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There are many options in terms of the type
of tangible symbol we decide to use.
Different types of symbols reflect different
relationships between symbol and referent
or “levels of representation.”  Tangible sym-
bols should be constructed for each user,
capitalizing on the features of the referents
that are most meaningful to that individual.
If the symbol does not have a connection to
the referent that is clear to the user, then it is
not tangible to him.  Below, we describe the
major types of tangible symbols.

Three-dimensional symbols 
Three-dimensional symbols may be identi-
cal objects, parts of objects or associated
objects.  Suppose you’re deciding how to
make a three-dimensional symbol for a par-
ticular toy that a child really likes.   Pay atten-
tion to how the child plays with it.  What
does he focus on?  Does he  hold the toy by
the handle?  Does he pull the string or push
down on the lever to activate it?  Or is he
focused on the red arrow that spins?  By
making a symbol that is similar to the fea-
tures of the toy that the child focuses on, you
create a symbol that is immediately mean-
ingful to him. For instance, a piece of a pull
string with a plastic ring on the end might be
a good symbol for that toy if that’s the part
the child acts on.  David, who was deafblind,
loved to take walks, but didn’t have a symbol
for “walk.”  His walking partner first used a
cane tip for a “walk” symbol, but it didn’t reg-
ister with David because he never touched
that part of the cane.  A cane handle, how-
ever, made a good symbol, since it was a
familiar part of the cane for David.

8... Putting It Another Way
Levels of Representation

Custom Made
Tangible symbols are generally not pre-
made and marketed, but are custom-
made.  If you used ready-made 
symbols, you’d have to assume that 
the symbols represented something 
motivating to any user, and also that
the relationship between symbol and
referent was obvious to any user.  Both
of these conditions are unlikely.   




