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TRANSITION PLANNING
Transitions are a part of everyday family life. The developmental 
stages a child goes through from birth to adulthood lead to changes 
in behaviors, family dynamics, and daily routines. Changing schools or 
classrooms, advancing a grade, turning 18, a change in a caregiver’s work 
schedule, a family move, the loss or relocation of a supportive person or 
friend, and other transitions can all have a big effect on a youth and their 
family. Service-related changes such as the replacement of an important 
member of a treatment team, moving to a new service provider, moving 
into the adult service system, and starting or ending a service are also 
important changes in a youth’s and family’s life that require transition 
planning. 

Transition planning is the process of preparing for these life changes and 
navigating through them so that the family, service providers, and formal 
and informal supports are all working together to support and guide the 
youth and family as they transition into a new phase of life. The process 
also includes celebrating successes and milestones.

When starting a new service, transition planning for the end of that 
service should begin soon after the service starts so that everyone is 
working towards a shared vision of what comes after the service ends. The 
Family Partner gauges when the caregiver is ready for this conversation 
and includes as many natural and informal supports into the process as 
possible.

The Family Partner supports the caregiver throughout 
the transition planning process and collaborates with the 
youth, caregivers, service providers, school staff, state agencies, and 
others to ensure successful transitions. The Family Partner plays a unique 
and important role in helping the caregiver understand and successfully 
navigate periods of change that can bring stress and uncertainty. It is 
a time when the Family Partner can share their own experience of life 
transitions to inspire hope and help the caregiver draw on their strengths 
and the strengths of their child to successfully move into a new phase of 
their life. The Family Partner can also help the caregiver celebrate the 
progress they and their child have made as they move from one phase 
of life to the next.
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Expect and plan for life changes and transitions

•	 At intake, discuss transition planning with the caregiver and identify 
clear markers for when the Family Partner service is no longer needed.

•	 Check in with the caregiver often about what is going on with them and 
their youth and any changes that may be coming up.

•	 Any transitions that you know are coming up should be discussed in 
regular meetings with the caregiver, service providers, school staff and 
teachers, and other important members of the family’s support network.

	» Educate the caregiver on important rules and timelines for transi-
tions such as the end of school-based services, hospital discharge, 
or aging out of services.

	» Engage the caregiver and other family members in this process 
as soon as possible so that the youth can develop the life skills 
needed to succeed in the next phase of their life and so that the 
caregiver and service providers can put in place any supports the 
youth will need.

	» Explore whether the caregiver might need any changes to the 
services to support them through the transition.

	» Work with the caregiver on strategies to support the youth and 
family through transitions.

•	 Discuss unexpected changes and life transitions in meetings with the 
caregiver and service providers.

•	 Support the caregiver in informing service providers, the youth’s school, 
and other important members of the family’s support network about 
unexpected life changes.

•	 Meet with the caregiver as needed to address unexpected life changes 
(such as loss of job, the youth’s hospitalization, or a parental medical 
emergency).

•	 Discuss how the youth’s developmental stage can affect transitions. 

•	 Discuss the caregiver’s own experience with transitions and how this 
may help them support their child and family in the current situation.

•	 Discuss with the caregiver which family members, teachers, natural 
supports, and service providers should be told about the transition.
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Develop and implement a transition support plan

•	 Identify the potential impact of a transition on family life, such as the 
caregiver’s work schedule, the youth’s morning routine, transportation 
to school, and siblings’ needs and schedules.

•	 Educate the caregiver about a provider’s transition planning process 
and the family’s role in that process.

•	 Adjust the Family Partner service to focus on helping the caregiver gain 
the specific skills and knowledge that will be most helpful to them in 
times of transition.

•	 Work with the caregiver to identify the kinds of support they, their child, 
and other family members need throughout the transition process; 
emphasize building a support system of trusted friends, family, and 
community members.

•	 Support the caregiver in working with service providers to put in place 
needed supports and in explaining to service providers how they can 
support the youth and caregiver as they move through the transition.

