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Introduction 

Problem Statement 

Research shows that visual support strategies are important adaptations and 

accommodations for students accessing an adapted curriculum (Cohen & Sloan, 2007). Such 

adaptations and accommodations are vital to the success of most children accessing an adapted 

curriculum.  In my classroom experience, many teachers in general education and adapted 

curriculum classrooms stopped using the visual support strategies prematurely, leading these 

students to revert back to problem behaviors, such as difficulty transitioning between preferred 

and non-preferred activities and difficulty transitioning between two activities.  These problem 

behaviors may be an indication that the issues at the root of the behavior are not being addressed 

or accommodated. Unless these issues are addressed, students accessing an adapted curriculum 

may struggle with maintaining appropriate behavior throughout the day. This may lead to 

problems for the students having access to a free and appropriate public education in the least 

restrictive environment. 

Rationale 

I have worked in a variety of support positions educating children with disabilities for 13 

years. Those roles include Assistant Teacher, Vocational Assistant/DLS, Education for 

Employment Manager, Autism Paraprofessional, Behavior Support Assistant, Behavior 

Paraprofessional and Substitute Teacher. I was actively involved in many different classrooms 

and learned many strategies through observation and direct instruction from these teachers and 

related services providers.  I worked for Phillips Programs for Children and Families (Phillips) 

for seven years.  This program serves children with a variety of disabilities who were unable to 

remain in their school district due to co-occurring emotional or behavioral disabilities. The 
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administration at Phillips believes in thorough and ongoing training for all staff interacting with 

the students during their school day. This background gives me a unique perspective when 

looking at ways for best supporting students with behavioral challenges.  

Research Questions 

1. What are the indicators of students who need an adapted curriculum? 

2. What are the benefits of using visual supports with students accessing an adapted curriculum?  

3. What training are teachers receiving regarding the use of visual strategies and why they are 

effective? 

Literature Review 

Indicators of Students who Need an Adapted Curriculum 

 Addressing the issue of the indicators and behaviors of students who need an adapted 

curriculum requires an understanding of what an adapted curriculum is and how it is different 

from the general curriculum.  All children are educated with their peers unless certain criteria are 

met. The criteria are that first a child must be identified as a student with a disability who 

requires special education services and then the Individualized Education Program (IEP) team 

determines that an environment away from the child’s non-disabled peers is the least restrictive 

environment (United States Department of Education (USDOE), 2004; Virginia Department of 

Education Division of Special Education and Student Services (VDOE Dept. of Spec. Ed. Ser.), 

2010).  The recognized disability categories in Virginia are “autism, deafness, deaf-blindness, 

developmental delay, emotional disability, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple 

disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, specific learning disability, speech 

or language impairment, traumatic brain injury and visual impairment, including blindness” 

(VDOE Dept. of Spec. Ed. Ser., 2010, p. 19).   
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Special Education is specifically designed to meet the individual needs of the child with a 

disability (USDOE, 2004).  This means that the instruction can include adaptations, 

accommodations and modifications to the general curriculum.  Adaptations can be as simple as 

changing the seat of a child who is distractible, adapting a lesson to benefit all learners in the 

classroom, or using visual support strategies such as a written schedule or a graphic organizer.  

Accommodations are changes that allow a student to overcome or work around his disability, 

while a modification is a change in what is taught or what output is expected from the student 

(National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), 2010).  Frequently, a 

student can be successfully included in the general education classroom if the appropriate 

adaptations, accommodations and modifications are provided.  The curriculum does not always 

require modification, especially if a teacher in a general education classroom provides 

differentiation of instruction to reach the majority of students (Statewide Parent Advocacy 

Network, Inc: Parent Training and Information Center (SPAN: PIT), 2012).  If a student can 

actively participate in the instruction or activity and have the same outcomes as his non-disabled 

peers, modification is unnecessary.  If that is not the case, the IEP team should follow a decision 

making process. This process should include selecting the instructional arrangement, selecting 

the lesson format, employing student-specific teaching strategies and selecting curricular goals 

specific to the lesson (SPAN: PIT, 2012).  Additional considerations are engineering the physical 

and social classroom environment, designing modified materials, selecting natural supports and 

supervision arrangements, and assessing the effectiveness of the adaptations and, if they are 

ineffective, designing an alternate activity (SPAN: PIT, 2012).   

