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Planning and Implementing Effective 
Transition Strategies for Students with 
Autism 

Matthew T. Brodhead, M.A., BCBA 

Overview of Presentation 
•  Brief introduction to autism 

•  Transitioning a student to a new setting 

•  Receiving a student in your setting 

•  Case studies will provide an opportunity for you to share 
your ideas and experiences in order to help troubleshoot 
solutions to questions related to transition 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
•  Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder that is 

characterized by delays or abnormal functioning in 
•  Social interactions 
•  Communication 
•  Restrictive, repetitive, and stereotyped patterns of behavior 

•  What does “spectrum disorder” mean? 

Prevalence of ASD 
•  In the United States, 1 out of 88 individuals have autism 
•  Males: 1 in 54 
•  Females: 1 in 252 

•  In Indiana, 1 in 77 students have an ASD diagnosis (Pratt, 
2013) 

Source: http://www.iidc.indiana.edu/?pageId=361 

ASD and Education 
•  As an educator, you will have students with autism in 

your classroom 

•  Therefore, it’s important to understand how to effectively 
plan transitions to ensure success 
•  Throughout the school year 
•  Into the upcoming year 
•  Throughout adulthood 
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A Note About Collaboration 
•  Though this talk focuses on effective strategies for 

transitions, the importance of collaboration and team 
work is just as, if not more, important 

 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  Step 1: Identify and discuss potential settings with the IEP 

team 
•  Functional academics classroom 
•  Self-contained classroom 
•  General education w/pull-out support 
•  General education w/little to no support 

•  What does the term “least restrictive environment” mean? 

•  The term least restrictive environment is dynamic and 
should be considered on a case-by-case basis 

Case Study #1 
Jerome is a 15-year-old male with autism who communicates using 
one word statements to request items (e.g., “chip”). He frequently 
engages in head-banging in order to gain access to adult attention, 
and his academic skills are limited to simple tasks such as 
receptively identifying numbers, letters, and colors.  Jerome’s 
teacher is preparing for his transition to high school.  Given this 
information, what setting may be the least restrictive for Jerome? 
•  1)  Complete integration with his typically developing peers with 

support from a para-professional 
•  2)  Self-contained functional academic classroom with intensive 

one-on-one support 
•  3)  A vocational setting that focuses on teaching culinary skills 

Case Study #2 
Nate is a 5-year-old with autism with math and reading skills 
at a 2nd grade level.  Though academically proficient, he often 
struggles with social interactions.  Currently, he attends a one-
on-one early-intensive behavioral intervention (EIBI) 
classroom, and his parents are preparing a transition to 
kindergarten.  Given this information, what setting may be the 
least restrictive for Nate? 
•  1) Continue to attend an EIBI setting 
•  2) Regular education classroom with social skills support 
•  3) A self-contained special-education classroom 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  Step 2: Once the team identifies a setting, 
•  Schedule a visit to that setting (bring the student along, if 

possible) 
•  Develop a collaborative relationship with the classroom 

team and invite them to your classroom 

•  Your first interactions with the leaders in the new setting 
will influence the success of the student’s transition 

•  It is likely that your student will be accompanied by some 
form of support, so “buy in” hinges on a positive working 
relationship 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  During your observation(s), pay special attention to: 
•  the structure of the classroom 

•  Transitions 
•  Reward systems 
•  Classroom rules 

•  the type of academic instruction 
•  How intensive is the instruction? 
•  How is the instruction delivered? 
•  What is the form of instruction? 

•  how the teachers interact with other students 
•  Frequency of attention 
•  Follow-through with requests 
•  Responses to challenging behavior 
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Case Study #3 
Jessica is a 4th grader with autism who craves attention.  In 
fact, she engages in disruptive behavior (e.g., making bird 
noises) to gain attention so frequently that it has limited her 
ability to learn and socialize with her peers.  Recently, her 
teacher has implemented a behavioral intervention where she 
provides brief attention to Jessica every 2 minutes.  Though 
this strategy has been useful in decreasing disruptive 
behavior, Jessica’s teacher is worried about her disruptive 
behavior re-emerging in her next academic placement.  As a 
consultant, what would you recommend to Jessica’s teacher 
when she visits Jessica’s upcoming academic placement? 

