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Symbols to support education in Romania 

Symbols have been used in many countries to help children who have difficulty 
learning. Through a project running since 2007 in Bucharest inspired by Dorothy 
Fraser and School 6 these ideas have been tested and shown to be very effective. 
This work is now expanding to other centres.  

This paper explains how this work as developed. 
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1. Symbols to support learning

Symbols have been used in special education since the mid 1970s. In the mid 1980’s 
Widgit developed the first symbol software to enable teachers to create learning 
materials for pupils with cognitive impairments. 

The improvement in technology led to a significant increase in the opportunities for 
pupils to demonstrate cognition, engage in learning and to become readers and 
writers with the help of graphic symbols.  

"I support a young lady in Yr 6 (age 9 years) at a school in Warwick who has 
severe learning difficulties.  At her last review in April she could not read any 
words except her first name. I had suggested for some time that they use 
Communicate: In Print symbols to support her. The new TA took this on board! 
Last week at her Year 6 annual review, the student was able to read her own 
responses to the pupil questions with very little prompting.  She now enjoys 
reading and is remembering the words/symbols from day to day, which was 
always the difficulty behind her lack of developing a sight vocabulary. 
The parents were amazed and I was nearly in tears! " 

A series of publications charts the development from the mid 1990s to the current 
time. 

Abbot, C. (2000) Symbols Now, Widgit, Leamington Spa 
Abbott C., Detheridge T. and Detheridge C. (2006) Symbols Literacy and 
Social Justice, Widgit, Leamington Spa  
Detheridge T. and Detheridge M. (1997) Literacy Through Symbols, Fulton, 
London  

In the UK all schools are regularly inspected by the Office of Standards in Education 
(Ofsted) who produce publicly available reports. Within Special Schools the use of 
symbols is widespread and their use is regularly mentioned in the inspection reports. 
Here are typical references from recent reports.  

Rosebank School, Cheshire, 26 February 2009 

“For some pupils with more severe difficulties, progress is made in small 
incremental steps over time. For example, they begin to communicate with 
more intention using symbols, or others master single words.”   

Hamilton School, Birmingham, 26 February 2009 

“The curriculum is effectively adapted to meet the needs of pupils with autism. 
Teachers make good use of a range of effective techniques, involving visual 
cues and signs and symbols, to enable these pupils to work without confusion 
or frustration and thus to make equally good progress.”  

Similarly there are references to the use of symbols with older learners with learning 
difficulties:  

Northamptonshire's Adult Learning Ofsted Report - April 2007 
Report on learning opportunities for adults with learning difficulties: 
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P 29: Learners have good opportunities to use laptops and tutors make 
effective use of digital photography and Widgit software to develop interesting 
learning materials to support learners. 

In 2002, the UK embarked upon a strategic change in the education of pupils with 
cognitive impairments by including as many as possible into mainstream schools. 
The Symbols Inclusion Project (SIP) was set up to address identified needs within 
classrooms and to support inclusive schools. 

The Symbols Inclusion Project (SIP) is a collaboration between Widgit Software and 
Warwickshire IDS (Integrated Disability Service) on the use of symbols to support 
inclusion and curriculum access. The purpose is to create genuinely inclusive learning 
environments for all children and young people. 

This project has established the value of symbols in assisting communication in a 
wide variety of cases. 

The Value of Symbols 
An on-going project between Widgit and Warwickshire Local Authority has 
established the value of symbols in assisting communication in a wide variety of 
cases. 

Who are helped? 
People helped are those for whom normal text is impossible or difficult. These 
include: 

• Children in special schools

• Young people in schools who find reading and writing difficult. This includes
roughly the lower 50%. Symbols become more and more essential for those
with lower abilities

• Anyone of any age for whom Romanian is their second, and not well
established language.

• Adults with learning disabilities or who, for other reasons have problems with
text.

This, in total, is a very significant proportion of the population. 

2. How can Widgit Symbols help?

2.1 In Schools
The key benefit is that use of symbol-supported materials can separate the 
problem of curriculum delivery from text literacy. This allows children to 
show and develop their understanding without pre-requisites of high text 
skills.  

The benefits in detail are: 

• Support for communication

• Greater involvement of the pupil

• Reduced behaviour and discipline problems

• Often greater progress with text literacy as the stresses are reduced

• Support for understanding material as well as just being able to read it
2.2 In the Community 

(a) School-home communication – parents who have poor English
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(b) Education District – service user communication with those who have
poor English – Includes education, social services…

(c) Liaison with other groups, scouts…
(d) Use on Education District web sites

2.2 Teenagers and Adults with learning difficulties 
(a) Day centres and group homes – help with making choices and

decisions
(b) Work – reminders and planners to support adults in the workplace
(c) Independent living – access to information and communication
(d) Advocacy – access to information and to having ones say
(e) Social participation – symbols in leisure and recreational facilities

enable greater independence

3. How does the Widgit software help?

• Software in Romanian that enables high quality curriculum materials to be
created quickly and easily.

