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Supporting children through periods of transition
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A practical handbook to enable best professional practice and effective communication when working with young children experiencing periods of transition
Introduction & Rationale
This handbook has been written to support practitioners and keyworkers working in a nursery setting, primarily with children under the age of three, who have full or partial responsibility for planning and supporting the children and families through transitions. We will be focusing on a child transitioning from home to a first-time childcare setting, this could mean that the child has spent most of their time with their main caregiver, parents, or immediate family and have never been left with unfamiliar people in an unfamiliar setting before. 
According to the Welsh Government (2017) this would be classed as a major life event, requiring careful planning and a child-centred approach. As the practitioner it is vital to be consistent in making child-centred decisions in order to secure a healthy attachment-based relationship. Maintaining effective communication and partnership-working with caregivers and other professionals will also lead to holistic development and healthy progression for a child.
Children and Young people’s services (2011) believe that when transitions are done well, children build resilience to cope positively with change, they can develop independence when settling into new rhythms and routines, and their self-esteem can flourish as they interact within a safe environment with both peers and professionals. If transitions aren’t given sufficient time and attention, these positive effects may be hindered and may result in negative outcomes for children and families alike.
In following the guidance in this handbook, keyworkers will have a better understanding of how to transition children from home to a first time nursery setting. This will include effective communication between all parties, practical interventions supporting best practice, roles and responsibilities of the keyworker, and positive outcomes following smooth transitions.

“Given that life’s many transitions can be facilitated, and given how the quality of life’s transitions impact our lives, transitions are too important to be left to chance”.
                                      
                                                                          (Daniel 1998 p4 cited in Brooker 2008 p34) 
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Transitions:

The Oxford learner’s dictionary (2021) defines the word ‘transition’ as being “the process or period of change”. These periods of change for children within the early years could be:

Home to nursery - Nursery to reception - Reception to year 1 - Year 1 to year 2

According to Early Years Matters (2021) and Dunlop and Fabian (2007) these transitions may include a change of location, setting, surroundings, and/or staff. All of which need to be considered when transitioning a child. Some children may feel some excitement within this process, whilst others may feel a level of apprehension, and nervousness. Dunlop and Fabian (2007) also believe that a positive or negative transition within the Early Years can be a factor in determining the level of healthy progression and development a child reaches in the future. It is important that practitioners make the transition as positive and smooth as possible.


The Welsh Government (2017) believe that there are two types of transitions – horizontal and vertical. Horizontal transitions could be simpler, smaller changes such as going in the car, playing with friends, or doing an activity. Whilst vertical transitions are said to be the major changes a child endures such as starting nursery for the first time, changing schools, moving house, or a significant change at home such as separation of parents or the death of a loved one. Vertical transitions will be our focus throughout this handbook.


Transitions can be a difficult milestone for both caregiver and child to get used to. For some parents, it could be the first time they entrust their child to a professional. This is likely to enduce a variety of difficult emotions such as fear or guilt. The keyworker must be empathetic and supportive through this.




A few pointers to be aware of, according to The Early Years Training Hub (no date), as we manage transition in an early year’s setting:

Communicate well with both parents and other professionals before, during and after the transition has taken place

Be mindful of each child’s individuality

Regularly assess the well-being, involvement, and settling in of a child

Formulate and implement strategies, as and when needed, involving all necessary members of staff and parents where appropriate


The Role of the Adult:

The Organisation for Young Children (2020) explains how the first few years of a child’s life are crucial for positive development such as building strong relationships, cognitive skills, emotional wellbeing, language, resilience, and physical abilities. Philosopher, John Locke (1728) understood that the role of the adult within the life of a child has a significant impact on their development. Keyworkers must recognise and respect this great responsibility especially when dealing with a child during transition. 
[image: bronfenbrenner theory]
Bronfenbrenner (Swick, K. J. & Williams, R. D, 2006) observed within his Ecological System Theory that children are formed by social environments. He believed that when a child is taken care of, loved, and valued, positive attachments are formed and greater and fuller development can take place, making the experiences and outcomes of transition richer. These systems are intertwined, meaning one can influence another. For example, if a child’s home-life is turbulent it may have a corresponding effect within the nursery setting, in relationship building, and in other experiences (Psychology notes headquarters, 2019).  