The general curriculum is defined by the VDOE Dept. of Spec. Ed. Ser. (2010) as “…the 

same curriculum used with children without disabilities adopted by the school for all children 
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from preschool through high school.  The term relates to the content of the curriculum and not to 

the place where the curriculum is taught” (p. 29).  Therefore, a child with a disability can access 

an adapted curriculum regardless of his educational placement.  Educational placements can 

include “… general education classes, special education classes, special education schools, home 

based instruction, home bound instruction and instruction in hospital and institutions” (USDOE, 

2004, Sec. 300.39(a)(1)(i); VDOE Dept. of Spec. Ed. Ser., 2010, p. 33).  Ideally a child with a 

disability will receive his education in general education classes, but if he is unsuccessful in 

general education classes even with access to appropriate aids and services, he can access a 

combination of general education and special education classes.  The concept of full inclusion, 

although laudable, is still a controversial topic that exceeds the scope of this paper. 

Benefits of Using Visual Supports with Students Accessing an Adapted Curriculum 

 Reasons for using visual supports with children with disabilities. Most people use 

visual supports every day as tools to maintain organization.  Some examples of visual supports 

are the family calendar hanging on the refrigerator, grocery lists and highlighting textbooks to 

remember important concepts.  Most children with autism spectrum disorders and other 

developmental disabilities have communication difficulties.  They also have much stronger 

visual skills that make visual tools beneficial in educational activities and other areas of 

communication (Brill, 2011).  Visual supports can be helpful with language development, 

memory, sequencing, attending, motivation, and social skills (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  A variety 

of visual supports can be created quickly and easily with the use of specialized software or 

pictures from the internet for students with significant cognitive limitations (Breitfelder, 2008; 

Brill, 2011).  Visual supports help students with disabilities to be more independent because they 
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explicitly communicate rules and expectations.  The visual supports allow students to participate 

in the classroom with less assistance from others. 

 Examples of visual supports. Commonly used visual supports include activity 

schedules, calendars, checklists, color coding, comic strip conversations, graphic organizers, 

manipulatives, mnemonics, picture exchange communication system, pictures and photos, sign 

language, social stories and video modeling (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  Other visual supports are 

pictures or nametags to communicate where students should sit, tape on a floor to indicate where 

a student should stay, tape on the floor to indicate where students should wait for their turn at an 

activity, and labeling shelves and cabinets to indicate where items should go when a student is 

finished using the item (Kabot & Reeve, 2010).  Educators should have an understanding of what 

many of the visual supports listed entail, but some of the more specialized supports require a 

description to aid in understanding.   

Comic strip conversations are used as a positive behavior support because the focus is on 

the desired behavior rather than the consequences for engaging in the undesired behavior (Cohen 

& Sloan, 2007).  If a child struggles with taking turns with peers, a comic strip conversation can 

be created to support the student.  The comic strip can show one frame with child one being 

asked to share a swing, followed by another panel showing child one allowing child two to swing 

and a third panel showing child one using the swing again.  This support can help children build 

stronger social relationships and problem-solve challenging social interactions (Moody, 2012).    

The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is an augmentative 

communication system for non-verbal or limited verbal students that is taught in a systematic 

way by educators or related service providers who have been trained in the implementation of 

the program (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  PECS teaches individuals to initiate communication, gain 
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the attention of the person the request is being made to and hand the picture or sentence strip to 

that person (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  The PECS book should contain pictures of items the student 

might need or want to request (Breitfelder, 2008).  When a child is able to communicate basic 

wants and needs, behavior tends to improve.  A PECS book can be made from an inexpensive 

polypropylene binder that can be cut to allow access to the sentence strip from any page in the 

binder (Breitfelder, 2007).  PECS books are available for purchase from Pyramid Educational 

Consultants (www.PECS-USA.com) and are more durable than one made from inexpensive 

materials. 

Social Stories are stories in picture/word format describing the appropriate use of a target 

social skill or rule (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  They use a combination of visual and auditory input 

to explicitly communicate the who, what, when, where and why of specific social situations 

(Moody, 2012).  Social Stories can be written to explain upcoming changes in routine or new and 

anxiety producing activities such as going to the dentist or going somewhere that might cause 

sensory overload or other challenges.   

