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Building Blocks
Early years transition to Primary School Handbook

Exploring the factors that affect a child's transition to primary school and how practitioners can work with children and their families to ensure that the process of transition is smooth and effective for all.





Section 1: Context and Purpose

Introduction
Starting primary school is a key and complex period of transition, a pivotal time for children, parents and practitioners alike.  Some children will respond confidently to transition, whilst others may be hesitant and fearful. 
A child's first experience of school has a considerable influence on their progress and future schooling (Margetts, 2007). For children to become capable and confident learners they need to form safe and secure relationships with others ensuring that their physical and emotional needs are met.  
It is of paramount importance, therefore, that there is a gradual approach to change and that the adults involved understand the importance of maintaining coherence and continuity so that they are able to support these transitions with sensitive planning and preparation (Department for Education and Skills, 2006).  
Aim
This transition to primary school toolkit has been designed as a guide for practitioners, providing them with information to ensure that they are equipped to support children and their families during the period of transition to primary school (Allingham, 2011).
'Building Blocks' aims to assist practitioners so that they can:
· help children become familiarised with their new school and what is expected of them.
· to inform parents/ carers about the school and how it operates.
· gather information about a child's development and previous experiences and build upon them. 
By working in partnership with parents/ carers and other professionals, and by giving consideration to each unique child's holistic needs and development, practitioners will be equipped to develop an effective transition programme so that they may deliver a smooth and effective transition for all (Margetts, 2007). 


Section 2: Transition
What is transition?
Allingham (2011) defines 'transition as any kind of change that may alter routines that the children, and sometimes the adults, are used to'.  The transition to primary school is complex as it is a process of continuing change.  

What factors influence and affect children's transition to school?
Many factors affect children's lives. The Ecological Model of child development adapted from Bronfenbrenner (1979) provides an extensive framework for understanding the factors that affect not only a child's life but the complexity of transition.
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(Source: Department of Education and Training Melbourne, 2007:14)
The model illustrates the many independent factors including developmental and biological characteristics, and social and cultural factors that influence the differing responses of a child’s development and adjustment to school.  





The first layer of the model, also known as the microsystem, focuses on the environments where a child’s earliest experiences take place.  Information about a child, their family and background including information about additional or special needs and other child care settings attended can be gathered by using an ‘All about me’ booklet (Appendix 1).  
The booklet allows practitioners to discover a child’s unique intricacies, their interests, vulnerabilities and strengths and are useful in providing starting points for enjoyment, learning and development.  Other practitioners and educational professionals can also refer to them at a later date to gain information should it be required (Huggins, 2014). Nutbrown (2009) further suggests that they are an essential tool that successfully encourage a child’s positive sense of belonging and inclusion.
The second layer of the model, known as the mesosystem, explores the interaction and communication between the various environments in the first layer.  McDowall Clark (2010) highlights the importance of the different elements with the second layer and the necessity of good relationships between the various parties so that the child's transition between these is supported.
'Home Visits' conducted by two members of staff, of which one is to be the child's key person, are an excellent example of how the different elements, that is the child, parent and practitioners, can meet and form relationships in a familiar and secure environment.  
The Foundation Phase Curriculum for Wales stresses that it is important that 'positive partnerships with the home are fostered and an appreciation of the parents/ carers being the children's first educators is recognised' (Department for Education and Skills, 2015: 3) and the National Assessment Agency (2008) upholds the view that 'home visits are a key tool in building trusting relationships between the practitioner, child and family'.
 
'Stay and Play' and 'Settling In' sessions are also useful tools that can be used to aid successful transitions.  These sessions are beneficial as they encourage the children to explore and so become more familiar with their new environment.  Dunlop and Fabian (2007) indicate that these sessions enable children to gain an understanding of the rules of the classroom environment and learn how to interreact with others whilst their parent/ carers are present. Parents are encouraged to stay for as long as it takes for a child to feel comfortable and confident in the transition (Underdown, 2007). 

Why is it important?

The importance of transition is now well recognised and on starting school at three years of age, children have to adapt to a variety of new experiences, expectations and physical, social/ behavioural and academic challenges (Margetts, 2007).  
Children respond in different ways, but it is important that their first experience of school is positive as it has a significant influence on their academic success and future life progress (Davies, 2011; Margetts, 2007).  
Positive transitions have been linked to better behaviour and emotional outcomes, better school attendance and completion and greater stability of peer relationships (Smart et al., 2009). Research suggests that transitional difficulties may impact upon a child's academic and personal development. Dunlop (2000) states that it could have a long-term effect on a child's sense of wellbeing and ability to learn with (Prior, 1996 cited in Margetts, 2007:108) stating that poor transitions may give rise to behavioural problems so generating insecurity, frustration, anger and despair.  


Successful Transitions

Successful transitions to school are crucial, as when well managed they can promote resilient attitudes and behaviour in children (Niesel and Griebel, 2005 cited in Department of Education and Training Melbourne, 2017).
Effective transitions are enabled by the presence of supportive, respectful and trusting relationships. Enabling children to have a voice and be heard during the period of transition is important as a child will start to feel that their ideas and points of view matter. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Encouraging a child's sense of agency and recognising their role in transition their confidence will be enhanced and their feelings of security in their relationship with others, such as parents, peers, practitioners and professionals increased.  Rosier and McDonald (2011) state that when children are supported in this way while moving between environments they will try out and develop a range of skills and strategies so building their resilience.

