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Supporting Diverse Learners 
Through 

Visual Supports

Sheri Wilkins, Ph.D  &  Carol Burmeister, M.A.

Introductions

Housekeeping

o Materials
• Book

• PowerPoint Handout—https://flipptheswitch.org/

• Table Items

• Display items

o Breaks

o Questions

o Activities

p. 7

Outcomes 

o Learn the components of visual structure to assist students 
in independently completing tasks in academic areas.

o Discuss/collaborate with teammates on how visual 
structure and supports address potentially challenging 
behaviors in a proactive manner

o Understand how to use visual structure to embed a variety 
of practical evidence-based practices into a student’s 
program

o “Make and Take” a variety of visually-structured materials 
that can be implemented with students immediately

A Few Words About Executive 
Function . . . 

Based on material from: 
Wilkins, Sheri & Burmeister, Carol.  FLIPP the Switch: Strengthen 

Executive Function Skills.  © 2015, AAPC Publishing. 

FLIPP

p. 4
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New book last year!

o Focus is on building self-
management skills through 
refining our teaching 
practices

o Discusses ways to maximize 
structure and predictability 
and describes how that leads 
to students who are better 
self-managers

o Introduces specific strategies 
based on evidence-based 
practices for that are effective 
for ALL students

flippthesw
itch.org

7

Why Use Visual Supports with Our 
Students?

o Supported by research (Buron & Myles, 2014; Center on PBIS, 
2022; Hyerle & Yeager, 2007; Simonsen, Briesch, Myers, & 
Sugai, 2008; Wong, et al., 2013)

o Information presented verbally is available for a brief moment; 
information presented visually can be there for as long as the 
individual needs it (Smith, 2008)

o Can be used effectively to address social, communication, 
behavior, play, cognitive, school-readiness, academic, motor, 
and adaptive skills (Wong, et al., 2014)

o Can be part of a comprehensive approach to curriculum access, 
increasing student engagement, independence, and success 
(Burmeister, Silva, & Wilkins, 2021)

Are considerate of diverse learners and can help support all 
students

UDL, PBIS & MTSS

 Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides a 
framework that is used to improve learning for 
all students, based on research into how 
humans learn with the goal of ensuring that all 
learners can access and participate in 
challenging and meaningful learning 
opportunities.

9

UDL, PBIS & MTSS

• Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) is a three-tiered framework that provides 
guidelines to organize a school’s use of 
evidence-based practices in behavior to support 
the success of all students.

10

UDL, PBIS & MTSS

 Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) builds 
on the work of PBIS and Response to 
Intervention (RTI) to provide a framework for 
implementing academic and behavioral 
strategies to meet the needs of all students. 
MTSS can be used systematically to identify 
students in need of special services for learning 
disabilities. 

11

Focus on the Environment as 
Key to Student Success

UDL

PBISMTSS
12

7 8

9 10

11 12



3

Conversation

• What has been your experience with 
UDL, PBIS, and/or MTSS?

• These frameworks all speak to the 
importance of the environment in 
student learning.

• In your experience, in what ways does 
the environment affect learning? 

13

Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning p. 16-19

14

Physical characteristics of the classroom 
environment:
o Personal connection

o Adaptability

o Color and contrast

o Visual stimulation

o Lighting

o Air quality

o Temperature

o Use of space and organization

Student Environmental Preference Checklist

Student Name: _________________________________  Date: ______________________

Data collector: _________________________________  Role:  _______________________

Pre-assessment?    Yes        No                                      Post-assessment?   Yes        No 

Environmental Component Yes No Partial
1. Color and contrast: Color and contrast are neither too bright nor too dull and the tone is pleasing.

Notes: _________________________________________________

2. Visual stimulation: The environment offers some visual stimulation, but it is not overwhelming. No more than 80% of the wall space is 
covered.

Notes: _________________________________________________

3. Lighting: The environment is well lit and uses primarily natural light, supported by electric light. If fluorescent light is primarily used, there are 
areas in the room lit by alternate means.