Video modeling involves one or more people modeling a target behavior that has been 

recorded for later viewing and is most successful when the model is similar in age to the target 

audience (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  This is similar to Social Stories but the scenarios are being 

watched rather than read (Buggey, 2009).  The ability of the child to attend is vital to the success 

of this strategy, which should increase due to the enticing nature of videos (Buggey, 2009).   

Another important visual support is an outline of the material to be covered, displayed for 

all students to see (Vaughn, Bos & Shumm, 2011).  This can be displayed using an ELMO or 

SmartBoard.  This method is further supported by Spellings, Justesen, Knudsen & Wolf (2008) 

when they recommend using a variety of audio visual materials when presenting academic 
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lessons.  An additional visual support that can be paired with the outline is an adaptation of 

Cloze notes where a worksheet is distributed to the class with some words missing, indicated by 

a blank line.  During a lecture, the teacher will display the complete notes, allowing students to 

fill in the blanks from the version that is displayed. 

Visual supports as behavior modification tools.  A variety of programs are available to 

help children with emotional or behavioral disabilities, but such programs require the ability to 

engage in higher level thinking (Jaime & Knowlton, 2007).  Children with intellectual 

disabilities with co-morbid emotional or behavioral disabilities tend to be served in programs 

with other students with intellectual disabilities.  Such placements can create challenges for the 

teachers who may be unprepared for assisting students with emotional or behavioral disabilities 

in modifying their behavior (Jaime & Knowlton, 2007).  These students struggle with having the 

motivation to remain on task due to the difficulty they face when trying to acquire a new skill 

(Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  These situations can lead to placements in more restrictive 

environments such as special education schools if the student’s needs cannot be met effectively.    

Children with behavioral difficulties benefit the most from the use of visual supports 

because they gain an understanding of the expectations and schedule for the day (Jaime & 

Knowlton, 2007).    These children learn that math is followed by language arts and they will not 

have to work on math for the entire day. The use of a visual schedule tells them what the day will 

look like, which helps reduce anxiety and reduces the need for verbal prompting.  Positive 

reinforcement is an effective motivator for increasing desired behavior (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  

Visual supports can also be used when creating a behavior intervention plan by having a chart 

that shows what the student has earned if he is earning check marks or tokens.  This visual 

reminder can serve to motivate the student to continue producing the behavior that allows him to 
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earn more check marks or tokens. Token boards or charts with check marks are usually paired 

with a more reinforcing item that can be purchased with the specified number of tokens or 

checks (Jaime & Knowlton, 2007).   

Visual cues can help students line up appropriately and keep their hands to themselves 

(Kabot & Reeve, 2010).  When appropriate space is maintained between students in a line, they 

are less likely to become frustrated with the proximity of others thereby reducing the need to 

push the other students away.  The specific needs of the child should be considered when 

developing visual supports, but portability of the visual supports will increase their accessibility, 

which helps to reduce problem behaviors (Cohen & Sloan, 2007). 

Benefits of visual supports in the general education classroom.  Any student who has 

difficulty with auditory processing, impulse control, waiting for things, knowing what will 

happen next, anxiety, any of the executive functions, memory, or students who are visual 

learners will benefit from the use of visual support strategies.  A child who does not have any of 

these difficulties will also benefit from the use of visual support strategies because information 

presented both orally and visually is more likely to be recalled later, especially with the addition 

of kinesthetic input (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  Concepts such as Universal Design for Learning are 

becoming more prevalent, requiring general education teachers to provide a wider variety of 

supports to make the general education class accessible to more students than in the past 

(Hallahan, Kaufman & Pullen, 2009).  Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is an idea that 

developed from the architectural principles of universal design, which dictates that the design of 

new buildings and tools make them usable by the widest possible population of potential users 

(Hallahan, Kaufman & Pullen, 2009).  Therefore, UDL is a concept that makes learning 

accessible to more students in inclusive programs by modifying the curriculum to meet the needs 
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of the widest variety of students possible (Hallahan, Kaufman & Pullen, 2009).  Visual supports 

can help with Universal Design for Learning and will make the children with disabilities less 

obvious to their peers because the visual supports are there for everyone, regardless of ability or 

disability.   

