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Fact Sheet 34 – How to use visuals in the classroom  

A guide for teachers and teacher aides in Australian schools. 

Visuals  

 

 

Visual aids and visual tools (or simply ‘visuals’ as they are often called) are ways of 

communicating with children who have special needs in a way that makes more sense 

to them. Visuals are heavily used with students who have autism and/or an intellectual 

disability in particular. A visual is a colourful, bright and age-appropriate image (or 

series of images) that are usually used in conjunction with a written message or 

instruction of some kind.  

Unlike verbal messages (which are delivered quickly and can’t be paused or slowed 

down), a student can look at a visual for as long as he/she needs to process the 

information it contains. The combination of a visual image and a written explanation 

helps the student to understand the message more easily. 

For example, an image showing a person clasping their hands would make no sense 

to most people. The words ‘wash both sides of your hands’ might also be difficult for 

Visuals anyone? How inviting does this classroom feel to you? 
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some students to understand. But when both the image and the words are combined, 

it’s much easier to figure out the meaning of the message.  

There are 3 types of visuals: 

1. Visuals for routines and timetables. These are located at the front of the 

room or somewhere where the student can easily see them throughout the day. 

They can also be stuck to the student’s desk for easy reference. Students often 

have a weekly and a daily schedule. As students with autism don’t like change 

and struggle with unpredictability, a clearly displayed timetable helps them to 

mentally prepare for the transition from one subject to another. Some even 

need more rigid schedules that include things like going to the toilet, taking off 

their shoes and speaking with a friend. 

2. Visuals for communicating. Many different methods are used to 

communicate with students who are non-verbal. A common approach is to have 

flashcards that these students can show their TAs or teachers when they are 

upset, need help or need to go to the toilet. Teachers and TAs can also use 

flash cards to communicate instructions such as ‘stop’, ‘look’, ‘listen’ and ‘sit’ to 

non-verbal students.  

 

 Flash cards can be used to communicate an instruction. These flash cards are laminated, cut to size, hole- punched 
and put on a key ring. 
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Many students have PODD (pragmatic organisation dynamic display) books these 

days. A PODD book is an album of pictures, images and aid symbols that are sorted 

into sections and customised for each student. They are used frequently by non-verbal 

students to communicate with their peers, teachers, TAs and family. Sections include 

places, health, things, animals, days, food and so forth. The student could point to 

several images or symbols to communicate ‘On the weekend, I want to go to the 

shops’, for example. iPad versions of PODD books and other pictorial systems (such 

as PECS) are commonly used by non-verbal students with intellectual and 

developmental disorders (IDD) such as autism. 

 

3. Visuals for learning. The more images, pictures and other visuals that can be 

provided, the easier it will be for students to learn. This applies to almost all 

students but it’s particularly important for students with intellectual and 

developmental disorders. A combination of visuals, written information, verbal 

explanations and tactile experiences (e.g., touching an object, making numbers 

out of clay, etc.) help students to more easily process and acquire new 

information. A visual can be as simple as a short film clip, a cartoon with 2 

characters talking to each other, or a series of printed images of objects, places 

or people (with each image having a short explanation). For example, if 

students are to read a short story, you might print a picture for each paragraph. 

This PODD book has been used thousands of times (as you can see from the worn tabs). 