Notes: _________________________________________________

4. Air quality: There is appropriate circulation of air in the room.

Notes: _________________________________________________

5. Temperature: The temperature is neither too warm nor too cold.

Notes: _________________________________________________

6. Use of space and organization: The space is well organized and uncluttered, with plenty of room for movement between classroom furniture.

Notes: _________________________________________________

7. Noise Level: The room is relatively quiet and there are no potentially distracting noises apparent.

Notes: _________________________________________________

Totals

© Burmeister, C.; Wilkins, S.; Silva, R.  2021. FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism

p. 174
Identifying and Solving 
Environmental Problems

• Students usually don’t realize when an 
environmental problem is affecting 
them.

• However, they can learn how to 
evaluate their environment and how to 
make needed changes or advocate for 
changes that can improve their 
learning.

16

flipptheswitch.org
Burmeister, C., Wilkins, S., Silva, R. (2021). FLIPP 2.0:  Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life. Shawnee, KS:  AAPC Publishing.

P Is there a Problem in 
my   environment?

L Let it go? If no, next 
step.
A What are some 
Actions?
C Which action will I 
Choose?
E Evaluate- Will this/did 

this work for me?

P Is there a 
Problem in my   
environment?

L Let it go? If no, 
next step.
A What are some 
Actions?
C Which action will I 
Choose?
E Evaluate- Will 

this/did this work 
for me?

PLACE pp. 39-40

Strategies

•PLACE

•GET IT DONE

•SOS

•4W

Environmental Problem-Solving Chart
Problem Let it go? Actions Choose Evaluate

Do I have a problem? How do I 
know if I have a problem?

Example:

Lettie started complaining 
everyday before math. She said 
she felt sick and asked to go to 
the nurse. Her teacher first 
thought she didn’t like math. 
After talking with Lettie, Ms. 
Mills discovered that it was an 
environmental problem:

 “Students bump into my 
chair during the daily 
vocabulary activity on their 
way to the word wall. This 
was always everyday right 
before math.” 

If it is a little problem, 
can I ignore it or find a 
solution on my own?  

 Lettie said, “It 
makes me feel 
anxious and scared 
when other 
students bump me 
as they walk to the 
word wall.”

 Lettie and her 
teacher, Ms. Mills, 
decided that this 
was a  a big 
problem-not 
something she 
could “let go.”

Brainstorm some options or 
actions that could solve the 
problem:

 Lettie and Ms. Mills 
talked about some 
actions:

 Move to a different 
desk or table group

 Sit in a different place 
at her table to keep 
from getting bumped.

Which actions can I 
choose to take?

What action is the best 
choice for me? 

 Lettie decided to 
stay at her table 
and sit in a different 
place. She said “I 
want to stay with my 
table group. They 
are my friends and I 
feel happy with my 
group.”

Before: How will I know if I 
made the right choice?

During: How am I feeling? If 
I’m feeling that there is still a 
problem, what other action 
can I take?  You can become an 
“ACE” – evaluate how you are 
doing while in the situation; if 
it’s not working, re-evaluate 
possible Actions, Choose one, 
and continue to Evaluate.

After: How did the actions I 
chose work? Did they solve the 
problem? What can I do 
differently next time?

 Lettie and Ms. Mills 
decided to check-in to 
talk about her “action” 
every 2 days for the next 
10 days.

p. 175
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PLACE Learner Stages          p. 42

•Stage one learners: use the PLACE Environmental Problem-
Solving Chart to introduce PLACE.  Go over each prompt and 
directly teach, reinforce, practice, and reteach each step to 
mastery.

•Stage two learners: create stories and role-plays to model 
the steps to solve a problem modeling problem-solving 
thinking. Have students practice in pairs using examples. 
Remind students to use PLACE.

•Stage three learners: gradually release responsibility so that 
the process becomes student-directed.

•All learners: promote generalization by having students 
recall environmental problems in other settings and 
identifying possible actions.