• Includes a very large bank of symbols that supports learning, communication
and general information. This is a useful prompt for teachers for curriculum
related topics which can be built on - using pictures, photos  and symbols –
with or without text

• Work can be personalised such as by the inclusion of photographs.

• There are substantial economic benefits of using Widgit software programs:

o Materials  may be used on-screen or print depending on the
requirement.

o Using materials on-screen can save on costs of paper pens etc, as
work can simply be saved, and only selected work needs to be printed.

o Work can be saved, reviewed and can be made or adapted to
individual need

o Files can be saved with individual names, keeping records of children’s
development.

o Although the files seen on screen are in colour, they are designed to
print and photocopy in black and white, keeping costs to a minimum.

o Material can be shared with anyone who has the programme . One
teacher can prepare a topic and send it to anyone else . Saves time
and creates a group working together as a team.

o Because files can be printed many times, the materials can have a
long life, making it economically viable to invest in teacher time
developing good curriculum support.

• Widgit software can be used in both Romanian and English, and so is also
valuable for teaching English.
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4. Products available

There are three products currently available to support learning through symbols: 

4.1 Communicate: In Print 

A tool for teachers to create teaching materials with symbol support. 
A tool for pupils to build stories and simple pictorial documents. 

4.2 Communicate: SymWriter 

A symbol processor that allows pupils to write from a keyboard or with the help of 
on-screen keyboards. The text can be shown with or without symbols and there can 
be speech feedback and symbol support for spelling.  

4.3 Communicate: By Choice 

A program with sets of on-screen activities for matching, sequencing, visual 
comprehension and categorisation skills which gives immediate feedback to the 
pupil.  

Widgit currently has translated products in 12 languages, with Romanian in 
development.  
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5 Examples and Evidence of Value of Symbol use in the UK: 

5.1 In Schools  

A. Communication Friendly Environments (CFE)
This is a term adopted in Warwickshire to encourage schools to make all information
accessible by anybody, pupils, parents and visitors.

• Symbol signage

• Labelling

• Visual timetables

"Visual timetables help prepare children for routines and promotes independence." 

• Displays
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B. Supporting learning

• Use of vocabulary cards helps in acquiring new and specialised vocabulary.
There are symbols and flash cards for all of the Maths curriculum from
reception to Year 6 and for Science.

• Simplified symbol supported reading materials mean that poor readers can
access reference materials.

"Symbols were used in a Y5 history lesson. A group of 4 children were pre-
taught the vocabulary using symbols. The class teacher was amazed at the 
children's increased confidence in the class discussion.” 

• Differentiated supported worksheets facilitate independence
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• Question cards and prompts can help pupil interaction and group work

• Computer-based writing using symbols can provide support for structured
language work through the use of on-screen grids.

• Speech feedback confirms pupil’s writing and provides encouragement.

C. Motivation and behaviour
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• Vocabulary cards supporting group discussion and story telling. This has been
found to engage many children in the class.

• Pupils experiencing success are more motivated. This boy changed from
being disruptive to enjoying school when he saw himself as a reader by using
symbols.

• Behaviour prompts enable a teacher to quietly remind a pupil of expected
behaviour rather than public chastisement.

• Individual behaviour charts and targets focus behaviour management more
privately.
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"Y1 - Individual symbolised behaviour target boards really focus children on 
their own behaviour." 

 
D. Improving self-esteem 
 
We have seen considerable evidence of improved self-esteem in pupils who can 
access learning when they had been dependent on teaching assistants and other 
interventions. They show a greater willingness to join in.  
 

 
 

"All the symbol support for the pre-learning key concepts on the solar system 
has helped Yan to access the curriculum. This has increased his self-esteem 
and confidence. He was able to use the resources/games with other members 

of his class. He was able to answer questions that others could not." 
 

• Symbols used in group story work on a whiteboard, enables all the class to 
participate with greater confidence.  
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E. Specific needs

• Autism
In a secondary unit for Autism, students used visual reminders and prompts.
This enabled them to feel more secure and thus feel more comfortable in
learning. These sheets give a checklist of what is required, and describe the
structure of a lesson.

• Visual Impairment
With Warwickshire support, a special set of symbols were designed for pupils
with visual impairments.

• Communication difficulties
Pupils with communication difficulties use symbols as part of their
communication system. Where the symbols in this system are common with
the ones used for learning in the classroom, both these students and their
peers are able to interact more freely.

