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			PART I

			The Same Thing Happens Every Year

		

		

		
			Most students thrive with consistency. Consistency is especially important for autistic students. Without consistency in their daily lives, we can expect autistic students to experience higher levels of anxiety and, consequently, more meltdowns. At school, this usually results in lost instructional time. Because of their neurology, autistic students learn best when they know (a) what they are going to do, (b) when they are going to do it, and (c) with whom they will do it. 

			Yet, despite our knowledge about autistic neurology and well-intended efforts, we regularly create a lack of predictability for students when they transition from year to year. It’s not that we don’t try to create consistency. We’ve read last year’s individualized education program (IEP), participated in creating a new one, and read all the information in the student’s file. Last year’s teacher has even passed on “the box.” “The box” typically contains some of the supports the student used during the previous year. (Some is emphasized here because the teacher may have kept one or two for future use with other students. In addition, “the box” generally includes no directions regarding how and when to use the supports.)

			

			So, what do you do? As any good educational professional would, you engage in informal assessment and start out with trial and error. You seek to determine (a) what the student knows, (b) how they learn, and (c) what supports best assist the student throughout the day. While this is happening, the student may be learning, but not well. 

			After two to three months, you have gotten to know the student well and made adjustments here and there, and finally, learning occurs as the needed structure and supports are put into use. The year progresses with adjustments throughout—as is to be expected. Then year ends. And the process starts again for the student and their new teacher. 

			Our students can miss up to five years of instructional time! All because we do not have a consistent method to help them move seamlessly from grade to grade (Henry and Myles 2024). 

			This book rectifies this issue by providing a comprehensive yet easy-to-use package to help transition students from year to year. Completion of these instruments creates a smoother transition that allows instructional time to be optimized and, as a result, intensifies learning. 

			And ... just in case the student experiences challenges, we have also included information that may be helpful. In some instances, it is necessary to revisit and modify the plan we have for students. When a student experiences distress that disrupts their learning and social interactions, we need to ask ourselves, “What do we need to do to help this student do better?” In this circumstance, this book will be helpful.

			

			To pull everything together, the final chapter of the book consists of a case study that illustrates how this comprehensive package can help students not only survive but thrive at school.

			Before we get started, it is important to define the following terms that will be used throughout the book.
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							Terms and Definitions

						
					

				
				
					
							
							School team members

						
							
							General educator, special educator, parent, school administrator, speech-language pathologist, occupational therapist, psychologist, paraprofessional, counselor, and relevant others

						
					

					
							
							Sending team 

						
							
							School team members who support the autistic student before they transition

						
					

					
							
							Receiving team

						
							
							School team members who support the autistic student after they transition
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			PART II

			A Good Beginning

		

		

		
			Part II of this book introduces the following instruments that, when used together, create a successful transition to the new school year:

			
					Transition Checklist (K-12). Using this instrument, the sending team lists the supports needed for student success in these areas: environmental supports, social supports, and academic modifications. The section called “Preplanning” indicates what the receiving team needs to do to prepare the student for the transition to a new grade. Each support is described with examples.

					Comprehensive Autism Planning System (CAPS) (K-12). The CAPS, also called the practical individualized education program (IEP), is completed by the receiving team when they create the student’s IEP. The information provided enables everyone in the student’s environment to know what supports are needed and when they are needed (Henry and Myles 2024). 

					Learner Snapshot (K-12). This document, completed by parents, and sometimes the student themselves, describes (a) demographic information; (b) how the student learns best; (c) special interests, motivators, and preferences; (d) strengths and challenges; (e) issues related to being upset and having meltdowns; and (f) general modifications and accommodations. This form is particularly important for the student who is transitioning to a new school.
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			Chapter 1

			Transition Checklist

			Amy Moore Gaffney, MA, CCC-SLP, and Brenda Smith Myles, PhD

		

		
			Transitions are difficult for most students, but they are more stressful and have more negative long-lasting effects on the autistic student than their neuromajority peers. Most neuromajority students need some support, at least temporarily, to transition successfully from one grade to the next. For example, they may have to be reminded to carry their new schedule with them for the first week or arrive at their locker in time to gather materials before class. The situation is different for many autistic students. Because of neurological challenges related to regulation, prediction, context, sensory issues, and learning, autistic students are likely to need significantly more supports during transitions from year to year (Fontil et al. 2020; Nuske et al. 2019). 

			Transition must not be thought of as a one-shot deal. Instead, it should be viewed as an ongoing process that addresses the changing academic, social, emotional, and physical needs of the student. To make the experience as positive as possible, parents and teachers must be proactive in transition planning.

			Before the school year begins, transition planning must identify all the supports the student needs and ensure they are ready to be implemented on day one. To ensure the best possible outcomes for autistic individuals during otherwise challenging yearly transitions, this chapter takes a step-by-step look at the components of effective transition planning using the Transition Checklist. 

