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Summary 

Most students, including those on the autism spectrum, thrive in structured and logical learning 

environments. You can provide structure and predictability by carefully preparing students for transitioning 

between: 

• activities 

• learning spaces and 

• environments. 

Transition between activities, learning spaces, and indoor and outdoor environments may require students to 

stop doing something they like, which can be difficult. Alerting students to the impending change can make 

the transition easier. Students use communication, self-regulation, and social skills during transitions, and 

this should be taken into consideration when planning transitions. 

By developing, teaching, and consistently using transition routines, you can: 

• support students in your class to understand what is happening 

• reduce anxiety related to unexpected transitions and 

• reduce behavioural concerns. 

 

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers related to this practice 

• 3.5 - Use effective classroom communication 

• 4.2 - Manage classroom activities 

For further information, see Australian Professional Standards for Teachers AITSL page 

 

Preparing to Teach 

What is a transition? 

A transition is the movement from one activity, learning space, or environment to another. Transition 

routines are an established series of steps that guide students through a transition. Some students may have 

difficulty with transitions.  

Use these steps to help you prepare your transition plan:  

1. Review your daily classroom routine to identify regular transitions that occur throughout the day. For 

example, this can be from morning tea to the classroom, from literacy to maths, or from the 

classroom to the field for P.E. 

2. Design a transition routine appropriate for these transitions. 

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/standards
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3. Establish a series of steps associated with the completion of that movement. For example, you can 

provide a 5-minute and then a 3-minute warning with reference to supporting visual routine prompts 

before students needs to switch tasks. You can use countdown timers for the whole class or some 

students may need personal countdown timers on their desks. 

4. Produce visual supports to show the transition steps (a picture of the example would be ideal). 

5. Prepare/create supporting materials (photos of other examples would be good e.g., a ‘no’ symbol 

to place over a part of the routine which may not be happening). 

6. Ensure that supporting materials are ready and in place for students.  

Remember to take into account the type of activity and the student's reaction to it: 

• A favoured activity will make a transition away harder, especially if the transition from has not been 

communicated effectively. An example could be a student who prefers to finish a writing task and 

becomes frustrated when they haven't been able to finish before being transitioned to the next 

activity.  

• A less desired activity will make the transition to the activity harder, which may result in anxiety 

around the task. An example could be a student who feels less confident at maths who may become 

restless when this activity occurs. 

Easing students into transition routines can reduce these behavioural concerns. 

 

It works better if you: 

• use visual supports to support the transition routine 

• use the same initial steps in as many of the transition routines as possible,  e.g., books away, stand 

up, chair in, wait 

• positively reinforce students for following the transition routine 

It doesn’t work if you: 

• don't use the transition routine consistently 

• constantly change the routine, or change the routine without warning 

 

In the classroom 

Steps to apply a transition routine 

1. Ensure supporting materials are ready and in place for students. 

2. Clearly and explicitly explain the transition to your students, e.g., "In 5 minutes we are going to stop 

the activity and move onto the next section, please check the countdown timer to see how much time 

is left." 

3. Consistently use these transition routines and any associated visual supports. 

4. Prepare students for changes in their transition routine as early as possible and ahead of time.  

5. Prepare students as early as possible for new, one-off, or unexpected transitions. 
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Help students to know what to expect 

• Talk through what is going to happen in the transition – with individual students and/or the class. 

• Walk through the transition beforehand. 

• Use visual supports to help students follow a transition routine. 

If a familiar transition routine has to change, use visual supports to forewarn students such as 

flexible/impromptu symbols or cue cards. For example, a ‘no’ symbol can be placed over a step to show that 

it will not be occurring. 

 

How will I know if it's working? 

• Occurrences of off-task behaviours during transitions decrease 

• Students can transition independently 

• Anxiety around transitioning decreases 

 

Materials informing practice 

Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning: Helping Children Make Transitions 

between Activities. http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb4.pdf 

Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning [CSEFEL]. (2013). Inventory of practice 

for supporting social-emotional competence. http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module1/handout4.pdf 

Iovannone, R., Dunlap, G., Huber, H., & Kincaid, D. (2003). Effective educational practices for students with 

autism spectrum disorders. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 18(3), 150-165. 

Queensland Government, Department of Education: Assembly and movement around the 

school. https://autismhub.education.qld.gov.au/resources/online-transition-resource/information-for-

educators/learning-environment/assembly-and-movement-around-the-school 

Simpson, R., & Crutchfield, S. (2013). Effective educational practices for children and youth with autism 

spectrum disorders: Issues, recommendations, and trends. In B. G. Cook, M. Tankersley, & T. J. Landrum 

(Eds.), Evidence-based practices (Advances in Learning and Behavioral Disabilities, Vol. 26, pp. 197-220): 

Emerald Group.  
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