








Figure 8. Example of a Between Activity Schedule 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9. Example of an Object Visual Activity Schedule 
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Implementing the Schedule 
While the decisions about the form and 
function of VAS are tied to their 
effectiveness, the most important factor for 
success is the implementation of the VAS. 
Students have to be taught how to use the 
schedule. It is therefore crucial to establish a 
routine based on (1) the type of schedule 
chosen that students are to follow, (2) the 
environment where the schedule will be 
used, and (3) the practicality for teachers 
and students. As stated above, predictable 
routines can help diminish disruptive 
behavior and it is therefore important to be 
consistent in the implementation of the 
routines. Some examples of routines for 
indicating a step has been completed are 
crossing off pictures or words as steps are 
completed, much like crossing off items on a 
to-do list; moving pictures from a to-do 
column to a finished column; placing 
pictures in an ‘all done’ folder after 
completion (e.g. Whatley, Gast, & 
Hammond, 2009). To smoothen transitions 
between activities, students can take a 
picture from their folder and bring it to the 
corresponding center.  
 
Similar to decisions about form and function 
of the VAS, decisions about routines and 
teaching strategies are dependent on the 
preference of the teacher and the student 
needs. Research suggests the use of several 
EBP to teach students how to use their 
schedules. System of least to most prompts 
(e.g., Duttlinger et al., 2013; Spriggs et al., 
2007), constant time delay (e.g. Whatley et 
al., 2009), progressive time delay (e.g., 
Carlile, Reeve, Reeve, & DeBar, 2013) and 
graduated guidance (Bryan & Gast, 2000) 
are some of the systematic instructional 
procedures that have been used to teach 
VAS use. Others have used reinforcement 
techniques in combination with other 
strategies. Examples include using 
descriptive verbal praise (e.g. Mechling et 

al., 2010), edible rewards (e.g., Carson et al., 
2008), and access to preferred reinforcers 
(e.g., Cuhadar & Diken, 2011). Some of 
these strategies have the additional benefit 
of being able to show students’ progress in 
detail. For example, a teacher can collect 
data on prompt levels within or between 
activities; a student can show increased 
independence if he moves from needing 
predominantly physical prompts to mostly 
gestural prompts (Collins, 2012). Student 
need and VAS type will determine what data 
are collected and what system of instruction 
is used. If transitioning from one task to 
another takes a long time for a particular 
student, a teacher could collect latency data 
from the time the student is finished with 
one activity and begins another. Decreases 
in latency could be rewarded with time with 
a reinforcer. Percent time on-task might be 
the data collected for a student needing to 
increase time working on scheduled 
materials. Constant time delay with a verbal 
controlling prompt might be used to teach 
the student how to complete activities 
depicted on the schedule. Learning a brand 
new task might be monitored using number 
steps completed independently on a teacher-
created task analysis, teaching the skills via 
system of least prompts. Collecting this data 
can also help make instructional decisions, 
such as extending a schedule, changing the 
symbolic level of the visual cues, or 
expanding the use of the VAS to additional 
environments. 
 
In addition, all adults involved with the 
student while the schedule is in use will 
have to be trained. Consistency in schedule 
implementation is crucial for the schedule to 
work in increasing desired behaviors as well 
as decreasing undesired behaviors. To 
increase consistency of implementation 
across all those who will be teaching the 
schedule, a systematic instruction plan (SIP) 
should be used (Spooner, Browder, & Mims, 
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2011). A SIP is a prescribed teaching 
protocol that is very individualized for the 
target student and skill and designed to 
include very specific details about 
instruction to ensure consistency across 
instructors. 
 
Conclusion 
Within the current educational climate, 
teachers need a range of EBP in their 
repertoire. Two recent literature reviews 
have indicated that the use of VAS meet the 
requirements for EBP set by Horner et al. 
(2005). Knight et al., (2015) found that VAS 
could be considered EBP for increasing on-
task, on-schedule, and transition behaviors 
for school-age children with ASD. Spriggs 
et al. (under review) found that VAS can 
also be considered an EBP for adolescents 
and adults with ID for teaching new skills, 
as well as facilitating independence and on-
task behaviors. Translating this research to 
practice is crucial when implementing EBP 
with students with disabilities. 
 
Visual schedules have been used to 
effectively increase on-task and on-schedule 
behaviors for students with ASD (e.g., 
Bryan & Gast, 2000) and ID (e.g., Spriggs et 
al., 2007). They have also been used to teach 
new skills such as using a debit card 
(Alberto et al., 2005; Cihak et al., 2006), 
cooking (Mechling et al., 2010; Mechling & 
Gustafson, 2009; Mechling & Stephens, 
2009; Morrison, Sainato, Benchaaban, & 
Endo, 2002), navigation skills (Mechling & 
Seid, 2011; Purrazzella & Mechling, 2013; 
leisure skills (Blum-Diamaya et al., 2010; 
Carlile et al., 2013; Chan, Lambdin, Graham, 
Fragale, & Davis, 2014; Whatley et al., 
2009), as well as a variety of daily living 
(Van Laarhoven et al., 2010), vocational 
(Carson, Gast, & Ayres, 2008; Duttlinger et 
al., 2013; Rouse et al., 2014; ), and 
academic skills (Bryan & Gast, 2000; 
Cuhadar & Diken, 2011; Dettmer et al., 

2000; Duttlinger et al., 2013; Spriggs et al., 
2007; Waters et al., 2009). Four younger 
students, VAS have been used to teach 
playing skills (Betz, Higbee, & Reagon, 
2008). This versatility makes VAS an option 
when teaching bigger transitions between 
activities or small transitions within 
activities. 
 
Social validity research to date indicates that 
VAS can be easy to implement and cost 
effective. Regardless of VAS type, teachers 
report that they are non-intrusive and easily 
incorporated into daily activities and 
routines. Schedules made with supplies 
already available is an option to keep costs 
down (e.g., using pictures off of the internet, 
using written words, using software 
provided by the school system). When VAS 
were compared to VM (i.e., static vs. video), 
teacher and student preference varied. When 
asked, the majority of students preferred 
VM to static schedules (Mechling et al., 
2010; Mechling & Gustafson, 2009; Van 
Laarhoven et al., 2010). One teacher 
reported the VM easier, requiring less time 
to prepare (Alberto et al., 2005). 
Alternatively, a teacher in another study 
found the static materials easier to create 
(Cihak et al., 2006). In one study, teachers 
reported liking the high-tech option, but the 
device used was too expensive to sustain 
(Mechling & Seid, 2011). Van Laarhoven et 
al. (2010) found that although staff reported 
better results with videos, they preferred 
static materials because they were easier to 
create. Regardless of student and teacher 
preference, both static schedules and VM 
were effective in increasing the desired 
behavior of students with disabilities. 
Student and teacher preference, availability, 
and cost should be taken into account when 
deciding between low-tech and high-tech 
options. 
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In conclusion, VAS are a viable strategy that 
allows a lot of flexibility in form and 
function and has been shown to be highly 
effective for individuals across a wide 
spectrum of ability levels and ages. Careful 
considerations need to be made when 

selecting the type of VAS to use as well as 
instruction for teaching the targeted skill 
using VAS. Following best practices and 
implementing these careful considerations, 
VAS is a durable option for students with 
autism and intellectual disability. 
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