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To make this handbook user-friendly, 

a detailed table of contents has been 

included. Each section is carefully 

structured to provide insights, 

practical strategies, and references to 

relevant theories and research. While 

the specific references are not listed 

in this introduction, they are 

incorporated throughout the 

handbook, ensuring that the guidance 

is grounded in the latest research and 

best practices. 

Navigating this  

handbook 

1. Introduction 

Purpose 

Welcome to "Transitions into School: A Comprehensive Guide 
for Early Years Practitioners." The role of key workers in the 

dynamic field of early childhood education is pivotal in shaping 
the learning and development of the children in their care. This 

handbook is designed to be a companion on the journey of 
fostering effective communication during the first transition 

into school.  

Effective communication is not just a skill; it is the cornerstone 
of creating an environment where young minds can thrive. This 
handbook aims to provide you with a comprehensive guide that 
not only emphasizes the practical aspects of communication 
during transitions but also delves into the rich tapestry of 
developmental and learning theories that underpin our 
approach.  

Why Focus on Transitions? 

Transitions are more than just moments between activities; 
they are windows of opportunity for learning and growth. 
Whether it's the arrival of a child at the beginning of the day, 
the transition between activities, or the departure at the end of 
the day, these moments hold immense potential for shaping a 
child's sense of security, belonging, and engagement.  

Linking Theory to Practice 

Understanding the theoretical foundations of communication is 
essential for effective implementation. Throughout this 
handbook, key workers will explore key developmental 
theories, learning theories, and evidence-based communication 
methods. By grounding their practices in established theories, 
they not only enhance their understanding but also elevate the 
quality of their interactions with children.  

National Occupational Standards (NOS) 

As dedicated early years practitioners, their commitment to 
professional development is crucial. This handbook is aligned 
with the National Occupational Standards (NOS), serving as a 
valuable resource for continuing professional development. The 
content is designed to empower key workers with the 
knowledge and skills needed to meet and exceed these 
standards in their daily practice.  
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2.1.3 Practical Strategies for Fostering 

Attachment  

2. The Role of the Adult 

2.1. Understanding Bowlby’s Attachment Theory 

In the mid-20th century, British psychologist and psychiatrist John Bowlby 

introduced the Attachment Theory, emphasizing the pivotal role of early 

relationships between infants and caregivers in shaping lifelong 

emotional and social development. According to Bowlby (1969), children 

have an innate instinct to form attachments to primary caregivers, a 

biological inclination crucial for survival. 

2.1.`1 Key Concepts of Bowlby's Attachment Theory 

Attachment is an innate behavioral system designed to promote the 

proximity and care of caregivers. Children instinctively exhibit behaviors 

such as crying and smiling to elicit caregiving responses. Caregivers serve 

as a secure base, enabling children to explore their surroundings. Securely 

attached children feel confident in their explorations, knowing they can 

return to caregivers for support (Goldberg, Muir, Kerr, 2000). 

Additionally, children develop internal mental representations that 

influence their views on themselves, caregivers, and relationships, 

shaping future social and emotional interactions (Main, 2023). 
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2.1.2 Importance of Secure Attachments During Transitions 

Secure attachments act as an emotional buffer during stressful events, 

such as transitions to school (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Children with secure 

attachments demonstrate resilience and adaptability. Furthermore, 

securely attached children are better equipped to regulate emotions, 

mitigating the emotional impact of transitions. Attachment figures provide 

comfort and reassurance, enabling children to feel empowered to explore 

new environments and facilitating learning during transitions. 

Maintaining a reliable and responsive 

caregiving routine, especially during 

periods of change, is crucial. Consistency 

fosters predictability and a sense of 

security (Van den Boom, 1994). Being 

attuned to the child's needs and 

responding promptly and sensitively to 

cues is equally important (NICHD Early 

Child Care Research Network, 2003). This 

responsiveness builds trust and a sense 

of security. Encouraging physical 

closeness through comforting touch, 

hugs, and maintaining physical proximity 

reinforces a feeling of security 

(Weinberg, Tronick, Cohn, & Olson, 

1999). Establishing predictable routines 

and rituals provides a structured 

environment, contributing to a sense of 

safety and control (Spagnola & Fiese, 

2007). Introducing transitional objects, 

such as a favorite toy or blanket, offers 

comfort during transitions, acting as a 

bridge between old and new 

environments (Golombok & Fivush, 

1994). Additionally, fostering open 

communication with parents to 

understand the child's attachment 

experiences at home and collaborating 

with parents to ensure consistency in 

caregiving practices are vital components 

of supporting secure attachments (Teti & 

Gelfand, 1991).  