The child needs to be at the centre of partnership working when transitioning, this partnering will include parents, caregivers, families, and keyworkers. Depending on the child’s home life it may also involve other multi-agency partnerships such as health visitors and social workers. According to The Stars Childcare Group (2021) and Brooker (2008) it is important that trust between all parties is formed through regular open and honest conversations, so that roles and responsibilities are understood, and that child-centred goals are thought of and plans are discussed. For example, when the child is ready for potty training, having both keyworker and caregiver involved in the process will facilitate seamless child support and care. According to Early Years Alliance (2019), it is vital that professional keyworkers are reminded that parents know their child best, giving them ample opportunities to express concerns and desires relating to the child, particularly when transitioning.

The Welsh Government (2017) have noted the need to have skilled and qualified early years practitioners with up-to-date training. Equipped staff will be better able to monitor and assess children, recognising any developmental delays and additional learning needs. Appropriate training and learning empower the keyworker to be confident enough to recognise and report any safeguarding issues or concerns for the children in their care (Early Years Wales, 2020). This could involve conversations with management, caregivers, and social services to implement early interventions. 

Birth to 5 matters (2007) and Every Child Matters (2003) explains that understanding the wider context of a child’s life is important in fostering empathy and understanding. The context may include significant trauma such as abuse within the home, parents separating, a death in the family, or intersectionality. Alternatively, being aware that a child is feeling unwell on a particular morning, is feeling sad about being dropped off at nursery, or they didn’t sleep well that night can help shape the way the keyworker approaches their practice. Whatever the context, keyworkers must be available to deal with the child at hand appropriately with sensitivity and gentleness, adapting professional practice to suit each child as and when necessary.


Key skills to support child development during transition: 

The Department of Education (2021) believe that creating a nurturing and suitable environment for child development must begin with passion and positivity. 

Encouraging and praising children for good listening and for having kind hands, for example, can build confidence and self-esteem. 

The importance of having open conversation about feelings, according to Parker et al (2013), is critical in developing social and emotional competency, which in turn leads to a healthy maturing. 

According to Morgenroth et al (2015) Bandura believed that children observe and imitate the adults around them, copying behaviours, vocabulary, and even expressions. Keyworkers are rolemodels. 

Bowlby (1979) suggests that positive attachment involves the keyworker to respond sensitively to children’s emotional needs and behaviour by regularly reassuring the child and supporting their well-being.

According to theorist, Jean Piaget, the importance of children playing and interacting with the environment causes greater cognitive development (Cherry 2020). Keyworkers can play, have fun and laugh with the children in the care setting knowing that it will foster positive relationships and secure attachments.

Simpson (2018) states that a clean, colourful, and vibrant nursery setting is not only inviting, but is scientifically proven to help children develop through recognising patterns, strengthening memory muscles, and absorbing new information. The Reggio Emilia Approach (Vecchi, 2010) is in agreement with this theory, and states that children develop positive physical and psychological wellbeing by being surrounded by beauty and well cared for environments.


[image: Relationships that are warm and nurturing are vital to children’s PSED]









(Source: O’Connor, 2021)
The needs of the child:

Flying start (2017) has recognised the need for continuity within children’s care, development, and learning rhythms, and it is vital that home routines are taken into consideration so that the transition from home to nursery becomes seamless. Practically, during the initial transition process, an ‘All About Me’ document may be filled out by a keyworker and primary caregiver. This will include details, such as, child’s home routine, nap times, comforters they have, foods they like and dislike, a shortened name or nickname they are familiar with. When the parent or main caregiver is handing their child over to a professional setting, they are trusting that they will be looked after and cared for with a similar level of care and love that they give. There is a shared responsibility for the child’s safety and developmental needs now. 

