
I CAN Help enquiry service 
 
Book a free phone call with one of our speech and language therapists on  
https://ican.org.uk/i-can-s-enquiry-service/
Alternatively, you can phone 020 7843 2544 or email enquiries@ican.org.uk 

Talking Point https://ican.org.uk/i-cans-talking-point/
Visit this website for information about children’s speech, language and communication.

• Children with difficulty understanding language may benefit from visual timelines because they allow 
extra processing time - the visual cue lasts longer than the spoken word

• Visual timelines can help make abstract language concepts more concrete for children (e.g. before, 
after, morning, afternoon, first, next) 

• Visual timelines can help to reduce anxiety in some children because they allow them to better see 
and predict their routine and can help them to prepare for changes 

• Visuals can support some children’s learning because they provide an additional cue on top of 
spoken language

• Visual timelines can support some children to be more independent as they are less reliant on adult 
instruction 

• Visual timelines can be individualised so that they are relevant and meaningful to the child
• Children learning English as an additional language will benefit from the extra visual support that is 

provided when a visual timeline is used
• Visual timelines can contain both images and text to support early literacy skills
• Visual timelines put less of a demand on remembering and allow more cognitive resources for 

thinking about the task
• When used within a task, visual timelines can help children identify the final ‘goal’ of a task where it 

might be hard for them to do this otherwise
• Visual timelines can also be used to support children to make choices - a child can be offered a 

choice of two different activities represented by pictures, for example during free play or “choosing 
time”.

Factsheet: Visual Timelines

Visual  Timelines   
- Practitioners

What is a visual timeline? 

A visual timetable or timeline is a visual account of a task or a child’s routine throughout the day. They can 
help to support children’s understanding of their routine and what will happen next in their day. A visual 
timeline can be used individually with children or as part of a whole group setting. The links at the end of 
this fact sheet show examples of visual timelines. 

Why are visual timelines useful? 

Visual timelines can be used to support children in a number of ways. For example:
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We have a child in our setting with Developmental Language Disorder (DLD) and have 
been told he has difficulties with understanding language and memory. Would a visual 
timeline help? 

Some children with speech, language and communication needs (SLCN), including DLD, have difficulties 
with working memory. Working memory is where information is held briefly in short-term memory while 
something else is done (for example, instructions are remembered while they are being carried out). Some 
children with DLD find it much harder to remember what they have heard than other children. Visual 
support strategies such as visual timelines can help with this because they provide an extra visual cue 
which allows children more time to process information and places less demands on their working memory.

I work in an early years setting and it has been recommended that a visual timeline is 
used with a child in my setting. What do I need to think about when making one?  

Visual timelines can be used for whole groups of children or for an individual child. If making a visual 
timeline for an individual child, ensure that the pictures on the timeline and the language used to introduce 
the timeline fit the child’s level of understanding. You can use photographs, symbols or line drawings and 
can include text underneath the pictures if desired.  

When first introducing a visual timeline with a child or group of children, start with just a few pictures on 
the timeline, and gradually progress to more complex sequences represented by more pictures. The visual 
timetable can cover activities across the whole day, or across a shorter period of time such as a morning or 
afternoon, or even be broken down into smaller steps within an individual activity or routine. They might be 
particularly helpful with key routines such as washing hands or getting ready for home-time.

When using a visual timeline with a child or group of children, demonstrate progress along the timeline by 
removing pictures and posting them in a “finished” box or envelope when that task or step is complete.

How can I make sure that the visual timeline will work effectively? 

How visual timelines are used is probably the most important issue. Visual timelines should be used in an 
interactive way. Where possible, get the child/children involved in setting up the timeline and in removing 
pictures when each step or activity is finished. Timelines should be used consistently; they should be 
regularly referred to throughout the day/session. Make sure the language you use to support the timeline 
is appropriate to the child’s/children’s level of understanding. Timelines can be used alongside other 
approaches such as signing. Timelines should always be visible and at the right height for the child/children 
in question! 
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For examples of how visual timetables and other visual support can be used go to: 

• www.widgit.com information on how to make a visual timetable and examples  

• www.do2learn.com/ to download pictures and make a visual timeline 

• https://www.theschoolrun.com/what-visual-timetable - more information about visual timetables and 

how to use them

• https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/download/6086271 

• https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/download/6422824

• https://www.twinkl.co.uk/search?q=visual+timetable&c=244&r=parent

• https://www.earlylearninghq.org.uk/class-management/visual-timetables-and-routines/
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