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Transitions – Jane Mitchell 

Quite a small word to describe such a large issue, and one that features on 

the NATP pages.  So, let’s give some consideration to change and what that 

means for our traumatised children. 

 

 

 

Traumatised children are more likely to suffer anxiety over transitions, both big 

and small.  This is easy to understand because for them new experiences of 

any kind can be terrifying, and some everyday occurrences such as getting 

into bed may trigger unmanageable feelings of terror and shame. 

It is important to remember that a transition can be tiny – stopping an activity 

and getting ready for tea – or huge and obvious – change of school year or 

change of school for example.  The behaviour resulting from these issues – 

refusing to leave the house, refusing to brush teeth, using delaying tactics, 

getting up all the time – are frequently classed as behavioural issues.  

However, where adverse behaviour occurs regularly around change, 

whether it be big or small, it is worth taking another look and reflecting on the 

situation as a whole. 

Here are some of the transitional issues that regularly crop up on our 

Facebook posts: 
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• Bed time 

• Tea time 

• Birthdays and anniversaries 

• Christmas 

• Going into school 

• Getting dressed 

• Leaving the house (for any reason) 

• Activities/stopping activities 

 

Strategies to manage Transitions: 

1. As always, pause before you react.  What is actually going on here?  

Are you automatically perceiving behaviour as oppositional or 

manipulative?  Is there anxiety?  

2. Reflect on the child’s known history.  Try to determine if there is an 

underlying cause. 

3. Take away the target!  If the child is able to use transitions to grab 

attention, then they will!  This is their survival behaviours at work.  

Stick to your own programme.  Stay regulated. 

 

4. Reassure.  Keep safety messages short and simple.  “I will always 

keep you safe” 
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5. Use curiosity, combined with a narrative.  “I wonder if something 

happened that made you scared to go to bed” …  “I know 

birthdays can be really tricky for you.  How can I help?” “I guess it 

feels scary going back to school.  What should we do to be 

prepared?”  Then reassure - you can work this out together.  They 

are not alone. 

6. Use visual timetables to reinforce routines and stick to them.  Being 

boring and predictable helps children to build brains by giving 

consistency.   Timetables could be daily (as in example given), 

weekly or specific (bed time, getting ready for school). 

7. Remember the simple things:  Give advance warning of changes in 

activity even if it is something that happens at the same time every 

day.  Using developmental awareness remember that when small 

children get absorbed in what they are doing it is frustrating to be 

interrupted.  Our children frequently exhibit behavioural responses 

that identify their social or emotional development with that of a 

much younger child.  Use developmentally appropriate language.  

Reassure them that they can finish later (if possible) or empathise 

with their frustration and remind them that they can do this again 

another time.  Some children may find it easier if they have a sand 

timer or a kitchen timer to remind them.  Then again, some children 

will just reset the timer!  

8. Again, simple things – give a transitional object to help child 

remember you keep them in mind even when they are not there.  A 

photo keyring, something small of yours to look after, or notes 

hidden in their bag or lunch box. 

9. Get school onside.  Try to get advance warning wherever possible 

of changes to schedule and especially changes to teaching staff 

and support staff.   

10. Forgive yourself when you get it wrong.  No-one needs to be 

perfect.  Praise your child when they get it right. 

 

On the next pages, you will find an example of a visual timetable. 
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TIMETABLE FOR TODAY 

 

 

Time 

 

Activity 

 

DONE!! 

 

 

Breakfast  

 

 

 

 

 

Brush teeth, get 

dressed 

 

 

 

(Activity) 

 

 

 

Lunch  
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Resting time 

 

 

 

(Activity) 

 

 

 

 

Supper 

 

 

 

TV Time 

 

 

 

Wash and get ready 

for bed 
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Reading time 

 

 

 

Bedtime 

 

 

 

 

Search online for images to make up your own visual aids.  Sometimes a 

picture paints a thousand words! 

 

Thinking specifically about returning to school – again a timetable may be 

useful showing what will happen when, at what time, and also putting in 

returning to school activities such as uniform buying, book buying, haircuts, 

discussing lunch options, asking what would help them.  There are still a few 

days left to prepare.  Good luck everyone! 
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