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PlayConnect

PlayConnect playgroups are supported playgroups 
for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 
developmental delays or behavioural concerns.

PlayConnect provides:

• • safe, supported play-based learning and peer engagement 

opportunities for children.

• • a space for parents, siblings and caregivers to connect with 

other families.

• • access to information, resources and links to services in your 

community.

Starting school is a major milestone for children. For families of 

children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), the transition to 

school may require additional thought, time, planning and support  

to make the process as smooth and as positive as possible.

PlayConnect Handbook — Transition to School is for families of 

children with ASD. The handbook provides information and serves 

as a road map for families to navigate the necessary steps for a 

smooth transition to school.
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Transitioning to 
School
Transition is the process whereby an individual 

moves into and adapts to a new environment.
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Moving to a new house or going on holidays involves a larger 

transition. Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) can 

find transitions, large and small, very difficult. The transition to 

school can feel like a giant step. Attending school with the ‘big’ 

kids for five days a week with new people, expectations and 

routines in a busy new environment can be overwhelming for 

most children. A successful transition to school is one where 

the overall experience is positive for the child.

The goal of a good transition is for your child to move into their 

new environment with a degree of confidence, where they feel 

secure in their new environment and connected to the people  

and routines. A significant transition, such as starting school,  

is not a one-off event. It does not begin when your child 

finishes at their early childhood education and care setting 

(e.g. daycare) and finish on the first day of school. A smooth 

transition to school begins in the year before your child starts 

formal schooling and continues into their first year at school.

Your child regularly encounters new situations and 

experiences small, everyday transitions such as going 

to the shops or visiting relatives or friends. 
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It can also be difficult for you to communicate the needs and 

supports your child may need to have in place, particularly if they 

are accessing a range of interventions. Parents are most often the 

link between their child’s current therapists and educators and the 

primary school. Discussing your child’s issues with new people can 

bring its own challenges

• • Your child may resist any change, let alone a big one like 

starting school.

• • Your child may have difficulty coping with the uncertainty  

of a new environment with new people.

• • Your child may experience anxiety due to the new environment, 

and this can impact their ability to participate in school 

activities.

• • Your child may have difficulty adjusting to a new environment 

with different expectations.

• • It may be challenging for your child to learn and understand  

the new school rules.

• • Your child may have difficulty expressing their needs and wants.

• • Your child may find it tricky to make new friends.

• • Processing and working within a new environment five days a 

week can be tiring, making it hard for your child to consistently 

self-regulate their behaviour.

• • The teaching approach can be a significant change from  

play-based learning to more formalised instruction

Transitioning to school may involve a few challenges 

for children with ASD:
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Exploring 
Schooling Options
Your choice of school may depend on your 

child’s capabilities and needs. It can be a 

difficult choice as it is hard to predict how 

your child will respond to different settings. 

You can research your options by organising 

a tour of the school, and where possible, 

speaking to parents whose children already 

attend the school.
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In Australia, all children have the right to attend their local mainstream, 

public school, regardless of needs or abilities. Your local school is 

determined by the catchment you live in. You may have the option 

of attending local schools outside your catchment zone if there are 

spaces available.

Mainstream School  

(Government)

Some government schools have special units within their mainstream 

school that children with additional needs may attend on a full-time or 

part-time basis

Support in a Special Unit within a Mainstream School  

(Government)

These schools may have specific criteria for enrollment and are 

usually designed to support children with intellectual disabilities 

or high learning needs. This may apply to children with autism 

spectrum disorder who require substantial support. In some states, 

there are government schools that offer specialised programs for 

children with ASD.

Specialised Support School / Special School 

(Government)

Types of Schooling Options
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It’s important to note that each school in the Catholic and Independent 

sector has different enrolment policies and procedures. You will need 

to check the individual school’s webpage or contact them directly to 

identify their policy for enrolling children with a disability, particularly 

if they are a school that often has more applicants than places.

Non-Government Schools 

(Catholic and Independent)

These are independent schools, so there will be fees involved. In 

some schools, part of the fee may be subsidised by the government. 

A school may offer full-time or part-time options. For part-time 

options, your child may attend mainstream school on the other days.

Autism Specific School 

(Independent)

To homeschool your child, you need to apply to the state or territory 

where you live. Each state and territory has its own regulations for 

homeschooling.

