children first need to be able to understand that the picture you show represents the object, person, place, activity, action or instruction you intend it to. You may need to use Objects of Reference before introducing pictures as visual cues, for example; show a nappy for nappy time, a cup for drink. You can then move on to showing the picture alongside whatever it is you want it to represent, this may teach the child to link the two together.
Visual aids are used widely with children with communication disorders and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and can also be used effectively with all young children. A visual aid can show the child what a task is, how long it is, when it will finish, and what the reward is. The child also has a permanent visual reminder, which they can check as much as they need to.
Structuring a child’s day supported by visuals allows the child to know what is going to happen, and can relieve anxiety, for example if a child is putting on his coat, and wonders where he is going. If he is shown the park symbol or picture, then he knows that he is going to the park. 
Using visual aids to encourage independence and support expected behaviour

Many of these you can adapt from resources already in your setting.
· Develop a visual timetable using photos or pictures from catalogues; with some  
  children it is more meaningful to them if they have a photo of themselves 

  doing the expected tasks. Make sure the pictures are clear and show only the 

  task or activity you want them to do – a busy picture can confuse.
· Use pictures on boxes to show where equipment needs to go – keep a   

laminated one with Velcro on it in the box to add to your visual timetable or choosing board.
· Use clear plastic tubs to store resources at an accessible height for children.
· Use step-by-step instructions (supported visually) for a range of activities  


such as baking, painting, toileting and hand-washing and have them near the activity and refer to them often-taking the children through the stages.
· Have photos or pictures and names above the children’s coat pegs, on their 
  dinner place mats and on their drawers.

· Reward good behaviour such as adding photos to a sheet which says ‘Children
  who have sat well at group time.’ Remember to ensure all children appear on 
  here-we need to catch them being good to remind them what is expected.
(
Have ‘helper armbands’, hats or capes and a special picture naming the 
        Helpers.
·   Have blue aprons for water play and red aprons for painting – limit the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

        number of children who can play by using a picture to show the number of 
        children and by removing spare aprons.
(
Have a laminated picture of a car, climbing frame or bike and whiteboard pen for children to write their name or spaces to fix their photo on to indicate their turn next. Have enough spaces for the number of children who are allowed a turn at one time. You could use a clipboard for this outside.

·   Have a visual number line – use photos of children or place objects in clear   

   bags to show the number present.
·   Use symbols/photo visual prompts at whole group time to show good sitting, 
  good looking and good listening.  Hold up a story book to demonstrate that it is  

        story time. Hold up a children singing picture to demonstrate singing 

        time. Use music or a song to signify different times of the day.
(
 Make up story sacks using objects at whole group times and add actions to 
        relevant stories – an object or action is more motivating than just the book or    


 you talking because you are providing visual, auditory and kinaesthetic prompts      
· Snack - place the children’s names or their picture on the table next to the plates. Teach them to take a plate and post their name or picture into a decorated shoebox. This can be used for a child completing any activity. You could have a list for the children to ‘sign’ or cross off their own name or picture.

· Registration – have a carpet tile and put Velcro on the back of the children’s     name /picture cards - they select their name and fix it to the carpet tile or have cup-hooks on a board and the children’s names/pictures on string to hang onto it. You could use a large whiteboard or sheet so the children can sign in independently and the parent or carer can write underneath if necessary.

Other visual support you might want to introduce

Using Objects of Reference: 

Show the child an object which represents the task or activity you want to involve them in next, such as a nappy for nappy change time, a cup for snack time or a book for story time. This will help a child to understand what you are asking them to do next.

