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How to Help Your Child Transition 
Smoothly Between Places and Activities

Alyson Jiron, Brooke Brogle & Jill Giacomini

Transitioning, or moving, to new places, people and activities is something we 
do many times during the day. However, change can be overwhelming and 
seem unpredictable for your child, especially when she is not ready to move 
on to the next place or activity. Children make many transitions each day—
from parents to teachers, from home to car, or from play time to the dinner 
table, for example. When and how often transitions occur are usually decided 
by an adult and children often act out with challenging behavior when they 
feel unable to control their routine. When you help your child prepare for 
transitions you are helping her to learn a valuable skill. The good news is that 
you can teach her this important skill while you are enjoying time together.

Try This at Home
 � Use a timer, an instrument or a funny noise 

to give your child advance warning of routine 
transition events. If possible, ask him to help 
“alert” everyone to the upcoming event.  
For example, let your toddler bang a pot with 
a wooden spoon to let the family know it is 
time for dinner.

 � Let your child pick out a special object or toy 
to transition with to the next activity or place. 
“Would kitty like to come with us to the 
grocery store? I wonder if she could help us 
find the items on our list?”  

 � Use a visual schedule to show your child the 
plan for the day. “First, you have school and 
then we are going to take Aunt Rachel’s gift 
to the post office and mail it to her.”

 � Make the transition a game or activity 
where the child has the opportunity to move 
around. “I wonder if today we can use this 
big shovel to scoop the cars into the bucket 
while we clean up?” If possible, let him think 
of the game. “I wonder how we could get to 
the car today?” You might be surprised at his 
creativity and how much fun you have roaring 
like a dinosaur or hopping like a rabbit.

 � Sing songs as you transition. Children love to 
hear songs as they move about their day.  
Make up silly songs together about what you 
are doing or where you are going. You are sure 
to get a laugh and likely a smooth transition.

 � Give your child a job. Children are more 
cooperative when they can be part of the 
process. Perhaps he can help stir something for 
dinner, unlock the car doors with the remote 
or pick out a diaper before a diaper change.

Practice at School
Children transition from one activity to the next 
throughout their day at preschool. Teachers plan 
for transitions in advance by creating special 
routines. These routines help to prepare children 
for transitions, engage them in the change that 
is taking place and help them to move smoothly 
to the next activity. Teachers might use a special 
instrument or song to let children know it is 
clean up time. Teachers might read books to the 
children while they are standing in line waiting 
for a turn to wash their hands before snack or 
create an obstacle course or morning routine to 
help children and parents transition at drop-off. 
When children are able to participate in or lead 
the transition, they are excited and eager to move 
to a new activity.

The Bottom Line
The more a child can predict and participate in 
the schedule and activities of her day, the less 
likely it is that challenging behavior will occur 
and the more likely it is that she will eagerly 
engage in transitions to new people and places. 
Taking the time and making the effort to teach 
her what to expect, when it will happen, and 
what happens before the transition occurs can 
be a rewarding experience. Most importantly, it 
is also an opportunity for quality time that can 
help lead to smoother transitions. 
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About this Series
The Backpack Connection Series was created 
by TACSEI to provide a way for teachers and 
parents/caregivers to work together to help 
young children develop social emotional 
skills and reduce challenging behavior. 
Teachers may choose to send a handout 
home in each child’s backpack when a 
new strategy or skill is introduced to the 
class. Each Backpack Connection handout 
provides information that helps parents stay 
informed about what their child is learning 
at school and specific ideas on how to use the 
strategy or skill at home.

The Pyramid Model
The Pyramid Model is a frame-
work that provides programs 
with guidance on how to 
promote social emotional compe-

tence in all children and design effective 
interventions that support young children 
who might have persistent challenging 
behavior. It also provides practices to ensure 
that children with social emotional delays 
receive intentional teaching. Programs that 
implement the Pyramid Model are eager to 
work together with families to meet every 
child’s individualized learning and support 
needs. To learn more about the Pyramid 
Model, please visit ChallengingBehavior.org.

More Information
More information and resources on this 
and other topics are available on our 
website, ChallengingBehavior.org.
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