Directions for Students 

When and How to Use PLACE

You can use the PLACE process independently when you feel challenged by situations in the

school environment. Choose a place to keep the PLACE card such as:

o in your reminder binder or a folder in your backpack,

o on your electronic device,

o in a spot in your class or other place with easy access.

When you feel stressed or anxious because of something negative about the environment, use

the PLACE Strategy by answering the questions on the card. You can write your answers on the

Environmental Problem-Solving Chart (see Figure 2.19, Appendix A) or just think it through.

After you use the strategy, it’s a good idea to debrief with your teacher so you both are aware of

the problem and the actions that solve the problem for you.

Burmeister, C., Wilkins, S., & Silva, R. (2021) FLIPP 2.0:  Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life.
Shawnee, KS:  AAPC Publishing.

Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning 

21

Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning 

22

Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning 

23 24
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25

“Zen Den”

26

27

Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning 

28

29 30
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29 30
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Designing the Environment to 
Support Learning 

32

Environment p. 43

33

BER Clip:  Facilitating the Classroom 
Learning of Students with Asperger Syndrome 
and High Functioning Autism

7/2009 33

Designing the 
Environment 

to 

Support   
Learning    

p. 20

34

Consider:

o Cafeteria trays

o Carpet square

o Traffic arrows

o Floor tape

o Color-coding materials 
(textbooks/notebooks and bins)

o Posted signs

35

Physical Structure and Supports 
in the Classroom    pp. 21-23

Activity
o Design the 

classroom 
environment 
showing structure 
needed for your 
class of students 

o See diagrams pp. 
21-23

36

31 32

33 34

35 36
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Why Use Visual  Schedules?  
pp. 52-57

o They help structure time so it can be used 
more appropriately

o They clarify expectations, allowing students to:
• Develop an understanding of time

• Self-regulate
• Anticipate upcoming events and activities

• Make transitions smoothly

• Be as independent as possible

37

Visual  Schedules: 
Getting Started

Develop an overall classroom schedule
o whiteboard, bulletin board; may be 

manipulated by staff or students

o “check the schedule” as a group activity 
for the class

o functioning level of class determines:  full 
day/ half day and level of visual supports

38

Whole Class Schedule

39

Whole Class Schedule

8:00-8:10 Arrival and Morning Jobs

8:10-9:10 Language Arts

9:10-9:45 Specials (P.E., Media, Art, Music, Spanish)

9:45-10:00 Recess

10:00-10:50 Reading

10:50-11:35 Math

11:35-12:05 Lunch

12:05-12:50 Social Studies

12:50-1:30 Science

1:30-1:45 Recess

1:45-2:25 Centers and Independent Practice

2:25-2:30 Clean-up and Dismissal

Student  Schedules          pp. 52-57

o Teach routine
• Top-to-bottom
• Left-to-right
• Start and finish

o Teach flexibility
• Vary from day-to-day; schedule “changes”

o Are hands-on
• move schedule item to location

o Vary in length
• One item; part day; full day

o Limit verbal prompts
• Transition cards to “check schedule” 41

Visual Representation 
Hierarchy  p. 33

o Written Word

o Icon

o Real Drawing

o Photograph

o True Object Based 
Icon (TOBI)

o Miniature Object

o The Object

Types of Schedules:
o Object

o Picture/Symbol

o Planner/Organizer

Consider student’s:
o Comprehension level

o Attention span

o Sequencing abilities

42

37 38

39 40

41 42
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Effective 
Visual Scheduling Support p. 184

43 44

Michael’s Schedule Objects

 Independent Work:  
green marker

 1:1 Work:  pencil
 Snack:  juice box
 Lunch:  pretzel
 Bathroom:  toy toilet
 Leisure:  scissors
 Job:  garbage bag
 Home:  key

46 47

48 49

Photo Schedule

43 44

46 47

48 49
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50 51

52

Raymond’s Schedule  2/28/22
 Morning Job
 Group Time
 D.T.T.
 Computer
 Wash Hands
 Snack Job
 Snack
 Recess
 Independent Work
 1:1 Work 
 Speech and Language 