Using Photographs of Activities:
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Many children with SEN are visual learners and photographs will help them to associate your words with a task, action or object, therefore aiding their understanding. Place the photograph next to the activity and periodically draw the child’s attention to it (name the activity). When the child is able to make the association you can encourage them to use photographs to help them to make choices and as a way of asking for different activities. This could lead onto introducing a picture schedule to help the child follow a range of instructions and /or activity routines such as hand washing.
Using a Sealed Pot:
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 The purpose of this strategy is to teach the child to request something. Place items into a screw top see through container; you could use puzzle pieces, shapes, beads etc. (with bubbles you could firmly screw the lid onto its pot). Let the child see you place the item into the pot, then move the pot towards the child, hold out your hand as you ask if they want ‘more…’ (bubbles or beads for example) The child may pick up the pot or push it towards you, accept this gesture as them asking for the activity to continue and respond immediately. Repetition of this activity may in time produce consistent requesting and could develop into more refined attempts at communicating, such as picking up the pot and placing into your hand, or vocally communicating by making a sound, by saying ‘more’ or by naming the activity/action they want.

Helping Children to Make Choices: 
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If a child finds it difficult to make choices, set up situations where you offer a choice between a highly motivating item and an item that the child doesn’t often respond to. This will make it easier to establish that they are making an informed choice. Children may show their preference by looking towards or reaching out towards their favoured item. Ideally we would like them to use a finger point to make their choice, however this skill may not be at the child’s level of development and the priority of this task is to help them to make choices. 
If the child reaches every time for an item presented from your same hand, offer the item with your hands positioned one above the other rather than side by side or try placing the items onto a surface rather than holding them in your hands.

When making their choice, if the child takes the less favourable item and you think it is by mistake, do not swap it for them, insist they have what they have chosen for a few seconds then give them the choice of the same two items again. It is important to name the item choices and to use the word ‘choose’ as you help them to make their choices. For example say ‘Adam choose’, ‘car or paper’ as you offer the two items. Confirm their choosing by saying for example ‘Adam chose car’. Once the child is successful with making a definite informed choice by the above method, move onto offering two items of equal desirability for them to choose from and using photographs of the objects as a further extension to the task.

Using a First and Then Phrase / Instruction Board:
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This phrase is a recommended strategy for embedding an adult’s instruction so that the child more readily follows through with a task /action they have been set. The incentive is for the child to be rewarded with something that appeals to them once they have done what the adult has asked of them. It may be useful to show objects or picture representation of the tasks/activities so that the child can see as well as hear what they need to do first and what reward will follow. The same phrase can be used to encourage a child to extend the time they engage in an activity and to persevere to conclude a task before moving onto something else, however it is acceptable to cut short an activity if you see the child is losing focus. In this situation try to encourage them to attend for a little longer but then start to draw the activity to a close by saying ‘last one’ or ‘last go’ and help them to finish the activity if need be. In this way the child has still succeeded in accomplishing the task.   
Using a Finish Posting Box / Bag:
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Encourage the child to place the photograph of the activity into a posting box and the activity into a bag, box or cupboard to signify and confirm that the activity has finished.

Helping Children to Conclude Activities:
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Some children have difficulty with concluding an activity. To help them accept an activity has finished you need to prepare them well in advance by saying ‘nearly finished’, and closer to conclusion time informing  them that it’s the ’last go’ or the ‘last one’ Confirm the activity has finished by saying ‘,…. Finished’. You could also try using a count down or traffic light system using timers or coloured counters to help the child to see how much time there is left before they need to stop an activity. Conclude the play by encouraging the child to place the activity into a bag, box, basket or cupboard to signify the end. 

Resources to support visually aided communication 
In your setting, you may have a copy of Communicate in Print 2 which is a symbol desktop publisher. From this programme you can make booklets, add words to your own photos, pictures and symbols and with some programme add-ons can also make signs to support the pictures and words. You can also make your own games and use the symbols to enrich activities. 

Copies of Communicate in Print 3 can be bought from 
http://www.widgit.com/products/inprint/index.htm  
In your setting you may have the STePS Resources Booklet which gives suggestions, strategies and activity ideas to help you support children’s development. There is also guidance on how to introduce the different visual support systems mentioned above.
The National Autistic Society gives further information and examples of using visual aids. http://www.autism.org.uk/visualsupports  
Some sites that have free visuals to download
http://visualaidsforlearning.com/  
http://www.do2learn.com/  
Some sites that have paid for visuals to download

http://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/  
http://www.tes.co.uk/teaching-resources 
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