Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders
https://doi.org/10.1007/540489-026-00586-6

REVIEW PAPER

®

Check for
updates

Teachers’ Perspectives on the Transition of Autistic Students to
Secondary Education: a Systematic Literature Review

Marta Becerril'® - Patricia Pérez-Fuster?

Received: 9 August 2025 / Accepted: 10 August 2026

- Maria Dolores Ordéiiez De La Torre' - Mechthild Richter?

© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2026

Abstract

In the context of inclusive education, it is essential to identify the educational conditions associated with a successful
transition from primary to secondary education for autistic students. This systematic review, conducted following the
PRISMA approach and a thematic synthesis method, aimed to analyze teachers' perceptions of strategies and practices
that support this process. Ten articles published between 2006 and 2023, involving data from 323 teachers, were reviewed.
Six key themes emerged: (1) transition planning process; (2) challenges and objectives; (3) facilitators and barriers to the
transition process; (4) collaboration among stakeholders; (5) teaching and organizational practices; and (6) professional
development and working conditions. The findings underline the value of using teachers' experiences as a meaningful

contribution to shaping inclusive practices.
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Inclusion

The transition from primary to secondary education, which
usually occurs between the ages of 10 and 14, coinciding
with the beginning of adolescence, is crucial for students
(Jindal-Snape et al., 2020; Strand, 2020). This transi-
tion involves significant emotional, academic, social, and
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organizational challenges. In particular, it is seen as an
important time when students generally move to a larger
and more heterogeneous school, with higher expectations
of academic achievement, independence, and less scaffold-
ing from teachers (Hanewald, 2013). In addition, impor-
tant changes occur at the social level, with concern for
peer group acceptance being one of the factors influencing
increased levels of anxiety and a decline in academic per-
formance and motivation (Frey et al., 2009; Goldstein et al.,
2015; Nelemans et al., 2018). Although some of the nega-
tive effects, such as a decrease in academic performance,
have been described in the short term, research indicates
that, for many students, this transition is a critical process
and a time when they need adequate support and guidance
(Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012).

Children with special educational needs (SEN) may
experience more difficult primary—secondary transitions,
and they can benefit from personalized transition planning
tailored to their needs (Cantali, 2019; Neal & Frederickson,
2016). Over the last decade, the number of autistic students
progressing to secondary education in mainstream schools
has increased in most European and other high-income
countries (Leifler et al., 2021; Lord et al., 2022).

The literature on transition in autistic students describes
mixed experiences. Autistic students have been identified
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as a particularly vulnerable group to experience difficul-
ties during their transition to secondary education (Peters
& Brooks, 2016). There is evidence of increased levels of
psychopathology in autistic students during this academic
transition. For example, Fortuna (2014) evaluated the socio-
emotional distress suffered by autistic students who enter
secondary education. This study identified different degrees
of stress and anxiety that the students themselves related to
their concerns about making friends, maintaining those rela-
tionships, or even the fact that they had received harassing
comments. In this respect, it should be taken into account
that during the secondary education stage, autistic students
are more likely to be victims of bullying (Matthias et al.,
2021; Ochi et al., 2020). Costley et al. (2021) reported that
autistic students experience high levels of anxiety through-
out their secondary education, despite support put in place
by some schools. Sources of anxiety included other people's
behavior, fear of the unknown, and sensory sensitivities.
On the other hand, research has suggested that for some
autistic children, the transition experience can be positive
and overcome initial negative expectations (Dann, 2011;
Hannah & Topping, 2012). One study revealed that while
autistic students adapt positively, their levels of adaptation
are lower than those of their typically developing peers
(Hebron, 2018). This same study indicated that transition
can be a positive experience for autistic students, but they
need support during this process and throughout secondary
education. Mandy et al. (2016) assessed levels of psychopa-
thology, adaptive functioning, and victimization in the final
year of primary school and after one term of secondary edu-
cation. Even though they found no evidence of increased
difficulties during the transition, they described high lev-
els of psychopathology and maladjustment during primary
school, which persisted into secondary school.

Whelan et al. (2024) developed a study in which autistic
traits (internalizing and externalizing problems, challenging
behavior, sleep problems, executive functioning, and aca-
demic ability) were associated with school transition out-
comes. Larney and Quigley (2006) identified several skills
that are essential for student success in secondary education,
noting that autistic students may face challenges in develop-
ing these skills. These skills included coping with everyday
conflicts, developing and maintaining friendships, manag-
ing unstructured time, participating in group work, adapting
to schedule changes, and processing verbal communication.

In this context, the literature indicates that preparation
can be key to successful transition (Hannah & Topping,
2012) and that this vulnerability can be mitigated by pro-
tective factors related to the characteristics of educational
conditions and practices. For example, Stack et al. (2020)
concluded that the successful inclusion of autistic students
in mainstream secondary schools depends on tailoring
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supportive features of the school environment to their indi-
vidual needs. Their study examined the perceptions of chil-
dren and parents regarding school transitions, highlighting
the importance of preparation in reducing children's anxi-
ety. The proposed strategies included sharing experiences of
success and providing sufficient time for students to famil-
iarize themselves with the new school environment through
extended visits before transitioning. They also emphasized
the critical role of positive relationships with peers and
school staff, as well as the structured secondary school envi-
ronment, which can be enhanced through adjustments to the
curriculum and the implementation of differentiated and
supportive systems and structures. Although it is not a spe-
cific model to promote the transition between primary and
secondary education for autistic students, the Taxonomy for
Transition Programming 2.0 (Kohler et al., 2016) offers a
structured approach for planning different transitions for
young people with special educational needs. One of its
main contributions is its focus on five key practices: stu-
dent-focused planning, student development, interagency
collaboration, family engagement, and program structures.
In this sense, there is limited knowledge about the educa-
tional conditions and practices that can facilitate or hinder
the transition of autistic students. To identify these factors,
the importance of considering the perspectives of differ-
ent stakeholders, such as students, families, and educators
is widely recognized throughout the literature (Bruck et al.,
2022; Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). Teachers play an integral
and multidimensional role in supporting the transition of
autistic students from primary to secondary education. They
are part of the process either in the beginning and preparation
or at the receiving end, when they welcome new students in
their classrooms. Teachers are often an important source of
information for parents, they prepare students, may exchange
with colleagues from other schools, and support the students
in their new environments. Therefore, they are designers of
the transition process and involved individuals at the same
time. On the other hand, they are usually only involved in
one part of the transition process, depending on whether they
are primary or secondary school teachers. Studies show that
differences in primary and secondary school pedagogy and
didactics, and a lack of exchange of information, can lead to
a transition process that does not prepare the students ade-
quately for the new school (Goos & Decelle, 2016; Makin
et al., 2017). Knowing that teachers often feel a lack of pre-
paredness and skills in working with autistic students (Bou-
jut et al., 2017), the manifold responsibilities of teachers in
the transition process may be experienced as overwhelming.
Previous systematic reviews have documented the perspec-
tives of other stakeholders, particularly autistic students
themselves, during the transition to secondary education
(Stack et al., 2020) and there is also evidence highlighting the
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challenges that these transitions pose for teachers, as well as
the strategies they employ to support students (Nuske et al.,
2018). Building on this existing body of work, developing
a deeper understanding of teachers’ perceptions in relation
to the complex role of teachers constitutes a complementary
contribution to the literature, as it provides an integrated per-
spective on how educators experience, interpret, and enact
their responsibilities throughout the primary—secondary tran-
sition process for autistic students.

