
Reminder: This is only one example. 
This template may need to be individualized to meet the particular needs of a person with ASD!
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Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), as well as those with similar 
social, behavioral, or communication challenges, often respond better when 
there is structure or organization put in place to support them in navigating their 
environments. 

What is Visual Structure?
Visual structure is often discussed as a proactive component of behavior 
intervention as the concepts help children better understand components related 
to expectations within and among areas such as:

 ɩ who is going to be working or playing in an area, 
 ɩ where items are located, 
 ɩ how long activities are going to continue, and 
 ɩ in what order of activities. 

These components allow the child to be more independent within their 
environment thereby reducing their anxiety and behaviors.

All children are more focused and can 
understand boundaries better when visual 
structure is implemented within their 
environment. Visual structure gives children 
cues for: 

 ɩ labeling, 
 ɩ duration, 
 ɩ behavioral expectations, and 
 ɩ sequence when further definition is needed 
to successfully complete a task or do so more 
independently.

Visual Structure: Design & Considerations
Visual supports should be created with the child in mind and in a format that 
would work best for them (i.e., objects, pictures, words, both). This format may 
change over time and should be adapted as needed. It is important to adapt 
visuals for the individual child and not remove the visual just because it doesn’t 
seem needed anymore. All of us utilize visuals everyday (e.g., street signs, 
restroom signs, calendars/planners) that we may only refer to, but always remain 
in place for instances when we do need them. 

The visual supports discussed here can improve a child’s engagement during 
a therapy session, allow for successful transitions, and motivate a child to 
engage throughout the entire session. They can also be easily utilized in various 

environments and transported to community 
settings. As you begin to implement visual structure 
in therapy sessions, encourage and educate your 
families on how to utilize visual supports on a daily 
basis. Once they observe their effectiveness within a 
therapy session, they may be eager to try them out 
in between sessions!

Visual Structure
Communicating Expectations & 
Minimizing Behaviors

Structure has been 
crucial for my child to 
learn flexibility

~Parent of an adult with 
ASD



Have you applied what we discussed in this article? Share on our Facebook wall and/or Twitter! 
Use the hashtag #HANDSlearn and/or tag HANDS in Autism®
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Labeling
Labeling will let children know where 
things are or where they need to 
go.  For instance, a) specific bins 
and b) shelves for toys, c) a place to 
put their shoes, d) labeled drawers 
for clothing or e) labeled hangers 
provide the child with information to 
more independently organize their 
materials.

Duration
Helping a child understand how long a task will take will help ease anxiety and assist them in working through 
the situation.  The idea of 5 minutes or 5 more can be very abstract for a lot of children with ASD. Tools that 
show the passing of time allow for a more concrete understanding of how long something will last or how 
much is expected. Adult manipulated tools, such as a countdown or stoplight, allow for more flexible timing 
and can be adjusted as needed in comparison to actual timers that cannot be reset or adjusted and are set for 
a specific time.

Stoplight Board
 ɩ Adult Manipulated
 ɩ As time passes, a card is added

 ɩCould be utilized at a 
grocery store, church, 
working on a preferred/non-
preferred task, waiting for 
the bus, etc.

Consider...
 ɩ How can you utilize a 

stoplight during a therapy 
session?  

 ɩ Think of a specific daily 
routine a family engages 
in, how can they utilize a 
stoplight with their child 
to help communication 

duration of the routine?  

Consider...
 ɩ You are working with a child on a 
less-preferred activity, a 5-piece 
puzzle.  How could this assist the 
child in identifying the duration of 
the puzzle?

 ɩ Identify a specific child on your 
caseload.  Brainstorm how a 
countdown could assist this child navigate a 
variety of activities during a therapy session.

CountDown Board
 ɩ Adult Manipulated
 ɩ As time passes or task completed, a 
card is removed

 ɩ Allows a child to see how many times 
he or she has to complete a task

 ɩ Could be utilized at the computer/
iPad before starting a therapy 
session, playing outside, removing 
numbers for a series of puzzle pieces, 
a 3-step therapy routine, a 5-step 
bedtime routine, etc.

a)
b)

c) d) e)



Have you applied what we discussed in this article? Share on our Facebook wall and/or Twitter! 
Use the hashtag #HANDSlearn and/or tag HANDS in Autism®
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Expectations
Having expectations in a visual format will allow the child to review them as needed and also give the adult 
something to prompt to when reminding of the expectations.  Area rules or reminders (expectations of that 
area; a)), voice level charts (expectation of volume; b)) and choice boards (expectation of activities; c)) 
would be examples of expectations to have in place.  Choice boards allow the child to see only the available 
options at that time therefore eliminating the opportunity for making a negative choice.

Sequence
Providing a sequence of events will help organize the activities for a child as well as giving them a sense 
of routine.  Using visuals for sequence also assists the child in anticipating and comprehending upcoming 
events thus supporting transitions from one activity to the next.  Full day schedules (all of the activities 
for the day are listed; a)), mini-schedules (one portion of the day broken into steps in things such as art 
activities, running errands, cleaning up, etc.; b)), and First-Then boards (representation of two activities from 
the main schedule that are presented visually to help motivate the child through a non-preferred activity to 
get to a preferred activity; c)) are all visuals that support in understanding the sequence of events.

Upcoming Training Opportunities with HANDS in Autism®

 ɩ In-person training opportunities related to early childhood development
 ɩ Next Steps™ workshops for families and caregivers, designed to provide a comprehensive roadmap, including family considerations, rights and 

regulations, best practices and practical strategies, and collaboration pointers for families who have recently received a diagnosis of ASD or for 
professionals working with families of young children with a wide range of disabilities. 

 ɩ Weekly practical pointers or tips you can share with families, providers, schools, or individuals with ASD. Sign up at www.HANDSinAutism.edu/
eupdates.html.

Visit our website at www.HANDSinAutism.iupui.edu, contact by phone (317) 274-2675 or email at hands@iupui.edu with questions, for more 
information about diverse resource offerings, training opportunities, needed supports, or to be added to the waitlist to be notified once the event 
dates are set.

Consider...
 ɩ How can you utilize these visuals 
in a therapy session?  

Consider...
 ɩ How would a First-Then board assist 
in working with a child during a less-
preferred activity or exercise?  

 ɩ How could you provide and utilize 
schedules during therapy sessions? 

 ɩ How would visual schedules benefit 
the families you serve as they navigate 
community settings?  

a)

a)

b)

b)

c)

c)


