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Creating and Using Visual Supports for 

Flexible, Nonlinear Routines 

 

Academic routines usually include a list of activities that will take place within the 
routine, over the course of the academic period. A teacher might write a list on the 
board or put up a poster showing these activities. Students find it helpful to know what 
to expect and they can use this "embedded schedule" to see how far along the subject 
is, what has been accomplished (and they no longer have to worry about it), and what is 
left to do. Each item in the routine has a different expectation. People will be talking 
during group discussion, reading silently at another point, individually working out a 
problem on paper at another point, and maybe working cooperatively in a group during 
another part of the class. It helps tremendously to know what to expect. Everyone 
mentally prepares (recruits the appropriate memories/skill sets) and makes small shifts 
in expectations when the activities are clearly laid out in the order they will transpire. 
This creates a more fluid and creative process, than classes that are full of 
unpredictability. Work that comes as a surprise often triggers agitation. When work is 
extended or added to, for example, it is often met with a distress response. We use 
visually supported embedded routines as a way to help students regulate themselves 
and help them achieve greater independence with the requirements of the class. 

Some routines, however, do not follow a linear progression. Reading lessons, for 
example, may contain a variety of activities that are conducted in different order each 
time, and sometimes only some of the activities are conducted. Morning meeting also 
has a variety of activities embedded in it where only some of them are conducted each 
time and the order may change. The burden is on the teacher to create a different visual 
support each time. Fundations is an example of subject requiring a flexible/nonlinear 
routine. It's a language program (reading and writing) containing several learning 
procedures, but with a single Fundations session only three or four of the procedures 
may be used, at the discretion of the teacher that day. Routines like this have to be 
flexible, but this leaves students less able to set their expectations and the result can be 
diminished tolerance for a lesson that could go in any direction and require any amount 
of work and thinking that wasn't anticipated.  
 
Most students learn to cope with unpredictability within routines. When they can't rely on 
a visual system they rely instead on the coaching and urging of the teacher. However, 
some students groan and complain and vocally protest when the routine cannot be 
predicted, and no amount of urging from the teacher helps them. Still others deal with 
their frustration by refusing or shutting down. Visually supported routines help students 
cope with demands for work, demands for concentrating, and demands for focused 
attention by letting them know what to expect and how much to expect and how close 
they are to finishing. Visually supports increase student tolerance for activities that 
 



	

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services 
	

2	

create stress. See https://kevinplummerphd.com/using-classroom-routines-to-create-a-
therapeutic-brain-settling-effect/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/visual-systems-to-increase-motivation-and-support-better-
decision-making/ 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/important-things-to-remember-about-routines/ for more 
information about routines and the role of visual supports in extending tolerance.  
 
Language programs like Fundations certainly can challenge academic stamina, but 
because it requires such a flexible routine, students never know exactly what to expect. 
One way to provide students with the visual support they need within a flexible routine 
(any activity could occur in any order) is to arrange the activities in a circular array (see 
the Fundations visual support at the end of this article). The circular arrangement shows 
all the possible activities but they are in no particular order. The teacher can put 
numbers next to the activities that will be part of the current lesson (in the order they will 
be covered), and then when that activity is featured it can be circled. Once it is finished, 
it can be crossed off. With such a display, students can see how much they have to do, 
the order of the lesson, and they can monitor how far along the lesson is (how close to 
the end). In addition, the teacher does not have to invent a different visual support for 
every lesson, and students can be visually supported as they learn to be flexible in 
certain subject areas. 

Students who need additional support (and may be in class with the support of 
additional staff) can be provided with their own copy of the routine, which comes with a 
feedback message about how close they are to adhering to the routine (the second 
visual at the end of this article). Outside of the routine circle are the notations, 
"Wandering Away" and "Need More Focus Strategies". As with the other visual 
feedback systems, a marker is placed on the activity the class is engaged in or it is 
placed outside the circle when the student is off task. Credit (or another form of 
reinforcement) is offered as long as the marker is on the activity. Redirection is provided 
when the marker is outside the circle. See Visual Feedback Systems for 
Comprehension Guides for a more thorough implementation description. Staff can 
decide to alter the feedback messages with whatever is most appropriate for an 
individual student. Some students are less focused (the example), others show reduced 
effort, while others get upset. The redirection feedback message (e.g., "need to try 
harder") should match the presentation of the student.

 

 

 

 

	

	



Visual	Supports	for	Flexible,	Nonlinear	Routines	

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services 
Fundations visual created with Caitlin Bellavance 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Visual	Supports	for	Flexible,	Nonlinear	Routines	

Kevin Plummer, Ph.D.    School Clinical & Consulting Services 
Fundations visual created with Caitlin Bellavance 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

WANDERING AWAY 

NEED MORE FOCUS STRATEGIES 

	