Source: VeryWell (2023) 



2.3.1 Overview of Vygotsky's ZPD 

Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is a 

theoretical framework that highlights the range of tasks a 

child can perform with the help of a more knowledgeable 

person, such as a teacher or peer, that they couldn't do 

alone. Understanding a child's ZPD is crucial during 

transitions, as it allows educators to tailor support to 

each child's unique learning needs. It recognizes that 

children are most receptive to learning and development 

when guided through tasks that lie in their ZPD (Vygotsky, 

1978). 

2.3.2 Application to Transitions and Learning 

In the context of transitions to school, identifying a child's 

ZPD helps practitioners provide appropriate challenges 

and support. This might involve introducing new activities 

or concepts that are just beyond the child's current 

independent capability but achievable with assistance. By 

scaffolding learning experiences, adults can facilitate a 

smooth transition, ensuring that children are neither 

overwhelmed nor under-stimulated (Wood, Bruner, & 

Ross, 1976). 

2.3.3 Collaborative Approaches to Support Children 

in Their ZPD 

Collaboration plays a key role in applying Vygotsky's ZPD 

theory. Practitioners should engage in collaborative 

planning with colleagues, parents, and even older peers 

to create an environment that supports each child's 

developmental needs. This collaborative approach 

extends to observing and documenting each child's 

progress, allowing for continuous adjustments to the 

learning environment and activities (Rogoff, 1994). 

2.3 Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) 
Theory 
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2.2.2 Importance of Familiar Elements 

Incorporating familiar elements from the child's home 
environment into the school setting can significantly reduce 
anxiety and create a sense of continuity. This may include 
having familiar toys, photographs, or other personal items in 
the classroom. Familiarity provides a comforting anchor for 
children during the transition, helping them feel more at 
ease in the new environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

2.2.1 Creating a Welcoming and Child-Friendly Space 

Creating a welcoming environment is fundamental to easing 
the transition process for children entering school. The 
physical space should be designed to foster a sense of 
security and comfort. Consideration should be given to the 
layout, colors, and accessibility of materials. Child-friendly 
elements such as age-appropriate furniture, colorful displays, 
and engaging learning materials contribute to an atmosphere 
that encourages exploration and learning (Siraj-Blatchford et 
al, 2002).  

2.2.3 Strategies for Minimizing Stress and Anxiety 

Understanding that transitions can be stressful, practitioners 
should implement strategies to minimize anxiety. This could 
involve gradual familiarization with the new setting through 
pre-transition visits. Additionally, clear communication with 
parents about the daily routine and activities can help 
children feel more prepared. Establishing consistent routines 
within the classroom also provides a sense of predictability, 
contributing to a feeling of safety (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 
2008). 

2.2.3 Strategies for Minimizing Stress and Anxiety 

Understanding that transitions can be stressful, practitioners 
should implement strategies to minimize anxiety. This could 
involve gradual familiarization with the new setting through 
pre-transition visits. Additionally, clear communication with 
parents about the daily routine and activities can help 
children feel more prepared. Establishing consistent routines 
within the classroom also provides a sense of predictability, 
contributing to a feeling of safety (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 
2008). 

Source: Simply Psychology (No Date a) 

2.2 Providing a Suitable Environment 
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3.2 Brain Development 

3. The Needs of the Child 

3.1 Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs 

3.1.1 Explanation of Maslow's Hierarchy 

Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, proposed by psychologist Abraham 

Maslow, outlines a framework depicting human needs arranged in a 

pyramid. The hierarchy includes physiological needs (e.g., food, water), 

safety needs (e.g., security, stability), social needs (e.g., belonging, 

relationships), esteem needs (e.g., self-esteem, achievement), and self-

actualization (fulfilling one's potential) (Maslow, 1954). 