Therapy
 Wash Hands
 Lunch
 Domestic Activities
 1:1 Work
 Home

53

54Indiana Resource Center for Autism 55

50 51

52 53

54 55
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56

November

Individual Visual Schedules:  
Important Points to Consider  pp. 52-57

57

o “First-Then” not “If-Then”
o direct instruction and consistent use
o alternate preferred versus less preferred activities
o consider “in-seat” versus “out-of-seat” activities
o useful in any environment (home, daycare, gym, 

OT and S & L therapies, etc.)
o adaptation for unplanned “change” 
o fade prompts
o collect data/implement to fidelity

58

BER Clip:  Facilitating the Classroom Learning 
of Students with Asperger Syndrome and High 
Functioning Autism

Routines & Schedules
o Personal schedules

o Schedule changes

o Surprise card

7/2009 58

Visual Schedules Learner Stages
pp. 55-56

o Stage one learners, introduce the process of using a schedule by modeling how 
it is used. Directly teach, reinforce, practice, and reteach each step of the 
process until the student uses a schedule with minimal support. 

o Stage two learners, teach the student how to be flexible and respond 
appropriately to unanticipated events by incorporating change into the student’s 
schedule. Involve the student in developing his schedule. As the student 
becomes more effective at using his schedule, have the student assist in setting 
up his own schedule.

o Stage three learners, support the student in developing his own schedule, 
gradually releasing responsibility so that the process ultimately shifts from a 
teacher-developed schedule to a student-developed schedule. As students 
become more independent in using their schedules, they may determine on 
their own when to check their schedules throughout the day.

o For learners in all stages, encourage the students to use schedules in every 
setting to promote generalization. Train other teachers who support the student 
to promote generalization by also using schedules, so that schedules are used in 
all environments.

59

60

Conversation: Visual Schedules

 How do students currently know what activities/events will 
occur throughout the day?  

 What could you do for ALL students?  
 What would more support look like for students who need it? 
 How might you prompt a student:

 to use a schedule? 
 when there’s a schedule change?  

 For students who need more support—what does that look 
like?
 Tier 1:  what do ALL students get?
 Tier 2:  what do SOME students need?
 Tier 3:  what does an INDIVIDUAL student need?

61

56 57

58 59

60 61
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Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities                              pp. 81-85

Using visual supports within activities:
o Provides clear information about task 

expectations

o Supports engagement and reinforces 
learning

o Helps students focus on relevant 
information

o Addresses potentially challenging 
behaviors in a proactive manner

62

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities 

63

www.cesa7.k12.wi.us/sped/autism/05/visualexamples.htm

64

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities 

www.cesa7.k12.wi.us/sped/autism/05/visualexamples.htm

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 82

65

66

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p.82

66

Joe’s Word Bank

account vault withdraw
alarm coins credit card
cash currency customer
bills deposit interest
borrow lend loan
cashier manager money
savings monthly payment
check save guard
guard teller ATM

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 82

Subject:

Description of Subject:

Big Idea: Big Idea: Big Idea:

Detail: Detail: Detail:

Detail: Detail: Detail:

Detail: Detail: Detail:

What's Important?

Essay Map: 3

67

62 63

64 65

66 67
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Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 82-83

Maps and Organizers

68

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities  p.82

flipptheswitch.org

70

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 82

70 71

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 82

71

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities p. 70 

flipptheswitch.org 73

Using Visual Supports Within 
Activities pp. 70-71

73

68 69

70 71

72 73



13

Conversation: Visual Supports 
Within Activities

• What visual supports have you used in 
the past within activities?

• What are some visual supports that you 
would like to try incorporating into 
activities?

