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Visual Supports for Visual Thinkers 
 

Practical Ideas for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders and 
Other Types of Educational Needs 

 
AGENDA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 'For those interested in classroom interventions for people with ASD 
this book will be a delight. Lisa has a very down to earth and 
pragmatic  way  of  presenting  the  basic  intervention  strategies…  Her  
many vivid examples make the principles come alive and help the 
reader to understand them fully and their implementation in a way 
that few other books on this topic are able to do. If all this is not 
enough, beyond the basics, one also learns how each part of the 
intervention is connected to the other parts and what empirical 
research forms the foundation of what you are learning. All in all this is 
a great package that will inform, expand, and excite the reader with 
lots of new and exciting ways to better understand what they are 
doing and many fresh ideas for how to do it better.'  
 

-From the foreword by Gary B. Mesibov, 
 Professor Emeritus, University of North Carolina
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Autism Spectrum Disorders:  K-W-L 
I already know . . . I want to know . . .  I have learned . . .  
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Defining Autism Spectrum Disorders 
 

"It's a behaviorally defined syndrome, characterized by deficiencies in social ability, language and 
imagination, and rigidity and repetitive behaviors. It has a very broad range of severity from 

catastrophic to extremely mild, where you can argue that it overlaps with normality." 
Isabelle Rapin, 

Albert Einstein College of Medicine in New York 
 

 

Emerging Themes from Research 
 

Individuals with autism act differently because they think differently: 
 

 They have an enhanced awareness of details 
 They have a reduced understanding of meaning and reduced capacity for conceptual 

reasoning in all areas 
 They can only handle small amounts of new information 
 They can only think so fast 
 They may use different cognitive skills to compensate 
 If the information or task is visual, they are able to understand more 
 The brain is wired differently to cause these differences  

Nancy Minshew, MD  
University of Pittsburgh  

 
Autism is a disorder of complex information processing that broadly 

affects cognition & the brain. 
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The brain of an individual 
with autism is, on average, 
larger and heavier than a 

typical brain.

Neurological Findings

 

 
 

Visual strategies must be taught during calm 
times so that they can be effective during 

rough seas.

Notes on Neurological Findings: 
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Intensity Scale:  1=low  2= mild 3=somewhat intense 4=high 5=extremely high  

Behavior Data Collection 
Student:                                                                                                                                 Teacher: 
 
Date: 

Antecedent Behavior Consequence 
 Setting/Location Activity Persons 

 Record #: 1      
       Start:  
         End:  
Intensity:   
 Record #: 2      
       Start:  
         End:  
Intensity:   
Record #: 3      
       Start:  
         End:  
Intensity:   
Record #: 4      
       Start:  
         End:  
Intensity:  
Record #: 5      
       Start:  
         End:  
 Intensity:  
Record #: 6      
       Start:  
         End:  
 Intensity:  
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Key Features of Applied Behavior Analysis [ABA] 

 Reinforcement for existing skills 

 Shaping for non-existent skills 

 Task analysis from simple complex skills 

 Frequent opportunities for practice 

 Rigorous data collection and analysis 

 Data-based decision making 

 Functional behavior assessment 

 Highly individualized 

 Continuous monitoring and revision of goals based on data 

O
N

 TA
R
G

ET

Antecedents Behavior Consequences

The stimulus or 

stimuli to which 

the child 

responds 

The behavior 

that we see 

exhibited by the 

child 

The stimulus or 

stimuli that the 

child receives 

(or that s/he is 

stopped being 

subjected to) as 

a result of his 

behavior 

Principles of ABA
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If  you  said  “yes”  to  any  of these, then you understand that your brain is drawn 
toward familiarity and predictability in a very strong way.  The brain in all its complexity finds 
comfort in the know and experiences some level of stress in the unknown.  For a neurotypical 
brain, there are usually coping mechanisms readily available to help deal with this type of stress.  
Although your favorite parking space is taken, you can likely adjust to a different parking space 
without having a meltdown in between the grocery carts.  However, for an individual that struggles 
with chronic neurological stress, this may be more difficult to accept and even more difficult to cope 
effectively and appropriately.   

 
The classroom sets the stage for optimal learning and interaction by minimizing neurological stress 
and clearly communicating expectations.  Classrooms should provide clearly defined areas for the 
following types of experiences: 
 
 Large group experiences 

 Small group experiences 

 Direct instruction for one or two students 

 Independent work experiences 

 Centers/Stations [e.g. Literacy, Math, Science, Social Studies, Special Interest, 
Technology, etc.] 