			This comprehensive checklist helps ensure that all steps are in place for a smooth transition. Simply put: The student’s sending team completes the Transition Checklist (see example at the end of the chapter) at the end of the school year and forwards it to the student’s new or receiving team. Thus, it allows the receiving team to take advantage of what was learned about the student during the prior year. 

			Dhia was transitioning to sixth grade in the fall. In April, Dhia’s educational team, including parents—the sending team—completed the Transition Checklist along with her IEP. These documents were then shared with the receiving sixth-grade team so they could develop a successful transition plan for Dhia.

			[image: ] Description

			A discussion of the elements of the Transition Checklist follows.

			Preplanning

			Conducting or Reviewing Assessments:

			Meaningful assessment records can serve as initial guides to the transition planning process. This includes (a) diagnostic assessment if this has not been previously completed; (b) curriculum-based assessment of academic strengths and concerns; (c) formal and informal measures of sensory, social, and language skills; and (d) functional assessment of behaviors and perceptions. These assessments provide the groundwork for an appropriate education for the autistic student.

			Choosing Next Environment:

			Depending on the community in which the student lives, the size of the school district, and other family and community factors, several placement options are usually available and should be considered as future programming is planned. It is strongly recommended that possible environments be carefully analyzed early in the year prior to the transition to secure the best possible placement and avoid unnecessary challenges.

			When selecting a program, families and school personnel should take into serious consideration the impressions and opinions of the student to ensure that they buy into the program and, therefore, will be more likely to do well. If possible, it is important to help the student see a range of options, including public, charter, magnet, and private schools, as well as homeschooling.

			Transition Planning Meeting:

			Once the school has been selected, the next step in ensuring a successful transition is to hold a transition planning meeting. Whenever possible, it is important that the sending and receiving teams attend to ensure continuing communication and support.

			During the meeting, all participants should focus on identifying supports the student needs to survive the first weeks of school and determining how to implement them. It is also important to set up a schedule for future meetings and any training that is deemed necessary. As discussed below, sound transition planning includes teacher training as well as student orientation. Depending on the student’s needs and the nature of the program being transitioned into, the planning meeting may need to be scheduled as early as the spring before the transition in order to allow sufficient planning time. The agenda is included in the Transition Checklist (see end of this chapter).

			Training for School Personnel:

			When selecting the best class/school for the student, a major consideration is to ensure that the receiving team understands autism and how it impacts the student. Even if this condition has been satisfied initially, it may still be necessary to check that staff understand how to implement the various supports that are needed for a given student’s success. If additional training is deemed necessary, it should occur before the start of the new school year and before the student’s orientation so teachers are familiar with the student’s strengths, interests, and needs before meeting them for the first time. Guidelines for staff training and orientation appear in the Transition Checklist (see end of this chapter).

			Student Orientation:

			Getting used to new situations is always easier and less threatening given proper advance notice and preparation. Nowhere is this truer than for the autistic student who is transitioning to a new grade, as the student’s need for routine, sameness, and predictability is severely challenged during times of change. 

			To reduce the student’s anxiety upon entering a new class or school, a sound orientation program conducted well in advance of the actual transition is essential. Such orientation should include familiarization with the physical setting of the class and school as needed, introduction to all pertinent teachers and staff, and explanation of rules for behavior as well as academic performance. Familiarizing the student with procedures, such as getting lunch and waiting for the bus, should also occur. Other helpful aspects of student orientation include meeting peer “buddies”; sharing names and possibly photos of teachers, administrators, and trusted support person; and so on.

			Environmental Supports:

			To enhance school success for autistic students, we often must modify or enhance the environment to meet individual strengths and needs. In addition to being taught how to use specific supports, the student must learn to recognize when they need the support as well as how to request it. Environmental supports include (a) preferential seating, (b) organizational strategies, (c) home base, (d) trusted support person, (e) personal visual supports, and (f) classroom visual supports, as described below.

			Preferential Seating:

			Care should be taken when assigning desks. Make sure the autistic student’s desk is placed so that the teacher can easily monitor the student’s attention to task without calling undue notice. Also, do not place the student near high-traffic areas (close to the waste basket or pencil sharpener) or near windows that provide opportunities for distraction. Sona Chadwick (personal communication 2000) recommends placing carefully selected peers at least two deep in all directions from the autistic student. These peers can be helpful to the autistic individual who might need a small prompt to turn to the right page in a textbook, for example. Finally, the student’s desk should be facing the teacher—this helps with orientation and reduces the fatigue related to frequent movement.

			Organizational Strategies:

			Organizational challenges frequently mask the academic competence of autistic students (Cavalli 2022; Pasqualotto 2021). For example, it is fairly common for autistic students to complete homework assignments but fail to turn them in. Often this is because they cannot find them in their crowded, disheveled backpack. At other times, they may find the assignment but do not know where and when to turn it in. 