The aim of this study is to perform a systematic literature
review on teachers' perceptions of strategies and practices
associated with the transition of autistic students from pri-
mary to secondary education. Specifically, it seeks to answer
the following research question:

What do teachers perceive as the key factors, strategies,
and practices that facilitate or hinder the transition of autis-
tic students from primary to secondary education?

Method

A systematic search strategy was developed for the iden-
tification of studies considering the PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analy-
ses Guidelines) approach (Page et al., 2021).

Eligibility Criteria: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The selection was limited to empirical studies. These stud-
ies explored the perceptions of general and special education
teachers regarding the specific educational transition of autis-
tic students from primary to secondary school, regardless
of their autism level, and language and cognitive abilities.
Although our review focused on teachers' perceptions, stud-
ies that additionally explored the perceptions of other stake-
holders, such as students and/or families, were also included.

The primary database search was restricted to studies
using qualitative and/or quantitative methodologies, pub-
lished in peer-reviewed scientific journals between 2013
and 2023 in English.

However, to enhance comprehensiveness and reduce the
risk of omitting relevant studies, citation searching (i.c.,
screening the reference lists of all studies meeting the eligi-
bility criteria) was conducted. Studies identified through this
search strategy were eligible for inclusion irrespective of
publication year, provided that they met all other predefined
inclusion criteria. In addition, a search was also performed
on specialized SEN websites published in languages mas-
tered by the authors (Spanish, German, and French). Stud-
ies identified through this search strategy in the languages
listed previously were eligible for inclusion, provided that
they met all inclusion criteria.

Studies referring to educational transitions between other
educational stages (e.g., the transition from preprimary
to primary education and/or from secondary education to
university) were excluded. Studies that did not provide a
teacher's perspective, as they focused exclusively on the
perspectives of the autistic students and/or their families,
were also excluded. Additionally, studies that referred to
the description of the psychopathological symptoms experi-
enced by these students during the transition and systematic
literature reviews were excluded.

Information Sources and Search Strategy

A systematic search was conducted in May 2024 in the
ERIC, Psychology Database, PubMed, Scopus, and Web
of Science electronic databases. The search strategy was
developed in accordance with the PICo framework (Popula-
tion, Interest, Context) proposed by the Joanna Briggs Insti-
tute (2014). The corresponding search terms for each PICo
component are presented in Table 1. The main search terms
included “autism”, “autism spectrum disorder”, “ASD”, and
“pervasive developmental disorder” (Population); “transi-
tion” (Interest); and “secondary school”, “middle school”,
and “high school” (Context).

Search strings were adapted to the specific syntax of
each database. Searches were conducted in the title and/or
abstract fields, depending on the database interface. In the
primary database search, the following limits were applied
where available: publication years (2013-2023), language
(English), and peer-reviewed journal articles. The complete
search strings for each database are presented in Table 2.

In addition, citation searching was systematically con-
ducted for all studies meeting the eligibility criteria, and
a search was also performed on specialized SEN websites
with content published in Spanish, German, and French.
The process of screening and selecting studies was facili-
tated by RefWorks bibliography management software.

Study Selection Process
The search performed according to the indicated strategy
yielded 382 results. In the first identification phase, coau-

thor 1 eliminated 6 duplicate articles. Therefore, 376 studies
were considered in the screening phase. Screening of titles,

Table 1 Search strategy

Concepts Search Terms

Population (P) “autism” OR “ASD” OR “perva-
sive developmental disorder”

Interest (I) AND “transition”

Context (Co) AND “secondary school” OR

“middle school” OR “high school”
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Table 2 Complete search strate-
gies for each database

Database

Search string

Fields searched

Limits applied

Records
retrieved*

ERIC

Psychology
Database

PubMed

Scopus

Web of
Science

Abstract (autism OR "autism spectrum
disorder" OR ASD OR "pervasive
developmental disorder") AND
abstract(transition) AND abstract
("secondary school" OR "middle
school" OR "high school")

Title (autism OR "autism spectrum
disorder" OR "ASD" OR "perva-

sive developmental disorder") AND
title(transition) AND ("secondary
school" OR "middle school" OR "high
school")

((autism [Title/Abstract] OR "autism
spectrum disorder"[Title/Abstract]

OR ASD|[Title/Abstract] OR "perva-
sive developmental disorder"[Title/
Abstract]) AND (transition [Title/
Abstract]) AND (secondary school
[Title/Abstract] OR middle school
[Title/Abstract] OR high school [Title/
Abstract])

(ABS (autism OR "autism spectrum
disorder" OR "ASD" OR "pervasive
developmental disorder") AND ABS
(transition) AND ABS ("secondary
school" OR "middle school" OR "high
school")

autism OR "autism spectrum disorder"
OR "ASD" OR "pervasive develop-
mental disorder" (Abstract) and transi-
tion (Abstract) and "secondary school"
OR "middle school" OR "high school"

Abstract

Any Field (Title,
Abstract, Subject
Terms)

Title/Abstract

Abstract

Abstract

2013-2023;
English;
Peer-reviewed

2013-2023;
English;
Peer-reviewed

2013-2023;
English

2013-2023;
English

2013-2023;
English

n=178

n=57

n=116

(Abstract)

abstracts, and full texts was primarily conducted by coau-
thor 1, who applied the predefined eligibility criteria to all
identified records. Study selection was therefore mainly car-
ried out by a single reviewer.

After the titles and abstracts were read, 322 studies were
excluded, so 54 reports were searched for retrieval. Five
reports were not retrieved, and 49 studies were assessed for
eligibility. After the full texts were read, seven studies were
selected through the database searches.

In addition, coauthor 1 subsequently conducted citation
searching, which led to the identification of two additional
studies published in 2006 and 2011. Furthermore, coau-
thor 4 also identified one additional study through a spe-
cialized website search published in French. All records
identified through these supplementary search methods
(i.e., citation searching and searches of specialized SEN
websites) were assessed using the same predefined eligi-
bility criteria.

Although most decisions were made by a single reviewer,
any uncertainties or borderline cases were discussed
between coauthor 1 and coauthor 4 until consensus was
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reached. As a result, 10 studies were included in the review.
Figure 1 presents the flow diagram of the process used for
the selection of studies.

Data Retrieval

Relevant data from the 10 included studies were extracted as
follows: (a) country where the empirical study took place;
(b) sample size, with the number of participating teachers as
well as other nonteacher participants (i.e., parents, students
and other professionals); (c) main objectives of the study;
(d) research method; and (e) research design.

Data Synthesis Method

The data synthesis was conducted in accordance with
Thomas and Harden's (2008) recommendations for the the-
matic synthesis of qualitative studies within the framework
of a systematic review. These authors described the process
of thematic synthesis in three stages that can overlap to
some degree, and we did so as follows:
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Identification of studies via databases and registers

Identification of studies via other methods

Records identified from:
Websites (n=1)
Citation searching (n = 2)

—
Records removed before
Records identified from: screening:
; Databases (n = 5) Duplicate records removed
H Registers (n = 382) (n=86)
]
!
—
Records screened Records excluded
(n =376) (n=322)

}

Reports sought for retrieval »| Reports not retrieved
(n=54) (n=5)

Reports sought for retrieval Reports not retrieved
(n=3) (n=0)

Screening

!

Reports excluded (n=42):
- Transition to University or
Adulthood (n = 5)
- Students without a specific
diagnosis of autism (n=11)
- Description of the
psychopathological
symptoms (n=1)
- Teachers' perceptions are
v not provided (n= 24)
- Intervention on transition
(n=1)

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n =49) —_—

Studies included in review

(n=10)

!

Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=3)

Reports excluded (n = 0)

[ included | [

Fig. 1 Flow diagram of the study selection process, including the identification and screening phases. A total of 10 studies were included in the

review after these stages.Adapted from Page et al. (2021)

In Stage I, coauthors 1, 2, and 3 compiled the con-
tent of the results sections of the selected studies into
a Microsoft Word document. Following the aim of this
review, only the parts that referred to teachers' percep-
tions were compiled, and those referring to other stake-
holders were excluded. The use of MAXQDA software
subsequently facilitated the synthesis method developed
in Stages II and III.

In Stage II, the compiled text was coded line by line by
the same coauthors. This process allowed codes to be created
inductively to capture the content of each sentence. Cod-
ers also considered the similarities and differences between
the codes to begin grouping them into broader themes, thus
creating an initial structure. Coauthors 1 and 2 focused on
analyzing the similarities and differences between the codes
to establish a definitive structure.

According to Thomas and Harden (2008), the creation of
descriptive themes remains closely aligned with the origi-
nal studies. In contrast, analytical themes involve a deeper
level of interpretation, where coders move beyond the pri-
mary studies to develop new constructs, explanations, or
hypotheses. In Stage III, coauthors 1 and 2 organized these
descriptive themes into a comprehensive structure. The final
framework was formed of initial codes, detailed subthemes,
and analytical themes.

Results
Description of the Studies

A descriptive summary of the 10 reviewed studies is shown in
Table 3. All studies were published from 2013 to 2023, except
those of Jindal-Snape et al. (2006) and Dann (2011), which
were identified through a search of the bibliographic refer-
ences of the selected studies. Nine studies were conducted in
English-speaking countries (i.e., Australia, Ireland, the UK,
and the US). One of them (i.e., Beaupré et al., 2017) was car-
ried out in the French-speaking part of Canada, which was
identified through a search of websites specializing in SEN.

The studies’ sample sizes ranged from 4 to 167 teach-
ers, with a total of 323 teachers included. The studies aimed
to gather information on teachers' perceptions of the edu-
cational practices implemented in schools to support the
transition of these students. They also sought to identify the
factors that facilitate this process. In addition, Cumming
et al. (2020) analyzed the degree to which the transition
planning practices used to support autistic students fit with
the Taxonomy for Transition Programming 2.0 previously
mentioned (Kohler et al., 2016). Jindal-Snape et al. (2006)
assessed differences between the perceptions of students,
family members, and teachers.

@ Springer
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Table 3 Descriptive summary of the included studies

Country N N (nonteachers) Objective Research Research
(teachers) Method Design
1. Beau-  Canada 25 11 students To report on good practices to facilitate the transition Qualitative Action
pré et al. 10 parents from elementary to secondary school and the inclu-  Observations Research
(2017) sion, in secondary school, of autistic students Semistructured
interviews
2.Cum-  Australia 13 8 parents To determine the characteristics of the transition Qualitative Cross-sec-
ming et al. plans and procedures developed for autistic students ~Semistructured  tional
(2020) and ID in mainstream schools. To analyze the degree interviews Pretransition
to which these characteristics are in line with the
Kohler et al. model (2016)
3. Dann England 18 6 students To explore the experiences of autistic students, their ~ Qualitative Longitudinal
(2011) 6 parents families and teachers during academic transition Focus-Group Pretransi-
tion and
Posttransition
4. Deacy Ireland 52 To identify good practices regarding planning, Quantitative and Cross-sec-
etal. process and strategies to facilitate the academic qualitative tional
(2015) transition of autistic students Questionnaire Pretransi-
with closed and  tion or
open questions  Posttransition
5.Dixon  Australia 4 2 students To explore the experiences of autistic students, their ~ Qualitative Cross-sec-
and Tan- 2 parents families and teachers about their academic transition Semistructured  tional
ner (2013) interviews Posttransition
6.Hoyet England 4 S students To identify the educational practices that autistic Qualitative Cross-sec-
al. (2018) 6 parents students, their families and teachers consider to Semistructured  tional
beneficiate academic transition interviews Posttransition
7. Jindal- Scotland 9 5 students To assess: Qualitative Cross-sec-
Snape et 4 parents * perceptions of autistic students, their families and ~ Semistructured  tional
al. (2006) S psychologists  teachers in relation to effective transition practices interviews Pretransition
2 Speech « existence of differences between the perceptions of
and language the different agents
therapist
8. Makin  England 18 15 students To identify factors influencing successful transition ~ Qualitative Longitudinal
et al. 16 parents Semistructured ~ Pretransi-
(2017) interviews tion and
Posttransition
9.Rodri- US 153 7 administra- To identify: Qualitative Cross-sec-
guez et al. tion staff * educational practices carried out by teachers to Online open tional
(2017) 14 others facilitate transition, questionnaire Pretransi-
* proposals for improvement considered by teachers tion or
and, Posttransition
» practices developed by teachers to favor family-
school collaboration during the transition process
10. Strna-  Australia 13 14 parents To explore the experiences of family members and ~ Qualitative Cross-sec-
dova et al. teachers of autistic students and/or Intellectual Dis-  Semistructured  tional
(2016) ability during academic transition interviews Pretransi-
tion or
Posttransition

All studies applied a qualitative methodology using sem-
istructured interviews as an instrument for data collection,
with the exceptions of Dann (2011), who used the focus
group technique, and Rodriguez et al. (2017), who used an
online questionnaire. Deacy et al. (2015) applied both quan-
titative and qualitative methods by collecting data through a
questionnaire with closed and open questions.

With respect to the research design, the majority of stud-
ies implemented a cross-sectional design, and only three
studies used a longitudinal research design, collecting data

@ Springer

either before and after the educational stage change (Dann,
2011; Makin et al., 2017) or several times after transitioning
(Beaupré et al., 2017).

Thematic Synthesis

The process of data synthesis resulted in a final structure
of 42 codes, 22 subthemes, and 6 overarching themes. The
identified themes and subthemes are shown in Fig. 2 and
described below.
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Early transition planning
Professional Student-focused transition planning
development Student involvement in transition planning
d .
Ongoing training for staff 220 n:;}'(l;:g Transition
Work conditions and teachers’ well-being planning
process
Challenges
Emotional challenges
Social challenges
Academic and organizational challenges
Teaching and Challenges
organizational _ Factors and
practices J—— ing objectives
autistic students’
Teaching strategies and resources transition to Objectives
Organizational measures secondary school Promoting social and communication skills

/

Collaboration
among
stakeholders

Collaboration between primary and secondary school teachers
Collaboration among secondary school stakeholders

School and family collaboration

Collaboration between teachers and external resources

Promoting functional and personal skills
Promoting learning strategies

Facilitators
Specific program of transition activities
Supportive relationships
Attitudes toward the inclusion of autistic students

Facilitators and
barriers to the
transition
process
Barriers
Barriers related to educational response to autistic students’ needs
Batriers related to family needs

Fig. 2 Structure of the thematic synthesis. The data synthesis process produced a final framework consisting of 42 codes, 22 subthemes, and 6

main overarching themes

Transition Planning Process

This theme was identified in the results of six studies. Teach-
ers referred to the conditions they felt should be taken into
account when designing the transition process.

Early Transition Planning The need for early design of
the transition plan was identified. As reported by Rodriguez
etal. (2017), “Teachers emphasized the suggestions to begin
the transition program earlier” (p. 14). Content referring
to students’ placement decisions for choosing secondary
school was also identified. Specifically, early decision-mak-
ing is needed about the secondary school placement of the
student. In Jindal-Snape et al. (2006), “Several stakehold-
ers suggested that an earlier and more proactive approach
to making placement decisions about all children/young
people with ASD would be beneficial” (p. 24). In this study,
teachers suggest making placement decisions before Febru-
ary of the last year of primary school to avoid uncertainty
and anxiety for all stakeholders. Furthermore, teachers
reported that delays in this decision-making prevented chil-
dren from important aspects, such as secondary school staff
visiting them in their primary school context.

