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Visual Schedules
Supports to Structure Environment

Sequential processing, like learning the order of activities or events, can be 
difficult for many individuals with individuals with autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) and related disabilities. These difficulties with sequential processing may 
cause anxiety and a feeling of being overwhelmed, which in turn can lead to 
problem behaviors. Use of visual schedules, which are rooted in the strengths of 
many individuals with ASD, can help structure and organize expectations thus 
reducing the stress and likelihood of negative behaviors. 

A visual schedule is a line of pictures, objects, or words that 
represent each major transition during the day, for example, 
school classes, morning and evening routines, or any other order 
of events or activities. Some parents and professionals tend to 
worry that creating a daily visual schedule may impact the ability 
of an individual with ASD to be flexible. However, the opposite is 
true. Visual schedules add structure and stability to a day that 
are sought out by individuals with ASD. Changes to such routines 
can also be handled with ease as a potential change (e.g., a 
substitute teacher or an unexpected trip to grandparents) is 
made to be a clear and explicit part of the daily routine.

Schedule Formats and Presentation Types
There are several types of formats and presentation types available, which makes 
it a versatile tool for use with individuals with ASD and related disabilities with 
a varying level of skills and abilities. However, the decision on which format and 
presentation type to use should be based on individual level of skill and abilities. 

There are several types of formats and presentation types available, which makes 
it a versatile tool for use with individuals with ASD and related disabilities with 
a varying level of skills and abilities. However, the decision on which format and 
presentation type to use should be based on individual level of skill and abilities. 

Picture, Icon, and Photo Schedule
As the name suggests, they use picture, icon, or photos to represent 
activities, which are attached to a board using Velcro. The order of 
activities on schedules can be arranged top to bottom (vertically) or 
left to right (horizontally). The vertical organization of schedule cards is 
usually used with pre-readers, while the horizontal layout is used with 
readers.

Schedule Formats and Presentation Types

Schedule Formats

Schedules: Overview
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Object Schedule
Some individuals may struggle with abstract icons or 
pictures and may need more concrete representation, 
like actual objects. Such objects should clearly represent 
an activity. For example, a spork can rep-resent lunch 
and a tiny notebook – time with teacher. However, such 
activity schedules can also 
be functional, for example, 
use a Lego piece to represent 
a specific activity where the 
individual can use Legos. 
Usually, object schedules are 
arranged vertically. 

Word Schedule
As the individual becomes a 
stronger reader, it is possible 
to replace pictures or photos 
with words. However, consider 
doing it gradually. Start 
with smaller font and then 
progressively increase it 
while decreasing the size of 
the image or photo. This process will help the 
individual begin to focus more on the written 
word than on the image.  

Pull-off vs. Check-off Schedules

Stationary vs Mobile/Portable/Travel Schedules

Other variations of this schedule could include schedules written on a dry erase board or a cross off schedule 
in which the individual crosses off items completed in order on his/her sheet. This format can be distracting for 
some individuals, however, so it is not always the most appropriate format to use.

Check-off Schedules: All activities are listed on 
a piece of paper.  Depending upon the reading 
level of the individual, it may be appropriate to 
use pictures, words, or a combination of the two 
to represent activities.  A square should be next 
to each activity so the individual can “check off” 
activities as s/he completes them. This format 
allows the individual to see what s/he has already 
completed as well as see what remains to be 
done. 

Pull-off Schedules: The use 
of Velcro to attach words 
or pictures to a schedule is 
a helpful method for some 
individuals.  The process 
makes it easy to focus 
on which activity is next, 
because all prior activities 
have been removed from 
the board.

Stationary Schedules are placed stationary 
in a transition area (e.g., on the wall, table, 
cubby, etc.). The student will go to the 
transition 
area regularly 
after each 
scheduled 
activity.

