
 
 
 
 
 

                                   VISUAL WIZARDRY: 
                            USING VISUAL SUPPORTS 
                     TO CHANGE YOUR CHILD'S LIFE 
 
 
 

We just received an email from a parent celebrating the success of her child with Fragile X Syndrome 
(FXS).  This ten year old had gone to the dentist, sat in the waiting room for a half hour, had his teeth 
cleaned, had a fluoride treatment and had a veneer placed on them. Usually, a visit to the dentist would be a 
nightmare: anxiety, hyperarousal, significant behavior problems - someone would end up black and blue.  
Why the change - because the parents had, for the first time, implemented a visual schedule.   

 
We use a variety of visually-based SUPPORTS with individuals with FXS for a number of reasons: 

• Individuals with FXS are visual learners.  We need to take advantage of this strength.   
• Anxiety is often a significant problem for individuals with FXS. Verbally explaining the days' 

routine, or verbally describing what will happen at the dentist's office may work to increase 
anxiety, as working memory deficits make it difficult to hold information in mind. Presenting 
information visually- for example, through use of a visual schedule, can alleviate this 
problem. 

• Visual Supports help “translate” the environment and expectations to an individual with FXS 
without requiring direct processing of language.  This type of information can be processed 
quickly.  Visual supports remain present, so they can be referred to more than one time, 
whereas verbal directions might be heard and then forgotten.   

 
 

 
VISUAL SCHEDULES 
Visual schedules can be used as a general schedule to depict – 

• The schedule of the day to discuss at home before school. 
• An at-school schedule, including arrival and departure information. 
• A sub-schedule for a specific activity at school (P.E.; time in the regular classroom; a craft 

project; lunch; potty time). 
• A new routine, or, change in routine (instead of driving home after school, you are going to 

Grandmas). 
• A possibly difficult routine, such as a visit to the doctor or dentist office.  
• The steps to a new skill. 

 
For these potentially difficult events/routines- ex. doctor visit, math worksheets, you will want 
to be sure to take suggestions from the TEACCH curriculum and visually show the individual 
the answer to these four questions: (http://www.teacch.com/) 

 What am I supposed to be doing? 
 How long will it last? 
 How do I know when I’m done? 
 What do I do next? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
VISUAL SUPPORTS FOR PLAY: 
Many parents are frustrated by their child's behavior when given 
"free play" time. Some children may lack the initiation skills to know what to do with a toy, or how 
to share a toy, or play with a friend. Adding structure to independent play time can help to 
organize the child's play skills. 

• Set up a choice board so the child knows what play options are available. It is also helpful 
to organize the play area by clearly labeling toys, keeping toys individually displayed 
(such as in separate boxes and shelves), and keeping the play area organized. If 
puzzles are hard, double sticky tape most pieces of a 24 piece puzzle to the frame, 
provide the child with only two or three additional pieces to obviously finish the puzzle.  
As their skill increases, have more and more pieces available for them to place. 

• Use video modeling to show how a toy is used, or how two kids might play together on the 
playground. 

 
PHYSICAL STRUCTURE IS IMPORTANT:  You can design the physical environment to support 
a particular skill or behavior.  For example, furniture placement can help cue a desired behavior.  
Placement of a chair can show where to sit.  If you have books or a puzzle on a table next to the 
chair, this can cue “what to do” 
 
WORK SYSTEMS: are ways to create a routine way of completing learning tasks.  By using a 
consistent system, the person knows how to respond, even though the individual tasks presented 
within the system vary.  Visual structure can cue the correct response.  For example, a child who 
is grouping items by color, might sort them into colored bowls.   

   
Recommended Resources: 
 
www.teacch.com (Website for Division TEACCH at UNC-Chapel Hill, has several articles supporting 
visual strategies at home and school.) 
 
"Visual Strategies for Improving Communication: Practical Supports for School and Home" by Linda 
Hodgdon, M.Ed., CCC-SLP   
There is also a wonderful review article by Linda Hodgdon, called, 25 reasons to use visual strategies” –  
you can access it at this link: 
http://www.foxnews.com/story/0,2933,541400,00.html?sPage=fnc/health/education 

 
www.UseVisualstrategies.com (This website has examples of visual schedules and sequences, 
illustrated pictures that can be downloaded, and nice suggestions for guides and resources.) 
 
www.card.ufl.edu/visual.html (Nice tips for getting started with schedules and other visual supports, 
very parent friendly.) 
 
www.do2Iearn.com (Great source for free printable pictures. Also has a nice explanation of "story strips" 
to teach social skills) 
 
www.specialed.us/autism/structure/str10.htm - This is an overview article by Susan Stokes, with ideas on 
how to create visually structured classrooms.  
 
http://www.polyxo.com/visualsupport/letsgetvisual.html - this is another autism oriented site that has a lot 
of useful information, including this section on visual strategies. 
 

Scharfenaker and Stackhouse                                 J. Epstein 

DFX                                                                          South Shore Psych services 

7770 E. Iliff Ave STE C                                            3 Summer St, Ste 2B 

Denver, CO 80231                                                   Hingham, MA 02043 

303.333.8360                                                           781.749.3606 


