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THE IMPORTANCE OF
TRANSITIONS—
AND THE AIMS OF FACTS/LRE

Transition—a process in time that occurs between events—
takes place throughout our lives. There are the transitions we
make quite frequently—traveling between home and work, pick-
ing up children &fter school, cleaning the house or apartment
before recelving guests. And then there are transitions that signal
the start of awhole new set of activities and routines.

Remember your first day of school? Y our child'sfirst day of
school or day care? The first day on anew job?

How did you plan for these important transitions? Did you
visit in advance? Purchase new clothes? Get ahaircut? Double
check the bus route?

Transitions often work best if they are planned. Presidents
and governors have "transition teams' to assist with these mile-
stonesin their lives. Therest of usgenerally get by without dozens
of paid helpers. Still, the decisions that are made, the events that
take place and the fedlings that arise during transitions have
profound consequences in al of our lives.

Y oung children with special needs and their families experi-
enceseverd transitions. Thefirst transition occurswhen the child
is born and becomes a member of the family. Other transitions
take place as a child's disability or specia need is identified and
relationships with service providers are established. Later transi-
tions take place as changes are made from one service provider or
educational setting to another.

FACTS/LRE means Family And Child Transitions into
Least Redtrictive Environments. Our project produces publica-
tionsand offersdirect technical assistanceto seethat thetransitions
experienced by young children with specid needs and their
families are not treated as an afterthought but are given the serious
attention they deserve. We focus especidly on the transition that
occurs as achild approaching age three prepares to exit from early
intervention services. However, most of our materials are aso
relevant to transitions that occur at other ages.
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amilies as well as staff working in early childhood and early interven-
tion programs have come to recognize the beginning of preschool as a

s period of adjustment for many young children. This booklet discusses

some of the issues children and families may experience during this

transition period and presents some ideas that may help minimize adjustment
problems for young children with special needs entering preschool. An important
focus for early intervention programs serving children with special needs is to
begin a transition plan early with families so that options can be explored ad-
equately, an optimal preschool placement can be secured, and steps can be taken
to enhance the transition. Strategies recommended in this publication may help
prepare children for the change, and also assist family members and the staff who
will recelve the children in the new settings. We elaborate on these strategies and
demonstrate how early intervention gaff, staff in the new setting, and families can
work together to provide a satisfactory transition for children with special needs.
One of the last segments of this booklet tells the story of Marcus and his transi-
tion. Thisis afictionalized account based on the research and experiences of
FACTS/LRE d&éff. It illustrates many of the steps that service providers and
families can take to support children's adjustment to a new setting.
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ENTRY INTO A GROUP

i
n important milestone of any young child's life is attendance in a
group care setting. In earlier generations, this step was often associated
3. With the beginning of first grade or kindergarten. In Americain the

1990s, thisis no longer the case: The mgjority of children attend some
kind of half-day or full-day preschool, day care or Head Start program prior to
their entry into kindergarten. For young children with identified delays and
disabilities, the first attendance in a group care setting often occurs on or shortly
after the child's third birthday in accordance with the legal requirement that
special education services be made available to eligible children at this age.

Y oung children often require support in order to say good-bye to a familiar

setting and enter anew program. Some children experience distress adjusting to a

new group setting while separating from parents or familiar caregivers. Even ifa
child with special needs has been receiving specia services or attending some type
of group care setting from infancy, entry intg a specia education preschool (or a

community-based preschool with specialized services) for the first time can be a
stressful event.

A MAJOR CHANGE FOR PARENTS TOO

Family members can aso experience stress regarding a child's transition to a
new educational setting. Major concerns expressed by parents when children
transition from early intervention to preschool classrooms include being away

from their child on aregular basis for the first time, alowing the child to be
transported on a bus, and learning to trust a new teacher. Saying good-bye to the
service providers who supported them during the period when they first learned

about the special needs of their infant or toddler can be very emotional. Now they

have to establish new relationships with school personnel, adjust their schedules

and routines, and become familiar with different facilities and procedures.
Changes in service delivery at age three are often associated with a shift from

family-focused to child-focused services. In this context, sending their tiny child
on a bus to school may symbolize more than a change in the nature of services: It
can leave parents feeling that decision making and control are passing out of their
hands.
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On the positive side, the child's entry into a group preschool setting may
free parents to begin thinking about some of their own needs and aspirations.
They may be able to go back to school or work or increase their hours at work.
This may help them to pay off debts and reduce the strain on the household
budget. But even when families desire such changes, there is still stress involved in
making them. These, too, should be viewed as part of the child's transition. Those
who work with families need to be aware of the multiple aspects of transitions that

contribute to the successful or unsuccessful entry and adjustment of children.

HOW DO CHILDREN REACT ?

