Changing school:  Supporting transitions in the early years:  The key workers handbook guide
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Introduction:  What is a transition, and why is it important? 
 
This handbook has been written to guide key workers through supporting a child who is transitioning to a new school.  What is a transition?

Transition can be defined as a period of change in one’s life.  Transition in a child’s life is inevitable, however, the way in which transitions are dealt with in the early years can be paramount to a child’s development (Cambridge university press, 2020) 

Tailored support for a child during transition can enable a child to discover confidence and predictability in the world, gradual assisted change can prepare them for challenges in later life.  Transition in early years is accompanied with a series of emotions.  If not handled properly, this can impact a child’s sense of security and trust in their care givers, educators, and their surroundings (Fisher, 2020)
 
Bronfenbrenner (1974) describes a child’s environment as a “set of Russian dolls”, with the closest environment to a child causing the most influence. 
The length of time taken for a child to complete a comfortable transition is unique to the individual child, particularly if they are moving from an informal environment to a formal environment, given transitions at home may be dealt with differently than within a childcare or educational setting (Welsh government, 2017) 

According to Vogler et al (2008) children can experience two types of transitions, consisting of horizontal transition and vertical transition.  Horizontal transitions allude to transitions that arise routinely in daily life.  Children will often more easily accept horizontal transition, such as moving from playing in an indoor setting to an outdoor setting without any issues. 

Vertical transitions are conceived as a significant adjustment to a child’s life, such as moving to a new school.  It is these transitions that need the upmost support as they will often be the cause of the most anxiety and unsettlement in a child’s life (Vogler et al 2008)  

Vogler et al(2008) suggest that studies show the voices and opinions of children should be accepted in times of transition as they have the capability to express their emotions from the day they are born, whether this be through sounds or speech.   

Brooker (2008) states that children from disadvantaged areas may face transition more regularly.  Children from these areas may have numerous caregivers or may be frequently placed in foster homes, whilst children from financially challenged families may encounter caregivers who repeatedly change job roles. 

Many children face these transitions before the age of four years.  In these cases, transitions become a common occurrence and may be seen as inconsequential to their caregivers.  However, the capability of a young child to navigate constant transition should not be underrated (Brooker, 2008). 
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Why is communication in the early years so important?

Fitzgerald (2014) explains that speaking and communication with a child from birth is essential to neurological development.  The brain depends on words to be able to grow.  In our very earliest years, each time a word is heard it stimulates the neurons in the brain.  Continued communication with babies in the early years develops capability. Contradictory, if babies and children do not receive sufficient communication from birth, this causes the neurons in the brain to shrink, ultimately decreasing the ability to learn.  

In 1975, Edward Tronick presented the “Still face experiment”.  This experiment illustrates that babies and children who spend a great deal of time watching television do not learn in the capacity as babies and children, who receive the necessary human interaction.  Babies and children who are hearing impaired can still learn to communicate. Ultimately human interaction is more pivotal than hearing (Fitzgerald, 2019)
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Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to receive the human interaction and variation of words than children raised in a professional family environment.  Communication and language are the basis for the development of the brain.  Neurons in the brain are dependent on communication and language (Fitzgerald, 2014)

Communicating effectively in early years involves understanding individual needs.  Giving a child full attention when communicating enforces a sense of self-worth, consideration to be given to eye contact and body language.  Being empathetic during a sensitive conversation can provide a child with a sense of security and support.  Key workers should also consider the environment, excessive noise and a busy area can discourage a child to be open and honest.  Effective communication is also about being flexible.  When working with children, key workers may discover language barriers, in these situations’ patience is needed. Using visual aids can also be helpful (Early years HQ, unknown). 

The responsibility of the keyworker.

Bowlby’s (1958) theory of attachment explains that when feeling anxious or vulnerable, children are automatically programmed to need the comfort, reassurance and security of their parent or caregiver.  A crucial time for children to form these attachments is from birth to five years old.  Research suggests that children who do not experience secure attachments during this phase of life will struggle with anger issues and delayed development in later life, as they are unable to manage their emotions productively (Bowlby, 1958)

[image: Cultural Diversity in the Community and the Workplace﻿ - PA TIMES Online |  PA TIMES Online]As a key worker, understanding every child’s individual needs is of paramount importance.  Key workers must have the ability to be perceptive of certain behaviours and signs that may indicate a welfare concern for the child.  Key workers must also be sensitive and mindful when dealing with children who have disabilities, learning difficulties or are experiencing challenges through diversity (The communication trust, unknown)
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Neuroscientific evidence has found that if children experience positive interactions and relationships, it enables them to learn how to control their behaviour.  Children who are provided with a secure and intuitive caregiver from birth find it easier to form attachments with others, such as key workers and educators.  Children who have mainly experienced absent, neglectful or abusive caregivers can find building relationships with key workers or educators frightening or frustrating,  Children from said backgrounds may present unusual behaviours, such as unprovoked tantrums or easily becoming overwhelmed (National college for teaching and leadership, 2014).