The decision to fade out visual supports.  The next consideration is whether or not to 

fade out the use of visual supports and how to do so.  The ultimate goal is to decrease 

dependence on visual cues to develop more independence (Kabot & Reeve, 2010).  The fact that 

most people use visual supports to help with organization and memory illustrates that it is not 

always necessary to fade out their use.  The questions that should be addressed when making the 

decision are “What are the student’s peers using for visual supports?  Will the student maintain 

the same level of independence without the visual support? What supports are more readily 

responded to by community members, serving as reinforcement for the use of the support” 

(Cohen & Sloan, 2007, p. 133)?  Some things to consider before removing a support are whether 

using the support is typical for the student’s peers, if the removal will lead to less independence 

or reduce the student’s ability to be understood. In these cases the supports should not be 

removed.  Sometimes a visual support can be faded out in one environment but cannot be faded 

out in another.  For example, a student no longer requires the visual support in the self-contained 

classroom but continues to need it in the general education classroom to maintain independence 

(Kabot & Reeve, 2010).     

How to fade out visual supports.  Fading visual supports can be challenging and there 

are a variety of methods to use, but one needs to be careful not to fade them out too quickly 

(Cohen & Sloan, 2007; Kabot & Reeve, 2010).  Fading supports by size involves reducing the 

dimensions of the support with either a photocopier or the software used to create the visual 
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(Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  Fading supports by form can be accomplished by changing solid lines 

into dotted lines, making the dotted lines lighter until the visual is not visible or by putting one 

layer of wax paper at a time over the visual until it is no longer visible (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  

One idea is to remove sections of tape from the visual on the floor (Kabot & Reeve, 2010).   

Other options for fading out visual supports include removing individual components of 

the support, moving from least to most relevant of the components, and fading the support by 

trial such as presenting the support for the first nine trials and withholding the support on the 

tenth trial (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  Additional options are reducing the number of trials where 

the support is presented with each successive trial and using time delays and fading to more 

natural supports and schedules of reinforcement (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).  If the visual support 

relates to a task analysis, the visuals relating to the first or last steps can be removed one at a 

time until the visual support is no longer needed (Kabot & Reeve, 2010).  When a student has 

become dependent on a support, providing heavy reinforcement for independent behavior will 

solve this problem (Cohen & Sloan, 2007).   

Training Teacher’s Receive Regarding the Use and Benefits of Visual Supports 

Research in special education teacher preparation is limited.  This is an area of concern that is 

important to the issue of the use of visual supports to support students accessing an adapted 

curriculum.  Jaime & Knowlton (2007) mention that some students with intellectual disabilities 

have co-morbid emotional or behavioral disabilities, which can challenge teachers who lack the 

skills for helping such students, despite being fully licensed, qualified and experienced to teach 

students with intellectual disabilities.  

  This is because these students require supports and assistance beyond the scope of the 

typically trained teacher or service provider (Jaime & Knowlton, 2007).  Carefully selected field 
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experiences during teacher preparation can help with this issue.  This solution requires the 

mentor teacher to have the knowledge of research based behavioral interventions for children 

with intellectual disabilities and co-morbid emotional or behavioral disabilities.  Brownell, et al 

(2005) point out that special education teacher preparation programs that include carefully 

designed field experiences, allowing pre-service teachers to incorporate information acquired in 

coursework could facilitate better knowledge and skill development for beginning teachers.   

As the push for inclusive education is becoming stronger, more effort needs to be placed 

on enabling all pre-service teachers to adapt materials and diversify education to meet the needs 

of a majority of learners rather than teaching to the middle.  A majority of teacher preparation 

programs have separate curriculums for preparing teachers for general education classrooms and 

special education classrooms, but the number of students with disabilities in general education 

classrooms is rising at a steady pace (Fullerton, Ruben, McBride & Vert, 2011).  Secondary 

teachers and secondary special educators report feeling insufficiently prepared by their teacher 

preparation programs to face the responsibilities placed on them, a third reporting receiving 

guidance on collaboration and less than half in adaptations (Fullerton, et al, 2011).  Roughly one 

third of undergraduate special education licensure programs and less than 25% of master’s 

degree programs require assistive technology (AT) coursework despite the federal mandate in the 

Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Act that every student with an IEP be considered for 

AT (Judge & Simms, 2009).   AT is defined as “any item, piece of equipment, or product system, 

whether acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, 

maintain or improve functional capabilities of a child with a disability (USDOE, 2004, Sec. 