First Discoverers (2021) also encourages arranged settling in visits, and the use of short sessions building up to full days. This can help with the integration and settling in process for both parent and child, and give the child a sense of belonging in their new environment.

                                                                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                                                                  (Source: Hopper, 2020)
[image: Maslow's hierarchy of needs, scalable vector illustration]According to Maslow’s Hierachy of needs, Holzknevht (2007) explains the importance of meeting the physiological needs first in order to move up the ‘needs ladder’ to gain self-actualisation. We as professional caregivers must be aware of this pattern in helping children to develop. Maslow (1943) believed if children’s basic needs were met, such as food, water, warmth, rest, they would begin to feel safe and secure. Once feeling safe, children would begin to make friends and develop healthy relationships, leading them to feel a sense of belonging, enhancing their self-confidence, and setting them on their way to achieve their full potential. It is important that children reach the top of the pyramid efficiently and quickly within this transition period.

How can these needs be met during transition within a nursery setting?

According to Bowlby and Ainsworth (Bretherton, 1992), children use familiar, consistent people as a secure base to learn from and grow in connection with, resulting in building a positive secure attachment which will later cause healthy physical, mental, emotional development in the child. Both Maslow and Bowlby believe this attachment should be made as soon as possible and smoothly. The child’s keyworker would be classed as the child’s secondary caregiver; this comes with a variety of responsibilities to ensure the care-giving bond is cemented.

Affection – According to Van Rosmalen, Van Der Horst, Van Der Veer (2016), Mary Ainsworth’s attachment theory believed that children of all ages need consistent affection and physical touch to help them develop and thrive, which positively affects their emotional, physical, and mental states. On a practical level, this might consist of hugging, hand holding, the child being picked up, good eye contact, and kind tone of voice, causing them to feel safe and secure when in your care. A failure to do this could cause problems such as developmental delays and additional learning needs.

Safety and trust – Up until this point of the child’s life, their primary caregiver is the one who has given stability and constant care, creating trust and reassurance for the child. According to Erickson’s stages of development if trust isn’t formed quickly the child will feel mistrust, suspicion, and even develop forms of anxiety (Knight 2016). It is important for both parent and keywoker to promote positive relationships and support positive interactions. Murray (2018) believes that when children are supported and encouraged to play by keyworkers, higher levels of functioning and development takes place. A child playing independently or with other children is showing the professional that they feel safe and secure.

Rest – It is important to follow any scheduled nap times that parents and caregivers have established within the home. Young children under the age of three need sufficient rest and sleep so that brain and physical development can take place (Map childcare, 2015). 

Play - According to Blahey (2021) there are many benefits to children playing. She suggests that play builds imagination and evokes creativity, it can develop cognitive growth, and it encourages positive emotional and behavioural development. Play can also help increase literacy and vocabulary and supports the child to be positively independent. It’s important to introduce varied ways of playing such as role play, arts and crafts, story-telling, music, indoor and outdoor play, and group play. These are integral to children’s learning and development, and should be facilitated by keyworkers.

UNICEF UK (no date) believes that the voice of the child must be heard, and their choices must be listened to. Some children may be too young to verbalise wants and needs. It is the role of the keyworker to learn and understand the needs of the young in their care in whatever way they communicate, for example, the child may use actions or use first syllables for words they can’t say. This will require the keyworker to be attentive and patient.

Jean Jacques Rousseau believed the importance of following the child, rather than imposing on them what we believe is best for them. He believed that this child-led and child-centred approach helped develop their potential, academically and morally, encouraging healthy development. Hearing the child and following them is key (Wilkinson 2006).



‘Transition programmes need to be based on a sound understanding of children, families and communities’ 
                                                                                     (Dunlop and Fabian 2007)
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Interventions:

Managing the process of nursery transition carefully is vital, as it can bring reassurance to both parents and children. According to Welsh Assembly Government (2008) children can often feel scared when transitioning from home to nursery. This can impact their emotional well-being, relationship building, and the ability to engage positively in learning. Therefore, it is important as keyworkers to be intentional with implementing interventions to make for a smooth transition.