Student-Focused Transition Planning The content refers
to teachers' perceptions of transition planning while consid-
ering the individual needs of autistic students. As reported
by a teacher in Rodriguez et al. (2017), “The students’ needs

should be the first priority when planning, not the school’s
budget” (p. 10). In Hoy et al. (2018), teachers referred to the
importance of having good knowledge of students in general
and their needs. They discussed “The importance of gather-
ing information about pupils” (p. 190) and “The importance
of staff having good knowledge of the child and their needs”
(p. 190). In this study, teachers also stated how they often
organized transitions around the students’ interests and in a
very flexible way to adapt to their needs.

Student Involvement in Transition Planning Teachers
reported the importance of child involvement in decision-
making in transition planning. In Deacy et al. (2015), “87%
of teachers agreed that the opinion of the student with ASD
should be sought during the preparation and transition
period” (p. 296). As reported in Makin et al. (2017), “Teach-
ers highlighted the importance of the child to be involved in
transition visits and in open discussions with their parents
and with the secondary school about their move as early
as possible” (p. 13). However, a lack of active involve-
ment among autistic students was identified in Makin et al.
(2017). This aspect was considered a serious concern by
teachers in Rodriguez et al. (2017).

Challenges and Objectives

The second theme was identified in the results of nine
studies. It includes teachers' perceptions of the challenges
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students face during secondary school due to emotional,
social, academic, and organizational adjustments. In addi-
tion, areas in which teachers felt it was important to prepare
autistic students were identified.

Emotional Challenges Teachers reported the emo-
tional challenges that autistic students are likely to face
in secondary schools. In one study, staff noted that the
transition experience of a group of autistic students was
similar to that of other students (Dann, 2011). Anxiety
around the change was identified by Deacy et al. (2015),
who reported that 43% of teachers indicated that autistic
students are challenged by the social-emotional aspects
of the transition. Across the revised literature, teachers'
perceptions of students' worries prior to school change
potentially contribute to their anxiety. These worries are
related to uncertainty about what to expect in the new
educational setting (Makin et al., 2017) and the fear of
being bullied (Hoy et al., 2018). In Makin et al. (2017),
“Teachers spoke of how the children, whilst anticipating
their move to secondary school, felt anxious and worried
because they knew things would be different and were
unsure of what to expect” (p. 12). Additionally, an SEN
coordinator in Hoy et al. (2018) said that “The biggest
question asked by pupils before the transition is about
bullying” (p. 188).

Social Challenges Teachers reported on the social
challenges that autistic students often face. Difficulties
with social skills were identified as a challenge by 83%
of the respondents in Deacy et al. (2015). Specifically,
they referred to the perception of greater peer support
during primary school than during secondary school. As
reported in Makin et al. (2017) about children’s peers in
primary schools, “They were generally very supportive
to them, mostly because they had known them for a long
time, and showed acceptance and patience towards their
differences” (p. 13).

Academic and Organizational Challenges Academic
adjustment is one of the challenges identified by many
teachers. Teachers in Makin et al. (2017) noted that differ-
ences in secondary school pedagogy were challenging for
children, and this aspect “was considered to be potentially
problematic for these children” (p. 13). The high number of
teachers that autistic students encounter in secondary school
is another significant factor in the transition process, identi-
fied by 33% of the respondents in Deacy et al. (2015). Addi-
tionally, studies have identified potential difficulties related
to the new physical environment because secondary schools
are generally much larger than primary schools (Makin et
al., 2017). This aspect was identified as a challenge by 53%
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of the respondents in Deacy et al. (2015). Finally, differ-
ences in the provision of support are also highlighted, as
reported in Makin et al. (2017) as follows:

The high level and consistency from teaching assis-
tants, which they felt allowed the children to access
both the curriculum and less structured times of the
day. Teachers spoke of the often-close staff—pupil rela-
tionships, which they felt would be very different to
what they would receive in secondary school (p.13).

Promoting Social and Communication Skills In various
studies, social and communication skills have been identified
as targets by teachers. In Beaupré et al. (2017), the develop-
ment of a social skills program was recognized as facilitating
inclusion during the transition. In Jindal-Snape et al. (2006),
primary school teachers considered a small workgroup
focusing on the child's social and communication skills
development as an effective measure, whereas secondary
school teachers emphasized intense support for the develop-
ment of social communication skills as a strategy for facili-
tating transition. In two other studies, teachers identified the
specific support needed for developing and keeping friends
as a priority (Makin et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2017).

Promoting Functional and Personal Skills Promoting
functional and personal skills was identified as a key objec-
tive across studies. Independence was identified by teach-
ers as the main aspect to be developed in autistic students
(Cumming et al., 2020; Makin et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al.,
2017). The responsibility of secondary school teachers in
developing this independence was highlighted in Makin et
al. (2017): “One difference emphasized by teachers was the
role of secondary schools in encouraging children to be as
independent as possible, fostering greater flexibility” (p.13).
Teaching self-determination skills was also mentioned by
teachers as a target so that students can meet their needs
independently (Rodriguez et al., 2017). The need to pro-
mote emotional skills to prepare students for their transition
was also discussed by teachers in Cumming et al. (2020).

Promoting Learning Strategies Teachers referred to the
need to promote learning strategies for students to cope with
the following aspects: frequent changes in routines (Rodri-
guez et al., 2017; Strnadova et al., 2016), working coop-
eratively, and academic demands from multiple teachers
(Rodriguez et al., 2017).

Facilitators and Barriers to the Transition Process

This theme was identified in the results of nine studies.
Facilitators are described considering the importance given
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to transition activities, supportive relationships, and atti-
tudes toward inclusion. Barriers are described considering
the needs of autistic students and their families.

Specific Program of Transition Activities Teachers
identified specific activities to be developed in primary
school to facilitate the anticipation of the characteristics of
the new educational setting. Visits to secondary schools of
autistic students are the most common practice (Beaupré
et al., 2017; Cumming et al., 2020; Dann, 2011; Deacy et
al., 2015; Dixon & Tanner, 2013; Hoy et al., 2018; Makin
et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2017). In addition, in Deacy
et al. (2015), induction days appeared as a more complex
and participatory activity than visits to help autistic stu-
dents become accustomed to their new school environment.
The importance of secondary school staff visiting primary
school autistic students has also been highlighted (Cum-
ming et al., 2020; Deacy et al., 2015; Hoy et al., 2018).
In addition, teachers described specific activities based
on visual support for autistic students to become familiar
with the new context. Anticipatory activities through social
stories were identified. Its use was described as a power-
ful strategy to be implemented before moving to the new
school (Cumming et al., 2020; Deacy et al., 2015; Hoy et
al., 2018) and afterwards (Deacy et al., 2015). The devel-
opment of anticipatory activities through video priming
strategies was also highlighted by primary and secondary
teachers in Deacy et al. (2015). Finally, secondary teachers
described other activities, such as providing a map of the
new school (Deacy et al., 2015; Dixon & Tanner, 2013) or
sending primary schools’ photographs of the places where
autistic students will be and of the staff they will be with
(Hoy et al., 2018).

Supportive Relationships Relationships between autistic
students and their teachers have been identified as important
conditions for facilitating transition (Cumming, et al., 2020;
Deacy et al., 2015). In Deacy et al. (2015), “90% agreed
that the relationship between the student with ASD and a
key staff member is crucial for successful transition” (p.
298). In addition, content refers to teachers' perceptions of
the importance of relationships with other school person-
nel, such as caretakers, psychologists, or support teachers
(Dann, 2011; Makin et al., 2017).

