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Change and Transitions occur throughout daily life. 

These include; 

- one task to another 

- old class to a new class 

- moving from room to room 

- home to school 

- inside to outside 

- class time to break time 

- change of staff 

As well as; 

- home to nursery 

- nursery to primary school 

- primary school to secondary school 

- secondary school to college and beyond. 

 
Many pupils will find changes and transitions difficult but 

they can be even more problematic for those on the 

autistic spectrum due to difficulties with interpreting 

thoughts / feelings/ expectations of new people, 

understanding or establishing new routines, planning 

and organisation and sensory processing difficulties. 

 
As a result it can provoke high levels of anxiety due to 

the need for routine and familiarity. The unpredictability 

of change may result in behaviours such as fear, 

inappropriate reactions due to lack of social 

understanding and what behavior is expected, 

attempts to keep the environment the same, non- 

compliance and other behaviours that can be 

challenging. 



 
 

Young people can react differently to changes and it 

should therefore always be recognised as a potential 

trigger for them and their families. Some careful 

planning from the perspective of the individual pupil 

taking account of their strengths, difficulties and past 

experiences will help support individuals through a 

change. 

 
To support all transitions staff should have an 

understanding of Autism and how it affects the 

individual. From this a pupil profile is a useful document 

to create to outline facts about a young person and 

highlight points around how they communicate and 

considerations of strategies to use such as visual 

schedules or including movement breaks in their 

routine. To support the success of pupil profiles it will be 

important to involve the young person, parents/carers 

and other professionals involved. 

Supporting everyday changes; 

- Where possible ensure changes are put on a visual 

timetable in advance. 

 

- For changes that are a longer time away use a 

calendar and tick off the days to indicate the passing 

of time. 

 
 

- Place a surprise or ? symbol on the timetable. Ensure 

the first time this is used it is for something a pupil enjoys 

so that they can associate the change with a pleasant 

feeling. 



 

- Give warning of unexpected and sudden events i.e. fire 

drill. 

 

 

 
- Prepare for new experiences using social stories. i.e. This 

could include photos of the place being visited or 

photos of visitors. 

 
- Use timers, supported by visuals, to move from one 

activity to another. Allow for more processing time. Be 

cautious with timers as sometimes these can 

create more anxiety for some. 

 
 

- Use transitional objects to take from one 

place to another. 

 
- Involve the pupil in the planning of changes, and allow 

for some choices, if possible. 

 
- Use a one-page profile of the child or young person 

that is available for new / supply staff. 

 
- Coping with lesson change over times, break times and 

lunch times in schools can also be problematic. If this is 

difficult it may be appropriate for the young person to 

be allowed to leave just before the end of the lesson. 

During unstructured times providing buddies or a calm 

place can also help. 

Remember, certain times of the year are even more 

problematic for pupils such as Christmas, testing weeks and 

end of term events and will see an increase in anxieties. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

increase 



 
 

- Allow time for the pupil to meet their new teacher(s) in 

a familiar environment before meeting them in the new 

environment. 

 
- Allow them to become familiar with the classroom and 

surroundings. Identify resources and procedures. 

 
 

- Transfer visuals where appropriate. 

 
 

- Use a transition book with photos and useful information 

in that can be taken home during the summer holiday. 

 
- Add a schedule of the first day back to this book. 

 
- Use a one-page profile of the pupil that is available for 

new staff. Include the pupil in this transition planning. 

Depending on the age and ability of the pupil 

encourage them, as part of the one-page profile, to 

share with their new teacher(s)things they would like 

 

Transitions to a new class. 

 
 



 
 

them to know about themselves to help ensure things 

are as positive as possible. Useful headings might 

include: 
 

 
About me My Strengths 

These are some of the things I find 

difficult 

Behaviours I may display 

What you can do to avoid this 

situation 

What you can do to help me if I am 

displaying this behaviour 

 
 

- Avoid too many changes at one time. Aim to keep 

some things the same i.e. if a certain seat cushion is 

used keep this same during the transition. If any 

changes want to be made either do this before they 

move or wait until after they have settled. 

 
- Introduce a buddy/mentor/key adult to support with 

any individual concerns. 



