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 Handbook for Key Workers: Understanding the Importance of Effective Communication for Young Children’s Learning and Development During the Transition of First Starting Nursery.
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Introduction

Transitions, both positive and negative, happen throughout life. Learning how to handle change and being supported through transitions will help children build resilience, confidence and key skills that will help them throughout their childhood and into adult hood.
It is important to understand that transitions are not over when the child settles or when the initial feeling of being upset due to being separated surpasses. Being aware that it is an ongoing process that may resurface through different times during their stay at nursery, such as new visitors, a hectic home life or feeling unwell, will help with providing the care the child needs to settle (Dunlop and Fabian 2007).

Through challenging transitions, children will learn vital life skills. However, by supporting the child and guiding them through the transition, they will be provided with the information necessary to feel included, supported and educated. This will enable them to better handle the process (Allingham, 2011). 
Starting nursery may be the first time the child has been separated from their parents or carers. Having key workers in place will provide the reassurance and care that is needed while the child is experiencing the change. These procedures ensure that the process is a smooth one and that the child will have a positive experience. Sharing information with parents and carers will make them feel included and less anxious about their child starting nursery. 

This handbook will provide the necessary information to promote the importance of effective communication for young children’s learning and development during transitions. Settings can use the handbook to help support the care that key workers provide through the transition stage when the child first starts nursery. This will enable the key worker to create secure attachments. As Bowlby (1982/1969 cited in McLeod, 2007) stated; the knowing of someone there that makes the environment safe allows the child to explore the new environment worry free.






















Key workers

The role of the key worker differentiates through settings and are uniquely matched to the type of provision on offer. However, the priority of the key worker should be to offer love, care and learn the child’s interests. At the age of two it will often be the first time the child would have left their parents or carers which, can be a worrying and anxious time for both the parent and child. Nevertheless, having a key worker in place gives reassurance that they have someone to talk to if there was a worry about their child.
Key workers will provide a secure base whilst the child is separated from the parent or carer. The relationship between the key worker and the child will grow stronger if the child feels safe and secure. Their role is to listen, observe and learn the interests of the child. Having a key worker that understands the child’s need to feel safe will open the child to wanting to explore, learn and build their confidence within the setting (Langston and Doherty, 2013).

Knowing that every family is different, and every child is unique will enable the support planning to be matched to family circumstances. When a key worker takes the time to learn the needs and interests of a child, they can substantially improve the fluidity of a transition by sharing their found resources with other staff members of the setting. When the child sees the key worker as a secure base, they feel comfortable exploring the setting themselves. This promotes independence (Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck, 2012). 

 It takes time to form relationships and build trust without rushing the child into the relationship. However, the key workers can help the process by showing the child around the setting, allowing them to become confident in the surroundings (Dunlop and Fabian, 2017). This will lead to the child and key worker forming a bond through conversation and allows them to become familiarised with each other. The more the child gets familiar with the setting and the people who will work there day to day, the more the child will start to feel comfortable and may show their personality through a range of activities they enjoy.  Once the child is comfortable enough to explore, they will learn the personality of others and how they manage the relationships formed with the key workers, friends and other nursery workers whilst attending the nursery (Lindon, 2013).



















First steps to nursery life

The first step that is taken when introducing a child to nursery is to meet the family. This step will create a foundation, allowing the key worker to get to know the child and to understand a little about their family’s background. Involving the key worker when meeting the new child and introducing them to the nursery can help to smooth the transition by starting the relationship between the key worker and the child right from the first meet. 
It is important to understand that every child may have a different home life, which can have an impact on how the child responds to nursery, new people and new environments. Also, being mindful and understanding different cultures, values and beliefs may affect the process of how children settle within nursery (Wilson, 2002).

Set up a home visit

Setting a home visit before the child is due to start nursery gives the opportunity to meet the child in their home, which is an environment where they feel emotionally secure. Allowing key workers to meet their parents or carers in a casual and less formal environment, will make them feel comfortable and more likely to share information you may need about their child. It also gives the key worker the opportunity to see the child’s interests by observing them in their home and taking notes on what toys and activities they gravitate towards (Brooker, 2007).