Frequency of  Teacher Attention During a 30-min Observation 

Case Study #4 
Nina is a 12-year-old with autism who will be transitioning to 
middle school next semester.  With the help of intensive 
support, she has obtained near-typical performance in many 
areas while in elementary school.  However,  she still 
struggles with organization, particularly with time 
management and moving between activities and classrooms.  
Because of the gains Nina has made, her IEP team has 
decided to scale back on her intensive supports in order for 
her to become more independent.  As a member of her IEP 
team, you are committed to this goal.  Given this information, 
what would you look for during your observation in Nina’s 
new setting? 

Organization in Middle School 
•  Dynamic class schedule 
•  How often will classes change? 

•  Transitions between classes 
•  How much time do students have 
•  What will happen if students are kept late? 

•  Increased expectations of managing personal belongings 
•  Lockers in the hallway and gym 

•  Combination or key locks? 

•  Less supervision throughout the day 
•  Getting on/off the bus 
•  Using the restroom 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  Step 3: Consider the student’s strengths and weaknesses 

in light of your observation(s) 
•  Identify potential barriers to a successful transition 
•  Ask:  
•  “What can I do now to improve the transition?” 
•  “What supports will be long-term and potentially require 

implementation in his or her new setting?” 

•  Step 4: Design and implement plans to address barriers to 
transition 

Case Study #4 
•  You’ve identified that Nina will likely have trouble  
•  Using the combination locks and lockers 
•  Following her daily schedule 
•  Different on M/W/F than T/H 

•  Though there may be additional barriers, it’s likely you 
won’t have time to address all of them in addition to 
current academic and social goals 
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Case Study #4 
•  Teaching combination locks and locker use 
•  Practice using a variety of lock combinations 
•  Practice memorizing combinations and increase the delay 

between memorization and application 
•  1-min, 5-min, 2-hr, 1-day, 3-days, etc… 
•  Remember to practice the concept of secrecy!  

•  Practice finding the locker from various places in the 
middle school 

•  Practice opening the locker, placing items in/removing 
items, closing the locker, locking it, and checking that it’s 
locked 

•  Finally, practice everything while other students are present 

Case Study #4 
•  Following the daily schedule 
•  Identify all relevant locations at the new school with the 

student 
•  Use a map to practice finding locations 
•  Would it be helpful if the student created his or her own 

map? 
•  Use a mock schedule to practice moving from one class to 

another, in the order of the day 
•  Practice with the actual schedule, if possible 

•  Modify the schedule to meet needs of the student 
 

Monday, Wednesday, and Friday Schedule 

! Mrs. Jones 8-8:50 am; Room 301        (A) 

! Mr. Higgins 9-9:50 am; Room 304       (B) 

! Use the bathroom  (C) 

! Mrs. Dulin 10-10:50 am; Room 302   (D) 

! Lunch 11-12:00 pm; Room 314            (E) 

! Visit locker and get PM class books (F) 

! Mr. Gean 12:10-1:00pm; Room 301    (A) 

! Mr. Bennett 1:10-3:00pm; Room 317  (G) 
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Case Study #4 
•  Following a daily schedule, cont. 
•  Practice transitions to special events, such as pep rallies 

and assemblies 
•  Practice visiting the locker between transitions 
•  Incorporate distractions from peers if possible 
•  Reinforce all timely transitions 

Evaluating the Effects of  Supports for Transitioning Between Classes 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  Step 4 (continued): collaborate with teachers and 

formulate a reasonable plan for the next phase of the 
student’s academic/vocational career 

•  In Nina’s case, what would you discuss with her new 
teachers concerning organization and transitioning 
between classes? 

Case Study #4 
•  At the transition meeting, you discuss 
•  The modified course schedule/school map you have developed 

•  Have extra copies available, in all settings if possible 
•  Ask the teachers if they are comfortable using this approach 

•  Most likely, they will be happy you have done the work for them! 