 Break/Sensory experiences 

 Calming experiences 
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Classroom Organization 
 
Clarify expectations through: 

◦ Physical Boundaries 
 Shelves 
 Desks 
 Partitions 
 Curtains 

◦ Visual Boundaries 
 Carpet 
 Signs 
 Labels 
 Outlines 
 Color coding 

 
 

Clear boundaries 
and expectations 
reduce my stress . 

. . Thanks! 
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Identify and label a location where students 
may place their completed work. 
 
Depending on the grade level, the location 
may be for individuals or for the class as a 
whole in a basket or shelf. 
 
A place for missing assignments can also 
decrease stress associated with absences. 
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Incorporating Interests & Calming Areas 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Tents can serve as 
calming areas that 
may also meet 
sensory needs. 
 
Add some books and 
a flashlight and you 
have an environment 
with literacy 
incorporated. 

 

By  decorating  a  “Chill  
Zone”,  the  area  
becomes a positive 
way to self-regulate.   
 
Remember this area 
is used to prevent 
further escalation 
with no punitive 
intent. 
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Classroom Organization Planning Guide 
 

Classroom Area Current Recommendations 
Small Group  

 
 Gems: __________________________________ 

  _______________________________________ 
 Opportunities:____________________________ 

________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

One-to-One 
 

 
 

 Gems: __________________________________ 
  _______________________________________ 

 Opportunities:____________________________ 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

Independent Work   
 

 Gems: __________________________________ 
  _______________________________________ 

 Opportunities:____________________________ 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

Break/Sensory   
 
 

 Gems: __________________________________ 
  _______________________________________ 

 Opportunities:____________________________ 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

Stations 
[Computer] 

[Library] 
[Science] 

[Math] 

  Gems: __________________________________ 
  _______________________________________ 

 Opportunities:____________________________ 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

 
 



13 
 

Schedules provide individuals with an understanding of what is to come and what is 
expected.  This knowledge empowers an individual to have a sense of understanding and security 
that leads to success and independence.  The schedule is the backbone for many other strategies 
to connect, creating a network of effective preventive supports.   
 
Having established that a schedule is an essential tool for individuals with autism spectrum 
disorders and other types of special needs, the challenge is to create a schedule that is tailored to 
the needs, strengths and interests of the individual.   
 

 Let’s  start  with  the  typical  learner.    Using  an  agenda  of  the  day’s  lesson  makes  learning  
more relevant to students and takes the mystery out of what is going to happen in class 
that day. 

 
-What Successful Mentors Do 

81 Research-Based Strategies for New Teacher Induction, Training and Support 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Class Schedule 

Class  
Schedule 

Schedules help to decrease 
neurological stress! 
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Individual Schedules:  What do schedules entail?  
Many students will benefit greatly from an individual schedule in addition to the class schedule.   

The first consideration when developing an individual schedule is the format.  What type of 
information will the student be able to understand . . . even under stress?   

A student might be able to read when all is calm, but in times of stress, those words become 
gibberish.  For that student, words and pictures might be the best place to start. 

► Objects are the most concrete form and may include real objects or 
representational/miniature objects. 

► Pictures are a less concrete format that might be effective for many individuals.  Picture 
formats might include clipart, line drawings or google images. 

► Photographs may provide a very clear indication of expectations for some students. 
Photos should include only the most pertinent information to avoid confusion about 
expectations. 

► Written language may be very effective for yet other individuals with strengths in 
reading. 

► Combinations of any of the previous methods may be used to enhance student 
understanding. 

 



 15 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Individual 
Schedule 
In this example of an 

individual schedule, 

you will notice the 

following features: 

 Clipart with 

words 

 Pictures are 

moved to the right 

side upon 

completion 

 Five parts of the 

day are shown at a 

time 

 Portable in a 

notebook 
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High School Schedule 
 

Name: _________________________________         Date:    _____________________ 
Special Information for Today: 
 
 
Class Period Subject Activities Check when done 

1st    

2nd    

3rd    

4th    

5th    

Lunch 
7th    

8th    

9th    

Things to Remember: 
    

     

 
  

Home Note: 
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Quentin’s  Schedule:    Afternoon

Lunch

Bus for Work

Work at Bowling

Clean Tables

Bus for Home

Backpack

Bus for Home

 
 

Never underestimate the power of a highly focused interest.   
One of the characteristics of individuals with autism spectrum disorders is limited, yet highly 
focused interests.  A perceptive teacher or parent will use that interest whenever possible rather 
than strive to stifle or control.   
 