3.1.2 Addressing Basic Needs During Transitions 

During transitions, addressing the lower levels of Maslow's hierarchy is 

paramount. Ensuring children have access to nutritious snacks, water, and 

a safe environment addresses physiological and safety needs. A well-

nurtured environment lays the foundation for addressing higher-order 

needs during the transition (Maslow, 1954). 

3.1.3 Importance of a Supportive Emotional Environment 

A supportive emotional environment is crucial for fulfilling the social and 

esteem needs of Maslow's hierarchy. Practitioners play a pivotal role in 

creating a nurturing atmosphere where children feel a sense of belonging 

and encouragement. Positive reinforcement, acknowledgment, and 

fostering a sense of community contribute to fulfilling these higher-order 

needs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
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3.2.1 Understanding Early Brain 
Development 

Early childhood is a critical period for 
brain development. Neural pathways 
form rapidly, influencing cognitive, 
emotional, and social development. 
Understanding the plasticity of the young 
brain emphasizes the significance of 
positive early experiences (Shonkoff et 
al., 2012). 

3.2.2 How Transitions Impact Neural 
Pathways 

Transitions, if managed poorly, can 
induce stress that affects neural 
pathways. Chronic stress can impede 
optimal brain development. Conversely, 
positive and predictable transitions 
contribute to the formation of robust 
neural connections, supporting cognitive 
and emotional resilience (Teicher et al., 
2003). 

3.2.3 Incorporating Brain-Friendly 
Activities During the Transition Period 

Practitioners can optimize brain 
development during transitions by 
incorporating brain-friendly activities. 
These include sensory experiences, 
exploration, and activities promoting 
executive functions. Providing a variety of 
stimulating and age-appropriate tasks 
supports neural diversity and enhances 
cognitive capacities (Diamond, 2007). 

Source: Simply Psychology (No Date b) 



3.4 Play 

3.4.1 Significance of Play in a Child's Development 

Play is a fundamental aspect of childhood 

development. It contributes to cognitive, social, 

emotional, and physical growth. Playful activities 

allow children to explore, experiment, and express 

themselves, fostering creativity and problem-solving 

skills (Ginsburg, 2007). 

 

3.4.2 Incorporating Play-Based Activities into the 

Transition Process 

During transitions, integrating play-based activities 

provides a familiar and enjoyable context. Play 

serves as a medium for self-expression and a tool for 

understanding and processing new experiences. 

Structured and unstructured play opportunities 

contribute to a positive transition experience (Frost 

et al., 2016). 

 

3.4.3 Using Play to Address Emotional Needs 

Play is an effective tool for addressing emotional 

needs. Through play, children can express emotions, 

build resilience, and develop coping mechanisms. 

Practitioners can observe play behaviors to gain 

insights into a child's emotional state, providing 

targeted support when needed (Landreth, 2002). 

3.3 Relationships and Interactions 
 
3.3.1 Building Positive Relationships with Children 

Positive relationships are foundational to a child's well-

being. Practitioners should establish warm and trusting 

connections with each child. This involves being attuned 

to individual needs, providing a secure base, and 

demonstrating genuine care and respect (Bowlby, 1969). 

 

3.3.2 Importance of Communication During Transitions 

Effective communication is vital during transitions. Clear 

and open communication with children helps them 

understand the changes ahead. Involving children in 

discussions about transitions fosters a sense of agency, 

reducing anxiety and promoting a positive outlook 

(Piaget, 1962). 

 

3.3.3 Promoting Social Skills and Peer Interactions 

Promoting positive peer interactions enhances social 

development. Practitioners can facilitate opportunities 

for group activities, cooperative play, and shared 

experiences. These interactions contribute to the 

development of social skills, empathy, and a sense of 

community (Vygotsky, 1978). 
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4. Partnerships 
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Effective partnerships with parents, multi-agencies, and children 

are crucial in ensuring a smooth and supportive transition into 

school for young learners. This section provides guidance on 

building and maintaining these partnerships.  

4.1 Parents 

4.1.1 Involving Parents in the Transition Process 

Parents are key stakeholders in a child's education journey 

(Epstein, 2002). Involving them in the transition process fosters a 

collaborative approach. For example, organize a ‘Meet the 

School’ night where parents can tour the facilities, meet 

teachers, and understand the curriculum. This creates an initial 

connection between parents and the school. 