• Non English speaking children
A year 2 child entered school with no understanding of English at all. Having
access to the symbol materials enabled her to participate in class activities
and feel more integrated from the start.

5.2  In the Community 
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Pre-school – Childcare: 

• Symbol labels and Flash cards can help young children with language
development

• Children with behaviour difficulties, including Autism, are helped by visual
prompts and reminders

• Using the same images as those that are used in school will help to give
continuity of understanding between home and school

Children and young people out of school 

Children and young people who need support may take their communication or 
behaviour reminders wherever they go. Under an Education District symbols licence 
other organisations and groups may also create and share symbol materials to 
enhance the experience.  

• Scouts and Guides, clubs and groups and leisure sites, such as a Zoo

• Out of hours club:
The 'Out of Hours' Club in this school symbolised their information in the
same way as the school. This gave continuity to those pupils attending, and
provided accessible information.

• Children and young people with learning difficulties may need symbols
throughout their lives.  Many parents buy symbol software, but under the
Education District Licence, schools can share as much of their materials as
they like and can help the parents to create their own. Parents may freely
share resources.

Rebecca used small photo albums as a portable communication aid 



 
 

Symbols to support learning   p 13  © Widgit Software 2011 

 
 

• The new technologies will enable other organisations to create supported 
information for young people. www.askability.org is created by the 
Children’s Society for young people in the Midlands. 

 

 
 

• People who do not speak English 
Regional councils spend very large sums of money on translation services 
across the range of services. The Senior Government Minister for 
Communities, Hazel Blears, suggested that rather than do this, if the 
information were supported by pictures, it would encourage residents to learn 
English and would simplify information. 

 
The Metropolitan Police Authority used this approach in information about the 
police.   
 

 
• Tourist Centres, e.g. Eden Project 

The Eden Project has developed the use of symbols for visitors, and now 
includes support in displays, supported guidebooks and activity packs.  
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• Emergency help and advice
There are many situations where communication is a barrier to essential help.
A leaflet with key words is being piloted by paramedics. This will apply to
people who do not speak English as well as people with communication
difficulties. Other conditions can be self-managed if the patient understands
the process. These symbols were developed with Warwick University to help
people with Diabetes.

• Educational District information
Legislation requires government and organisations to make information
accessible to all those people who may benefit from it. This document has a
plain English text and a symbol supported version in the same document,
which is available to all parents and families in the area.
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• Access to Leisure and Social environments
Symbols in the environment

A local shopping centre put symbol information in their Christmas Fayre. 

Local shops using symbols 
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5.3  Adults with learning difficulties 
 

• Participation and Independence  
Adults with learning difficulties are increasingly involved in the management 
of their own lives. Access to symbols enables greater participation.  

 

   
 

• Information. 
Many organisations are making all of their information more accessible using 
symbols.  

 

  
 
 
Further information: 
 
Outcomes of the Symbols Inclusion Project is available from 
www.symbolsinclusionproject.org
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6. Widgit symbol software in Romania

Under a project between Dorothy Fraser, Widgit Software and Special schools in 
Romania, especially Special School 6, Widgit software has been trialled and shown to 
have value. 

Here are some of examples and comments from teachers in Special School 6: 

Visual timetables: 

Vocabulary sheets 

Classroom Displays 

Teaching materials 
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“Photos from a classroom with seasons, which helped the children to better 
memorize the months of the years which they always confused.”  

Evaluation sheets 

Teacher comments on  Communicate: In Print and Communicate: By Choice 
From a Kindergarden Class with a range of severe learning difficulties: 

Use of laminated Symbol cards to support communication,  
Communicate by Choice ( especially the exercises with animals and shapes, because 
that is in the kindergarten curriculum). She says “I just wanted to let you know that 
By Choice is a real gold mine for kindergarten kids who don` t speak and they need to 
show you that the understand what is going on there. They were so happy when they 
got the reward after every solved item.”  
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“I have two kids with a-symbolism, for whom the symbols of letters or numbers 
doesn`t mean much, but they can understand pictures. This way, they managed to 
read some words and sentences.”  
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7. Historical background to the Symbols Inclusion Project – History and Rationale

Symbols are used to support the written word for people who have difficulty reading 
text, either because of cognitive difficulties or because they do not read English.  

Education: 

They have been used in education for about 20 years. The prime use was originally in 
special education. Their use has been recognised by the National Curriculum advisory 
bodies from 1989, since then there has been specific mention of the use of symbols 
as a means of enabling pupils to communicate their knowledge.  