	» Collaborate with other service providers in this process.  
(see “Collaborating with External Providers”)

•	 Work with the caregiver to determine ways to maintain important 
routines, such as self-care, family time, and meals, and include these in 
the transition support plan.

•	 With the caregiver and other service providers, explore which parts of 
the transition support plan are successful and which ones should be 
improved. 

•	 With the caregiver and others, update the transition support plan as 
needed, including changing goals, priorities, and timelines.

•	 Support the caregiver and service providers in assessing the youth’s 
safety plan, and update the plan as needed.
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Support the caregiver through life transitions

•	 Support the caregiver in working with the youth’s school and teachers 
to maintain successful school routines and ensure that a youth’s educa-
tion plan (for example, 504 Plan, IEP, Behavior Support Plan (BSP)) is 
implemented throughout the transition.

	» Include independent life skills and vocational training, as relevant.

•	 Educate the caregiver on their child’s legal rights based on the youth’s 
age.

•	 Help the caregiver understand that at age 18 most youth have the legal 
right to end services.

•	 Be supportive of the caregiver’s feelings, fears, hopes, and worries asso-
ciated with life transitions, especially the youth’s transition to adulthood 
or when moving into another service or service system. 

	» Talk openly with the caregiver about their loss and grief associated 
with life transitions. 

	» Help the caregiver identify places in their life that inspire hope and 
celebrate family successes.

•	 Encourage connections with natural supports during transitions.

•	 Encourage the caregiver to use the transition plan to support their child, 
family, and themselves through transitions.

Assist the caregiver in accessing services during times of transition

•	 Help the caregiver use the transition support plan to:

	» Understand the expectations and activities involved in the transi-
tion process.

	» Actively engage and participate in transition activities and services.

•	 Help the caregiver connect with the services, supports, and resources 
in the transition plan.

•	 Follow up with the caregiver to find out if the service, supports, and 
resources identified in the plan were effective and accessible.

•	 Assist the caregiver in bringing back to the transition planning process 
any challenges they experience or concerns they have related to the 
transition support plan.
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Support the caregiver as their child transitions to young adulthood

•	 Support the caregiver in understanding the youth’s strengths and chal-
lenges as they prepare for adult life.

•	 Help the caregiver communicate these strengths and challenges to 
service providers, such as occupational therapists and clinicians.

•	 Encourage the caregiver to have conversations about expectations at 
home and for engagement in services after age 18.

•	 Explore with the caregiver the youth’s needs that may require adult 
services or insurance benefits.

•	 Help the caregiver talk about these needs with providers, and advocate 
for their child to access adult-serving services.

•	 Help the caregiver connect to others, including other caregivers, with 
expertise in young adult services and supports and navigating these 
systems.

•	 Coach the caregiver on how to encourage the youth to develop more 
autonomy in seeking, accessing, and participating in services.

•	 Encourage the caregiver to involve the family’s and youth’s natural 
supports as a way to strengthen relationships, work positively together, 
and enhance the youth’s self-advocacy skills as well as decrease their 
reliance on professionals and service systems.

•	 Help the caregiver negotiate their relationship with their child to deter-
mine how to best support the youth after they turn 18.

	» Explore whether legal guardianship is an option the caregiver and 
family might want to consider, including educating the caregiver 
on its limitations, process, and timeframe. This option should 
be considered with as much time as possible before the youth 
turns 18.
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Respond to unexpected service endings

•	 When there are signs that the caregiver wants to stop engag-
ing in services, respectfully but persistently try to re-engage them. 
(see “Engaging Families”)

	» Explore and validate the caregiver’s concerns about services.

	» Collaborate with the caregiver and other service providers on ways 
to increase engagement.

	» Support and encourage the caregiver in these new approaches for 
participating in services.

•	 When a service ends in an unplanned manner, contact the caregiver to 
understand what happened and discuss next steps.

	» Ask if the caregiver wants help with finding other services, supports, 
referrals, contacts, or information.

	» Provide information as needed and requested by the caregiver.

•	 Support the caregiver in ending the service, such as by saying good-bye, 
completing discharge paperwork, etc.

•	 Explore with the caregiver how they can support and guide the youth 
through the unexpected change.
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