•  Occasional follow up with locker use and combination practice 
•  The importance of occasional reinforcement for successful 

transitions 
•  Close monitoring of tardiness and off-task behavior during 

transitions 
•  Potential solutions that have worked well in the past 

Transitioning to a New Setting 
•  Step 5: Keep the lines of communication open throughout 

the transition process 
•  Follow up with new teacher(s), if possible 
•  Continue to foster a collaborative partnership with all 

parties 
•  Share all relevant information regarding strategies that 

have worked with the student in the past 
•  Items and activities that motivate the student 
•  Strategies for managing challenging behavior 

•  Offer trainings, if possible 

Case Study #5 
Bethany is an education consultant who oversees two 
intensive preschool classrooms for children with autism.  This 
year, her preschool classrooms will be transitioning 10 
students into various settings throughout the district.  Though 
all students have been successful in the program, they still 
require systematic instruction and support.  Due to budget 
cuts and time constraints, the school district has given 
Bethany 2 hours with all of the new teachers.  How can she 
maximize her time with the new teachers? 
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Case Study #5 
•  Provide a training that focuses on establishing effective 

strategies for interacting with students with autism 
•  The value of reinforcement 

•  Practice delivering reinforcement 
•  Practice varying types of reinforcement (e.g., praise statements, 

toys, edible items) 
•  The importance of consistency 

•  How to follow through with all requests 
•  Managing challenging behavior(s) 

•  Discuss why challenging behavior occurs 
•  Discuss effective strategies for managing challenging behavior 

•  Role play whenever possible.  Provide descriptive feedback 
and allow participants the opportunity to demonstrate effective 
strategies on their own 

Brief Review 
•  Step 1: Identify and discuss potential settings with the IEP team 

•  Step 2: Once the team identifies a setting, schedule a visit to 
that setting and develop a collaborative relationship with the 
classroom team and invite them to your classroom 

•  Step 3: Consider the student’s strengths and weaknesses in light 
of your observation(s) 

•  Step 4: Design and implement plans to address barriers to 
transition 

•  Step 5: Keep the lines of communication open throughout the 
transition process 

Receiving a Student 
•  In addition to transitioning students, you will receive 

them as well 

•  As with transitioning a student, building a collaborative 
relationship with members of the student’s IEP team will 
only strengthen the success of the transition process 

Receiving a Student 
•  Step 1: Invite the new student and his or her team into your classroom 

•  If possible, ask the  student’s teacher(s) to bring their current 
supports 
•  Transition schedules 
•  Function-based treatment plans 

•  Before observing the student in their or your classroom, gather 
information about barriers to learning and socialization 
•  Challenging behavior(s) 
•  Attending 
•  Transitioning from one area to another 
•  Communication skills 

•  Now is a good time to observe these barriers and collect information 
about them.  Ask the student’s current teacher for suggestions. 
  

Receiving a Student 
•  When observing the student in your classroom, observe 

how well he or she responds to your current arrangements 
•  What about your classroom structure works well for the 

student? 
•  What parts of your classroom may need modification?  

•  Ask the student’s teacher what his or her goals are 

•  If you feel comfortable, ask if you can try some additional 
strategies when the student attends your class 

•  Schedule a visit to the student’s current classroom 

Receiving a Student 
•  When visiting the student in his or her classroom, pay 

close attention to the strategies the teachers use 
•  How can you adopt those strategies into your classroom? 
•  You may have great ideas, but you likely won’t have time to 

reinvent the wheel.  If it isn’t broken, don’t fix it! 
•  Pay close attention to 
•  Rates of reinforcement (are they effective?) 
•  What motivates the student 
•  How the student responds to teacher instructions 
•  How the student communicates 
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Case Study #6 
Maria is a 17-year-old with severe autism who attends a functional 
life-skills classroom.  Because of her non-compliance, she is being 
transferred to your classroom to help “get her under control.”  
During your observation in Maria’s class, you notice that most of 
the time, when the teacher asks Maria to do something, Maria says 
“no,” and the teacher rarely follows through with the request (i.e., 
Maria no longer needs to do what was asked of her).  Given your 
training and background, you conclude that Maria’s non-
compliance likely occurs because it allows her to escape from 
work.   

What are some possible considerations for maintaining a strong 
professional relationship with Maria’s current teacher?  How do 
you address the non-compliance in your classroom? 

Case Study #6 
•  Possible follow-up questions for Maria’s teacher 

•  “What are your goals for Maria?  How long would you like her to work?” 
•  “What happens if you prompt Maria to follow through?” 