A particular young man comes to mind with two strong, if not overwhelming, interests:  
Country/Western magazines and Disney characters.  When introduced to a visual schedule, he 
was  not  inclined  to  “check  his  schedule”;;  especially  after  viewing  what  it  had to offer.  Once his 
interests were strategically incorporated into the daily routine, his enthusiasm for checking his 
schedule increased dramatically.  By knowing when good things were coming, he was able to 
follow the routine and stay focused during less interesting activities.

Incorporating interests can increase the effectiveness of 
the individual schedule significantly. 

 
Supporting Research 
 Winter-‐Messiers and her colleagues 
(2007) suggested a strength-‐based 
model focused on the special interest 
areas of individuals with Asperger 
Syndrome (AS).  
As a result of this model, students 
showed strength in areas generally 
described as deficit in the AS profile: 
social (e.g., highly motivated attitude to 
share own interests and fascinations 
with other people), communication 
(e.g., talking fluently about own 
interests), emotion (e.g., using own 
interests and enthusiasm for animals 
to cope with difficulties), 
sensory-‐motor (e.g., enthusiasm for 
computer games that require 
fine-‐motor skills to use a mouse), and 
executive function (e.g., using special 
interests in Disney movies to teach 
organizational skills). 

TARGET:  
TEXAS GUIDE FOR EFFECTIVE TEACHING 
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When possible, include the student in the creation of the schedule.  In the 
following example, Olivia drew out her ideal schedule, incorporating her interest of 
Princesses, before creating this final version. 
 

 
 
 
Once the format is determined, then decisions must also be made regarding its location and size.  
Some students will need larger pictures, objects and/or words while others are successful with 
smaller images and representations.  The schedule might be fixed on a wall, shelf or in a notebook, 
becoming more portable.  When possible, choose a location that is visually sparse and neutral from 
other areas of activity. 
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The concept of finished is an integral component of a schedule.  Anyone who has ever 
compiled  and  used  a  “To  Do  List”  understands  the  joy  and  sense  of  accomplishment  felt  when  
crossing  off  finished  tasks.    Therefore,  the  element  of  “finished”  or  closure  must  be  incorporated  
into schedules developed for individuals with autism spectrum disorders.   
 
This can be accomplished in a myriad of ways, ranging from a simple check mark to placing the 
picture or object in a finished box or envelope.  The important thing about choosing the method of 
indicating  “finished”  is  like  that  of  all  other  components,  that  it  be  meaningful for the student.  The 
best way to determine whether or not you have chosen an effective means, or need to adjust it 
somewhat, is through trial and error.   
 

 
An added layer of visual information that some students may benefit from is a link between the 
schedule and correlating location.  This link helps the student to understand where they are to go 
once  they  “read”  their  schedule  by  having  a  matching  picture/icon/object/word  in  the  location  that  
they are to proceed to.  In many cases, a basket or a pocket with a matching 
picture/icon/object/word may be used as a receptacle for the schedule piece.  
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First/Then 
The  concept  of  “First/Then”  is  usually  founded  on  the  premise  that  one  must first complete work 
before getting to enjoy a break or other preferred activity. 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the  “First/Then”  strategy  may  be  used  to  help  an  individual  get  their  needs  met  first  
and then be better prepared for work.  Have you ever taken a nap in order to be refreshed to face a 
daunting task?  Or have you ever eaten some of your dessert before the main course?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When the principles of Applied Behavioral Analysis are applied through 
a variety of visual strategies, individuals with ASD may experience less 
stress and be more able to cope with instructional and social situations. 

Premack Principle states that behavior occurring at a high frequency can 
be used to increase the rate of behavior that occurs at a low frequency.  

Premack  states  that:  “For  any  pair  of  responses,  the  independently more 
probable  one  will  reinforce  the  less  probable  one”. 



 21 

Using Transition Markers to Promote Independence 
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Transition Markers in Action 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jasmine loves to 
listen to music! 

This high interest was incorporated 
into her day in a variety of ways.  In 
particular, her transition marker was a 
CD glued to a popsicle stick with her 
name written on it along with some 
musical notes.    

