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With the reopening of schools during recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, there will be new
expectations and routines to follow to stay safe and healthy and to prevent the spread of the
coronavirus. Visual support refers to the use of objects, pictures, drawings, diagrams, symbols, and/or
printed words to communicate and support understanding of expectations and information about the
environment. Visual supports are widely used in everyday life to support understanding about what is
expected in an area or how to do something. Examples of everyday visual supports include the ways
physical spaces are organized, signs, traffic lanes and arrows, recipe books, maps, day planners and
calendars.
Two types of visual supports, visual cues and visual boundaries, can be especially helpful for everyone
to remember and understand rules and expectations for physical distancing in schools. They can help
learners attend to relevant information and adapt to changes in routines and unfamiliar situations.

Visual Boundaries and Visual Cues
Visual boundaries are created by arranging furniture, marking areas on the floor or other surfaces with
tape, labelling, and colour coding. Here are different types of visual boundaries that can be used to
ensure physical distancing:
•
•
•
•
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Arrows placed on the floor with coloured tape;
Cones or furniture blocking access to certain areas;
Footsteps on the floor to indicate where to stand;
Signs indicating certain areas/doors are closed.

Visual cues are created with objects, images, or words and are used to teach and remind how to do
something. Here are some examples of visual cues that can be used to ensure physical distancing and
proper sanitary measures:
• Posters or drawings on walls or doors reminding people to stay at least 2 metres apart;
• Posters or written notes informing individuals when there is a limit of people permitted in a specific
space; and
• Images reminding individuals not to touch their faces or to cough in their elbow.

Different types of visual boundaries and cues will be used in schools and other community buildings
to help everyone stay healthy and safe. To know more about which types of supports to use, how and
where to place them, and how to adapt them according to learners’ needs, please consult your school
principal, district staff or any other specialist such as Itinerant Teachers for Students who are Deaf
or Hard of Hearing, Itinerant Teachers for Students who are Blind or Visually Impaired, Occupational
Therapists, etc.

One Way
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Here are a few considerations when you are placing visual boundaries and cues in the environment:
• Consider activities and events that occur throughout the day. Will some of these activities or events
have special physical distancing requirements?
• Are the visual cues and boundaries placed in an area where it is possible for the adult to easily point or
gesture towards them and the learner to notice them?
• Is it possible to make copies of posters or other cues for practice purposes?
• Can parents/guardians or other family members use some visual boundaries or cues at home or in
other environments to promote generalization?
• Is the level of complexity of the visual boundary or cue appropriate for the learner?









 



Teaching Learners to Use Visual Boundaries and
Visual Cues
Placing signs and other cues in the environment may help some learners follow physical distancing
and other safety guidelines, but others may need additional support to be able to use them effectively.
Everyone needs to understand where the boundaries are and what the cues mean. With time and
practice, visual cues and boundaries will become meaningful and support physical distancing and safety
practices.
Behavioural Skills Training (BST) is a strategy that can be used to effectively teach learners to use visual
boundaries and cues. It has five steps:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Instruction;
Modelling;
Practice;
Feedback; and
Observation in the natural environment.

1. Instruction
The first step involves telling learners and others what the boundaries and expectations are. Instruction
about visual cues and boundaries must be concise and provided at the learner’s level of understanding.
The goal is that both adults and learners understand expectations and guidelines so they can follow
through reliably and maintain safety for all. Explain each boundary and procedure and why they are
needed.
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For individuals with ASD or other neurodevelopmental disorders, social narratives may be a helpful
way to explain visual boundaries, safety guidelines, and changes to routines and expectations at school
due to COVID-19. Social narratives tell the learner what to do by providing key details to explain social
situations and by describing appropriate behaviour in a given situation. Each narrative focuses on one
skill or issue and includes short sentences, phrases or key words, and pictures to support understanding.
Narratives are repeatedly read usually just before the learner is expected to encounter the social
situation described as a reminder of the expected behaviours. In the case of visual boundaries, for

example, a narrative describing why and how the learner is expected to stay within a boundary when
moving in the hallways at school could be read just before leaving the classroom. Social narratives for
many situations, including physical distancing, washing hands, and wearing masks, are readily available
on the internet and can be adapted to meet individual needs.

2. Modelling
Modelling involves demonstrating or presenting the targeted behaviour. It helps the learner to see what
is expected of them. Modelling can be done by an adult or even by a peer. Video modelling can also be an
option depending on your learner. During modelling, use actual materials needed to meet expectations,
such as masks, hand-washing materials, and space for physical distancing. You can provide many
different examples to the learner and, when possible and appropriate, provide some examples of what
not to do.
To model visual boundaries, you could:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Walk in a hallway while following coloured arrows on the floor;
Walk up or down a stairway on the designated side;
Stand at a designated spot;
Stop at a designated spot;
Avoid walking into a space that is blocked by cones;
Bring attention to visual boundaries by pointing or gesturing, and linking them to expectations;
Explain what you are doing as you are doing it (e.g., if people are expected to move in one direction on
a stairway, you would walk in the direction expected, point to visual cues such as arrows on the wall or
floor, and explain at the individual’s level of understanding that everyone on these stairs must only go
in the direction indicated by the signs).