Children have varied reactions to the changes in familiarity and routine that

result from starting a new preschool. Some children will acclimate themselves

readily to a new schedule, caregivers, and setting. Others will demonstrate

through tears, tantrums, mood swings, or silent withdrawal that they are having

trouble making the adjustment. An adjustment which looks smooth to the

preschool staff may be perceived differently by parents who see aggression toward

siblings or other new behaviors at home. Some children may exhibit tears and

distress only during the first day or two, while others will hold their anxieties

inside until they have become a bit more accustomed to the new setting.

Events in a child's life which are unrelated to the school experience but

which happen to coincide with the child's entry into the new program may
sometimes be the source of the child's painful emotions. Examples can include the
child whose parent starts back to work when the child enters preschool, the child
who has recently experienced the birth of a new sibling, or the child who has been
exposed to violence in the home or the neighborhood.

MINIMIZING ADJUSTMENT PROBLEMS

The passage of time and a consistently caring and nurturing environment
are important components in supporting the child's successful entry and adjust-
ment to a new setting. However, attention to the transition process by service
providers and families can decrease the time required for ayoung child to make a
successful - adjustment.

Why is it important to shorten a child's adjustment period? One reason is
to minimize the distress that the child and family experience throughout this time.
Another important reason is to reduce the amount of one-on-one staff attention
required to respond to crying or aggressive behavior. Problems with adjustment
may lead staff to conclude that a child is not ready for school or belongs in a more
restrictive setting. In situations in which ayoung child with special needs is placed
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in a community-based setting designed for children who are typically developing,
such as a nursery school or child care center, this is especially problematic.

TRANSITION
PLANNING BEGINS
WITH THE IFSP

rofessionals and parents can help minimize adjustment problems for
three-year-old children through atransition plan within the Individual
st Family Service Plan (IFSP). What is the IFSP? As specified in Part H

of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), it is awritten plan
developed by amulti-disciplinary team and the parents or guardians of the child
(which may be drawn up shortly after birth or any time up to the age of three that
a child's needs are identified). The IFSP contains statements regarding the child's
present levels of development, the family's resources, concerns, and priorities,
major outcomes expected to be achieved for the child and family, and specific early
intervention services. The IFSP aso includes projected dates for initiation and
duration of services and the name of the service coordinator. Finaly, it identifies
steps to support the child's transition out of early intervention and into a new set
of services that will be made available after turning three. The term that is
commonly applied to the program that a child is exiting as he or she approaches
the third birthday is the sending organization or sending program. The term that
is applied to the program which will be the child's next educational placement is
the receiving organization or receiving program. In the remainder of this publica-
tion these terms will be used.

In focusing on eligibility and the identification of appropriate educational
placements and services, the transition aspects of these plans can become an
afterthought to both parents and service providers. In doing so, they overlook the
key role that transition planning plays in the success or failure of an educational
placement. For program staff and family members who want to avoid this
common mistake, the balance of this publication offers concrete strategies to

follow.
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WHEN TRANSITIONS
ARE HANDLED
HASTILY, THEONLY
SOLUTION MAY BETO
“*PLUG" THE ELIGIBLE
CHILD INTOA SLOT
IN AN AVAILABLE
CLASSROOM. THIS
DOESNOT REPRESENT
THE RANGE OF
OPTIONS MANDATED
BY THE LAW AND
RECOGNIZED AS BEST
PRACTICE.

SIX STRATEGIES TO
USE BEFORE THE
TRANSITION

arents, other family members, and service providers can dl help to
prepare the child for the change that is coming.
. *  Begin early
e Talk about the new setting in positive ways
»  Encourage the child to ask questions and express fears
*  Engage the child in concrete experiences
»  Teach the child specific skills and routines which will be
useful in the new program
e Communicate and share information between programs in
advance

BEGIN EARLY

The law requires that transition planning for children preparing to exit early
intervention begin at least 90 days before the third birthday. In practice, a
minimum of six months should be built into the process; even eight to nine
months before the third birthday would not be excessively early. By developing
transition goals six to nine months before the anticipated transition date, early
intervention staff and parents can take time to prepare the child as well as them-
selves. This aso assures that there will be adequate time to search for a setting
which is the least restrictive and most appropriate for the individual child. When
transitions are handled hastily, the only solution may be to "plug" the eligible child
into adot in an available classroom. This does not represent the range of options
mandated by the law and recognized as best practice.

TALK ABOUT THE NEW SETTING IN POSITIVE
WAYS

By equating transition with getting to be a "big boy" or "big girl" and
showing pride in the child's increasing maturity and independence, parents and
the staff of the sending program can help the child focus on the positive aspects of
this change. This is sometimes referred to as positive forecasting and it helps the
child to begin to anticipate what to expect in the near future. Another way of
presenting the new setting in a positive light is to keep on hand (in either the
home or the child's current setting) a copy of a brochure from the new program,
particularly if it contains photographs of the building, the classrooms, smiling