When working with children, key workers must be approachable and willing to accept new ideas.  Key workers should always be interested and involved in new research development that will aid in children’s progression.  It is a key workers role to learn through experience and put into practice useful tools to assist families’ welfare (Daly 2004)

Vygotsky (1978) expresses the significance of sustained shared thinking.  Sustained shared thinking encourages genuine dialogue between adults and children.  One responsibility of a key worker is to promote curiosity and imagination in childcare.  Working together with children to discover concepts or solve problems is key to their development.  A key worker should not only relay information to children, but initiate discussion in which children and key workers collaborate to investigate and problem-solve together (Vygotsky, 1978)

  











The needs of children. 

Children need to feel safe and secure in their lives.  They need positive role models to guide them in the early years.  It is fundamental
to their whole development that their needs are met.  Responding appropriately to a child’s needs can aid them in feeling respected and valued (Early learning HQ, unknown)

Froebel (1782-1852) believed that what children encounter during the early years has an impact on the remainder of their lives.  The explorations into the knowledge and growth of children is predominant in order to advance education.  Play is essential for children’s learning, as when children play, they are able to develop their own interpretation of the world. A key worker needs to take a holistic approach when working with children, consideration being taken for the whole child, including their emotional, physical and spiritual welfare. 

Children need to be supported to use their own instinct and initiative when learning, allowing children the independence to learn through error, helping a child develop confidence in their own abilities (Vygotsky, 1978)

 A key worker must have aptitude for a child’s feelings and ideas, children’s imagination being supported.  Children need educators who have the ingenuity to identify when children need intervention and when they need independence.  Children need space to build their own skill set (Frobel, 1782-1852) 

Vygotsky (1978) states that key workers and educators can influence children.  Championing group discussion and collective discussion in children will encourage cognitive development.  Encouraging group discussion facilitates children to become mentors to each other.  Children come from different backgrounds, cultures and religions, and have their own individual strengths.  Children can teach each other life skills and they should be inspired to do so.

Children can sometimes find it difficult to convey what they need, especially in the early years.  This frustration can lead to acting out behaviours such as tantrums, crying or even becoming withdrawn.  It is important to remember that all behaviours displayed have significance.  Children need key workers and care givers who are perceptive to their signals that basic needs may not be being addressed (The communication trust, unknown)

Communication in early years is indispensable.  Communication is how key workers and children build and sustain healthy relationships with one another.  Effective communication also teaches humans to listen, children needing to be heard and acknowledged, with it being essential to their self-esteem and developing behaviour.  It can be incredibly frustrating and damaging for a child to feel disregarded and insignificant (The communication trust, unknown)
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Children develop and grow at different levels.  They should not be compared to each other.  Children need opportunities to explore, be challenged and take risks.  Children’s learning ang growth should be based on a holistic approach, in place of conventional academic achievement.  Children need to be able to experiment with their thoughts in order to learn. Children can be assisted to enhance their cognitive development with tools such as open-ended questions that encourage contemplation.  Children also benefit from learning in an engaging environment, this promoting creativity and self-expression (foundation education, 2018).

Maslow (1943) developed a theory in where he explains how food, water and warmth are basic necessities needed by humans.  When human needs are fulfilled the want will subside, however the longer the need for a necessity goes on, the stronger the need will become.

[bookmark: _Hlk57244925][image: Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs - PSYCH-MENTAL HEALTH NP]Children have the full capabilities to travel up the hierarchy, though they often fail to benefit from their capacity of their full potential, as their lower level needs are not being met.  Children and many adults may never travel through the hierarchy but will continuously waver between the basic needs (Maslow, 1943).              (Source: Psych-Mental health, 2020)
Partnerships and Multi-agencies.

