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What is an icon?

An icon is a picture that makes something clear without any written text. We often see 
icons in daily life. Just look around you and you will see icons everywhere such as traffic 
signs, information on packaging, washing instructions in clothing and instructions in 
buildings for toilets and emergency exits. Icons can be understood by everyone, even if 
you do not speak the same language. 

Pictos for children with intellectual disabilities

A child with an intellectual disability often has difficulty with spoken language. The 
child may not always understand what people are trying to say. He or she may get con-
fused when a lot of information is given at once or when people use difficult words.

This child may benefit from something visual that is clearer than just the spoken word. 
That is why special icons called pictos have been developed for children with intellectu-
al disabilities. By making use of pictos, the language becomes visible. 
In addition, pictos provide structure. The world is often confusing for a child with an 

intellectual disability. The child can not always gain a complete overview of certain 
situations. He or she may have problems with a daily schedule and often does not 
realize what comes first and what after. By using pictos, a space or a schedule becomes 
more clear.

“I listen to what people say, but I don’t get it.” 
People talk fast and use words I don’t know. “
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Why Pictos?

•  Pictos are concrete. They correspond to what you mean and help to clarify 
the meaning of a word.

We know that the word ‘chair’ applies to a thing with four legs that you can 
sit on it. A child with an intellectual disability may not associate the spoken 
word (c-h-a-i-r) directly with a chair. A picto of a chair can therefore be a tool 
to make the message clearer.

•  Spoken words disapper immediately, but a picto remains visible longer. 
The child therefore has more time to understand the message.

If we say, “We are going to eat”, this is a short message that disappears after a few 
seconds. For many children with an intellectual disability, this is too fast. If we have a 
picto showing ‘ eating ‘, the message lasts longer. The child has the time to let the me-
aning come through.
 
• The combination of talking and showing pictos takes more time. As a result, you au-
tomatically start speaking more slowly and your sentences become short and simple.

•  If you are in a busy or noisy space, a picto can be better distinguished and is 
permanently visible.

In the classroom it often happens that there are many sounds happening at once. For 
example, children talking to each other, music from another room or the sound of child-
ren playing in the schoolyard. This creates a lot of noise in the classroom. A picto can 
help to get the children’s attention.

• Pictos stimulate language development. By combining a word with a picto, the child 
can learn to recognize and pronounce the word. 

Talking is still the most effective way of communication. If talking is within the child’s 
ability, he or she will do so. It is important to keep talking when you use pictos, this 
will stimulate speech development. So you always say the word that corresponds to 
the picto.
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How to use Pictos?

Pictos can be used in or at: 

• A space, which means you make the environment as clear as possible with pictos. 

By using pictos in a room, you help children with intellectual disabilities make the world 
more organized. That way everything has a clear place.

Examples of photos: at the coat rack an icon of a coat, on the table a picture of the child, in the kitchen 
picto’s of kitchen utensils

Pictos help the child to become more independent, so he or she does not always have 
to appeal to other people. They can now learn to pack things themselves, sit quietly in 
their places and clean up.
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• Time indication, meaning you make the program for the day as clear as possible with 
pictos.

We usually write our schedule in an agenda with words. For children with intellectual 
disabilities this can be done with pictos. For example, you can hang up a picto board in 
the classroom where planning is visualized with pictos. This could include daily plan-
ning, weekly planning, division of tasks or a work schedule. 

Link to You-tube movie: Isyarat Berbicara
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y9h-Sahu4FA

With a picto board you can communicate about everyday events, activities and ap-
pointments. The picto board ensures that the child has a better sense of time. 

A pictobord can apply to a class or 
group, but it is also possible to create a 
pictobord for one person. This is called 
an individual planning board or a picto 
agenda. With this board the child can 
search for information about his or her 
daily activities. This can be an important 
guideline for the child and we often see 
that children who use pictoboards or 
picto agendas ask for help less often. 

Tip: When using the Picto board, always involve children by creating or modifying the 
program together. This will help children to learn to read the Picto board on their own. 
Refer regularly to the picto board to show what the next activity is.
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• The activity, which means that you can make an activity from start to finish as clear 
as possible with pictos.

Complex activities are often difficult for a child with an intellectual disability to per-
form. The child needs help organizing and overseeing the activity. If we present the 
activity in small steps, the child can better understand the steps and then perform 
each step individually. The steps of an activity can be visualized using pictos. We call 
this a picto card. 

Not all children can Understand Pictos! 

Some children may recognize a picto, but 
they do not always know what it means.

For example, a child may see a picto of a 
toothbrush, but does not understand that the 
teeth have to be brushed. The child therefore 
cannot give meaning to the picto. In this case, 
a photo or the object itself is more suitable. 
For example, if the child sees a picture of a 
toothbrush or a real toothbrush, the child 
may understand that he or she needs to 
brush their teeth. 

Not all children need pictos continuously!

When children understand the spoken language well, you do not have to show pictos 
all the time for every activity. In order to achieve successful communication, our com-
munication must always be adjusted to the level of the child. 

By using a picto card, the child can perform an activity independently. 

Tip: 
When creating a Picto card I 

always ask myself, “How many 
steps does the activity consist of?” 

It helps to cut the activity 
into pieces. 
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Understanding each other

The use of pictos creates a ‘language’ with which 
we can better understand each other. We, as 
caregivers, can communicate better with a child 
through the use of pictos. The child will become 
less frustrated or angry, because this visual aid 
can help him or her understand others or show 
others what he or she means. You are going to 
understand each other better.