Practical interventions:

Key person approach:
According to Sure Start (no date) for children to feel a sense of safety and security during the settling in period of transition they need to have a special connection with a key person. This will be a worker who has spent time transitioning the child, familiarising them with their surroundings, playing with them, cuddling them, and talking with them. When children sense that safety with someone, they can quickly become settled and feel happy. A child may be drawn to a particular staff member; if possible, follow the child’s leading and switch key-worker allocations when necessary.

Settling in days:
It may be that a child is being separated from their primary care giver for the very first time, therefore it is important that unrushed, intentional time is given for settling in. Settling in days are incremental childcare sessions that take place after a child application has been made. Here is an example of a basic settling in routine; 

First sessions – tour of the nursery setting
Second session – parent and child have an hour of stay and play
Third sessions – child stays alone for a three-hour period
Fourth session – child stays alone for a half-day session
Fifth sessions – child stays alone all day

These sessions will need to be flexible and the process will need to be individualised depending on the needs of the child. Some children will need fewer days, whilst others will need more. It is important both parent and keyworker are positive during this transitional period and are aware of the child’s feelings (PACEY, no date).


Regular parent and keyworker conversations:
It is important for parents and keyworkers to have regular contact and conversations regarding the child. Honest and precise conversation is vital when building this relationship, making sure there is little room for misunderstandings. It is important that time is made regularly for parents to question and share any concerns they may have regarding the child settling in. This may involve going through a daily diary at the end of the session highlighting when the child napped, had their nappies changed, what food they ate and when, what toys they played with, and overall, how they may have been feeling.  This can give parents and caregivers an overview of how their child was throughout the day and can highlight any concerns to be noted, or achievements to be celebrated (CWDC, 2010 and Department of Education, 2011).

It can be extra special when keyworkers send through media, photos and/or videos during the day to give the parents or care givers a chance to see their child playing. This can help in easing any anxiety they may have around the separation. It is also good practice for the keyworker to ask questions of the primary care giver. This can help bring a fuller perspective to a potentially limited view of the child and help the keyworker to run a more effective session. 


Familiar daily routines:
‘Children are more settled and confident if they are able to predict the routine of the day’ (Sure Start, no date). If there are no familiar routines for the children to determine it can be very unsettling.


Comforters: 
Comforters such as a cuddly toy, a dummy, or a blanket might be something that the child uses at home to make them feel safe and loved. To have a comforter during a settling in period may help a child manage their emotions and build resilience in a new environment. This is something that should be supported by keyworkers. As the child becomes more settled in their new environment, they may become less dependent on this (Early Years Careers, 2021).
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Proposed Outcomes:

Gov Wales (2016) says the early years of a child’s life are crucial for positive and healthy development. Positive outcomes prepare children for learning, starting school, and build resilience to handle life experiences. This starts with sensitive parenting, and later high-quality education and care. 

According to Jones and Whitehouse (2017) the aim for a childcare setting should align with the four purposes of the new Donaldson Curriculum. To encourage children to want to be:

· ambitious, capable learners
· enterprising, creative contributors
· ethical, informed citizens
· healthy, confident individuals


These outcomes are not just ambitious goals to be achieved, they instead point to fundamental rights that should be afforded to all children. These can be found in Articles two, three, six and twelve from UNICEF UK (no date):

[image: Stage 1 Report on United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  (Incorporation) (Scotland) Bill | Scottish Parliament](The Scottish Parliament, 2020)	


According to the Institute of Education (2021) the findings of the EPPSE project explained that children who experienced higher quality early years education went on to gain higher GCSE grades, were better at self-regulating, presented lasting positive social behaviour, and would go on to higher education after secondary school. This describes the impact that the early years nursery settings can have on an individual and in society.

In conclusion, according to the Foundation Phase Framework, the desired outcome during a child transitioning from home to nursery is for them to be happy and settled in their new environment, confident in building new relationships with other children and professionals, playful and curious in their learning and development, familiar and content with their nursery routine, and understanding their voice and choice in all aspects (Gov Wales, 2015).
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