•  Likely, there’s a good reason for avoiding her 
•  “What are some things you have tried to get Maria to complete tasks?” 

•  This may provide helpful information about what may work in your setting 
•  “What are some things that motivate Maria?” 

•  Everyone has wants and needs.  Sometimes, it just takes some detective 
work 

•  Avoid comments that may be taken as critical 
•  “I noticed she does that to get out of work.” 
•  “This is happening because people don’t follow through.” 

•  Thank Maria’s teacher for letting you visit, and offer to include him or 
her in the decision-making process 

Case Study #6 
•  Through your conversations with Maria’s teacher, you 

learn 
•  Maria’s teacher would love for her to work for 5-min 

without taking a break 
•  When Maria is asked to follow through, she slaps anyone 

in sight 
•  Maria’s teacher has tried to reinforce compliance with 

candy, but after a while, Maria got “bored” of the candy, 
and they stopped using it 

•  Maria really enjoys the swing set in the sensory room 

Transitioning a New Student 
•  Step 2: Develop relevant supports before the student 

enters your class 
•  Collaborate with the student’s current teacher, if possible 

•  Step 3: Receive the student, implement the team’s 
strategies, and systematically evaluate student progress 

Case Study #6 
•  After meeting with Maria’s teacher, the group decides to 

design an intervention to establish compliance 
•  For every X seconds Maria works, she will gain 1-min 

access to the swing 
•  Maria’s teacher would like to be trained on the program, 

once it has been demonstrated to be effective 

•  Given the information you’ve collected, you implement 
the plan 

Evaluating an Intervention to Establish Compliance to Instructions 
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Case Study #7 
It’s Friday afternoon, and you just received word that Hugo, a 
12-year-old with autism, will be attending your class, starting 
Monday.  You don’t have any information about Hugo’s 
previous placement, and you’ve been given a 1-page 
facsimile that appears to be 4 IEP goals that address 
compliance and self-injury (from what you can gather, Hugo 
bites his hand when he gets angry).  What steps would you 
take to ensure a smooth transition for Hugo? 

Case Study #7 
•  Provide high rates of reinforcement 
•  Put much emphasis on what the student is doing well (e.g., 

following transitions or teacher instructions) 

•  Have a plan for challenging behavior(s) 
•  Block, ignore, redirect 
•  Take measures to protect students and staff 
•  Collect data on challenging behavior(s) 
•  Note what comes immediately before and after each 

behavior in order to help inform a behavior intervention plan 

 

Case Study #7 
•  Stick to a predictable routine/classroom structure 

•  Use clear and concise statements 
•  Not so good: “Come over here and join our group” 
•  Good: “Sit down” 

•  If you have classroom rules, write them out for the student 
•  Make sure they describe what to do, not what not to do 
•  Not so good: “Don’t hit other kids” 
•  Good: “Keep your hands to yourself” 

•  Model rule-following, if possible 

Case Study #7 
•  Conduct preference assessments for leisure, edible and 

play items, and social interactions 
•  It’s always wise to have a variety of reinforcement 

strategies at your disposal at all times 

•  Familiarize the student with his or her surroundings, and 
take them on a tour of the school 

•  When conducting academic assessments, provide frequent 
non-contingent reinforcement and breaks as needed 

Case Study #7 
•  Provide ample warning for changes in routine 
•  Use pictures to show the student where he or she is going 

next 

•  In the end, you should aim to take a proactive approach to 
providing the best academic experience possible 

•  Once you learn more about the student, you can adjust 
your program accordingly 

•  But never forget, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound 
of cure! 

Quick Review 
•  Step 1: Invite the new student and his or her team into 

your classroom and visit the student’s current classroom 

•  Step 2: Develop relevant supports before the student 
enters your class 

•  Step 3: Receive the student, implement the team’s 
strategies, and systematically evaluate student progress 
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Summary 
•  Each student will have unique abilities, and it is your role 

to take proactive measures to continue to promote those 
abilities 

•  Teamwork and relationship building with all members of 
the student’s IEP team are critical components of a 
successful transition 

•  Systematically evaluate the effectiveness of your 
transition strategies 

Thank You 

•  Contact: 
•  Matt Brodhead 
•  mattbrodhead@aggiemail.usu.edu 