 
 

Moving from Primary to Secondary School 

Many pupils, not just those on the Autistic Spectrum, will have 

increased anxieties about moving to secondary school, 

therefore a lot of these tips can be used with groups of pupils 

or whole class. 

- Start the transition planning early with all involved with 

the pupil. This will include school, home and any other 

outside agencies. Ensure the series of events are written 

into a timetable for the pupil. 

 
- Work together to reflect on their time at primary school 

so that they see change as a necessary part of life and 

something that is positive. 

 
- Introduce a whole week visual timetable in Year 6 so 

pupils know how to read it accurately. 

 
 

- Colour code timetables with subject books to support 

with organisation. 

 
- Give more jobs of responsibility during the year to 

increase independence. 

 
- Teach conversational skills and role-play how to 

introduce themselves to new peers. 

 
- Provide a planner/timeline of upcoming events. Seeing 

things visually can help reduce anxieties rather than 

being told verbally and then having to remember all of 

the information. 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

- Once the school is known arrange a meeting with the 

receiving school to make a transition plan. It may be 

useful to put together a booklet about the secondary 

school with the child and arrange extra visits. 

 

- Arrange extra visits to the new school if needed. This 

may need to be when the school is quiet or when pupils 

are in lessons. 

 
- Try to get in advance a sample copy of the new 

timetable, map of the school and any other helpful 

information. 

 
 

- Allow the pupil to take photos of key places. These can 

be put in a folder or similar to look at over the summer 

break. 

 
- Introduce key members of staff such as head of year, 

form tutor and medical staff etc. Take their photos and 

add to booklet or folder. 

 
 

- Make a daily schedule of their new day at secondary 

school and put somewhere visible. 

 
- Talk through what is likely to happen on their first day of 

school and identify and agree where they are to go on 

arrival and who to ask for help if they need it. 

 
- Discuss with parents / carers about creating a 

personalised workspace at home for completion of 

homework and organisation of equipment. Consider 

having 2 sets of stationery – 1 at home and 1 in school 

as a spare. 

 
- Prepare prompt cards for different scenarios i.e. what 

to do if they lose their dinner money. 

 
 



 
 

 
 

- Talk through safe travel plans and practice. 

 
- Examine and address common fears and ‘normalise’ 

these i.e. getting lost, homework, travelling to and from 

school, not having the right books and equipment and 

getting into trouble etc. Think of two plans for each to 

help the worry to go away. 

 
The transition period will continue after starting at the school. 

Things that will help include; 

- Ensuring expectations are clear and written with visual 

cues as appropriate. 

 

- Teach the young person to write a daily checklist so 

that correct items are taken to and from school 

 
 

- Ensure rules are explained and procedures 

demonstrated 

 
- Set up a ‘buddy system’ with a designated peer or 

group of peers to help the young person 

move between classes. 

 
 

- Consider expectations and explanations for homework 

and work out systems to support with this. 

 
- Ensure that the young person has a ‘go to’ person or 

mentor in times of crisis. 

 
- Plan for a consistent approach between all lessons. 

Consider a Behaviour Support Plan or Pupil Profile that is 

shared with all staff. 



 
 

- Key member of staff or champion to be identified to 

keep the ASD pupils in mind when there are changes to 

normal school routines. 

 
- Identify a safe space where they can go at times when 

needed. 

 
- Use a ‘time out’ card when things become too 

overwhelming. 

 
- Continued use of prompt cards to address specific 

anxieties. 

 
- Consider procedures for break and lunchtimes, which 

can be stressful for some when there is minimal 

structure. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



References and Useful Resources 

Autism Education Trust - Transition Toolkit. Helping you 

support a child through change. 

The National Autistic Society – Autism – A resource pack for 

school staff 

Limpsfield Grange School – Surrey 

How to support pupils with Autism Spectrum Condition in 

Primary School – Lynn McCann 

How to support pupils with Autism Spectrum Condition in 

Secondary School – Lynn McCann 

Speechmark Board Game – Moving on Up! Surviving 

Secondary School 

‘FOCUS ON TRANSITION: Sussing Out Your Secondary School’ 

work book - www.SniveandShriek.Com 

http://www.sniveandshriek.com/