Questions that can be asked

· What does the child like to play with at home?
· Has the child got any siblings?
· Does the child go to playgroups? 
· Who will be dropping off and picking up the child?


 Child and parents’/carers’ visits to the nursery.

Inviting the child along with the parents and carers to the nursery gives the child the comfort of knowing someone they know is there alongside them. It also gives the parents or carers time to view the nursery and ask any questions they want to ask that they may not have asked when the key worker visited their home. This allows time to fill out any paper work the nursery may have and gives the child the opportunity to play and explore the nursery.

Having the nursery set up to entice children’s curiosity, inviting them to play and explore will make the transition easier since the child will be excited to play. Being organised and prepared with information for both children, parents and carers will allow them to go home and process the information given (Robson, 2012).
Discussing the future of where the child may go to when starting mainstream school, will help the key worker gather information for the parents and carers in order to introduce the next big transition of starting mainstream school when the time is right. 

 By visiting the setting, the child will associate the key worker to the nursery. The key worker becoming a familiar face will help the child to build an attachment between nursery and key worker. This process of visiting should be fun, rich and have no expectations allowing the child to be stress-free.
Questions that could be asked to help this stage of visiting

Is there anything you would like to ask or see?
What mainstream school are you looking at for your child to attend?
Have you any worries about your child?
Did you find the information given within the last visit useful?

Set up visits for other new children and their parents 

Setting up visits alongside other classmates, will help set up a time for parents to meet each other and for their children to meet each other, since they will also share the same journey of starting nursery.
This time will give the key worker the opportunity to observe their key children interacting and any possible friendships that could help comfort the child when the child is separated from their parent or carer. 
Ensuring the parents or carers receive the relevant information will make them feel included in, and confident of, the transition process. The parents should be informed that as a nursery it understands all different reactions to starting nursery, and that each one may be different, but can be managed. Possible barriers may be visible and as a key worker devising a plan to overcome these will reassure parents or the child. Language barriers may prove difficult whilst learning about new families, but having procedures such as translators in place can help families feel more confident when meeting nursery staff and key workers (Wilson 2002).

Set up visits that cater the child’s needs

Children that are embarking on this journey for the first time can often feel anxious and scared. If rushed into separating from their parent or carer, the situation can seem scarier and unnerving.
Key workers should greet children at the door to create a warm welcome and by greeting each child individually. This will make the child feel needed and important. 
Praising the child throughout the visit for even the smallest of accomplishments could give the child confidence in knowing you are willing them on. Whilst the child is visiting, take account of the room and try not to change the layout too much, as children need to feel secure and changing the room may lead to unsettling them. 

Questions that could be asked to the child during this visit

· Have you enjoyed playing in nursery today?
· What has been your favourite thing to do?
· Are there any toys you would like to see?

Asking the child questions will allow you to gather information required to plan activities that will help the child to settle in better.
The parents and carers should be aware that their child may need time to settle and that it is important to keep the child informed and included. The parents should be given ideas of stories and activities that may help their child get ready for nursery. They should avoid rushing, since it can upset the child and make them less likely to trust future reassurance. 
Keeping a child-centred approach, ensuring all decisions are made with parental consent, and keeping the child informed in what is happening next, will avoid upset and confusion.

Creating a safe and positive environment 

Key workers become the person the child will feel drawn to in times of need and comfort. As a key worker, it can help to show the child around the nursery and inform them about freedom of choice and exploring what they would like to play with. 
Key workers need to provide spaces for children to explore all areas of development that meet their key child’s needs indoors and outdoors.  
The child should be observed within the nursery and with how they are managing and adjusting to starting nursery. 
The children should be involved in planning and any visits that may happen within the nursery. They should also be aware of changes that may happen while the attend nursery. 

Free time to play should be introduced into the routine with nursery to give the child time to nurture their interest and friendships. Children should be given the space and time to regulate their own feeling through the transition. They may feel weary of the change, but often they just need the space to figure it out for themselves. Providing opportunities that adults do not interfere, but just observe in, gives the child time to view other children managing being away from their parents or carers (Langston and Doherty 2013).

