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Transition Strategies and Supports 
What is a Transition? 

A transition is moving from one activity to another or from one place to another (e.g., 

playtime →  cleanup, classroom → bathroom). In child care, transitions happen many 

times each day. 
 

Some children transition easily, while others benefit from extra structure, visual 

supports, and consistent reinforcement. 

Why Transitions Can Be Hard 
Transitions can be challenging when children: 

• Don’t know what is coming next 

• Feel rushed or surprised 

• Have difficulty understanding time or change 

When we add predictable routines and visual supports, children are more likely to stay 

calm, move with the group, and show fewer challenging behaviours. Visual supports are 

often more effective than verbal reminders alone. 

 

Top Universal Strategies to Support Transitions 

1. Transitional Warnings 
 

What it is: Advance notice before a change. 
How to use: Combine a consistent verbal cue with a visual (timer, picture, or gesture) 

so children can predict what’s next. 

2. First–Then Boards 

What it is: A simple visual that shows what happens now and what comes next. Builds 

compliance by clearly linking a required task to a reinforcing outcome. 

How to use: 

 Choose a clear “First” task (short, specific, and doable). 

 Pick a reinforcing activity/item “Then” and show it visually. 

 Deliver the cue “First ____, then ____.” 

 Follow through and reinforce as soon as “First” is finished, give access to “Then” and 

praise.  

Example: “First clean up → Then outside.” 

Keep it portable so it can travel with the child. 
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3. Visual Timers 

What it is: A visual way to show how much time is left. 

How to use: Set the timer, point to it during reminders, and follow through when it ends. 

• Use visuals instead of vague time words (e.g., “just a minute”). 

Example: “When the red is gone, it’s time to line up.” 

4. Activity Schedules 

What it is: A visual list of activities in order for part or all of the day. 

How to use: Teach children to check the schedule, remove/flip items when finished, 

and preview changes ahead of time. 

Benefits: 

• Increases predictability 

• Builds independence 

• Reduces challenging behaviour during changes 

 

Implementation Tips  

Be consistent: Use the same cues, visuals, and routines across educators and settings.  
 

Reinforce the transition: Provide specific praise and/or access to a preferred activity after 

children transition calmly (e.g., “Nice walking to the line!”). 
 

Support before behaviour escalates: Prompt early, keep language brief, and increase 

visual supports when you notice signs of difficulty. 

 

Need more support? If these strategies aren’t enough, contact the Instructor Therapist assigned to 

your program. 

 

 


