MANAGING

TRANSITIONS
BIG AND SMALL

Jacqui Shepherd, PhD.

Many autistic children and youth find transitions to be difficult because they dislike changes to their routines or their environment.
By understanding the process of transition in everyday situations and managing associated anxiety, parents can be better equipped
and feel more confident in supporting their children in the bigger life transitions that they will face.

Transitions are Challenging

Early research on autism highlights the desire on the part of autistic children to keep their worlds constant and unchanging. Leo
Kanner referred to it as the “anxiously obsessive desire for the maintenance of sameness.” Any change to the status quo can be
unsettling and cause anxiety, particularly if there is no preparation or warning. This applies not just to small everyday transitions,
such as leaving the house or getting changed for bed, but also to the bigger life events, such as starting school or moving to a
different house. The need for predictability and routine can be very powerful. Some autistic children live happily and vividly in the
moment and may find it hard to imagine the future.

Sensory sensitivities can mean that leaving a space of perceived safety, warmth and calm, such as the home, to go outside or to a
different and less familiar or more challenging environment can be overwhelming. Children who are sensitive to busy and noisy
spaces will find leaving the quiet of home to go to a supermarket a very unappealing prospect. Similarly, when children are asked to
stop doing an activity that they are enjoying, such as having fun at a soft play center, it could trigger anxiety or even a “meltdown.”
This is especially true if the request is made with little or no warning.

Having intense interests or the ability to hyperfocus can be strengths for autistic children. It allows them to concentrate for long
periods of time and to pay attention to small details. However, it can make it hard for some children to leave one activity to begin
another, especially if they are in deep concentration.

For other children on the spectrum, the combination of autism, additional learning difficulties, limited communication or difficulty

with social interaction can further complicate the experience of transitions. The use of social stories, checklists, picture schedules,
timers and other visual supports can be invaluable in supporting the transition process.
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Everyday Transitions

Understanding how to support autistic children in their small, everyday transitions can be helpful when it comes to addressing the
bigger transitions. For example, using visual sequences for the daily routines of getting up, showering, getting dressed, eating breakfast
and going to school not only signals the order of activities but also offers reassurance about the micro-transitions themselves.
When such strategies are being used on a daily basis, they become familiar tools that can help us to support the bigger transitions.

The strategies below offer a range of tools that can help parents manage transitions with their autistic children, although not every
strategy will apply to every situation.

Strategies to Support Transitions

Be sure to finish one thing before starting another. Keep in mind that some activities can be completely
Pre-preparation | absorbing, so any request to change activities will feel intrusive. Allow time for children to gradually withdraw
from an activity through the use of countdown cards, timers or verbal instructions.

Gathering all the information you can about a new situation can help you and your child to prepare for the
transition. You could gather story books about starting school, autism-friendly guides to airports, pictures
of a school or holiday destination, schedules showing the start and finish times of activities, and more.
These help you to be informed and enable you to prepare your child effectively.

Reconnaissance

The goal is to individualize the experience for your child. Preparation will vary according to your child’s
needs, abilities and difficulties. It may involve preparing visual schedules, writing social stories or preparing
verbal cues. You may want to rehearse the transition in advance. It can get difficult if things change, but
preparation supports the process.

Preparation

As the parent, you need to have everything that you will need on hand so that the transition is smooth for
you. What are your needs at this point? What will help to reassure you and give you confidence that the
transition will go well? For example, make sure tickets, passports and hand luggage are all ready. If it is

ABGTE about starting school, have you got everything prepared for the first day? For smaller transitions, such as
leaving the house, you may wish to ensure coats, bags and shoes are lined up near the door to facilitate a
calm transition.

In situations that are changing, we all like to feel that we have some control. Wherever possible, involve

. children in planning the transition and look for opportunities in which they can have some choice or control.
Choice and . . ; . 5

Control For example, can they decide what they have in their packed lunch on the first day of school? Can they

decide what toys to take on holiday? Can they decide who to sit next to or what clothes to wear? What
game do they want to play?
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Give some thought to how you are going to manage the almost inevitable anxiety at the time of transition.
The anxiety may take the form of screaming in a new play setting, turning around and trying to run away
Managing Anxiety | on a new outing, or panicking in a busy and crowded place. What methods work best for your child? Is
it reassurance through softly spoken, familiar words or phrases, or finding a quiet space? Is it through a
familiar toy, or is it a particular comfort food? Be ready to use your calming strategies when needed.

Transitions can take time. Give yourself and your child time to get used to new situations, and try not to
give up too quickly. For example, the first few weeks at a new school can be difficult. Remind yourself that
it will take some time for your child to settle in. This will help you be patient and put less pressure on your
child. Going to a new play setting or doing an activity for the first time could also be problematic. You could

Allow Time use a “20 minute rule,” or a time limit of your choosing, to allow your child to become accustomed to a new
place. Accept the fact that those first 20 minutes will be hard. Be prepared to leave if things don't improve
after the allocated time, but don't abandon hope if the first time does not go as planned. The second time
may be easier as parts of the experience will now be more familiar.

Remember to praise and reassure children throughout the process. Recognize what they did well, and

Debrief and acknowledge the progress they are making.

Celebrate , . . L :
Progress Take time to reflect on what strategies worked and what went well in that situation. Are there strategies

or supports that you could use again? What did you and your child enjoy, and how can you build on that?
Involve your child, where possible, and ask what made the new experience enjoyable.

By following some of the strategies outlined above, you can help your child deal with transitions both big and small.
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