74

Visually Structured Tasks

75

76

Indiana Resource Center for Autism

77

78

Visually Structured Tasks

79

Indiana Resource Center for Autism

74 75

76 77

78 79
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Visually Structured Tasks

80

Task Box p.83

81
CCSS.Math.Content.K.MD.B.3

Task Box p. 83

82
CCSS.Math.Content.3.OA.A.4

Task Box p. 83

CCSS.Math.Content.4.OA.B.4

8383

Task Box p. 83

84

Task Box  p. 83

85

CCSS.Math.Content.HSA.SSE.A.1

80 81

82 83

84 85
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Activity:  Task Box--Math

You need: 
o 1 box, 2 container cups

o 10 chips (one color)

o Velcro

o Sharpie pen

o X-acto knife

o scissors

o Put box together with 
cups

o Cut slots into cup lids

o Write “answers” on 2 
chips—attach to cup

o Write “problem” on 10 
chips (5 each)

o Label box with activity 
name and Math CCSS

86

File Folder Activities

87

88 89

90

File Folder Activities p. 83

91

86 87

88 89

90 91
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File Folder Activities p. 83

92

File Folder Activities p. 83

File Folder Activities p. 83 File Folder Activities p. 83

File Folder Activities p. 83
Activity:  File Folder Task—ELA

p.83

You need:
o File folder

o Worksheets for 
one activity

o Velcro

97

o Cut out pieces

o Assemble in file 
folder

o Label file folder 
with activity name 
and CCSS

92 93

94 95

96 97
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From:  Burmeister, C., Wilkins, S., and Silva, R.  Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life for Students with Autism (2021).  
AAPC Publishing. 

Plan for Visual Learning Supports 
p. 84

Individual Plan

Cognitive Scripts

o Preventative approach for those who lack situational 
awareness

o General expectation regarding what behavior is 
expected in a certain situation

o Useful at home, school, vocational, and community 
settings

pp. 98-100

Discussion Cognitive Script   p. 89

Be Kind Be Respectful Be Safe

On 
Facebook

Think about how
others might feel.
Only post things
that are kind to
others.

Only post things 
you would want 
your _________ 
(mom, dad, 
grandma, boss, 
teacher, etc.) to 
read. 

Keep your personal
information private.
Report to an adult 
anything that makes 
you feel 
uncomfortable.

Wilkins, S., & Burmeister, C.  (2015).  FLIPP the Switch:  Strengthen Executive Function Skills.  © 2015, AAPC Publishing.

Discussion Cognitive Script

Making a Presentation

•When called, go to the 
front of the room.
•Stand up straight, face 
forward.
•Have your hands at your 
sides or hold notes in front.
•Look at the audience.
•Speak in a clear voice.

Listening to a 
Presentation

•Be quiet while the speaker is 
speaking.
•Look at the speaker.
•Ask questions that apply to 
the topic.
•If the speaker asks a 
question and you know the 
answer, raise your hand and, 
if called on, answer the 
question. 

Cognitive Scripts Team Activity:  Discussion 
Cognitive Script

o Use copies of the CCSS to find 
Speaking and Listening Standard #1 
for your grade level

o Develop a Discussion Cognitive 
Script that could be used to reinforce 
that standard for one of your 
students

o Be prepared to share with the group

98 99

100 101

102 103
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When/How to Use a Cognitive 
Script

o Introduce the Cognitive Script before the student needs 
to use the skill.

o Read through the script with the student and make sure 
that he understands all the steps.

o Have the student repeat each step with verbal prompts 
until he is able to repeat the steps independently.

o Have the student practice the skill in a small group until 
he is able to perform the steps without prompting.

o Once the student can perform all steps without 
prompting, fade the use of the card.