Homeschool

11 Copyright PlayConnect 2019



State Age Variations

State First Year of 
School

Eligible for school 
when the child 
turns 5 by

Child must be 
in compulsory 
schooling by

Australian Capital 
Territory

Kindergarten 29th April in the 
year they start 
school

Age 6

New South Wales Kindergarten 31st July in the 
year they start 
school

Age 6

Northern Territory Transition (not 
compulsory)

Start when they 
turn 5

Age 6

Queensland Preparatory 30th June in the 
year they start 
school

Age 6

South Australia Reception 31st April in the 
year they start 
school

Age 6

Tasmania Preparatory 1st January in the 
year they start 
school

Preparatory

Victoria Preparatory 31st April in the 
year they start 
school

Age 6

Western Australia Pre-primary 30th June in the 
year they start 
school

Pre-Primary
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School ‘Readiness’

The concept of school ‘readiness’ is not as straight 
forward as it may seem. Children do not develop their 
abilities in an even, linear fashion or at the same rate. 
Some children might be considered school ready in 
some areas, but not in others.

The concept of school ‘readiness’ is not as straight forward as it may 

seem. Children do not develop their abilities in an even, linear fashion 

or at the same rate. Some children might be considered school ready 

in some areas, but not in others.

A child does not need to know all their numbers and letters before 

starting school. However, some parents feel that giving their child  

an additional year to mature will help their ability to concentrate,  

make friends and follow the expectations of the school day.

The states have different rules on what qualifies a child for a delayed 

entry or repeated year in early childhood education and care (ECEC). 

In some states, a child may postpone their entry to school if they have 

developmental delays in at least two areas of their development (e.g. 

social and emotional, cognitive, self-care, communication) and if it is 

probable that they will have a better outcome from continuing with 

their ECEC service than at school. If you are considering delaying 

entry for your child, it is best to speak to your child’s ECEC educator 

and the school that your child is likely to attend. In some states, the 

choice to delay your child’s entry is yours. In others, it may need the 

approval of the principal.

At the moment, there is limited evidence on which option is better. 

The choice comes down to each child’s needs and the educational 

quality and support that is available to them in both the ECEC  

settings and school education.
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“ Some of the most important elements 
of helping children to be ‘ready for 
school’ relate to their health and 
wellbeing, and their confidence that 
school will be a positive experience for 
them and that they will feel supported 
by positive relationships. When children 
are happy to be at school, and feel 
valued, learning will be optimised. 
Developing strong, authentic, positive 
relationships is central to this.”
State of Victoria  

(Department of Education and Training) 2017
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Starting School 
Recommended Age  
vs. Delayed Entry

• • 5 days a week at school mean children receive more contact time  

in an educational setting.

• • Schools can offer additional support staff and equipment.

• • If your child needs specific interventions with trained staff  

(for example, to use alternative and augmented communication), 

it might be best that they start those interventions at the relevant 

schools sooner rather than later.

• • Delaying entry can be more costly due to additional childcare costs.

Starting school ‘on time’

• • Just because a child has reached a certain age, doesn’t mean 

that they have the expected skills in place to start school. This 

approach considers the ‘stage’ rather than the ‘age’ of a child.

• • There is some evidence that children who start school at an older 

age can have better educational outcomes.

• • Extra time for your child to mature can mean they are better able 

to self-regulate and will, therefore, experience a more positive 

start to school.

• • As schools become more structured and instructional in approach, 

longer exposure to play-based learning can benefit a young child.

Delayed entry
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Many schools will give you a tour to help you get a feel for the place. 

You can usually contact the school to arrange an appropriate time.

Make contact with your chosen school about six to eight months 

before your child is due to begin the enrolment process. When you 

enrol your child, make sure you disclose the details about your child’s 

needs to give the school ample time to consider how they can best 

support them. You can also ask your child’s current care provider to 

write a statement about your child’s needs and the supports they use.

Involve your child in the process as much as possible to support their 

self-confidence. This could include taking your child on tours of the 

school, talking about their new school and listening to their thoughts 

and feelings regarding the new school.

Connecting with Schools

It is worth exploring options from a year or more before 
your child is due to start school. If you are looking into 
private schools, particularly ones in high demand, you 
may need to start earlier.
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What to Share 
with the School?

The more information the school has regarding your 
child, the more ready they will be to support your child’s 
transition to school. You may wish to share:

• • your child’s thoughts and feelings regarding school, including a 

ny aspects they may feel confident or concerned about.

• • your child’s interests, strengths and abilities.