Teachers also highlighted the importance of the relation-
ships of autistic students with their peers (Cumming et al.,
2020; Makin et al., 2017). The following set of initiatives
was identified in secondary schools to promote the con-
struction of supportive relationships and socialization: the
involvement of peer volunteers through peer mentoring pro-
grams (Beaupr¢ et al., 2017; Rodriguez et al., 2017), buddy

systems (Dann, 2011; Deacy et al., 2015), circles of friends
(Deacy et al., 2015; Jindal-Snape et al., 2006), and lunch-
time activities (Deacy et al., 2015).

Attitudes toward the Inclusion of Autistic Students In
Jindal-Snape et al. (2006), primary school teachers indi-
cated that teachers’ positive expectations worked to support
transition. In particular, they referred to the importance of
confidence that autistic students could access the main-
stream curriculum in secondary education and the need to
avoid seeing autistic students as different from others. In
Makin et al. (2017), secondary school teachers stated that
having good knowledge and understanding of autism and
experience teaching autistic children was essential to sup-
port a positive transition. Finally, in Dann (2011), teachers
reflected on the importance of attitudes toward inclusion
during transition:

Staff also felt that attitudes of subject staff are impor-
tant and that all staff need to take responsibility for
these pupils to ensure inclusion: ... every teacher here
is a teacher of special needs and it’s trying to get that
message across (p. 302).

Barriers Related to Educational Response to Autistic
Students' Needs The secondary teachers highlighted the
lack of access to real mainstream environments (Jindal-
Snape et al., 2006) and the constraints of autistic students'
knowledge of visual support use (Hoy et al., 2018). For
example, teachers in Hoy et al. (2018) affirmed that “a lot
of kids carry visual supports with them and don’t necessar-
ily know how to use them because they need training and
practice” (p. 192). Teachers also identified other negative
conditions, such as the absence of adaptation to the physical
environment of secondary schools (Dixon & Tanner, 2013).
The teachers in this study stated that “There was no discus-
sion of the structure of the next year’s timetable, teachers,
classrooms, and allocated playground areas. In addition, no
reference was made to the day-to-day realities of the physi-
cal aspects of playground experiences” (p. 39). Finally,
teachers reported that inadequate resources and funding hin-
der the support provided to autistic students, making effec-
tive transitions challenging (Cumming et al., 2020).

Barriers Related to Family Needs Teachers identified
limited family knowledge of visual supports as schools
do not provide sufficient training for parents on how to
use them, limiting their ability to support their children at
home (Hoy et al., 2018). Teachers noted that some parents
of autistic students may be overly protective, which can hin-
der the child’s adaptation to new environments (Cumming
et al., 2020). Furthermore, in Makin et al. (2017), teachers
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perceived that parental anxiety or anticipation of too many
difficulties could influence their children, potentially affect-
ing the school’s ability to work effectively with the family
during transition.

Collaboration among Stakeholders

This theme was identified in the results of eight studies. The
results are presented across the following subthemes.

Collaboration between Primary and Secondary School
Teachers Teachers identified the following effective prac-
tices: (a) to support secondary staff in getting to know indi-
vidual children before they transition (Makin et al., 2017);
(b) to develop close liaison and communication between
primary and secondary resource teachers (Deacy et al.,
2015); and (c) to improve information sharing procedures
between schools (Cumming et al., 2020). Teachers have also
identified several conditions that limit this collaboration:
(a) a lack of time to visit primary schools and collaborate
(Cumming et al., 2020; Rodriguez et al., 2017; Strnadova et
al., 2016); (b) a lack of time for primary school teachers to
report detailed information about their students (Cumming
et al., 2020); and (c) tensions about who is mainly respon-
sible for transition success (Strnadova et al., 2016).

Collaboration among Secondary School Stakehold-
ers Teachers stressed the importance of secondary school
stakeholders’ collaboration and emphasized the following
positive practices: (a) sharing information about autistic
students among all staff members (Dann, 2011), including
the children’s individual education plan (IEP) (Makin et al.,
2017); (b) creating spaces to foster communication between
them about effective or ineffective strategies with particu-
lar students (Hoy et al., 2018); (c) adding flexibility to the
work schedule to encourage formal consultation among
stakeholders (Beaupré et al., 2017); and (d) facilitating the
exchange of teachers' knowledge and experience related to
an inclusive school culture (Beaupré et al., 2017).

School and Family Collaboration The importance of
school-home collaboration was perceived by teachers as
essential for a successful transition. Teachers indicated that
communication with parents was necessary (Cumming et al.,
2020; Dann, 2011; Deacy et al., 2015) and perceived fami-
lies as liaisons, considering discussions with them necessary
to build specific knowledge about the children in their new
context (Makin et al., 2017). In Cumming et al. (2020), pri-
mary and secondary school teachers reported that facilitating
communication with parents was one of their responsibilities
during transitions. In this study, teachers felt that they could
empower parents by (a) making them feel comfortable and
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encouraging open communication that allowed them to par-
ticipate in the transition process and IEP meetings; (b) facili-
tating their access to school; (¢) providing information on
school-family communication procedures; and (d) allowing
them to participate in early planning. Supportive measures
were implemented by secondary teachers to make the transi-
tion easier for families, including orientation days for par-
ents, informing them about their child’s transition progress
(Strnadova et al., 2016), and IEP meetings with parents and
school special education personnel (Rodriguez et al., 2017).

Collaboration between Teachers and External
Resources In Deacy et al. (2015), secondary school
teachers noted the value of external educational psychol-
ogy services as a beneficial resource, but primary school
teachers highlighted the need for more support from these
services. In addition, teachers in Beaupré et al. (2017)
stressed the benefits of the regular presence of specialized
resources within the school, as well as collaboration with
other schools in the community. In this study, teachers per-
ceived visits to schools with experience in the inclusion
of autistic students as an important strategy for learning
successful inclusion practices.

Teaching and Organizational Practices

This theme was identified in the results of six studies and is
described below.

Teaching Strategies and Resources Several orientations
regarding teaching strategies were identified to respond to
the needs of autistic students in secondary schools. One of
the main orientations involved supporting particular moti-
vations and developing individualized teaching strategies
for autistic students’ learning (Beaupré et al., 2017; Dann,
2011). In Beaupré et al. (2017), teachers mentioned how
they differentiated their instruction through practices to
maintain predictable routines and make transitions or task
changes more flexible. Furthermore, the teachers described
the use of an explicit teaching strategy through simple,
visual and sequential explanations, frequently providing
important information. In the long term, planning classes
to anticipate upcoming assignments and assessments and
allowing extra time to take exams were also mentioned by
teachers as important measures. Finally, content referring to
the use of resources for task organization, such as clear and
coded timetables (Dann, 2011; Deacy et al., 2015; Makin et
al., 2017; Strnadova et al., 2016) and task checklists (Strna-
dova et al., 2016), was identified.