How Do Work Systems Increase 
Student Learning?  pp. 97-104

o Communicate to the student the expectations 
for a set of tasks or jobs the student will 
complete independently

o Motivate students to get started and get to the 
“finished” point

o A routine that builds flexibility--the activities 
may change, but the work system remains the 
same

106

A Work System is a Systematic, 
Visual Way to Answer These 
Questions:                             p. 98

1.  What do I do?

2.  How much do I do?

3.  When will the work be done?

4.  What is next?

107

Types of Work Systems     pp. 98-101

o Left-to-right sequence:  finished 
box/basket/folder to the far right

o Matching: color, shape, letters, numbers
o Written system
o Materials may include folders, plastic bins, 

magazine file containers 

108

Left-to-Right Work System

flipptheswitch.org

p. 99

Left-to-Right Work System   p. 99

flipptheswitch.org

104 106

107 108

109 110
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111

Matching Work System

p. 100

112

Matching Work System

Matching Work System

flipptheswitch.org

File Folder Work System     p. 101

flipptheswitch.org

TO DO FINISHED

1

2

3

Written Work System

flipptheswitch.org

Written Work Systems    p. 101
1
1
6

111 112

113 114

115 116
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Written List

Examples:
o Chores 

o Art project 

o Bell work

o Editing checklist

o Reading

o Vocational tasks 

u

Indiana Resource Center for Autism

118

Work System, Gen Ed Classroom

118

Work System

1.What work do I 
have to do? Spanish 

2. How much work do 
I have to do? 3 
worksheets

3.How will I know 
when my work is 
finished?  
All 3 worksheets are 
completed.

4.What do I do next? 
Work on my piñata.

10 de agosto de 2022

¡Atención! 
Calendario modificación

!0:00 a.m. asamblea

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Work System Learner Stages pp. 102-103

•Stage one learners: set up the work system so that materials to 
complete tasks are in close proximity to the student.  Introduce the 
process by modeling how the system is used.  Directly teach, reinforce, 
practice, and reteach each step of the process until the student uses a 
work system with minimal support.
•Stage two learners: as the student becomes proficient, adapt the 
system so that a student has to travel to another part of the classroom 
to gather materials to complete tasks.  Build independence by having 
the student prioritize tasks and sequence them based on length of 
time to complete and/or preference.  If the student has demonstrated 
success using a matching work system, consider transitioning the 
student to a written work system.
•Stage three learners: support the student in developing his own work 
system, gradually releasing responsibility so that the process shifts 
from teacher-developed work systems to student-developed.  Provide 
the student with the Personal Work System Template as well as 
opportunities to collect data using the Independent Work Progress 
Monitoring Form.

P. 
42

Personal Work System Template 
p. 104

P. 189

 

  My Personal Work System Template 
 

Name:  Giovanni                  Location:  my desk                            Date:  Monday and Friday 

What is the Task? What Materials Do I Need? 

Living/Non living sorting 
task Task box with picture/word cards 

Science flip book Blank flip book, crayons, pencil 

Arctic animal worksheet Folder, worksheet, pencil 

  

What Do I Do When I’m Finished? 
Go on the computer for five minutes. 

flipptheswitch.org

Directions for Students:

When and How to Use a Work System 

A work system is a visual tool that helps you to understand 
what tasks are to be completed during an independent work 
time and what to do when you are finished. You can use a work 
system as a strategy to help you with planning and organization 
so that you can work efficiently and independently. 

Use the My Personal Work System Template to develop your 
own work system. Determine if there are particular tasks that 
should be completed before others and put them in order on 
your list. Organize your materials based on that list to complete 
your work independently. 

© Burmeister, C., Wilkins, S., & Silva, R. (2021). FLIPP 2.0: Mastering Executive Function Skills from School to Adult Life. Shawnee, KS: AAPC Publishing

Discussion:  Using Work Systems 
to Support Student Learning

 Share how implementing a work system 
could support a student or class

 What types of systems do you think 
would be effective? 

122

117 118

119 120

121 122
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Resources to Teach EF Skills

o FLIPP the Switch website
o https://flipptheswitch.org
o Strategy cards
o Templates
o Blogposts
o Other resources, including PowerPoint handout and 

FLIPP 2.0 data collection tools

o FLIPP the Switch YouTube Channel
o https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCtUVmUzRy5HHKW

5UaLQDHUA

Wrap-Up After Action Review

1. What did we do today?

2. What is something new that you 
learned?

3. What is something that you plan on 
incorporating immediately?

124
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