• • strategies for your child to participate as independently in school 

activities as possible (e.g. visual supports to allow them to 

communicate, supports to help manage self-care tasks).

• • supports used for your child’s expressive and receptive 

communication.

• • successful prompts.

• • situations which may trigger a stress response and strategies  

to overcome these.

• • successful behaviour management techniques.

• • activities that motivate, regulate or soothe your child.

• • aspects of the school day/curriculum that your child may have 

difficulty participating in and may need additional supports for, 

such as swimming or excursions.

• • assessment and therapy reports, including interventions they have 

received and are currently accessing.
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Transition Statements
If your child attends an early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

service, their educator will usually write a transition statement to 

help communicate your child’s skills, abilities and interests to help the 

new school get to know your child. They can also include additional 

information such as strategies that work with your child, behavioural 

triggers, sensory needs and supports that help their communication. 

These are written at the end of the year just before your child starts 

school. 

You can ask your early childhood education and care service to write 

you a statement earlier in the year, when you initially enrol your child 

in school.
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Connect with your child’s school early in the year before 

they are due to start as this gives the school plenty of  

time to prepare for your child’s smooth transition.

Create a photo book about your child’s school and their 

school routine. Some schools will have books with photos 

already made.

Create a ‘virtual visit’. Record the journey from the front 

gate to your child’s classroom using a smartphone or 

tablet. Allow your child to play this journey many times 

before school starts, and in the car on the way to school. 

You could also create other virtual visits such as moving 

from the classroom to the library, or the classroom to the 

toilet.

Visit the school. If possible, arrange a visit for outside 

school hours as this will be less overwhelming than  

visiting a busy and noisy setting. Each time you visit, point 

out where you will drop your child off, where your child’s 

classroom is, where the toilets are, where they will have 

lunch, where they will play, and where you will pick them 

up at the end of the school day.

1.

4.

3.

2.

Top Tips for Getting Your 
Child Ready for School
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Read stories about starting school. Many can be found  

in your local library.

Connect with families whose children will also be new  

to the school. Arrange some playdates to help them get  

to know each other.

6.

5.

Make sure your child has realistic expectations for school. 

Talk to them about what challenges they might face but 

frame it in a positive way, by talking through the strategies 

they can use to overcome them.

7.

Talk about the new rules they will have to follow, introducing 

one at a time, and where possible practising them at home. 

Make a game of playing school. New rules could include:

• • coming into class when they hear the bell.

• • asking to go to the toilet.

• • playing in specific areas.

• • lining up when they move through the school

8.
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Many schools now offer school experience sessions before 

the new school year. These sessions are an opportunity for 

school staff to get to know your child and get an idea of 

which strategies may support them. Your child also gets a 

taste of what it’s like at school.

Practise getting ready for school by putting on the 

uniform and packing a school bag in the weeks leading 

up to your child’s first school day. You could make a visual 

checklist of the items that need to be packed (e.g. hat, 

spare clothes, drink bottle, box) so your child can build 

independence by making sure they have everything ready. 

Before school starts, pack a few lunches in their school 

lunch box, so they can practise opening and closing the 

containers and wrappers.

11.

12.

Top Tips for Getting Your 
Child Ready for School

You may need to explain the reasons for new rules (e.g. 

you need to ask before you go to the toilet so the teacher 

knows where you are; you have to go back to class when 

the bell goes because that means it’s time for learning.)

If your child has a sibling who already attends school, 

encourage them to share their experiences.

9.

10.
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Ensure your child knows about the arrangements for 

before and after school. If needed, visual reminders can  

be attached to your child’s bag (e.g. a picture of the family 

day carer who is picking them up).

13.

Label all your child’s belongings, so it is easier for them to 

manage their things

Encourage your child’s self-help. This can include:

• • looking after their belonging and putting things where 

they belong (e.g. when they take their hat off, they will 

put it in their bag).

• • being able to dress themselves.

• • using the toilet and washing their hands.

• • managing their lunch box, including opening 

containers, unwrapping food, opening and closing 

their water bottle

15.

14.
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Let’s Start School
Once your child has started school, continue 

to support their adjustment and maintain 

communication with the school.
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Once School Starts
A communication book is a way to keep regular contact with the 

teacher. Use a small notebook to inform the teacher of new skills your 

child has learned, challenges they have attempted, that they have had 

a difficult weekend, or haven’t slept well. The teacher can also use 

the book to communicate about their achievements at school as well 

as areas where they may need support. A communication book also 

shows your child that their carers and teachers are working together  

to support them.

