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be only a few children with persistent challenging behavior. On any given day, however, there may be a number of children who engage in some form of challenging behavior. These behaviors are often related to issues such as being in a group care setting for the first time, not knowing the expectations for a setting, not having the social skills to engage in more appropriate behaviors, being bored, and not knowing how to communicate emo-tions in appropriate ways. Transitions from one activity to another are times when children are more likely to engage in challenging behavior. There is guidance in the field for teachers about plan-ning and implementing transitions. NAEYC emphasizes the importance of predictable, structured daily routines in which children feel secure and teachers seek opportunities to expand on children’s ideas and interests (Bredekamp & Copple21997). The Division for Early Childhood (DEC) of the Council for Exceptional Children emphasizes that transi-tions should be structured to promote interaction, com-munication, and learning (Sandall et al. 2005). Here we offer a discussion of why challenging behavior occurs during transitions, strategies for planning and implementing more effective transitions, ideas for using transitions to teach social skills and emotional competencies, and a planning proc-
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procedures to follow, such as how much soap to use, what 
to do when it is not your turn, and how many paper towels 
are needed. When a child does not follow the steps for hand 
washing (or any other transition), teachers should deter-
mine if the child understands the expectations and steps.
 For children to learn the expectations associated with any 
transition, teachers need to explain or model expectations 
multiple times in multiple ways (Sandall & Schwartz 2002). 
One way to accomplish this is to describe the steps using 
pictures and then role-play each step during group time. 
After a few days, mix up the photos showing the steps and 
recruit children to rearrange them. Place the pictures near 
the area where the transition is going to occur and model 
the expectations while referring to the pictures. This shows 
the children how to use the visual supports on their own.
 Children also can be models for their peers. One child can 
demonstrate while the teacher narrates. For example, Ms. 
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Cleanup 
(moving 
from cen-
ters to large 
group)

Arrival and 
dismissal

Going to 
centers

D does not 
want to leave 
the activity

D does not 
want to leave 
his mother

D does not 
know what to 
do next

• Give D a signal before the tran-
sition (“Two more minutes” or 
“Three more blocks”)

• After the class cue, go over to D 
and cue him

• Model and take turns cleaning up 
(“First I put a block away. Then 
you put a block away.”)

• Use a photo board to show the 
“First, Then” actions modeled 
above

• Use a story about what happens 
at school

• Allow D to carry his blanket in the 
morning

• Provide a fun job for D at arrival
• Have a peer buddy greet D and 

invite him to play
• Use a visual schedule with a 

photo of D’s mother

• Prepare the next activity before 
signaling for transition

• Give D an individualized choice 
card

• Allow D to play with a small item 
while waiting

• Cue D to look at a visual schedule

• Ignore inappropriate 
behavior

• Immediately praise D for 
cleaning up

• Use “First, Then” 
statements

• Redirect and model turn 
taking

• Help D wave and say 
good-bye to his mother

• Read a comforting 
story about school

• Use visual cues to 
redirect D to the next 
activity

• Model the expectations
• Point out peer models

• How to clean up 
using turn taking

• How to ask for a 
hug or comfort 
item

• How to use a 
visual schedule

• How to say 
good-bye

• How to use the 
visual schedule

• How to imitate 
peers

• How to choose a 
transition activity 
(books, puzzles) 
during wait time

Individualized Transition Strategies for David

Based on Lentini, Vaughn, & Fox (2004).

Targeted 
transition

Why does the 
behavior occur?

How can I prevent 
the problem?

How can I respond to 
the problem?

What skill(s) should I 
teach David?
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Conclusion

 Some children find it difficult to cope with transitions, 
and this can lead to challenging behavior. When several 