To model visual cues, you could:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use the designated door to walk in and out of the school;
Wash your hands following the steps illustrated on a poster;
Avoid walking into an elevator if there are already two people in it;
Follow the steps to put on and remove a mask;
Bring attention to visual cues by pointing or gesturing, and linking them to expectations;
Explain what you are doing as you are doing it (e.g., “There are already two people in the elevator, so I
have to wait for the next one.”).

To be effective, teaching requires more than just telling and showing. Understanding and following
through require practice and feedback.

3. Practice
Learners need to practice staying within boundaries and following safety procedures represented in
visual cues. Repeated practice in the context where the behaviour is expected is best, meaning learners
should practice in the setting where the boundaries exist and where they are expected to use what they
learn, such as locations where masks may be required due to inability to physically distance from others.
Prompting during practice can help increase the likelihood that a learner will demonstrate the correct
actions. Prompting means giving assistance to reduce errors and increase learning. Prompting helps
learners be successful by helping them attend to relevant information and behave accordingly. The
key to using prompting successfully is to provide just enough prompting to help the learner respond
correctly but not too much and to fade out prompts so that the learner can make the response
independently. There are different types of prompts, arranged in a hierarchy according to the level of
assistance they provide. Each provides a different level of assistance. Because you want the learner
to become as independent as possible, start with the level of prompt needed to ensure the learner is
successful and then reduce the level of assistance as quickly as possible.
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Full physical prompting, sometimes called hand-over-hand
prompting, provides the most assistance and involves using
your body to physically guide the learner’s body to complete
the correct action. For example, if you want a learner to keep
exiting the building using the door on the right, you place
your hands on the learner’s shoulders and guide them to
the correct door, to open the door, and to exit. Try to use the
learner’s hands, rather than yours, to complete the actions,
such as pressing the lever to open the door. It is easier to do
this from behind the learner, if possible, to ensure the learner
attends to the actions their self.

A good way to know when it is time to reduce the level of
prompting is to ask yourself if you removed this assistance
or provided less assistance, would the learner still be able
to perform the action. If the answer is yes, then it is time to
reduce the level of prompting.
If you have been prompting for what seems like a long time
and the learner does not appear to be mastering the task,
make sure the learner has the prerequisite skills for learning
the new behaviour. For example, if you are trying to teach a
learner to follow through on physical distancing boundaries
using symbols, but the learner does not appear to be learning
the boundary, you may need to reconsider your teaching
procedure, the format of the visual cues you are using, or
the level of independence that the learner can realistically
achieve.

  

Gesturing means using pointing, head nods, or gaze to
indicate what the learner should do. Using the example of
exiting the building, you would simply point to or look at the
correct door to encourage the learner to exit through it.





Partial physical prompting provides less assistance, but
still involves touching the learner. The learner completes
the action while the adult uses light touch to guide them to
complete each action correctly, rather than controlling it. In
the example of exiting the building through the correct door,
you may lightly touch the learner’s elbows and gently guide
them to the correct door and exiting through it.








4. Feedback
Provide corrective feedback immediately during each practice session. For best results, corrective
feedback must be objective and specific; provide information about what was done well and what needs
improvement; be provided frequently and immediately following practice; and, be about performance
of the expected actions, not about the characteristics of the learner. This means providing praise for
aspects performed correctly and corrective feedback for incorrect responses. When giving corrective
feedback, clearly indicate which aspects of the tasks were performed incorrectly and provide correction
by explaining and modelling as needed.
Practice and feedback are repeated until the learner can demonstrate the expected behaviour correctly
and fluently.

5. Observation in the Natural Environment
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Once the learner masters the skill in a practice setting, they are ready to try it out in a natural setting.
You should plan to be present, especially for the first few trials, in order to observe the learner and assist
them if needed. If the learner is successful, continue monitoring their progress regularly. If the learner is
having difficulties, you may need to practice some more.

Monitoring and Reinforcement
After visual boundaries and cues have been taught and learners are following through during daily
routines, continue to monitor learners in their use. To help link the visual cues and boundaries to
behaviour in daily routines, provide reinforcement for staying within boundaries and following through
on safety procedures in everyday situations. To be most effective, provide praise or other rewards
immediately when learners demonstrate expected behaviour, such as following new patterns for moving
about the school, coughing into their elbow, or washing their hands.
Add new supports in areas where learners need more information about expectations or are having
difficulty following the rules, or adjust the form or location of visual boundaries and cues as needed
to make expectations clearer. Break actions down into smaller steps if learners are having difficulty
following through, or provide more support for using the visual cues and boundaries. Provide corrective
feedback when learners do not stay within the boundaries or follow cues.
Consistency with expectations, reinforcement, correction, and follow through regarding the use of visual
cues and boundaries is important for their effectiveness and for maintaining safety.
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