
Many individuals with an au-
tism spectrum disorder proc-
ess information better when it 
is presented visually rather 
than verbally.  Visual informa-
tion allows for longer process-
ing time and improves inde-
pendence.  An image can be 
referred to as often as neces-
sary until the meaning is com-
prehended; verbal information, 
in contrast, disappears once it 
has been said.  By incorporat-
ing visual information into your 
child’s day you provide predict-
able information to him or her 
while still allowing for the flexi-
bility to make changes as nec-
essary.  By using visual sup-
ports you are capitalizing on 

the strengths of your child 
(visual processing) rather than 
his or her weaknesses (verbal 

processing).  Keep in mind that 
even highly intelligent and ver-
bal individuals with an ASD may 
still have difficulty processing 
verbal information.  Visual infor-
mation has the added feature of 
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helping create structure and 
organization for individuals 
with an ASD.  A visual sched-
ule (i.e., a set of pictures in 
which each picture represents 
an activity) can outline a child’s 
entire day, thus providing 
structure for him or her.  A  vis-
ual list of rules can help a child 
keep in mind the expectations 
within a certain setting.  A  vis-
ual first-then board can also 
add structure by highlighting 
for a child what he or she must 
accomplish before he or she 
can have a reward. 
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preferred tasks such as homework, 
toileting, doctor’s visits, or difficult 
school activities.  Keep in mind that 
any item or activity listed as “then” 
must be immediately available to the 
child.  It is always important to imple-

ment this system and to offer rewards 
prior to any negative behavior so the 
child does not learn to misbehave in or-
der to have a reward offered.   

In making a first-then board, begin by 
getting pictures for the board by taking 
photographs, accessing clip art, or 
searching for images on Google.  Once 

A first then board 
visually shows that 
one activity must 
happen before a pre-
ferred one can occur.  For example, a 
child may have a first-then board that il-
lustrates first work, then play video-
game.  First-then boards highlight the 
expectation (e.g., work) along with moti-
vation (e.g., play video game).  First-
then boards can be helpful during a 
range of situations.  Try using first-then 
boards to help children through non-

�������
���!���������"�� you have selected the images to use, 
consider laminating them for stability and 
longevity. Be sure you have selected im-
ages for both the “first” square and the 
“then” square.  Next, take a standard 
piece of paper or cut a piece of poster-
board down and draw two large squares.  
Write “first” above the square on the left 
and “then” above the square on the right.  
Finally, use Velcro to attach pictures on 
poster board in the order shown in the 
image.  Keep in mind, that if you need to 
access the first-then board and do not 
have the necessary images, it is okay to 
use a concrete object (such as a book) to 
represent the tasks or activities.�
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To learn more about the Toolkit or request a free copy, please visit www.handsinautism.org�
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