			Organization also requires knowing what papers to keep and what papers can be discarded. Autistic students tend to keep all papers because of their difficulty in determining the status of each and, thus, require instruction, supports, multiple practice opportunities, and coaching to develop and use organization skills. Other organizational skills needed in school include how to open a locker and locate needed supplies for each class. 

			Time management is often a challenge too. Because autistic students frequently have “time blindness,” that is, an inability to estimate how long it will take to complete an assignment (Hus 2022), they may plan to read a book about planets and write a five-page essay on the importance of the Constitution all on Sunday evening, even though the essay is due on Monday. Other students have trouble initiating a book report or science project because they do not have the skills to break down the tasks into smaller components. 

			Learning how to develop timelines is an important organizational skill. Timelines help students understand the various tasks that need to be completed and provide guidance regarding reasonable time frames to complete each step. The importance of organizational strategies for autistic individuals and samples of organizational supports may be found at https://learning
forapurpose.com/how-to-help-teens-with-autism-with-organization-skills/.

			Home Base:

			A home base is a quiet place in the school where students can go to (a) plan or review information or (b) cope with stress and behavioral challenges (Kreibich et al. 2020). It also serves as a place the student can go if (a) the classroom is becoming overwhelming, (b) a teacher thinks a meltdown may be on the way, or (c) the student otherwise needs a place to calm. There are no specific criteria for the location or other characteristics of a home base. 

			Home base is not a time-out, nor is it somewhere a student goes to escape work. Primarily, it should be a positive place for the student, located anywhere that is quiet and comfortable, such as a resource room, a favorite teacher’s classroom, or an ancillary staff member’s office. 

			Use of home base is individually determined. Some students primarily use it to deal with stress and behavioral challenges, whereas others use it on a regular basis to plan and review information. Time at home base can be scheduled into a student’s school day and may be especially helpful if scheduled immediately following a class period or activity that proves stressful for the autistic student. A hall pass is often used to prompt the student to take a break. Additional information about home base may be found at https://autisminternetmodules.org/m/1033.

			Trusted Support Person:

			A trusted support person is an adult in whom the autistic is comfortable confiding and being around. It is ideal if this person supervises home base. The role of this person can be multifaceted. In addition to supporting the student in home base, they can (a) teach social skills, (b) interpret social situations, (c) listen and empathize, or (d) help the student achieve emotional “readiness” for upcoming activities.

			The specific role depends on student need, the amount of time available for support, and the adult’s qualifications. For example, if the student has developed rapport with the head custodian and wants to talk over social issues with him, that might be an option. The custodian would not be in charge of providing instruction, but with time and training, the custodian could help the autistic student better understand social situations (see “Social Skills Interpretation” in this chapter). On the other hand, if the resource room teacher serves as the trusted support person, they can provide a full complement of social and sensory instruction.

			

			Personal Visual Supports:

			Many students require individualized supports to ensure that they understand their environment and work responsibilities. Personal visual supports allow the student to navigate their day successfully. Such supports may include the following:

			

			
					A map of the school that depicts classes and routes to get to them; when to go to the locker (if in middle or high school); and important locations, such as the bathroom, auditorium, principal’s office, and so forth.

					A list of class locations, room numbers, and supplies needed posted inside notebooks and locker, if appropriate. This may also be included on the visual schedule.

					List of teacher expectations and classroom routines. These can be placed inside the student’s notebook for each class or be a part of the student’s mini-schedule.

					The classroom visual schedule showing the student’s academic and nonacademic classes, such as music class, lunch, recess, science, or geometry. Even though it is posted in the classroom, the student may need to keep a personal copy of this schedule with them during the school day.

					A mini-schedule that lists specifically what will occur during a class in the appropriate order, such as group work, test, silent reading, lecture, game. The learner needs one mini-schedule for each class.

					A symbol, such as a lightning bolt or asterisk, that communicates that a change in the schedule will occur. 

					Test reminders to remove the element of surprise. It is necessary to determine how many days before the test the reminder will be shared, what the reminder will look like, and how to ensure that the student understands the reminder and can successfully prepare for the test. 

					Hall pass and hall pass routine that allow the student to access home base, locker, bathroom, school nurse, run errands, and so forth. The routine stipulates whether the student can initiate use of the pass.

					A model of a completed assignment allows the autistic visual learner to better understand the expectations of the task. Models of assignments are also helpful for special educators and parents who may support the student to complete their work.

					Note-taking supports, which may include a complete outline that contains main ideas and details; an outline that contains main ideas with space (where the student fills in details); or a form that contains only outline numbers/letters (where the student adds main ideas and details). 

					A Travel Card (Carpenter 2002) that lists four to five student behaviors that require ongoing monitoring across classes, such as (a) turned in homework, (b) brought supplies to class, (c) participated in class, (d) needed home base, or (d) followed schedule independently. The student carries this card from class to class, and each teacher indicates the student’s performance during class, usually with a checkmark.

					Check-in charts to enhance teacher awareness of their students’ emotional states. As they enter each class, students complete a brief form that indicates how they feel. 
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