As a key worker, building a relationship with care givers and professionals is essential to smooth transition for children.  It can be reassuring for a child to witness a positive relationship between their care givers and educators. It enables the child to build a stronger trusting relationship with an educator or key worker when they have the acceptance from their care givers (Harvard university, 2017).

According to (Harvard University, 2017) key workers should always promote respectful affiliations and equality for all.  Building a considerate relationship also gives the care giver the reassurance and trust they may need from the key worker as separation anxiety is also experienced by care givers.  A strong relationship with a caregiver can be invaluable to a child’s welfare.  A successful relationship between a key worker and a care giver, in terms of communication, can promote growth in a child.

Effective communication between caregivers and key workers gives them both the opportunity to mutually resolve issues or problems that may arise in a way that will positively impact the child.  Furthermore, key workers and care givers working in partnership may empower a child to pursue further development or conquer a certain fear (Harvard university, 2017)

Other positive relationships that can benefit a child also include partnerships with professionals, such as social workers or health professionals, namely speech and language therapist or mental health support workers.  Key workers must be aware of the whole child’s health and wellbeing, whether that be at home or in an educational setting (NSPCC Learning, 2019)

The NSPCC Learning (2019) also states that safeguarding a child should be of the highest priority.  In such modern times, families have access to many support networks, such as charities and professional organisations.  Appropriate and respectful communication between multi-agencies is a way of utilising every resource available for the child.

If a family has multi-agencies involved with assisting them, it can be helpful for one trusted keyworker, who has built a rapport with the family to be assigned to liaise with the family on behalf of the other multi-agencies.  This can ease anxieties and reduce confrontation between the family and professionals (NSPCC Learning, 2019)














Interventions.

Emilia (1945) believed that children deserve high standards of education and childcare.  When children are encouraged to choose their own educational route, they remain engaged for longer periods of time.  Children are strong curious individuals who have the potential and ability to take charge of their own learning process.

[bookmark: _Hlk57049787]According to the Belfast education and library board (2011), when a child moves to a new school, having already settled into their previous school, this can be a daunting experience.  These children have most likely formed attachments with previous teachers and peers and may feel frightened about the concept of leaving this familiarity behind.  Helpful strategies to assist children with the settling in period often include a visit day to the new school, which gives the child the opportunity to see their new environment and meet their new classmates.  

A visit day can allow the child to explore where they will eat their lunch, where they will play during the days and where they will sit in their new classroom.  Having a care giver accompany the child during a visit day can encourage and reassure the child that the new school is a safe environment.  It can give the child a chance to familiarise themselves with their new surroundings, whilst still having the security or their care giver (Belfast education and library board, 2011)

Research suggests including new peers in the child’s transition can be helpful for the child.  A key worker may ask the children to draw or paint a picture for the new student or encourage the children to learn a greeting in the new student’s language.  A new environment can be strange for a child and the routine at their previous school may have been very different.  A key worker could provide the child with useful guidance cards such as “the pencils live here” or make a poster with an account of the class’s daily routine (Belfast education and library board 2011) 

It is essential for a key worker to understand the crucial need to support a child during transition, and the impact successful transition can have on a child’s emotional, educational, physical, and social development (Children’s workforce development council, 2010)


Proposed outcome.

Scientific studies demonstrate that healthy relationships in the early years are the premise for later life.  Early years experiences are the brains foundation of which everything else is formed.  Interactions between caregivers and their children can transpire into a continual chain of circumstances.  This is similar to a domino effect, children who do not make secure attachments or whose basic needs were not met as a child are more unlikely to be able to become insightful parents, and meet the needs of their children (Daly et al, 2004)

Healthy relationships in the early years promotes strength and resistance.  Studies show that children and adults who can appropriately manage hardship, have at least one healthy and consistent relationship in their lives.  Human beings are not born with the skills needed to navigate through life.  These skills are taught and observed from the moment babies are born.  The human brain requires the development of certain skills to enable children and adults to make healthy choices and control their behaviours (Daly et al, 2004)

Bruner (1978) created the concept of scaffold learning.  Scaffold learning is when a child becomes more independent of their caregivers, and they are able initiate their own learning and develop new skills on their own.  Care givers and key workers can guide children to keep them safe but also allow them to discover the world for themselves.  Gradually, the support from caregivers and key workers is reduced to grant children competence and confidence in their own capabilities.
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