Organizational Measures According to Beaupré et al.
(2017), the direct support service for autistic students was
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the main organizational measure at secondary schools. In
this study, teachers indicated that this service contributed
to student well-being, the maintenance of a good aca-
demic level, the improvement in social skills, and their
inclusion with peers in the regular high school class. In
Makin et al. (2017), teachers reported the importance of
having a designated "safe space" in the school to which
autistic students could go when they felt overwhelmed
by a situation. In addition, the general characteristics of
these schools that favor transition were identified. Teach-
ers expressed the belief that schools that were smaller
and had an accessible environment promoted success-
ful transitions (Cumming, et al., 2020). Finally, teachers
also stressed the need for more stability in the second-
ary school in which autistic students were enrolled. For
example, in Beaupré et al. (2017), teachers mentioned
that it should be guaranteed that they can complete all
years of secondary education in the same school. Fur-
thermore, organizational measures at the mainstream
classroom level were identified in Beaupré et al. (2017).
These measures refer to the need to have a support pro-
fessional, especially in classes with a high number of stu-
dents, and limit the number of subject-specific teachers.
Other studies have identified measures that combine the
attendance of autistic students in both mainstream and
special classrooms. Cumming et al. (2020) reported that
autistic students go to mainstream classrooms for some
subjects and to special units for others. In Dann (2011),
teachers described it as a positive experience in which
autistic students only went to mainstream classrooms for
limited subjects, such as tutorial periods, music, physical
education, and technology.

Professional Development and Working Conditions

The last theme was identified on the basis of the results of
four studies and is described below.

Ongoing Training for Staff The content referred to the
teachers' perceived need for appropriate training to improve
their skills in promoting the inclusion of autistic students.
The following arcas were identified: (a) general autism
characteristics, specific thinking patterns, motivation, com-
munication, and behavior management (Beaupré et al.,
2017); (b) implementation of visual supports (Hoy et al.,
2018); and (c) strategies to differentiate the curriculum and
assess the learning process (Jindal-Snape et al., 2006). In
Dann’s (2011) study, specialized teachers expressed diffi-
culty in offering training to all schoolteachers and pointed
to the lack of training. For example, a teacher stated, “When
inclusion first came about we were told that mainstream
schools would be given training to cope and sadly I think

most people have learned on the hoof as they've been going
along. I think training is a huge thing that needs support and
needs time" (p. 303).

Work Conditions and Teachers’ Well-being Teachers
and support staff have emphasized the emotional impact and
stress of working with autistic students, which contributes
to absenteeism and health problems (Dann, 2011; Jindal-
Snape et al., 2006). In Dann (2011), “Emotions run really
high, I think, when staff are dealing with pupils like this ... I
don’t think you can underestimate the stresses some of these
children put on staff” (p. 298). Furthermore, teachers con-
sider staff stability a key factor in implementing effective
intervention practices for the transition of autistic students
(Beaupré¢ et al., 2017).

Discussion

Emphasizing the significance of teachers' narratives is
essential for developing more effective interventions for
autistic students. This review sought to synthesize research
that explored how teachers perceive the transition of autis-
tic students from primary to secondary school, aiming to
understand important educational strategies and practices.
Furthermore, it is necessary to highlight that teachers’
experiences are shaped by the context they are part of. Non-
inclusive structures, lack of training, resources and staff
impact their daily work. The main results are discussed
below in light of the key factors identified. Implications for
practice, policy, and teacher education are presented in a
dedicated subsection.

The early design of transition plans was highlighted
across studies. Specific issues emerged concerning the
placement of autistic students in secondary schools, with
a particular need for early decision-making to alleviate
uncertainty, especially for families. This finding is consis-
tent with research indicating that planning and preparation
are essential for autistic students to successfully transition
(Stack et al., 2021; Waters et al., 2014). It was also identi-
fied as important for prioritizing the needs of autistic stu-
dents, which implies collecting comprehensive information
about them and adopting a flexible stance. Additionally,
there was an emphasis on involving autistic students in deci-
sion-making processes. Involving students in the transition
planning process seems to be a condition for a positive tran-
sition experience to secondary school, leading to a sense of
inclusion and belonging to the school community (Hebron,
2018). However, the literature reveals that autistic students
have minimal active involvement in the transition plan-
ning process (Chandroo et al., 2018; Webster et al., 2022).
Emotional challenges, including anxiety, were a common
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concern, with teachers highlighting autistic students' wor-
ries about uncertainty in the new educational setting and
fears of being bullied. Thus, the development of functional
and personal competencies such as self-sufficiency and self-
determination was identified as a key objective to facilitate
the transition. Teachers also stressed that autistic students
may encounter social challenges during their transition to
secondary school, and studies highlighted the importance
of developing social and communication skills. These find-
ings are consistent with research showing that the emotional
and social functioning of autistic students is particularly
vulnerable during the transition, requiring support strategies
(Fortuna et al., 2014). Continued challenges beyond the
initial transition also exist, with autistic students in main-
stream settings experiencing higher levels of anxiety and
anger than their peers without SEN (Hebron & Humphrey,
2012). Social positioning within the classroom also appears
relevant, as having a respected and valued role may sup-
port smoother transitions (Richter et al., 2019). At the same
time, teachers’ emphasis on developing students’ skills may
reflect a tendency to place responsibility for adaptation pri-
marily on autistic students rather than on contextual change.

Academic and organizational adjustment was identified
by teachers as a major challenge in the transition to secondary
school. Differences in pedagogy and school structure—par-
ticularly the shift to having multiple-subject teachers—were
perceived as especially difficult for autistic students. In sec-
ondary education, support was described as less frequent
and personalized, which may hinder students' access to the
curriculum and their ability to manage less structured parts
of the day. These findings align with Minnie’s (2024) study,
in which autistic students reported feeling overwhelmed by
the need to adapt to differing expectations across teachers.

Different specific activities have emerged as facilitators
of autistic students’ transitions. The most prevalent practice
involved visits to secondary schools, whereas secondary
school staff visiting autistic primary school students was
identified as a less frequent practice. Teachers described
specific activities based on the use of visual supports as
anticipatory methods: social stories, video priming, pro-
viding students with a map of the new school, and sharing
photographs of secondary school staff. Visual supports and
anticipatory strategies have traditionally been considered
important educational resources for autistic children (Jor-
dan, 1999; Jordan & Powell, 1995) and currently continue
to be useful, as stated in good autism education practice
reports (e.g., Guldberg et al., 2019).

Relationships between autistic students and their teach-
ers and other school personnel, such as caretakers, psy-
chologists, or support teachers, are crucial for a successful
transition. The importance of peer relationships for autistic
students is also recognized by secondary school teachers,
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who have developed a range of initiatives, including peer
mentoring programs, buddy systems, circles of friends,
and lunchtime activities. These findings imply the need to
ensure high levels of support and regular contact with key
adults in different areas and peers, highlighting the impor-
tance of developing trusting relationships.

Teachers’ attitudes toward the inclusion of autistic stu-
dents appeared to be another key factor in facilitating the
transition process. The secondary school teachers empha-
sized the importance of fostering inclusive attitudes, stating
that it is important for each subject teacher to understand
that they should take responsibility for supporting the inclu-
sion of autistic students. This finding is consistent with
previous research, which indicates that positive attitudes
toward inclusive education are essential for its successful
implementation (Dignath et al., 2022). Teachers' negative
attitudes toward autistic students can be a barrier to imple-
menting inclusive education, as these attitudes appear to be
associated with their daily teaching practices and the use
of strategies and interventions (Han & Cumming, 2022).
Several systematic reviews have focused on teachers' atti-
tudes toward the inclusion of students with SEN (van Steen
& Wilson, 2020; Yada et al., 2022) and autistic students in
particular (Gémez-Mari et al., 2022; Kofidou et al., 2017),
concluding that their attitudes impact inclusive practices.
Goémez-Mari et al. (2022) noted knowledge, experience, and
training as variables that moderate attitudes. This finding is
in line with ours, as secondary school teachers indicated that
a thorough knowledge of autism and previous experience
working with autistic students were crucial to facilitating
transition (Makin et al., 2017). Additionally, primary school
teachers stressed the importance of believing in the ability of
autistic students to succeed in mainstream secondary educa-
tion curricula. This result is congruent with other literature
highlighting the importance of expectations about the learn-
ing that autistic students can achieve, with low expectations
being a barrier to inclusion (Solis et al., 2019).

