How to Use Visual Schedules
A guide for shelter staff and caregivers

What is a Visual Schedule?
A visual schedule uses pictures or icons to show a person what activities will happen and in what order. Many individuals with autism rely on visual schedules to understand their day, manage transitions, and reduce anxiety. When routine is disrupted by a hurricane and shelter stay, a visual schedule can restore a sense of predictability.

What is a First/Then Board?
A First/Then board is the simplest type of visual schedule. It shows two activities:
1. FIRST: The thing that needs to happen now (the expectation).
1. THEN: The thing that will happen next (often a preferred activity or reward).
Example: FIRST brush teeth, THEN tablet time.
This structure helps individuals with autism understand what is expected and gives them something to look forward to. It also reduces resistance to non-preferred tasks.

How to Set Up a Daily Schedule at the Shelter
Using the icon cards in this packet:
1. Choose 6 to 10 icons that represent the main activities of the day (wake up, breakfast, brush teeth, activity, lunch, quiet time, dinner, shower, bed).
1. Arrange them in order from top to bottom or left to right on a flat surface, wall, or piece of cardboard.
1. As each activity is completed, remove the icon, turn it over, or move it to a "done" pile. This gives the individual a clear sense of progress.
1. Before each transition, point to the next icon and say what will happen: "Next is lunch."
1. Keep the schedule in a visible, consistent location so the individual can check it independently.

Tips for Shelter Staff
1. If a caregiver asks for help setting up a schedule, offer a flat surface, tape, and the icon cards from this packet.
1. If a child is anxious or repeatedly asking "what happens next," a visual schedule often resolves this faster than verbal reassurance.
1. The schedule does not need to be perfect or cover every minute. Even a partial schedule reduces anxiety.
1. Some individuals will want to manage their own schedule. Let them. It increases their sense of control in an uncontrollable situation.

Using the First/Then Board in Challenging Moments
When you need an individual to do something they are resisting:
1. Example: They refuse to leave the sleeping area for lunch. Show the board: FIRST lunch, THEN tablet.
1. Example: They do not want to wait in a line. Show the board: FIRST wait, THEN snack.
1. Example: They are resisting a transition. Show the board: FIRST pack up, THEN car (going home).
Always pair the visual with a calm, simple verbal prompt. Point to each icon as you say the words.

Icons Included in This Packet
The visual schedule icon sheet includes: wake up, get dressed, brush teeth, brush hair, breakfast, lunch, dinner, snack, shower, break, color, game, shelter, home, car, bed, TV, tablet, puzzle, and choice. Cut them apart and use as needed. For durability, laminate or place inside plastic sheet protectors.
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