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The Things My Mother Never Taught Me

Understanding and Managing Transitions
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Breakfast to school bus

Preschool to 

grocery store

Playdate to 

brother’s 
soccer game

Mommy/Daddy 

time to 

brushing teeth

Drop-off at school to work

Play Time to 
Circle Time

Eating to 

cleaning up

Home (at last) to 

Mom needs to 

cook/work/tend to 

sister ….

Having fun to 

going to bed

Our days are full of Transitions
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How did you feel 
when you looked at that slide?
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Expecting yourself, your young parts, or your 
children to be able to move along at such a 

pace may be both activating and unreasonable

Let’s look at the reasons for that
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Transitions are not like light switches.

 Transitions involve several steps, 
each of which requires time and skill.
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The Four Components of 
Transitions

1. Stopping the initial activity.

2. Shifting Gears. Cognitively switching from thinking about the 
first activity to thinking about the next activity.

3. Getting Started. Initiating/engaging with the next activity. 

4. Waiting/In between time. Managing unstructured wait time 
between activities.
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• Cognitive Flexibility

• Executive function skills

• Emotional regulation skills

• Time management skills

Skills required for successfully 
managing transitions
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ADHD brains struggle in these areas.

Most young children have, at best, 
emerging ability in these skill areas.
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Moving quickly - 
especially from a 
preferred activity to 
a non-preferred 
activity

Can feel like 
jumping off a cliff 
into a pool of ice-
cold water Presentation created by Susan Bauerfeld, PhD. All rights 

reserved
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is a ramp, 

and some tools 
a coach,
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What you and your children sometimes need 
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Stopping

Its hard to stop in the middle of something 
     (especially when it’s fun and reinforcing)

Counting down usually doesn’t help you or your kids to stop.
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Skills/strategies for stopping

Learn/Teach how to find a stopping place

Use concrete, tangible, reasonable definitions. 
Ex. 3 more bites, 4 more pages, 1 more slide

Learn/Teach how to choose an activity that can be stopped within the 
available time

• Learn/teach thinking ahead - Proactive thinking
• Practice time estimation
• Avoid starting high-interest/engaging activities when time is short
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Visualize the next activity

• Set up and use visual schedules and cues that 
indicate what comes next

• Practice asking first “What does it look like when 
you/we are ready for  X (e.g., school, work, etc.)? 
Then practice thinking about what needs to be 
done to look like that.

• Live life out loud. Tell stories to your parts or your 
kids about what comes next. Practice self-talk 
about what’s next. Ex., “being ready for 
school/work means …”
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Skills/strategies for Shifting Gears
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• Countdown transition warnings do help kids (and may help 
you) know when something is going to start.  Ex. We will start 
letter writing in 5 minutes.

• Actively help your children/your parts get started (rather than 
demand they just get started).

• Learn/teach/practice setting up bridge or “getting ready” 
activities. Ex. Get a pencil, open your notebook.

• Preview (“what does it look like when you start) to create a 
clear starting point. Ex. When writing time starts you will use a 
pencil and a worksheet.
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Skills/strategies for Getting Started with a 
New Activity
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• Focus on a manageable first step that helps you/your child 
engage in the activity. Ex. “You’ll be on your way to completing 
homework/laundry when you have your pencil in hand and your 
notebook open/the dirty clothes in one pile and you find a basket. 

• Give descriptive praise for getting started. Ex. “I noticed that you 
picked up your pencil, opened your notebook, and then started 
writing. That’s how you get started.”

• Focus on a transitional task that is more discrete, doable and 
manageable (ex. “Find your shoes/put your shoes on” versus 
“time to get ready to go to school/work”).
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The time between activities is often unstructured 
and involves waiting (for others to be ready, for 

computers to boot up, for answers to questions 
required before taking then next step, etc.)
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In Between Wait Time
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Create Structure. 

Name it – Sometimes you have to wait after you stop one activity and start another. 

Teach how to identify that Waiting/In Between Time is happening

• Look for clues. “What does it look it like when the next activity can start? Does it look 
like that now?"

Skills/strategies for Managing the Time in 
between Activities
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• Explicitly announce wait time and provide structured options for occupying the time.   
Ex. “We have to wait now for the doctor. You can sit and play with the blocks/read 
emails or look at this book while we wait.”

• Avoid high interest activities that are hard to stop (ex. screen based activities 
such as video games).

• Create and teach use of a “wait bag” or “wait fidgets”
• Notice, Name, and Normalize that it can be hard to wait – especially when you 

stopped something else that was more interesting

• At younger ages it’s often easier to wait (and stay out of trouble) when seated.
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