Be aware that your child is likely to be very tired, especially by the 

end of the week. Make sure you have strategies and a good routine in 

place to ensure they get a healthy dinner and an early bath, so they 

get to bed at a reasonable time each evening. Healthy food and a 

good night’s sleep give your child the best chance of regulating their 

emotions.

Display visual supports for the activities (e.g. library, swimming) that 

occur each day.
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Explore your options and find out about the schools in your area, 

including specialist schools or autism-specific schools if necessary. 

If you are considering a delayed entry or you think your child might 

need to be enrolled in a specialised-support or special school, start 

discussing this with your child’s current educators and therapists. 

Arrange to visit and tour potential schools. Be aware of each school’s 

catchment area and enrolment processes where applicable. Term 2 

can be a good time to enrol your child as it gives the school plenty 

of time to prepare. However, schools do have different enrolment 

procedures and some may require you to start the enrolment process 

earlier

Use this term to collect information on your child that you can 

share with their new school. Communicating with the school gives 

them time to understand your child’s needs so they can support the 

transition process and prepare for your child to make a smooth start.

Identify who will be supporting your child’s transition to school. 

This will vary from school to school. It may be the principal, a 

deputy principal or the school’s special education teacher. Discuss 

the transition options that are available to your child (e.g. school 

visits, contact between the school and your child’s early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) service.)

Term 2

Term 3

Transition Timetable

The process of transitioning to school usually begins 
early in the year before your child is due to start.
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Ensure information is gathered from all of your child’s key stakeholders 

(e.g. ECEC educators, therapists) to share with the school.

Attend school orientation days.

Arrange outside school hours care (OSHC) if needed.

Connect with your child’s teacher and discuss how the beginning of the 

first day of school may need to be approached. For example, your child 

may need a quiet space to begin the day. You might arrange for them 

to be greeted by a familiar adult and for them to be directed toward a 

preferred activity to help them settle in.

Identify any other parts of the day where your child may need support 

with (e.g. playtime, managing their lunch box).

Term 4

Your child’s transition to school doesn’t end when they start.  

Discuss your child’s progress with their teacher and support people 

through a communication book, informal chats and by making 

dedicated appointments to review their progress and needs.

When School Begins
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State Transition Supports
All states offer Early Days Workshops, including a Progression to 

School workshop. To see what Early Days Workshops are currently 

on offer in your state visit the site here.

The “Progression to School” workshop might not be scheduled 

for delivery early in the year. Please check the website regularly 

or contact the relevant organisation in your state to enquire if you 

would like to attend this workshop.

This service is available for children from birth to 6 years of age who have a 

disability or developmental delay. Early childhood intervention advisors can 

offer support on a range of your child’s needs, including helping to plan your 

child’s entry into schooling.

https://nt.gov.au/learning/special-education/early-childhood-intervention-
services

Early Childhood Intervention Services

NT

A free Individualised support program for children from 0 to 5 years of age 

with significant educational support needs due to diagnosed or suspected 

disabilities including support for transitioning into school.

https://education.qld.gov.au/students/students-with-disability/succeeding-with-
disability/early-childhood-programs

Early Childhood Intervention Services

QLD
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This is coordinated by an early childhood educator. A meeting with key 

stakeholders to discuss transition is usually organised by term 3 before your 

child is due to start school.

https://www.education.vic.gov.au/childhood/professionals/needs/pages/psg.aspx

Program Support Group

VIC

TAS

A free, play-based program for children from 0 to 4 years of age and their 

carers based at local schools and/or child and family centres.

https://www.education.tas.gov.au/parents-carers/parent-fact-sheets/launching-
into-learning/

Launching into Learning Program

Supports children with a disability or developmental delay from birth to school 

entry, including programs to help with the transition to school.

https://www.education.tas.gov.au/parents-carers/early-years/early-childhood-
intervention-service/

Early Childhood Intervention Service

Playgroups which are connected with or near schools to help support families 

build connections with the school and staff.

https://www.education.wa.edu.au/connecting-playgroup-and-school

Enhanced Transition to Schools Project

WA

Centres set up at or near local primary schools for children up to eight years 

of age to help support development. The centres provide workshops and the 

support of various health professionals.

https://childandparentcentres.wa.edu.au/

Child and Parent Centres
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