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Many students have great difficulty with transitions. Sometimes they don’t want to stop 
what they are doing and other times they don’t want to do what is coming next. Some 
students become immersed in their activity (work or play) and consider it an abrupt 
intrusion when they have to stop. Other students have trouble with shifting mind sets 
from one situation to the next, and still others tend to be perseverative and feel a strong 
need to complete what they are working on. They cannot easily put aside work that is 
not finished. Some students have trouble adjusting to any type of change. 

The day is full of interruption, change and transition for students. Students frequently 
shift from listening to writing to reading to speaking. They shift from solitary activity to 
group and from math to language to free time. The problem for teachers and parents is 
not just the problem with transition, but the behavioral reaction that follows an 
unsuccessful transition. Some students protest verbally, refuse to make the change. 
Others become irritable and experience problems with their temper. Some students 
pound on the desk, throw their work aside, try to damage whatever is nearby. Others 
whine and complain, cry or withdraw. All these students are experiencing a sudden and 
dramatic shift in their mood, and until their mood is restored to a stable level, they may 
continue to make poor, mood-dependent decisions. 

Programming for this behavior after the transition is initiated (e.g., favorable 
consequences for a good transition and unfavorable consequences for a poor transition) 
is not as effective as program intervention before the transition. Programming before the 
transition helps avoid the mood and behavioral complications. Programming before the 
transition consists of a routine that has five stages (outlined below).

Transitions are too difficult for some students because they experience them as 
too abrupt. Transition is a five-stage process of slowly winding down, reaching a point of 
closure, disengaging from what you are doing, warming up to what is coming next, and 
then engaging in that. This is a self-regulatory process that is automatic for many 
people, and made easier with routine and ritual (e.g., preschoolers may sing a song 
about cleaning up that helps them go through the five stages). Many students 
experience transitions as a two-stage process, stopping one thing and starting another. 
This is too abrupt and often becomes complicated with emotional upset. Students need 
help developing their routines for the other stages of transition.

The stages of transition should be supported visually and with verbal scripting (see 
https://kevinplummerphd.com/therapeutic-communication/ and https://
kevinplummerphd.com/visual-systems-to-increase-motivation-and-support-better-
decision-making/ for more information about verbal scripting and visual support). 
Routines that lead to student independence have a high level of predictability and 
employ precision in the repetition of information and direction (verbally and visually). 
The prompt for each stage of transition should be associated with a name for that stage 
and a color that can be displayed while that stage is in place. Furthermore, each stage 
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has a set of objectives and a mindset associated with it. Some people prefer to use one 
color and vary the shade of saturation to show each new stage (e.g., from white to light 
blue to medium blue to dark blue to darkest blue). Each time the next stage begins, the 
color should be shown and then displayed and the student should be required to 
acknowledge the color and state the stage (e.g., "light blue, I know, time to start thinking 
about my stopping point."). Once students are successful with this program, the 
prompting can be reduced (e.g., call the student's attention to the color and they 
acknowledge the color, with nothing further said by staff or student, or just name the 
stage). Once students are successful with reduced prompting, the program can be put 
aside and the staff can use typical verbal prompting about how much time is left.

Stopping One Thing and Starting Another: The Stages of Transition

Stage One Good to Go

Show the color card and then leave it on display.
This stage continues up until 3-4 minutes to go, maybe do a little forecasting/advising 
about how much can be done within the time allotted, to keep student plans realistic. 
This is what we want the student thinking about in this stage.

1) Know how much time you have to start with
          1) Thinking about ending when you know there are three or four minutes left

1) Check the clock frequently

Stage Two Think About Your Stopping Point             
Show the color card and then display the color and get an acknowledgment (“I know, I 
see it, I have to think soon about stopping”).  
The student should shift their thinking and start considering that soon they won’t be 
doing the activity (about 3-4 minutes left). 

2) Start thinking about your stopping point 

Stage Three   Pick a Good Stopping Point  
      
Show the color card and then display the color and get an acknowledgment ("Yes I see 
it’s whatever color - I have to pick a good stopping point”).
We want the student to actually identify a specific stopping point and think about ending 
the activity very soon (it's the final 2 minutes).
The student should shift their thinking and start thinking about putting the activity away 
until next time. (consider good fit, as a support program at this point https://
kevinplummerphd.com/good-fit/). Give credit and green zone recognition to the student 
for doing this step. 
This is what we want the student thinking about in this stage.

3) Pick the stopping point—what you can reasonably do in the time left
3) think about getting ready to put things away 

https://kevinplummerphd.com/good-fit/
https://kevinplummerphd.com/good-fit/
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Stage Four Two Minute Transition

Show the color card and then display the color and get an acknowledgment.
The student should quickly reach the stopping point (the timer has gone off so the 
student should actually stop the activity—within reason) and begin the “two-minute 
transition” (set the timer for two minutes). The student gets credit and green zone 
recognition for beating the two-minute timer (everything is put away and the student is 
sitting at their desk).
This is what we want the student thinking about in this stage.

4) Time to beat the clock for credit or may have to practice transitions later
4) start putting things away
4) start thinking about what is next

Stage Five Reset (and get ready) at Your Desk

The “two-minute transition” timer goes off and students are recognized and given credit 
for beating the clock. "Reset at your desk" serves as a neutral activity between the 
preferred (just ended) and the non-preferred activity (the one that is coming up and may 
not be viewed favorably). This stage usually does not have a color displayed because it 
is the end of the transition.
This is what we want the student thinking about in this stage.