 
She was also given multiple breaks 
throughout the day in which she could 
choose to listen to music.  At first, it 
was difficult for her to leave the break 
area and give up the iPod.  Over 
several days, she began to trust her 
schedule more and more which told 
her that there would be multiple 
opportunities to have a break.   
 
The real test came one morning when 
she was having a difficult time 
transitioning from the bus to the 
classroom.  Many verbal requests only 
seemed to make the situation worse.  
But when her teacher presented her 
with the transition marker, she 
unbuckled her belt and promptly stood 
and walked to the classroom.  Visual 
power in action! 

“I  love  
music!” 



 23 

For this young man, a clear 
understanding of what will take 

place in the morning and the 
evening is just what he needs. 

 
The counting chart is a 

separate visual tool that helps 
when trying to calm down.   

Home Connections 

The home environment is different from school or community settings in 
that there is more consistency and predictability in many instances.  
Therefore, a visual schedule may not be necessary for every moment of 
home life.  However, for some individuals, a schedule at home can 
provide just the right visual support to be less stressed and more 
successful in everyday activities. 
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Visual Timers 

Imagine being engaged in your most favorite activity.  It might be reading a good book or watching 
a great movie or dancing or shopping or some other wonderful thing.  You get tapped on the 
shoulder and are told that it is time to stop and go check your schedule for the next activity.  This 
sudden disruption can cause all kinds of reactions from apparent disappointment to a full out 
refusal and everything in between.  If, however, you had a way to anticipate this transition from a 
highly preferred to an unknown or less preferred activity, you might be more likely to do this 
successfully.  Visual timers can be extremely helpful in facilitating difficult transitions, serving as a 
bridge between strategies.  There are a variety of types of visual timers to choose from. 
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A surprise card can help to deal with changes to the anticipated schedule.  It 
is best to introduce a surprise card when there are minor changes in the schedule.  
Also use a surprise card for positive surprises so that it becomes associated with 
more things than stressful changes.  A positive surprise might be extra time on a 
preferred activity or a special guest that will be well received.  Surprise cards help to 
become more flexible, especially for individuals that are heavily entrenched in 
routines. 

 

Including students in the creation of the strategies can increase the impact 
and effectiveness.  Through drawing or selecting graphics on the computer, an 

individual can guide the process based on their strengths and interests. 

 

Surprise Card 
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Creating A Schedule 
1. Schedule Format: 

What does he/she 
understand? 

  Actual Objects      Representative Objects    Partial Objects   
  Photographs         Clip Art-B&W                    Clip Art – Color 
  Line Drawings       Words                              Combo:  
  Other:  _______________________________ 

2. Schedule Location:  
Where will the 
schedule be located? 

  Neutral wall – top to bottom      Neutral wall – left to right 
  Notebook                                  Clipboard 
  Computer                                 
  Other:  _______________________________ 

3. Schedule Content: 
What  are  the  “big  
chunks”  that  will  make  
up the schedule? 

Examples: 
 Breakfast 
 Reading 
 Math 
 Outside 
 Lunch 
 Science 
 P.E. 
 Bus/Home 

                 School                                          Home 
 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 
  _____________________________________ 

4. Schedule Length: How 
much of the schedule 
should be displayed? 

  Whole day                                      Half day 
  Part day                                         First/Then 
  Other:  _______________________________ 

5. Transition:           
How will he/she 
transition back to the 
schedule? 

  Verbal cue                                      Visual cue 
  Timer/Clock                                    Transition marker 
  Other:  _______________________________ 

6. Schedule Completion:          
How will he/she know 
when each part of the 
schedule is finished? 

  Look at schedule and check off   
  Look at schedule and turn icon/object around 
  Move arrow as activities are completed 
  Move  from  a  “to  do”  section  to  a  “done”  section 
  Take from schedule and place in pocket at bottom of schedule 
  Take from schedule and place on matching icon/object at location  
  After completing activity and returning to the schedule, then check 
off, turn icon/object around or place in pocket 
  Other:  _______________________________ 

7. Individual Interests:         
How does the 
schedule incorporate 
his/her interests? 

  Preferred activities are strategically placed after non-preferred 
  Schedule is decorated with high interest object/character 
  Transition marker is in the shape of high interest object/character 
  Transition marker is decorated with high interest object/character 
  Other:  _______________________________ 
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Data Collection:  Schedule 
Student:                                                                                                                                                  Date: 
 
Schedule Type:____________________________  
[object/photo/picture/line drawing/written] 
 
What are the specific chunks of the schedule? 