Mobile Schedule is a schedule that an individual can carry 
from one activity or room to the next.  Mobile 
schedules may be:
 ¤check-off (or cross off) schedules written on 

paper and placed on clipboards or in binders or 
pull-off schedules located on a small but sturdy 
surface
 ¤smaller pull-off schedules
 ¤hand-held devices for the older student

Schedule Presentation

You will need an individual how to use a schedule, just like any other new concept. How 
a schedule is manipulated depends on individual level of skill and ability to focus. Use 
prompting as needed at each stage. For example, you can start with more involved 
prompting, like hand-over-hand or partial physical and fade it as needed to verbal or gesture 
prompt until the individual gains independence.

To learn more about how to make schedules motivating, check out Schedule Mapping 
handout.

Teaching How to Use: Stationary Pull-off Schedules
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There are different ways to check a stationary schedule:

Some individuals work better if they (1) check schedule, (2), go to the required area and complete the activity; 
and then (3) go back to schedule, pull off a schedule card for the completed activity and place it in a designated 
place, like a schedule pocket, and then check schedule for the next activity. 

For others, it may be important to (1) pull off the card that identifies the upcoming activity, (2) carry it to the 
activity location and match the picture on the schedule card to the area designation, and (3) place it into a 
designated spot. 

If you cannot fit the individual’s entire day on the schedule or if the individual does better with less information 
at a time, it is fine to simply put up part of the day.  While s/he is engaged in one of the last activities on the 
schedule, you can arrange the schedule to include the next part of the day or have it ready on another board for 
putting up once the first section is complete.

Teaching How to Use: Mobile-Check Off Schedules

When teaching the individual to use a mobile schedule, ensure that there is a clearly defined place for an 
individual to place the schedule in each activity area. It may be helpful to tape off a spot or use a sign, basket or 
other visual cue to indicate where the schedule should be placed. 

When using a mobile schedule, the individual should check his/her schedule immediately after completing one 
activity, so s/he knows where s/he is going next.

1. Give a standard phrase (e.g., “Check schedule”)

2. Prompt the individual (from behind) to go to the schedule

3. Prompt the individual to look at or point to the first activity  

4. Prompt the individual to go to the location of the first activity 

5. When the activity is over, give the standard phrase again and prompt  the individual back to the schedule

1. Break the individual’s day into several steps represented by pictures or words. 

2. Be conscious of details (include even minor steps as needed for the individual).

3. Represent each activity so the individual knows what is expected (even periods like free time and break)

4. Determine the best visual format for the individual based on skills (motor, reading, attention to detail, etc.), 
developmental level, interests, distractibility, and functionality

5. Determine how the schedule will be used to indicate which activities are completed and which remain to be 
done as well as how the individuals will transition to and from the schedule (e.g.., transition strips, transition 
pockets, finished pockets on schedule, mobile schedules)

6. Added details in making these format decisions are provided below in the sections regarding specific types 
of schedules.

Steps to Use a Visual Schedule:

Steps to Plan/Design a Visual Schedule:
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1. Cut out the pictures (or write/draw your own based on the needs of the individual)

2. Laminate the schedule cards, if possible

3. Cut a rectangular piece of poster board so it is large enough for multiple activities to be listed  

4. Place Velcro on the poster board. 

5. Use Velcro to place pictures or words on poster board

1. List the steps (e.g., in any text-editing software)

2. Place a square shape next to each line. It can be placed on either side of the text.

3. Add images that represent activities next to appropriate items.

4. Reside images as needed

5. Print the schedule out

6. If you plan to reuse the schedule in the future, laminate it and provide a wipe-off marker to the individual

Steps to Make a Pull-off Schedule (p.5):

Steps to Make a Check-off Schedule (p.5):

 ¤ Pulley cards see sample on p. 6)
 ¤ Laminator

 ¤ Velcro
 ¤ Scissors
 ¤ Cardstock for the board

Materials Needed:
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Velcro picture 
here

Velcro picture 
here

Velcro picture 
here

Velcro picture 
here

Velcro picture 
here

Steps to Make a Check-off Schedule (p.5):

Pull-Off Schedule: Check-Off Schedule:
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