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USING VISUAL SEQUENCES 

Louise Ulliana 

Speech Pathologist 
 

A visual sequence depicts upcoming events or activities in the order that they will occur.  It can be used in 
conjunction with or without spoken language. It is both a receptive and expressive communication aid that 
may be used to support your child’s cognitive, emotional and communicative development.  
 
This document describes: 

1. what visual sequences look like 
2. what visual sequences are used for 
3. how visual sequences will help our child 
4. how to use visual sequences  

 
 

What do visual sequences look like? 
 
A 2-part sequence looks like the example below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Putting pictures in a line from left to right is not as effective as using a template that directs your child’s 
visual attention to key information. The background template is just as important as the type of pictures 
used to represent information. 

                       
 The background should highlight: 

1. what to look at    and 
2. whether or not there is a particular order related to the symbols displayed. 

 
Use a brightly coloured background and thick outlines to ‘spell out’ visually where to place 
symbols. In time, this will help your child compile their own sequences/ schedules. 
 

Recommended background layout for 2-part sequences 
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that shows 
where image is 
placed 

 

Brightly coloured  
background 

1 

                                                                                                        
V     Velcro to attach symbols 

2 



2 
 

We recommend using numbers above the area where the symbol will be attached as well as a green arrow 
between the symbols. It is recommended that, where appropriate, internationally recognised symbols, like 
a green arrow and numbers are used. Some people recommend using words such as ‘first... then ...’ 
Personally, I prefer using numbers as it easier to expand to show multiple events, otherwise you end up 
saying  sentences such as ‘first this, then ... and then ...and then...’ when explaining  what is going to occur. 
There is also another reason for using numbers instead of ‘first, then’. Children on the autism spectrum are 
often attracted to numbers and counting so incorporating a natural preference is a good idea.  We also end 
up teaching the concept of ordinal numbers through default. Usually children have no difficulty 
understanding that numbers also refer to quantity.  

 
 

A finished box, covered in black and white checks, with an opening slot on the top for posting pictures and 
small objects is used in conjunction with visual sequences. Your child places the pictures or objects that 
represent events /activities into the finished box when the activity comes to an end. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What are visual sequences used for? 
 

Sometimes parents comment that their child already knows what is about to happen therefore there is no 
need to show him/her a visual sequence. The reason why sequences are used is that they provide a 
framework into which change and emotional challenges can be introduced. Sequences also prepare 
children for new activities.   
 

1. Comprehending what is about to happen  
 
Visual sequences may be used to show your child what is going to happen. It is an effective way to 
forewarn your child about more than the immediate upcoming event.   
 
Sequences may show your child, for example: 
1. what activities are going to occur in a therapy session and in what order 
2. morning/afternoon/ evening  routine activities that will occur at home or pre/school 
3. what shows that will be watched on TV  
 
This is not an exhaustive list. Any number of events may be shown on a sequence. 
 

Finished box 
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2. Making choices 
 
Most children on the spectrum have no difficulty indicating what they want. When your child 
communicates through words or nonverbal communication to another person what s/he wants, it is called 
‘requesting’. Requesting and making choices are related but different. Making choices is more difficult than 
making requests. A choice requires your child to select what s/he wants from options offered.  We 
recommend using a red splat on the sequence to indicate that a choice will be available. This was chosen 
because it is readily available under ‘shapes‘in common computer software programs such as Microsoft 
word and PowerPoint. It is also visually distinctive. The choice options available to your child are shown on 
a larger red splat shape or red board nearby. There is no need over complicate the concept of choice by 
using a visual such as a finger pointing to a number of choice boxes as depicted in Picture Communication 
Symbols. Once your child engages in making choices a couple of times, s/he will recognise that when s/he 
sees a red splat ‘I get to choose’. Please note that choice is not introduced during the early stages of using 
visual sequences. At the early stages, you incorporate your cƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ǉreferred options in the sequence to 
maintain his motivation.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Understanding changes to routines   
 
Change is inevitable. You can’t avoid it in your child’s life, but you can lessen the impact by carefully 
introducing planned changes1. Planned change, as the name suggests, is not ‘ad-hoc’. Changes are carefully 
orchestrated and systematically introduced into your child’s life, so that s/he learns to be flexible. At first, 
the changes introduced are not necessarily needed. Changes are staged, according to your child’s likes and 
dislikes. Initially, changes are made that are easy for your child to tolerate emotionally. Later on, more 
difficult changes are introduced.  Bit by bit, your child will learn to anticipate, participate and embrace 
changes in their life. The ultimate aim is to help your child comprehend and tolerate unexpected 
(unannounced) and difficult changes. 
 
Visual sequences are used to show changes in routine. If a visual sequence is used to illustrate a routine 
that the child already knows then changes may be made to the visual sequence to forewarn your child of 
this change. (See Planned Change for more information). 
 

                                                           
1
 Not all children react to change adversely. Some children with autism seem to cope well. It is prudent to be mindful however, 

that just because a child engages in the change, it doesn’t mean that he is not stressed by it. The stress of changes is often 
cumulative in its effect and varies depending on how much your child likes the missed option.  

A visual sequence showing choice time 
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4. Weekly visual sequences  
 

Weekly visual sequences may show children key events that will occur during the week, though weekly 
sequences are introduced well after children understand the types of sequences described above.  
 

5. Behavioural consequence statements  
 

Visual sequences may also be used to illustrate behavioural consequences. Behavioural consequence 
statements show what will happen if your child uses certain behaviours. (See Behavioural Consequence 
Statements for further details). 
 