 
Level of Support 

 
Level of Mastery 

 

Hand 
Over 
Hand 

 
Phys 

Prompt 

 
Verbal 

 
Ind. 

 
No Attempt 

 
Emerging 

 
Mastered Notes:   

Transition/Completion/Etc. 
1.          

2.          

3.          

4.          

5.          

6.          

7.          

8.          

9.          
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Making and Using Keychain Rules 
 

Individuals with an autism spectrum disorder are strongly drawn to structured, factual and 
rule-based information. 

TRENDS in Cognitive Sciences Vol.6 No.6 June 2002 

 
Keychain rules are short statements or phrases of desired expectations that capitalize on 
this proclivity toward rules and structure.  They serve as reminders in a quick and easy 
format  that  prevent  much  discussion  about  them.    Rather  than  say,  “stay  in  your  seat”  over  

and over without  much  impact,  the  teacher  can  now  say,  “Please  check  keychain  rule  

number  4”.    Again,  if  the  rules  are  attached  to  a  heightened  interest,  their  effectiveness  is  

enhanced.    This  student’s  interest  in  Greek  mythology  was  incorporated  to  his  keychain  

rules as much as possible. 

 

Keychain Rule # 1

Use appropriate words and voice.
Say nice things to others

Speak in a respectful tone [level 1, 2 or 3]
Keychain Rule # 2

Follow directions from adults.
Teachers  and  Mom  are  in  charge  so  be  sure  to  say  “O.K.    I’ll  try.”
Give my teachers and Mom a smile or a thumbs up.

Keychain Rule # 3

 I will be in control of my body.
Stay in my assigned seat 
Keep hands and feet to myself

Keychain Rule # 4

 Touch others gently.
Ask to touch other people’s  hair
If  they  say  “O.K.”  or  “yes”,  then  touch  their  hair  gently

Keychain Rule # 5

 Be a good sport when others win.
Congratulate others if they win [shake hands, or high five]
Say  ,  “That’s  O.K.    I  might  win  next  time.”
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Clarifying Expectations through Visual Cues:  Positive Behavior Flip Book 

 
Emerging Themes from Research 

 
Individuals with autism act differently because they think differently: 

 
 They have an enhanced awareness of details 
 They can only handle small amounts of new information 
 If the information or task is visual, they are able to understand more 

Nancy Minshew, MD  
University of Pittsburgh 

These key understandings from research help us to know how to best speak to the brain.   
 
 If they have an enhanced awareness of details,  

then we can provide the right information that we want the brain to process with clarity. 
 
 If they can only handle small amounts of new information, 

then we can break information down into smaller segments  . . . bite size chunks for the brain to 
process more readily. 

 
 If they understand more when the information or task is visual,  

then I will provide the information or task in a visual format whenever possible. 
 
A positive behavior flip book is a collection of graphics that are used to support verbal directives or 
expectations.  For instance, when the teacher tells the students that it is time to clean up, many continue 
playing.  She repeats this several times with some following the verbal directions and others seemingly 
ignoring or at the very least, not following the directions.  The positive behavior flip book provides a visual 
cue of the desired behavior at that moment to add another layer that can speak more specifically to how the 
brain listens, processes and responds. 
 

 
 

Teacher Tip 
 
 
► Make multiple copies of the positive behavior flip book so 

that they are readily available to all staff when needed.   
 
► Smaller versions can make for nice portable flip books as 

you go to recess or the cafeteria or P.E. 
 
► Remember to use to reinforce appropriate behaviors also! 
 