4.1.2 Communication Strategies with Parents 

Establishing clear communication channels is essential (Hoover-

Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). Regularly update parents on 

transition activities, classroom happenings, and their child's 

progress. For instance, use a class newsletter to share 

information and celebrate milestones. Ensure that parent-

teacher meetings are scheduled regularly to maintain open lines 

of communication. 

4.1.3 Encouraging Parent Engagement in School Activities 

Encourage parents to actively engage in school activities. For 

example, invite them to volunteer during classroom activities, 

participate in school events, or join parent-teacher associations. 

Engaged parents contribute to a supportive school community 

and positively impact a child's transition experience. 

4.2 Multi-agencies 

4.2.1 Collaborating with External Agencies 

Collaboration with external agencies, such as 

healthcare and social services, enhances the 

support network for children (Turnbull & Turnbull, 

2001). For instance, establish regular meetings 

with healthcare professionals to discuss individual 

health plans. Share relevant information about a 

child's development and involve external agencies 

in crafting support strategies. 

4.2.2 Sharing Information and Resources with 

Relevant Professionals 

Facilitate the exchange of information and 

resources with external agencies. For example, 

create a centralized system for sharing reports and 

assessments securely. Collaborate with 

professionals such as speech therapists or 

occupational therapists to implement targeted 

interventions within the classroom setting. 

4.2.3 Coordinating Support Services for Specific 

Needs 

For children with specific needs, coordinate 

support services effectively. For instance, 

collaborate with external agencies to develop 

Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) that 

address individual requirements. Regularly 

review and update support strategies to 

ensure they align with the child's evolving 

needs. 

Source: Well Grounded (No Date) 



4.4 Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory 

 

4.4.1 Overview of Bronfenbrenner's Theory 

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory posits that a 

child's development is influenced by multiple 

interconnected systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These 

systems include the microsystem (family, school), 

mesosystem (interactions between microsystems), 

exosystem (external systems impacting the child indirectly), 

and macrosystem (cultural values and societal structures). 

 

4.4.2 Application to Transitions and Early Education 

Understanding Bronfenbrenner's theory is vital in shaping 

educational practices during transitions. Recognize the 

impact of family dynamics, school environment, and societal 

influences on a child's adjustment to school. For instance, 

consider how changes in one system may ripple through 

others, influencing the child's overall well-being. 

 

4.4.3 Understanding the Impact of Different Systems on a 

Child's Development 

During transitions, be cognizant of the various systems 

influencing a child's development. For example, collaborate 

with parents to understand family dynamics, communicate 

effectively with external agencies, and create an inclusive 

classroom environment. Recognizing the 

interconnectedness of these systems enables practitioners 

to provide holistic support. 

4.3 Children 

 

4.3.1 Fostering Relationships Between Children 

During Transitions 

Encourage positive relationships among children 

during the transition process (Katz, 2015). For 

example, organize team-building activities where 

children work together towards common goals. Pair 

new students with existing ones as "buddies" to 

provide peer support during the initial weeks of 

school. 

 

4.3.2 Promoting a Sense of Community Within the 

Classroom 

Create a classroom environment that emphasizes 

community and inclusivity. For instance, implement 

cooperative learning activities, group projects, and 

shared responsibilities. This approach fosters a sense 

of belonging and support, contributing to a positive 

and cohesive classroom community. 

 

4.3.3 Addressing Individual Needs and Preferences 

Recognize and address individual needs and 

preferences. Conduct assessments to understand 

each child's learning style, strengths, and challenges. 

For example, modify teaching strategies and activities 

to accommodate diverse needs, creating an inclusive 

and supportive learning environment. 
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5. Interventions 
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5.1 Home Visit 

In the realm of early childhood development, building 

connections with families becomes paramount, especially during 

the pivotal transition into school life. Home visits serve as a 

potent tool for this purpose, establishing meaningful connections 

in the family's environment, fostering trust, and setting the stage 

for a smoother transition (Webster, 1998). Planning and 

conducting successful home visits involve scheduling convenient 

appointments, preparing open-ended questions, and bringing 

informative materials about the school (Zeanah and Korfmacher, 

2019). 