Inclusion: 

The effects of inclusion have meant that pupils with identified SEN are educated as 
far as possible in mainstream schools, so that teachers in mainstream schools have a 
wider range of pupils and demands. Similarly the Special schools have been reduced 
significantly in number and in many cases the range of distinct special schools 
catering for specific requirements has reduced. This has resulted in special schools 
also with a much wider pupil intake. This can range from students with severe 
communication difficulties through to those with emotional and behavioural 
difficulties.    

In both types of school there will be pupils who require support for reading in order 
to fully access the curriculum, including pupils who have not acquired English. With 
the increase in computer based learning, there will be a greater need for support for 
text across all educational sectors from pre-school to Further Education. 

Widgit have sold symbol software into schools throughout the country as well as 
having translated versions in many other countries. However, a specific project with 
Warwickshire Education District has allowed us to gather insights into practice and to 
gather evidence of impact.  

Evidence: The Warwickshire Partnership 

Warwickshire Education District and Widgit set up a small project to explore the 
impact of using symbols to support a specific child entering a mainstream First 
school. 

The intention was to evaluate the impact on the whole environment and the other 
pupils. The school found that a number of pupils were very significantly helped by the 
support of symbols, and there was a noticeable improvement in motivation and 
behaviour. 

Following the success of this initial project The Symbols Inclusion Project (SIP) was 
set up between Warwickshire Education District and Widgit in 2003. Under this 
project two members of staff were seconded to Widgit for six months. Their task was 
to become fully trained in the use of symbols and the symbol software, to develop an 
understanding of ways in which symbols could be effectively used to develop 
materials for use by teaching staff and to develop training and implementation 
strategies.  This six-month pilot was viewed as very successful and was extended for 
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a further three years, and is now maintained on a rolling basis. The continuing 
support of Warwickshire is a clear indicator of the value they feel the project has. 

In addition the Education District made the symbols and software available to all 
mainstream schools and units under a county licence. This was extended in 2008 to 
include all pre-school and nursery facilities.  

The website www.symbolsinclusionproject.org contains a wealth of evidence from 
teachers in how they see the benefits in Warwickshire schools.  

Here are some good links: 
http://www.symbolsinclusionproject.org/symbols/every_child_matters/contribution.h
tm 

http://www.symbolsinclusionproject.org/symbols/every_child_matters/achieving.htm 

Wider applications within Warwickshire 

Since the start of this project Warwickshire Education District have incorporated 
symbols into other education related publications, most notably the Learner 
Entitlement information booklets for pupils. 

A Student Questionnaire for pupils with special needs, and 
the Children and Young People’s Plan for 2007 which can 
be downloaded from 
http://www.educationwarwick.com/CYPP  

Feedback from the Young People was very positive and 
there are plans to develop this and possibly create an on-
line version in 2009-10. 

“Widgit have an excellent understanding of the issues 
regarding inclusion for young people/students/pupils with 
learning difficulties. Their input has directly impacted on 
ensuring students have accessible mainstream information which in turn promotes 
understanding, confidence and self-esteem. Their professional, responsive style and 
the quality of the final product has ensured customer satisfaction.  

Wendy Skyte, Coventry and Warwickshire 14 – 19 Special Schools Co-
ordinator 

The project has continually grown and has recently extended to include a 
countywide licence for the distribution of printed materials with symbols to enable all 
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Education District services and non-funded centres to share materials. This licence is 
not restricted to children and young people, but may also support the needs of 
adults.   

Other Education Districts and education centres 

Following the Warwickshire example, there are now a growing number of Education 
Districts who are recommending the use of symbols and who have purchased wider 
licences for their regions.   

Other projects 

The Eden Project, the UK’s largest visitor attraction, has been gradually introducing 
symbols into its displays and educational materials. Over a similar period to the 
Symbols Inclusion Project, The Eden Centre working with the Sensory Trust, has 
expanded the use of symbols as a result of user feedback.  

Other significant projects include 

• the Metropolitan Police Authority

• a student survey for Ofsted

• The Children’s Society website for young people at www.Askability.org

• Symbolworld.org – a symbol website first created in 2000 for people with
learning difficulties with all content fully symbolised. This includes a monthly
on-line magazine for older readers. This has thousands of unique readers
every month and is read in many countries.

Examples of other projects can be found at:  
http://www.widgit.com/accessibleinformation/projects/index.htm 

Summary: 
There has been a steady implementation and expansion of symbol use over a 
sustained period. Examples such as Warwickshire and Eden provide evidence that 
this is not a new fad.  

A person who is not able to read text easily is significantly disadvantaged. Symbols 
facilitate access to learning and information helping to breakdown educational and 
social barriers. 

Widgit have been developing the tools that will enable symbols to be incorporated 
into all appropriate environments.   

Details of the software is in the Widgit Catalogue and at www.widgit.com 

There is a substantial bank of curriculum and other materials ready for use, 
http://www.widgit.com/resources  