5) time to cool down, relax and reset your mind and body at your desk before  
     starting something else
5) pick out your next credit check activity (name it, but that’s all)
5) check the schedule (the teacher will point out what is next)
5) get your materials ready for the next activity
5) take a minute to look over the materials and think about what is next

Transition Complete

Begin the next activity and look forward to your next break.

Additional Information

The first stage of transition involves increasing time awareness. At first students are 
made aware of the time, but eventually we want them to use a visual to monitor the time 
themselves. A visual can also be created to show the students what to do in each stage. 
Some transitions can also be supported with a visual list as used with a Routine Card or 
Task Card (see separate articles). As with most visual supports, we want to direct the 
students’ attention to the visual, rather than telling them what to do or telling them what 
is on the visual. If students do need a specific prompt while learning to use the visual it 
should be stated as, “I just announced that time is running out. According to your list—I 
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can see it right here (point it out)—you need to start thinking about ending.” Eventually 
the prompt is just to check the list.

Stages two and three are very important, yet these are the steps that are rarely 
emphasized (the stopping point) when we prompt students through transition. We 
assume that students do this automatically, and most students do, but some students 
have poor skills in this area. Some don’t pick a stopping point at all. One can easily 
imagine how they experience transition. Some students pick very unrealistic stopping 
points and are always disappointed when they can’t finish what they set out to do. 
These students need coaching to pick reasonable stopping points. If they are unwilling 
to pick a stopping point we don’t let them engage in the activity (“This activity needs a 
stopping point. Without a stopping point you will be very disappointed when the activity 
is over. It’s not fair to let you get so disappointed and upset. Let’s make a plan.”). 

Despite the best made plans, some students pick the wrong stopping point (e.g., they 
wanted to put together six pieces of the puzzle, but when they got to the sixth piece, 
they wanted to finish the puzzle). When this happens, we have to help them evaluate 
whether or not they can handle the stopping point they picked or whether the activity is 
a good choice with that stopping point (“You have a hard time with puzzles when you 
can’t finish them. Are you sure you want to pick puzzles? Let’s give it one more try. If 
you have trouble stopping, we will take puzzles off the list until you have more time.”). 
Coaching through stages two and three allows students to develop the self-control skills 
to handle the mild frustration of stopping before finished or it prompts them to take 
responsibility for the problem and figure out how they’re going to avoid it.

When there is a breakdown in the transition process with stages four and five students 
should be prompted with the visual transition guide (an example is at the end of this 
article), rather than verbally reminding them about what they need to be doing. Avoid 
asking students if they are ready to stop. The visual prompt reminds them to get ready. 
Asking students if they are ready is confusing for students because it may imply that 
they have a choice (“Are you ready yet? If not we can wait until you are ready, just let 
me know.”). Instead, point to the card and say, “You reached your stopping point, now 
your card says that it's the two-minute transition and you should start putting things 
away. If you have trouble with this, maybe we should pick a different stopping point next 
time so you will have more time to put things away. I’ll watch what you do and then I’ll 
know what we need to do next time.”

One transition that is particularly difficult is going from a preferred or free time activity to 
a nonpreferred activity (e.g., from doing a puzzle to reading group). Failing to end the 
preferred activity can be addressed with the Good Fit program and with a greater 
emphasis on the stopping point the next time the activity is picked, but we can also 
place an emphasis on the stage five objective of picking out the next credit check 
activity or some other activity to look forward to. This is something many of us do when 
faced with something we don’t really want to do. We manufacture an image of what we 
will be doing when we finish. Many students get stuck on what they don’t want to do and 
they never get to the point of thinking about what they will be doing when the less 
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preferred activity is over. We can help them with this until they do it automatically (e.g., 
student doesn’t want to put the puzzles away. . . “Let’s pick out you next fun activity and 
put it on your schedule. If you want to continue with the puzzles we can put that right 
into your schedule.”). Never bribe the student (student = “I don’t want to do my reading.” 
Teacher = “If you do your reading I’ll let you use the puzzles.”) or threaten the student 
(“If you don’t do your reading you’ll never get to use the puzzles.”). When the student 
says, “I don’t want to do my reading, response should be, “Don’t worry about that. Take 
a few minutes to think about it if you want. Your puzzles will wait for you to finish your 
work.” 

On the following page is an example of a visual support that can be used to develop 
transition skills. Eventually we expect transition to be an automatic process where 
students prepare themselves and independently respond to the teacher’s verbal 
direction.
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Transition Schedule

Good to Go

Know how much time you have to start with
Start thinking about ending when there are a few minutes left
Check the clock frequently

Think About Your Stopping

Start thinking about your stopping point
 
 

Pick a Good Stopping Point  

Pick a stopping point—what you can reasonably do in the time left
Get ready to put things away 
Start cleaning up and putting things away  

Two Minute Transition

Time to beat the clock for credit or may have to practice transitions later
Start putting things away
Start thinking about what is next

 
Reset (and get ready) at Your Desk

Time to cool down, relax and reset your mind and body at your desk 
           before starting something else
 Pick out your next credit check activity (name it, but that’s all)
 Check the schedule (the teacher will point out what is next)

Get your materials ready for the next activity
 Take a minute to look over the materials and think about what is next

Transition Complete

Begin the next activity and look forward to your next break.
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