Tracking a child’s journey through nursery by taking pictures and collecting children’s work, can create a memory of their time spent within the nursery for them to look back at. Also, it can give an insight to the teacher who is to meet the child within mainstream school and help the process of transitioning from nursery an easier one, due to the teacher already knowing the child’s interests and dislikes. Recognising children’s efforts by displaying their work in places that can be easily seen by them, could make them feel a sense of pride. 

Informing the child of the routine and having it displayed somewhere visible, gives them a sense of knowing what is coming next, so they know what to expect. Children can feel settled moving from one activity to the next by knowing what time of the day it is. In the process of welcoming children, they may feel anxious at the beginning, but knowing they are moving closer to seeing parents and carers may ease the feeling slightly. The use of songs to move from one activity to another is a fun way of getting children involved. Children will learn from one another and working in smaller groups will give the children time to share ideas, discuss the subject and have their input (Stewart, 2017).
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Partnership and Multiagency working 

Nursery leaders and staff need to plan the process of transitions carefully and must be ready for many types of emotions without having expectations. 
Parents and carers must also be informed to not rush their child and how the nursery is there to support them in any questions or worries they may have. It is important to ensure that their worries are not passed on to the child as they may then have worries and become anxious.  Having time for parents to come to nursery to discuss their child’s progress and view what their child has been doing, will keep parents and carers feeling connected. (Dunlop, Fabian, 2002).

The nursery will have to work alongside other agencies that may have information about the child you may need to develop a care plan for them (Trodd,2013). These agencies include, but are not limited to the following: 

· Health visitors
· Social workers
· Helping hands for one-to-one support
· Link teachers
· Speech and Language Therapists
· Healthy teeth scheme

Through the information gathered via meeting the child in home visits, nursery, your observations and any information given by parents or carers, the child may show signs of needing extra support. Parents or carers need to be informed with what information is being shared. The visiting of outside providers needs to be managed carefully as the child is going through the transition of starting nursery and keeping the child feeling secure should be the main objective.
Making children aware of other agencies that may visit the nursery, will help adapt them to visitors entering the nursery (Dunlop and Fabian 2002).


Activities that may be useful to help children understand outside agencies visiting:

· People that help me themes- exploring the types of professions that children may meet whilst in nursery. 
· Jigsaws and puzzles that link professions
· Visits to local places in the community 
· Role play the job roles of people who may visit the nursery











Outcomes

As a setting, the desirable outcome is for children to have a positive experience when starting nursery, providing them with the skills needed to handle future transitions with the confidence and support of those around them. Parents will gain confidence in knowing that their child has been supported and nurtured through the process and that the key worker can provide extra support and a person that they can speak to regarding their child’s development.  

Positive on-going provisions that allow parents or carers to be involved in their child’s nursery life and having days that cater to this, will strengthen the links between nursery and home life. The parents and key worker should work together to create resilient, confident and secure childhoods for children that look at the child as an individual. The child’s experience within the nursery should teach them to embrace any difficulties they may have and not to feel they cannot get passed them, instead giving them the life skills that can help manage them better (Brooker, 2007).

Overall the key worker is there to offer support and guidance when a child is in doubt, whilst still allowing them to discover, attempt, fail and triumph themselves. To build them up in times of need and to give them guidance in tasks that a child feels they cannot do independently, but could do with guidance. Looking at Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal development, it is evident that with guidance the child will be able to do a task they once thought was difficult with interaction and guidance (Kinasevych, 2010).
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				(Source: zone of proximal development, 2017)
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Reflective practice

Throughout the child’s development, key workers should reflect on which strategies have worked and which have not, what obstacles came up and how they were overcome. Doing this can help to provide a service that is adaptable to certain situations. It will give key workers the ability to share information with colleagues to help support their practice and gain advice if needed. It will also create a smoother transition process for children starting nursery for the first time. Reflective practice brings attention to areas that may need changing or updating and what training may be needed (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011)
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