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Using Qisuval Supports

Using Visual Supports to improve
Work Skills and Reduce
Unwanted Behavior
oh the Job

Purpose

This pamphlet is meant to assist secondary school
and adult service staff in creating work environments
that effectively support individuals with autism.

Individuals with autism require high levels of visual
structure to understand expectations on the job.
When expectations are unclear, it is likely that the
person with autism will become anxious. This anxiety
can lead to disruptive and even aggressive behavior.
Without clear visual cues, the person may not fully
understand what he is to do, how much he is sup-
posed to do, how he will know when he is finished,
and what comes next (Structured Teaching, Project
TEACCH,). This can occur even for the verbal person
with autism.

Most of us use visual structure of some sort to keep
track of appointments, meetings, birthdays, etc.
Individuals with autism have an even greater need
for visual supports to remember, understand, and
anticipate. Some examples of visual structure include
schedules, calendars, task lists, lunch menus, choice
boards, work schedules, and break room rules. Visual
cues give information or directions fo the person.
Visual cues can structure and organize the environ-
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ment and consequently decrease the person’s
dependence on verbal cues from a coach or trainer.

Visual Schedules

The person with autism
may not be able to hold
a seguence of eventsin
his head. A visual sched-
ule helps the person
organize his day and
predict the sequence of
events. This can reduce
the person’s stress over
what is going to happen
next.

A schedule can also help when there is a change in
the normal daily schedule. You can intfroduce
change to the personin a
very understandable and
systematic way.

Schedules can be very de-
tailed, or they may cover only
one hour at a time. The
schedule's complexity should
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depend on the person’

use it.

Calendars

Calendars can help
people with autism to
understand long-range

plans such as special days, fzem [l mlENg T

a day off, or different days C"""K

for different job assign-
menfs.
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Calendars and other personall
supports should be posted in
a specific place so that the
person learns to check that
area to get information.

Task Lists

Visual task lists can make it
easier for the person with
autism to understand how
much he has to do. Task lists
should be concrete and easy
to understand.

Visual task lists may be detailed or they may simply
indicate that first you do this and then you do that.

First — Then
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Rules

Rules change from one environment to another.
What is okay to say or do at home may be very
inappropriate for work. This

can be confusing for a

person with autism. Posting @ No |
rules in particular places Kj‘gnm‘f}
helps to remind the person — Hai(wa}/
of rules for that space.

Individuails with autism don't
necessarily understand the
whys of rules and conse-
quently may need the rules to
pe very clear and concrete.

fmﬁ?
L Git i sest §
o !««7!'

et

n e
-

bus

Structured Choice
Being able to make choices is important for ail
peopie. Individuals with autism may find open-ended
choices too difficult and stressful. This is most obvious
when given free time. If choice time, free time, or
break time has no structure to i, it may cause prob-
lems for the person with qutism. Offering two or three
specific choices can help to structure this time.

Communicating Other Important Information
Individuals with autism may have strong or obses-
sional interests. This is part of the disorder of autism.
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Visual information can help to relieve stress caused
from a person's perseverative thinking about such
interests. For example, food may be an interest and
the person may need to know what the menu indi-
cates forlunch. If the menu isn't posted, the person
may not be able to concentrate on work because he
is able to think only about what he might be having
for lunch. This can also be a problem if the worker
assumes one thing will be for lunch and, when lunch
fime arrives, it is different than anficipated.
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Highlighting places to put

finished work can be help-
ful for cachtevmg independence. This involves making
such information obvious visually. it may take the
form of a finished box or a basket near the person's
work greq.
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When setting up the person's work area, any infor-
mation the person needs to have to complete the
job independently should be made visual. If the

be made vigual. ,_ﬁ_,.“‘
w-
.-—¢'\—

i
wels 4 Folded
" +vwe1$

worker experiences high levels of anxiety, ask yourself
if he clearly and visually understands what he is
supposed to do, how much he is supposed to do,
how he will know when he is finished, and what
comes next.

Other Helpful Tips

1. Changes in routine can cause an enormous
amount of stress for the person with autism.
Always let the worker know in a visual and
systematic way when there are going fo be
major changes.

2. Noise, movement, or lighting in the workplace
can cause the worker added stress. When
investigating an unwanted behavior, always
consider the levels of stimulation and confusion
in the work environment.

3. Too much free time can cause the person with

autism to become highly agitated or sometimes
more withdrawn.
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4.

The task itself may be too difficult for the person.
A rule of thumb is that if you want the person to
do a task independently, it should be easy
enough for him to do on a bad day.

Beware of falking too much to the person with
autism. Processing language can be difficult for
the person and repeated verbal prompting can
cause stress as well as dependence. (‘

People with autism have problems with expres-
sive language, including nonverbal language.
For example, the person may laugh when you
are angry with him. It is important not to person-
alize behavior.

It is often good to have a relaxing place for the
person to take a break {dim lights, Walkman
with preferred music, etc.) rather than having
him take a break in a highly social environment.

People with autism learn in routines. Teaching
them new skills within a teaching routine is an
excellent strategy. For example, every time you
teach something new it may e at a particular
table, or the task list may be on a particular
color of paper. Use a visual cue to let the per-
son know that this will be something new.

Start the day with a consistent and relaxing
routine to help the worker relax in the work
environment. For example, every morning have
a cup of coffee and watch the weather chan-
nel for 15 minutes.
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10. It is important to recognize signs of stress in the
person with whom you work. When early signs
appeat, realize that something is causing the
person stress and that your job is to limit the
frustration. Realize that if the person is pushed at
this point, he is likely to explode. No power
struggle is worth someone getting hurt. If the
person becomes obviously upset stop talking.
This is a very powerful tool and can help every-
body calm down in a rough situation. It is never
a good idea to fry to physically force someone
to move when he is highly anxious.
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