602(1)(A)).  Given this definition, visual supports are considered AT.  The majority of novice 
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teachers are woefully unprepared for meeting the needs of students with intellectual disabilities 

and co-morbid emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with ASD’s. 

Current teacher preparation models can be categorized as discrete, integrated and merged 

(Fullerton, et. al., 2011).  The discrete model has separate general and special education 

programs, the integrated model also separates general and special education but faculty work to 

provide experiences that allow general and special educators to learn about the other program, 

and merged programs use a single curriculum to educate general and special education students 

(Fullerton, et.al., 2011).  The evaluation of a merged secondary and special education program 

concluded that graduates developed competencies in differentiated planning, assessment and 

instruction in content area classrooms that had accommodations embedded into the planning 

process (Fulerton, et. al., 2011).  Further findings include active engagement in collaboration 

with colleagues, success in teaching in diverse inclusive classrooms, and principal descriptions 

of being able to differentiate for both high and low achievers.  Graduates of this program who 

had taken traditional positions as special educators or content area teachers did not identify with 

either role, viewing themselves as a bridge between special education and general education and 

noting the importance of collaboration skills.  Additional research brings up the issue of teacher 

training. 

Children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are not categorized as children with 

emotional or behavioral disorders but they do require specialized behavior management plans 

due to their challenges in social interaction, language, communication and behavioral flexibility 

(Probst & Leppert, 2008).  Probst & Leppert (2008) designed a study to assess the outcomes of a 

training program for 10 teachers working with children with ASD.  The key goals of the training 

program are for the teachers to acquire knowledge of the characteristics of individuals with ASD 
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and learn evidence-based methods and skills for effective teaching and management of children 

with ASD in the classroom.  The focus of the methods of instruction is antecedent interventions, 

structured teaching and visual supports.  The results of the study indicated improvement in 

behavioral symptoms of the children with ASD.  This study illustrates the effect of in-service 

training in the use of visual supports and other methods on the behavior of children who require 

support and assistance beyond the scope of typically trained teachers.  The reliance on in-service 

teacher education to ameliorate the affects of pre-service curriculum weaknesses is inefficient 

and less likely to lead to long term change in practice (Kaplan & Lewis, 2013).  When training 

occurs during pre-service teacher preparation, it is less likely to be met with resistance as it 

becomes part of a teacher’s resources before she begins her practice.   

Conclusion 

General curriculum is used with children without disabilities adopted by the school from 

preschool through high school.  Adapted curriculum is the general curriculum with adaptations, 

accommodations and modifications to make the general curriculum accessible for all students.  

Visual supports are one method of adapting, accommodating and modifying the general 

curriculum for students with disabilities.  

The effective use of visual support strategies to support students accessing an adapted 

curriculum is a vital component to success for students with cognitive disabilities and co-morbid 

emotional or behavioral disabilities and students with ASD’s.  Students who are participating in 

the general education classroom and accessing an adapted curriculum benefit from, and may only 

be successful with the use of visual support strategies.  Visual support strategies help special 

needs students but are also beneficial for all students, especially students who are visual learners. 
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 A variety of visual supports are available in order to adapt, accommodate or modify the 

general curriculum.  The goal of using visual supports is increased independence for the student 

using them.  Sometimes it is preferable to leave the visual support in place because removal of 

the support can cause more problems.   

Children with intellectual disabilities and co-morbid emotional or behavioral disabilities 

and children with ASD’s require teachers with training beyond what most typically trained 

teachers receive.  Most teachers feel unprepared to manage the responsibilities placed on them 

with increasing numbers of children with disabilities being placed in general education 

classrooms.  Even special education teachers feel unprepared for the challenges they face in self-

contained classrooms.  Teacher preparation programs need to make changes and provide detailed 

instruction in the use of visual support strategies in all classrooms so teachers will not feel 

unprepared for the positions they are hired to fulfill. 

Introduction to Application 

The application is a training module that will list resources for further information and 

examples of visual supports.  It will also list ways of modifying the examples to meet the 

individual needs of students.  This will help teachers who do not feel adequately trained in the 

use of visual supports.    
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