5.2 Stay and Play Sessions 

Stay and Play sessions offer a dynamic platform for children and 

parents to familiarize themselves with the school environment, 

reducing anxiety and creating positive associations. Organizing 

effective sessions requires varied activities, a welcoming 

environment, and clear communication about the purpose and 

schedule (Moyles, 2010). 

During these sessions, encouraging parent and child participation 

is essential. Activities should be designed to cater to diverse 

interests, fostering communication among parents and 

supporting the formation of a parent community. 

5.3 Information Sessions for Parents 

Informative sessions for parents play a crucial role in 

preparing families for the transition process. Covering 

an overview of the transition process, school policies, 

and procedures, these sessions provide valuable insights 

(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Addressing common 

concerns and questions through Q&A sessions and 

panel discussions involving experienced parents 

enhances the effectiveness of these sessions (Epstein et 

al, 2002). 

5.4 Settling In Policy 

The Settling In Policy serves as a comprehensive guide 

for practitioners, parents, and children during the 

transition phase. Components of this policy include an 

introduction defining its purpose, roles and 

responsibilities of each stakeholder, and specified 

communication channels (Schulting, Malone & Dodge, 

2005). Involving parents in the policy-making process 

through workshops and feedback forms ensures a 

collaborative approach. To evaluate the effectiveness of 

the policy, practitioners can implement it gradually and 

establish regular feedback loops (Pianta & Stuhlman, 

2004). 

5.5 Home-School Link Book 

The Home-School Link Book serves as a crucial 

communication tool, fostering continuous dialogue 

between home and school (Epstein, et al, 2002). Parents 

are encouraged to make daily entries, and practitioners 

respond promptly to acknowledge and address 

concerns, creating a seamless flow of information 

(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995) 
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6.3 Learning and Development Milestones 

Monitoring and documenting learning and 

development milestones are crucial aspects of a 

successful transition. Collaborative assessment 

approaches involving parents ensure a holistic 

understanding of a child's progress (Epstein, 2011). 

Tailoring educational activities to individual needs 

fosters an environment where each child can thrive 

academically and developmentally (Pianta, La Paro, & 

Hamre, 2008). 

 

 

6.4 Engaging in the Environment and with Adults 

Active engagement in the learning environment is a key 

outcome of a successful transition. Encouraging 

curiosity and exploration, practitioners create 

opportunities for positive interactions with adults. 

Addressing any barriers to engagement involves 

recognizing diverse learning styles and adapting 

teaching methods accordingly (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 

6. Proposed Outcomes 

 

6.1 Definition of a Successful Transition 

 

A successful transition marks the foundation of a 

child's positive journey into the school environment. 

Defining success involves establishing clear criteria 

tailored to individual differences (Pianta & Kraft-

Sayre, 2003). Continuous evaluation and 

improvement of the transition process are integral to 

ensuring its efficacy, considering feedback from 

practitioners, parents, and, importantly, the children 

themselves (Pianta, Cox, & Snow, 2007). 

 

6.2 Indicators of a Happy and Settled Child 

Recognizing indicators of happiness and settlement in 

a child is vital. Behavioral and emotional cues provide 

insights into a child's well-being. Strategies for 

addressing signs of stress or discomfort include open 

communication with parents, creating a supportive 

atmosphere, and implementing targeted 

interventions when needed (Vickers, Nettelbeck, & 

Wilson, 2015). Celebrating and reinforcing positive 

behaviors contribute to the child's sense of 

accomplishment and security. 
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6.5 Making Progress and Playing 

 

Assessing and celebrating academic 

progress is fundamental. Integrating play-

based learning into the curriculum 

enhances cognitive, social, and emotional 

development (Bodrova & Leong, 2006). 

Striking a balance between structured 

learning and free play opportunities 

supports a well-rounded educational 

experience, ensuring that children not only 

make progress academically but also enjoy 

the process of learning. 

In conclusion, these proposed outcomes 

contribute to a comprehensive 

understanding of success in the transition 

process. By focusing on the child's 

happiness, engagement, and 

developmental progress, practitioners can 

create an environment where each child 

thrives and establishes a positive 

foundation for their educational journey. 

Continuous reflection and collaboration 

with parents ensure that the transition 

process evolves, meeting the unique needs 

of each child. 

 

Source: Freepik (No Date) 
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