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What do service users think 

of how we do things now?

Words are 

not enough!



Why?

• People with learning difficulties have 
varied degrees of understanding

• Symbols and pictures can help aid 
understanding – they give more clues as 
to what is being said

• Use of symbols and pictures can 
encourage literacy and speech – at any 
age

• It helps make information become more 
accessible



It‟s not just a „whim‟, 

it‟s THE LAW!

1995 Disability Discrimination Act

• Organisations must make 

reasonable adjustments so that 

people with disabilities can access 

their services.

• Requires the removal of barriers to 

services, physical and others.



Disability Equality Duty

• From December 2006, the new 

Disability Equality Duty on public 

bodies in England and Wales means 

organisations will need to consider if 

they can change things that are 

making it difficult for disabled 

people to use their services



National Care Standards

Registered person is skilled in the service 
user‟s preferred communication methods

 Information is available in relevant format

Service users are supported to make 
choices

Service user supported to maintain and 
develop social and communication skills

Registered person ensures adaptations 
and equipment are available



The White Paper –

“Valuing People” says:

“The Government expects 
organisations working with 
learning disabled people to 

develop communication policies
and produce and disseminate 

information in accessible formats”



There are so many more….!



Consider your reader

• Is this for a specific 
individual  or a group?

• If for an individual what 
level of communication do 
they have ?

• Do they understand 
words?

• Do they prefer symbols or 
photos?

• Can they read – are they 
learning?

• If you‟re not sure test 
some documents with 
them to see what they 
prefer or understand



Consider your reader….

• What kind of group 

are you addressing?

• If they are large, 

diverse group then 

use the most simplest 

of formats use 

symbols not pictures 

consider using clear 

photos?

• Are they are an adult?



Layout & Format

• Research by Mencap 
suggests that individuals 
seem to prefer symbols on 
the left of a page then a 
simple sentence to the right

• If writing a letter – include a 
photo of the writer

• Don‟t use a symbol for every 
word

• If you covered up the words 
would the picture sum up 
what you're trying to say? 
(This is called “functional” 
use of symbols)



Layout and format - fonts

• Don’t use fonts 
with “serifs” or 
CAPITAL LETTERS 
AS THEY OFTEN ADD
more visual confusion

• Avoid “punctuation”, 
italics,  putting some words 
in bold and underlining –
this can also  confuse the 
eye

• Do not use the “justify” alignment 
setting, always use left or centre 
alignment setting when setting up 
your page, depending what you 
need to produce 

• use a simple 
font like 

arial rounded its 
easier to read!

• Always use a font 
that is sized 14 or 
more 



Layout and format

Consider using boxes so text 

is more identifiable – this is 

useful on letters or documents 

such as guidelines etc , you 

can hide the grid lines if  you 

prefer

Break information into short 

sentences so there is less 

information to digest the more 

space around the words the 

better



Layout and format

• If developing signs activity boards, photo 

rota, choice cards, meals etc where you 

representing one image,  put the word 

beneath it,  avoid capital letters

bread pub disco



Consider the colour of the font 

and background
• Less is more!

• Avoid using multicoloured or pale fonts - this 
adds to visual confusion

• Having a white or very pale background is better 
as this helps people see what is written easier 



Symbols

• Symbols issued by Makaton, Rebus, PCS have 

been developed by specialists in the speech and 

language field – they have been researched to 

find the most simple line drawing that can easily 

be recognised and replicated by others



Key word use

The   man   is   eating   an   apple



Functional use

The    man    is   eating   an   apple

Unless you are teaching literacy you should 

use functional use of symbols/pictures



Symbols vs. photos vs. 

pictures

• Again this depends on who 

your readers are 

• Generally people want to see 

the most simplest linear 

drawing or clear photo graph

This is too 

blurry and 

confusing

If  the reader 

knows and 

recognises 

the magazine 

they could 

use this

This is very simple 

and clear

http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.teachingkimchi.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/09/magazine.JPG&imgrefurl=http://www.teachingkimchi.com/launch-of-the-korean-literature-magazine/&h=649&w=1020&sz=177&hl=en&start=1&um=1&tbnid=ex5bApmD5wZfmM:&tbnh=95&tbnw=150&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmagazine%26svnum%3D10%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26rlz%3D1T4DKUK_en___GB254%26sa%3DN
http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http://www.businessinnovationinsider.com/images/2006/03/Time%2520Magazine%2520What%27s%2520Next%2520cover.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.businessinnovationinsider.com/2006/03/12-week/&h=532&w=400&sz=79&hl=en&start=2&um=1&tbnid=Zd2MqcW0zpjjWM:&tbnh=132&tbnw=99&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmagazine%26svnum%3D10%26um%3D1%26hl%3Den%26rlz%3D1T4DKUK_en___GB254%26sa%3DN


Photos

• If you do use photos – use ones that are 

clear, in focus, less “busy”, have a pale 

background, focus on preferably one 

subject

doctor doctor



Other pictures or clip art

• If you cant find a symbol and you use clip art or something similar 
- use a simple line drawing that uses the same design criteria as 
the symbols

• Avoid abstract, multicoloured pictures, “busy” designs etc.

These are blurry, 

abstract 

and visually 

confusing

These are 

quite clear



Using the same symbols

• When creating documents, always use the same symbols 
to represent the word/information 

• Using different symbols or pictures every time will only 
confuse the reader

• Consider the symbol that best represents the information 
as there can be a choice

Different symbols for woman - which is the best representation for 

the individual, and which is the easiest for them to understand?



If you have widget or symbol 

writing programme…

• If you have a programme that prints a symbol as 
you type….

• Remember – don‟t use a symbol for every word 
unless the individual uses symbols in this way 
regularly - many adults don‟t 

• Use symbols in a functional way or as key words 

• Avoid abstract signs or linking words such “as, 
is, and, the, if, etc ”  

• Use the principles set out in this presentation



Language and grammar

• Use plain English – avoid jargon

• Use key words

• How can you make it more simple?

• Can you use less words?

• Does the individual have visual disabilities?

– make words and pictures bigger

• Avoid punctuation many service users don‟t understand 
how to use it. 

• If you need a comma – consider breaking the sentence into 
two

• If you have to use difficult words – consider a dictionary at 
the end or back of a document



Copy right for 

using symbols

• Check agreements / licenses for any 

copy right agreements before use



Other considerations…

• There are other forms of accessible 
communication I have only focused on one type

• Other examples are:

• Audio, video recordings can be even more 
effective if you have the technology and know 
how!

• Use of different languages – you can access a 
translation service

• Can you think of any more?



Check out our website to see a few examples of photo symbol use 

with widgets in the Treat Me Right! section – About me & hospital 

welcome pack. 

If you would like to translate information into easier to read 

documents we may be able to help – email Elsa Grigg via the 

website 