Barriers related to the use of visual supports were also
identified, particularly when students were not familiar with
them or when supports changed during transition. Another
barrier identified referred to the lack of adaptation of sec-
ondary school spaces to accommodate the needs of autistic
students transitioning. These findings highlight the impor-
tance of considering environmental and contextual factors
in inclusive education (UNESCO, 2005).

Collaboration emerged as a factor influencing the transi-
tion process across studies, with evidence highlighting both
challenges and effective practices at multiple levels. At the
inter-school level, the results outlined challenges and key
practices in facilitating the transition between primary and
secondary teachers. In the present study, limiting factors
included time constraints for visiting primary schools and
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a lack of time for primary school teachers to give full feed-
back on students' progress and needs. Teachers also consid-
ered the tensions between primary and secondary teachers
in terms of disagreements over who is responsible for ensur-
ing a successful transition as a barrier. On the other hand,
key practices included supporting secondary staff familiar
with autistic students before their transition, developing
close liaison and communication between primary and sec-
ondary teachers, and improving information-sharing proce-
dures between schools. These findings are consistent with
previous literature (Nuske et al., 2019). At the secondary
school level, the results also indicated the relevance of coor-
dinated interaction among staff members. Previous studies
have also shown the need for better communication between
professionals about transition plans and their implemen-
tation (Bruck et al., 2022). Reported practices included
sharing information about autistic students among all staff
members, creating spaces for communication between staff
about effective strategies, adding flexibility to work sched-
ules to encourage formal consultation, and facilitating the
exchange of teachers' knowledge and experience regarding
an inclusive school culture.

At the family-school level, communication with parents
was deemed necessary, with teachers perceiving families
as essential liaisons to understand individual children's
needs and plan the transition accordingly. Teachers also felt
responsible for empowering parents by facilitating commu-
nication, allowing participation, providing information, and
offering supportive measures such as orientation days and
IEP meetings. Similarly, previous research has also identi-
fied the utilization of parents' knowledge of their children
as an important condition for more authentic inclusion and
smoother transitions (Tso & Strnadova, 2017).

Teachers emphasized several key orientations related to
teaching strategies that are essential for addressing the needs
of autistic students in secondary schools. These orientations
include supporting individual motivations and develop-
ing personalized teaching strategies; maintaining predict-
able routines; employing explicit teaching through simple,
visual, and sequential explanations; planning classes in the
long term; and utilizing punctual resources for task organi-
zation, such as clear and coded timetables and task check-
lists. These strategies are part of the educational initiatives
that have been designed for autistic students for a long time
(Jordan, 1999; Jordan & Powell, 1995).

At the institutional level, there are organizational mea-
sures that teachers perceive as important in secondary
education to promote transition. Teachers emphasized the
importance of a direct support service for autistic students
as well as the provision of designated "safe spaces" for
autistic students. Smaller secondary schools, an acces-
sible environment, and stable enrollment procedures were

also deemed important by teachers. At the mainstream
classroom level, organizational measures included addi-
tional support teachers for autistic students, ensuring sta-
bility within class groups. The findings also highlighted
the effectiveness of organizational measures that combine
support in both mainstream and special classrooms. These
organizational measures can be seen as generally inclu-
sive actions and are also essential for reinforcing the tran-
sition process.

The need for professional training in several areas for a
successful transition, including (a) autism knowledge, com-
munication, and behavior management; (b) the implementa-
tion of visual supports; and (c) curriculum adaptations, has
been identified. Recent studies have shown how training
autism teachers in these and other related areas can have a
positive effect on students’ school experiences and inclusion
(Supianto, 2025; Tagavi et al., 2024).

Working with autistic students has been identified by
teachers as a source of stress and health issues. In line with
these findings, previous reviews and meta-analytic studies
have confirmed that special education teachers are particu-
larly vulnerable to burnout (Brunsting et al., 2014; Park &
Shin, 2020). However, evidence suggests that stress expe-
rienced by teachers is often linked not to the presence of
autistic students, but to insufficient support, training, and
systemic barriers (Roberts & Simpson, 2016). Another
finding to consider is the need for a stable team of teachers
within schools. High turnover of teachers can create addi-
tional stress during the already challenging transition to sec-
ondary school.

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Teacher
Education

Implications for Practice

The findings identify several actionable strategies to sup-
port autistic students during the transition to secondary edu-
cation. Early and structured transition planning appears to
be an important consideration, including timely decision-
making regarding school placement and the systematic
collection of individualized student information. A learner-
centered approach may facilitate this process by ensuring
that autistic students are actively involved in transition
planning and have opportunities to communicate their pref-
erences and needs. Anticipatory activities, such as school
visits and familiarization with staff and spaces, may also
be beneficial in supporting the transition. Supporting emo-
tional well-being is also essential. This includes addressing
anxiety related to uncertainty and bullying, and promoting
social inclusion through structured peer-based initiatives
such as buddy systems or mentoring programs.
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In classroom practice, teachers can support students'
transitions by taking existing friendships into account and
grouping students from the same primary school in the same
classes whenever possible (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Teachers
should implement predictable routines, explicit and struc-
tured instruction, and visual supports (e.g., social stories,
visual schedules, video priming) to increase environmental
predictability. Although a significant proportion of autistic
students benefit from visual supports, they need opportuni-
ties to learn and practise how to use them effectively, espe-
cially when these supports change during the transition.
Families may also benefit from guidance on how to help
children use visual supports and generalize their use across
home and other settings.

The findings also highlight the importance of facilitating
participation in cooperative learning and supporting naviga-
tion across multiple-subject teaching contexts. Importantly,
these practices should be embedded within inclusive envi-
ronments that promote interaction between autistic and non-
autistic students, rather than placing the responsibility for
adaptation solely on the autistic student.

The role of families in the lives of SEN students has also
been studied to date (Lupea et al., 2024), highlighting the
necessity of fostering parental confidence and assuaging
fears regarding their child’s condition to reduce anxiety
and overprotection (Issabayeva et al., 2024), among other
aspects, which can facilitate good transition and inclusion
practices. In general, involving families in the transition
planning process appears to be an important component
of a positive transition experience to secondary school,
leading to a sense of belonging to the school community
(Hebron, 2018).

Implications for Policy

At the policy level, the findings suggest the importance
of strengthening structural conditions that enable effective
transitions. Policymakers may wish to consider ensuring
the provision of adequate resources, staff, and training to
support inclusive practices across educational stages. The
findings also suggest that the development of coordinated
transition frameworks, including the potential implemen-
tation of dedicated transition coordinators may facilitate
continuity of support. Policies can also promote system-
atic collaboration between primary and secondary schools
by facilitating time and structures for communication, as
well as the use of secure digital platforms for information
sharing. In addition, clearly defining each stakeholder’s
responsibilities within the transition process (e.g., teach-
ers, support staff, school leaders, and families) may help
reduce ambiguity, improve coordination, and ensure
accountability.
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As outlined in the guidelines for inclusion (UNESCO,
2005), schools are responsible for making reasonable
adjustments, including those related to physical spaces,
which can help SEN students feel more comfortable.
Investments in inclusive school environments are therefore
essential, including the provision of safe spaces for autistic
students. Additionally, policies aimed at improving teacher
retention, reducing workload, and supporting teacher well-
being are important, as systemic factors significantly impact
both teacher experiences and student outcomes. To increase
SEN teachers’ retention and, in turn, improve transition and
inclusion practices, policymakers may wish to consider
measures in line with previous studies, which have high-
lighted the need to assess working conditions, offer financial
compensation, redistribute routine paperwork, and support
early-career teachers (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019).