 
How do visual sequences help your child? 
 

Visual sequences support your child’s cognitive, emotional and communicative development.  
 
In terms of cognition, visual sequences will help your child understand the concepts of past, present and 
future. These are quite complex concepts for children to understand.  
 
Emotionally your child will learn to: 
 
1. wait for things or events s/he wants, without having a meltdown, as your child will have a clear idea of 

how long it will take to get what he wants. (This is called delayed gratification). 
2. follow the lead of another person and participate in events outside their own interest areas while 

staying emotionally regulated.   
3. persist with tasks and situations that are not enjoyable. We all cope better with unpleasant 

experiences, when we know it is going to end. A visual sequence provides a clear, predictable end-
point, making it easier for children with autism to engage in less preferred activities.  
 

In relation to communication, visual sequences will help your child: 
  
1. understand and use the names of upcoming events/ activities or places that will be visited 
2. make choices within structure 
3. understand and use ordinal numbers  
4. understand and communicate the word ‘ finished’ 

 
 
 

Using visual sequences in your family life 
 
 
 Is your child ready to use visual sequences? 
  
Your child is not ready to use visual sequences unless s/he is able to understand that an object or a picture may 
‘stand for’ an activity.  That means that your child comprehends that pictures or objects represent events or 
activities. For example, your child might know when s/he sees dad with keys; he is going in the car.   One way to test 
whether your child is ready is to show your child an object that is commonly used in a particular activity (or a picture 
of that activity). Show this representation to your child without mentioning the specific name of the activity in an 
area/room where the activity does not usually occur. You might say something like “let’s go and...” Leave the key 
word out while you point to or show the representation. If your child responds by  
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¶ saying the name of the activity 

¶ going to the place where the activity normally occurs or 

¶ starting little routines that are associated with the routine ( e.g. getting shoes if dad shows the 
picture of the car) then you know your child understands that objects or pictures can represent 
events/activities and is therefore ready for visual sequences. Choose activities that your child likes 
when assessing your child’s understanding so you know that s/he is motivated to respond. 

 

Before you begin, decide on most appropriate type of visual representation to use. This may be: 
 

¶ An object ( using a small ball to show you are going outside to play ball) 

¶ A remnant ( using part of an object such an empty biscuit packet to show that it is snack 
time) 

¶ A photo 

¶ A line drawing 
 
You may choose to use a combination of representations. Please see the Visual Supports Chapter on the 
servam.com.au website for more details about choosing visual representations that are right for your child. 
 
 

Stage 1: Introducing visual sequences  
 

We recommend starting with a 2-part or 3-part sequence before moving to longer sequences. Some 
children are able to use a 6- part sequence or  even longer sequences straight away. It usually depends on 
how well your child copes with an adult led approach. The most important information your child needs to 
know at the initial stages is that Activity Number 1 on the visual sequence is going to occur and finish then 
Activity Number 2 will occur. There are several ways to help your child understand sequential activities.  
Two of the more effective methods are: 
 
 
¦ǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ  
 
Children are much more inclined to participate in a series of activities they enjoy. During Stage 1 use 
visual sequences to show two highly preferred activities. Once your child is able to use the sequence, you 
can introduce less preferred activities at Stage 2. 
  
 
 ¦ǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ  
 
Use a visual sequence to represent a routine that your child knows well. If your child already participates 
in a routine quite willingly, you can represent key steps of that routine on a visual sequence. This will 
allow your child to recognise that a sequence is a concrete way of showing information he already 
knows, i.e. the steps of a routine in the order that they occur.   
 
Remember to encourage your child to actively use the visual sequence by taking off finished images 
from the sequence and placing them into the finished when the activity is completed.  
 

Stage 2: Introducing less preferred activities  
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We all cope with doing things we don’t particularly like, if there are good things to look forward to. A 
visual sequence will help your child understand when he will get what he wants. You may place a less 
desired activity on Number 1 followed a highly preferred activity at Number 2. When you introduce less 
preferred activities try to select activities that have a clear beginning and end and are short in duration. 
Announce the sequence by saying “number 1 is ...., number 2 is ....”. 

You might find it better to sandwich a non-preferred activity between two preferred activities. Start the 
sequence with a motivating activity. This will put your child in a good frame of mind to tackle the less 
preferred middle activity. Then follow the less preferred by a highly favoured activity. Finishing with a 
‘sweetener’ will make it easier for your child to complete the whole sequence. (See Motivation Chapter 
and Routines Chapter on the servam.com.au website for further details on the use of motivators in 
sequences and routines).  

Over time, you may increase the length of time your child is expected to engage in less preferred 
activities and the overall number of activities in the sequence. 

 
Stage 3: Introducing changes and choice 
 

 
Once your child is able to use visual sequences with ease, it is time to introduce planned changes and 
choice into visual sequence.  Use the visual supports described earlier in the document to do this. 
 

Remember to: 

¶  use visual sequences with  consistent language and gestures. 

¶  incorporate visual  sequences  in your day to day family  life and use them as often as possible.   

¶  encourage your child to actively use sequences ( not just look at them) to comprehend and  talk 
about future, present and past events.  

¶ use activities that have a clear beginning and end, otherwise use a timer or something similar 
such as singing song to signal the end of a activity such as trampolining. 

¶ include both highly preferred and less preferred activities in the sequence. 

 

I hope the information in this handout is useful. 
 

Louise Ulliana 
 

If you wish to distribute this document please request permission by contacting the author via email at 
louiseulliana@gmail.com 