Educating Diverse Learners Page 30 
 

 
Clarifying Expectations through Visual Cues:  Levels of Talking 

There comes a time in every classroom when the noise level gets downright too loud.  Before you know it, 
you  find  yourself  having  to  raise  your  own  voice  just  to  be  heard.    “Quiet!    It  is  too loud in here.  I can hardly 
think  with  all  the  noise.”    Then  the  class  gets  quiet  for  a  while  until  the  next  resurgence  of  sound  and  here  

we go again.  This strategy can have wonderful results for individuals, but has much broader implications 
for the entire  class  as  this  is  a  common  struggle  among  students,  with  or  without  special  needs.    Let’s  start  

with how you might use the Levels of Talking chart with the entire class.   
1. Practice what each level sounds like to gain common understanding of the 1 through 4 meter 
2. Make a poster of the Levels of Talking chart and place in a prominent location easy for all to view.   
3. Make a large arrow affixed to a paper clip or clothespin [or other creative way to move the arrow up 

and down the chart] and attach to the poster 
4. Move the arrow to the desired level of talking at various times throughout the day 
5. Reinforce  success  by  pointing  to  the  chart  and  saying  “Thanks  for  staying  at  a  3  for  this  project!” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Small versions of the Levels of 
Talking Chart can be provided 
for each table group.  Students 
can better self-regulate and 
support each other by 
interacting with their own 
chart.  



Educating Diverse Learners Page 31 
 

 
Clarifying Expectations through Visual Cues:  T-Chart 

My T-Chart
“These  

are O.K.!”

“These  are  

not O.K.!”

 

T-Chart

Awesome Words Wipe Out Words

 Nice job
Amazing
Awesome  dude
That’s  cool
Wonderful
Insane

Fool
I hate you
You are stupid
Shut up
No one likes you
You’re  dumb
You’re  horrible

 

 

T-Chart 
Purpose: 
The T-Chart may be used to clarify acceptable 
or desired behaviors versus unacceptable or 
undesired behaviors. 
Implementation: 
 When possible, generate both lists 

with the student.  If student input is 
not possible, then collaborate with 
teachers and parents to identify what 
is most meaningful for the student. 

 Pictures may enhance the 
effectiveness of this strategy. 

 Review during calm times.  The 
beginning of the day or each class may 
be good opportunities. 

 Refer back to the T-Chart when the 
targeted behavior occurs.  Practice 
replacement behaviors from the 
acceptable list. 

 The T-Chart may incorporate a special 
interest, increasing the effectiveness 
of this strategy 

Note:  The T-Chart may be posted in the 
class or located in a student 
folder/notebook. 

 

Interest in skateboarding 
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Clarifying Expectations through Visual Cues:   

Blurt Out Cards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Blurt out cards are designed 
to set limits on a specific 
behavior while empowering 
the individual to have a 
sense of control and self-
management. 
 
Many students have difficulty controlling 
their impulses, especially as it relates to 
blurting out answers in class.  The good 
part about that is they want to participate 
and they are thinking enough to present an 
answer.  The challenge is when one 
student dominates that discussion and 
frustrates others trying to contribute. 
 
How it Works . . .  
 
The student is given a certain number of 
blurt out cards either for the class period 
or the day.  Upon blurting out, the student 
gives up one of the blurt out cards to the 
teacher.  So how many cards should you 
give at first?  In order to determine the best 
number of cards to give each student, 
collect baseline data to see how many times 
they are actually blurting out.  It might feel 
like 200 times, but it could actually be 
more like 15.  If it is 15, then start with a 
number that would be attainable and build 
success with the strategy.   If the student is 
blurting out 15 times, then the teacher 
might give 11-13 cards to slowly decrease 
the frequency.   
 
If the student runs out of blurt out cards 
before the end of the class or day, you can 
institute  a  “borrow  from  tomorrow”  policy.    
He or she starts to manage their behavior 
with more reflection and self-management 
when they are part of the problem solving 
process. Collect data and make a plan with 
the student to reduce the number of blurt 
out cards gradually. 
 
Feel  free  to  incorporate  the  student’s  
interest, like Hank the Cowdog, to increase 
the effectiveness of the strategy.   
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Feelings Chart 
 How I feel What I can do 

5 
 

I need some help! 

 Make a cartoon 
 
 
 Talk with someone 

 
 Color 

 
 Think about the ocean 

 
 Listen to music 

 
 Breathe 

 
 Get a drink of water 
 
 
 
 
 Take a walk 

 

4 
 

I’m really upset.  

3 
 

I’ve got a problem. 

2 
 

Things are pretty good. 

1 
 

Feeling Great! 
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Chill Pass

2 minutes 2 minutes 2 minutes

5 minutes 5 minutes 5 minutes

10 minutes 10 minutes 10 minutes
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Count 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10
Count 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10

Breathe in –
Breathe out –

Breathe in-Breathe out

Br
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e 
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 –

Br
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ou
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–
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Breathing Technique

When I am upset, I need to remember to breath.  
Breathing gets oxygen to my brain and I can think about my choices better.