The potential role of perceived support has been found to
decrease burnout by reducing stress and emotional exhaus-
tion among teachers (Langher et al., 2017). Considering this,
policymakers may also consider providing institutions and
teachers with as much effective support as possible, inform-
ing them of all the services they have access to and the col-
laborations they can build to find such support. This should
be especially the case for circumstances in which teachers
face stressful work conditions, such as in the transition from
primary to secondary education. Providing high-quality
support helps teachers not only deal better with stressful
work situations but also be more positive about inclusion
(Avramidis & Norwich, 2002).

Implications for Teacher Education

The review highlights the importance of both initial teacher
education and ongoing professional development in sup-
porting successful transitions. Teacher education programs
may benefit from including comprehensive training on
autism, covering areas such as communication, behavior
support, use of visual supports, and curriculum adaptation.
This is considered a necessary action to overcome preju-
dices, breakdown, and develop more realistic expectations
of students’ abilities to adapt to secondary education.

Professional development opportunities are likely to
be more valuable when they are continuous and practice-
oriented, enabling teachers to apply evidence-based strate-
gies in real and diverse educational contexts. Joint training
initiatives involving primary and secondary teachers may
be particularly beneficial in fostering shared understanding
and improving coordination across educational stages. Fur-
thermore, teacher education should explicitly address inclu-
sive pedagogies, emphasizing the need to adapt educational
environments and practices, rather than positioning autistic
students as solely responsible for adjustment.
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Interpreting Findings Within Structural and
Institutional Contexts

While the findings presented and discussed in this article
highlight key factors influencing the transition from primary
to secondary education, it is important to interpret teachers’
perspectives within the broader institutional and structural
contexts in which they are situated.

Teachers have a multidimensional role in complex tran-
sition processes. This opens up positive prospects, as they
themselves can actively contribute to shaping the transition
process in various ways. However, teachers’ perspectives
should not be interpreted in isolation, but rather under-
stood as situated within specific institutional and structural
contexts. Factors such as limited resources, insufficient
training in autism, and systemic constraints within second-
ary education settings may significantly shape how teach-
ers perceive and respond to transition-related challenges.
Often, they are operating in a context that offers only mini-
mal scope for this. In this sense, some of the difficulties
attributed to autistic students may, at least in part, reflect
broader structural barriers rather than student-level char-
acteristics alone. The limited capacity of schools to pro-
vide individualized support, alongside pressures related
to curriculum demands and classroom management, can
restrict teachers’ ability to enact inclusive practices. In the
worst case, this can lead to the students themselves being
seen as barriers rather than as co-creators of the transition
process and everyday school life.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged in this review.
One limitation is that the screening and study selection
processes were primarily conducted by a single reviewer.
Although predefined eligibility criteria were consistently
applied and uncertainties were discussed with a second
reviewer to reach consensus, the absence of independent
double screening may have increased the risk of selection
bias or omission of relevant studies. Consequently, this
methodological limitation should be considered when inter-
preting the findings.

Another limitation is the small number of studies identi-
fied, some of which include a very small number of teach-
ers, despite the relevance of the subject studied. In addition,
two of the included studies were published before 2013 and
were identified exclusively through citation searching rather
than the primary database search. Although these studies
met all predefined eligibility criteria and contributed rel-
evant evidence, it is possible that other earlier studies meet-
ing the same criteria were not identified because they were

not connected to the reference lists of the included articles.
This potential omission should be considered when inter-
preting the findings.

In this review, only the perspectives of teachers were
analyzed. However, the transition process involves other
professionals, such as educational psychologists and
speech-language therapists whose perspectives should be
considered when identifying comprehensive and holistic
strategies. In this context, an evaluation of the transition of
children from primary to secondary school is necessary. For
this purpose, a reliable measurement tool that encompasses
the perspectives of all key stakeholders, including students,
families, teachers, and other school staff, is essential. The
findings of the present review can inform the development
of research instruments that provide systematic information
about this specific transition for autistic students. They also
provide a useful basis for identifying the teacher-related
dimensions that such instruments should incorporate.

A further limitation is that the findings synthesised in this
review reflect teachers' perceptions regarding the useful-
ness of different transition practices and supports. Although
these perceptions provide valuable insights into educators'
experiences, they should not be interpreted as evidence of
the effectiveness of these practices. The effectiveness of
specific transition strategies should be established through
empirical research specifically designed to evaluate their
impact.

The literature reveals a lack of longitudinal studies with
large samples from diverse educational systems. Most stud-
ies originate from English-speaking countries, resulting in
limited or no representation of other global regions, limiting
the scope and applicability of the current findings. This geo-
graphical concentration is particularly relevant given that
educational systems and resource availability vary substan-
tially across countries, which may influence how transition
processes are conceptualized and implemented. In addi-
tion, global reports highlight persistent disparities in access
to inclusive education, as well as differences in the extent
to which education systems are able to provide adequate
support, infrastructure, and trained personnel (UNESCO,
2020). Therefore, caution is warranted when transferring
these findings to other educational contexts, particularly
those with different policy frameworks, levels of resources,
or stages of development in inclusive education. Future
research would benefit from including a more diverse range
of geographical and educational contexts to better capture
this variability.

Although the importance of directly involving autis-
tic students in planning their transition is recognized,
there are still barriers that limit their participation. Thus,
research should focus on identifying these obstacles and
developing strategies to foster their active involvement in

@ Springer



Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

decision-making. Another particularly relevant line focuses
on the impact of key interpersonal relationships, both with
adults and peers, on the success of the transition process. It
would be valuable to study how the continuity of meaning-
ful relationships (such as grouping students from the same
primary school in the same class) can facilitate adaptation.
It is also essential to explore in greater depth the factors that
influence collaboration between schools at different stages
and between schools and families and analyze how these
relationships are built, maintained, and strengthened.

With respect to the organizational characteristics of
schools, how elements such as the size of the school, the
distribution of spaces, or the stability of the teaching staff
affect the inclusion and adaptation of autistic students in
their new educational environment should be investigated.
With respect to teacher attrition, further research is needed
to better identify the factors that promote retention and how
these factors impact the transition experience. It would also
be valuable to explore the organizational conditions that
may contribute to the burnout of teachers involved in these
transition processes.

Finally, given the relevance of teacher training, future
research could focus on assessing which models of profes-
sional development are most effective in improving teach-
ers' knowledge, attitudes, and practices in relation to the
transition and inclusion of autistic learners.

Conclusions

This systematic review highlights key educational strategies
and practices influencing the primary to secondary school
transitions of autistic students, drawing on ten studies in
which teachers' perspectives constitute the main source
of data. The increase in the number of autistic children in
mainstream schools in many countries has led to new chal-
lenges. The findings of this study can guide policymakers
and leaders in education on enhancing the transition process
for autistic students.

This research highlights the importance of incorporating
teachers' narratives as a valuable resource for the develop-
ment of inclusive policies and practices. Taking into account
the teachers' voices allowed us to identify specific barriers
to and facilitators of the transition process, as well as to
promote structural and cultural changes that contribute to
improving the school trajectories of autistic students.

Overall, the findings reinforce the need to conceptualize
teachers not only as implementers of transition practices
but as key systemic actors in the design and coordination of
inclusive transition processes. Recognizing and supporting
this multifaceted role is essential to ensure more effective
and inclusive transitions for autistic students.
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