Now, I can choose:

Breathe IN Breathe OUT

Breathe IN Breathe OUT

Breathe IN Breathe OUT

Breathe IN Breathe OUT

Breathe IN Breathe OUT

1
2
3
4
5
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Key Understanding:  The increase in efficacy of positive interventions, when based 
on functional behavioral analysis, reduces the need for punishment-based 
procedures (Neef and Iwata, 1994). 

Antecedents Behavior Consequences 
Preventive Strategies: 

 physical arrangement 
 locations  for  finished  &  “to  do”  work 
 schedule 
 transition marker 
 mini-schedule 
 visual timer 
 established reinforcer [first/then] 
 structured activities 
 change of format of materials 
 positive reinforcement 
 communication system 
 visual cues of desired behavior 
 social stories 
 comic strip conversations 
 power cards 
 T-chart 
 video modeling 
 peer supports 
 goal setting 
 incorporation of interests 
 social coaching 
 scripts 
 keychain rules 
 break cards & break area 
 “I  need  help”  cards 
 universal  sign  for  “no” 
 instructional technology 
 graphic organizers 

Sp
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Positive Strategies: 

 verbal feedback 
 visual feedback 
 social story review 
 power card review 
 keychain rules review 
 T-chart review 
 comic strip reflection & planning 
 emotion rating scale  
 visual cue of desired behavior 
 practice of desired behavior 
 counting chart 
 redirect to an alternative behavior 
 SOCCSS planning process 
 SODA planning process 
 self-evaluation tools 

Punitive Strategies: 

 verbal reprimand 
 forced compliance 
 response cost 
 overcorrection 
 timeout 
 brief restraint (physically interrupting the 

response and preventing its recurrence) 
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Teacher Tips:  What if . . . ? 
 “We  learn  more  by  looking  for  the  answer  to  a  question  and  not  finding  it  than  we  do  from  learning  the  answer  itself.” 

Lloyd Alexander 

 

Congratulations!    You  are  now  ready  to  get  started  with  all  your  great  ideas  and  plans.    I’ll  bet  you  
might  have  a  few  questions  or  concerns,  and  I’ll  even  bet  that  I  can  guess  what  some  of  them  
might be. 

 Question:  How long should I try a strategy before revising? 
o Answer:  It depends on how much resistance or response that you getting from the 

student.  If there is any kind of acceptance, then stay with it for at least a couple of weeks 
to give the full benefit of consistent instruction.  If there is a total lack of understanding or 
engagement, then cut your losses and start over.  This is why data collection is so 
important.  Not fun, but definitely important. 
 

 Question:  What do I do if he throws the transition marker at me or on the floor? 
o Answer:  I would retrieve it with little emotion and verbal exchange.  I would then present it 

again  with  either  no  verbal  direction  or  a  simple  “Check  your  schedule.”    I  might  do  this  4  
or 5 times before offering a different strategy.  Perhaps he/she will respond to a choice 
board at this time since this is probably filled with preferred activities.  The important thing 
is to use one of the strategies to resolve the situation.  This teaches the student that we 
are supportive with expectations. 
 

 Question:  What should I do if he/she refuses to follow the schedule? 
o Answer:  What part of the schedule are they refusing to do?  All of it?  Part of it?  This 

knowledge will help to make the revision fit the situation.  By looking at the data, I have 
seen teachers add a snack at mid-morning, plan for more active or hands-on activities in 
the afternoon or incorporate sensory breaks at critical times throughout the day.  In 
addition to revising the content of the schedule, remember that the format of the schedule 
may need to be changed in order to increase understanding and success. 

In all your uncertainties, begin somewhere and put forth your 
best effort.  Someone is counting on you for that much.

 

I am only one; 

But still I am one.  I cannot do everything, 

But still I can do something. 

I will not refuse to do the something that I can do. 

-Edward Everett Hale 
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Keymakers 

Author Unknown 

Some people see a closed door, 

and turn away. 

Others see a closed door, try the knob 

if it doesn’t open . . . 

they turn away. 

Still others see a closed door, 

try the knob, 

If it doesn’t open, they find a key, 

if the key doesn’t fit . . . 

they turn away. 

A rare few see a closed door, 

try the knob, if it doesn’t open, 

they find a key, 

if the key doesn’t fit . . . 

they make one. 
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