 
Interventions – how to enhance the process of transition

For transitions to be successful it is essential that practitioners actively engage in responsive relationships with children, their families and others who may be involved with the family, being mindful of the importance of continuity and consistency while allowing for change.  The illustration below outlines what can be done by a practitioner during the period of transition.
[image: ]
(Source: Kent County Council, 2012)
When families are supported through the process of transition a child's wellbeing is enhanced.  It is beneficial for all if these relationships commence prior to starting school and then continue during and after the period of transition (Rosier and McDonald, 2011).  


Good practice involves:
· appointing a key person for each transitioning child
· organising 'Home Visits'
· visiting children in preschool settings
· completion of 'All About Me' booklets
· providing reading books about starting school
· Organising 'Stay and Play' and 'Settling in Sessions' (Croner-I, 2017) 
· Use of Learning Journals (a document that details learning both at home and in school throughout the year. The child, parents/ carers, practitioners and key person can all contribute and it is useful in promoting a joined-up approach between home and school.







Needs of a Transitioning Child

It is essential to gain an understanding of the theories of child development and developmental psychology that support the concept of transition. Piaget, Vygotsky, Maslow, Bowlby and others have all been influential in gaining understanding of the needs of a transitioning child and the development of effective transition policies and procedures.  
Maslow's 'Heirarchy of Needs' (1968) illustrated below states that a specific series of needs must be met before children can learn. 
[image: ]
  (Source: SimplePsychology, 2007)
Below is a brief explanation of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs:
· Physiological needs: nutrition, sleep, exercise, health;
· Safety needs: both physical and emotional;
· Love and belonging needs: affection shown to the child, trust of those around him, someone who listens, daily order, a right to privacy, unconditional love;
· Self-esteem needs: someone affirms the child’s worth, child is given the opportunity to achieve, to make choices, to be successful;
· Self-actualization needs: child is developing abilities and strengths, problem-solving skills strengthening.
A child who is hungry, stressed or in an environment absent of unconditional love cannot learn. If a child is feeling emotionally or physically vulnerable then the brain produces chemicals that obstruct learning.  



Maslow's model supports a holistic approach to learning with McCloed (2017) stating that for children to progress in the classroom and meet their full potential, transitions must meet with a child's need to feel accepted, and emotionally and physically safe.  
Bowlby's Theory of Attachment provides insight into how a child uses the secure base of one attachment, usually to its mother, as a model for its future relationships. In recent years Bowlby's theory has been further extended by Schaffer and Emerson who found a child's first attachment did not necessarily have to be with its mother, suggesting that young children have the capability to be attached to more than one person providing that the nature of the relationship is of a consistent and reliable quality (Underdown, 2007)
Nutbrown (2013) suggests that children who are able to form a secure attachment with a practitioner during a period of transition are more likely to develop their personal, social and emotional skills and will gain more from their learning opportunities as young developing brains benefit from closeness and emotional wellbeing.
 


Piaget and Vygotsky are the two theorists who are most commonly associated with the concept of transition.
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Children with Special or Additional Learning Needs

Additional planning may be needed for the transition of a child with special or additional learning needs to ensure that the process is smooth and effective from the beginning.
Once practitioners have received information about a child's additional needs it is good practice for the school to arrange a meeting to discuss the forthcoming transition.  Where possible this should take place well in advance of the child starting school so that there is sufficient time for any arrangements for additional support can be made.
Parents/ carers and any other relevant professionals should be present at the meeting so that any plans for training, resources and adaptations that are required can be confirmed and put in place before a child starts (Croner-i, 2017)


The Role of the Adults
The Role of the Practitioner

The transition to school can be helped by parents and carers sharing relevant knowledge about their child as parents/ carers know their child better than anybody else.  The nomination of a named, key person for each transitioning child will help to provide the consistent care and emotional support that is required whilst also building relationships with their parents/ carers. 
The manner in which the key person models their behaviour and helps children and parents cope with their feelings is very important for a child’s learning and development.  The illustration below outlines the role and responsibilities of a key person (Kent County Council, 2012).

 [image: ](Source: Kent County Council, 2012)



The Role of the Parent

By doing the following parents/ carers can help their child to prepare and have a smooth transition to school (Victoria State Government, 2017):
· Asking what their child thinks about starting school.
· Encouraging their child to ask questions about going to school.
· Show their child where their school is and talk about how you will be getting there.
· Be positive and encouraging to their child about starting school.
· Encourage their child to try to do things on their own such as dressing, going to the toilet and washing their hands.
· Talk to friends and other families about what school is like.
· Talk to their child’s school about things that they can do at home to help their child’s learning and development.
· Talk to the school about how they can engage in their child’s learning and development.
· Ask the school what time your child starts on the first day and where to take them (Victoria State Government, 2017).










Outcomes of Transition
Parents/ carers and practitioners are the key providers of information when it comes to measuring the effectiveness of transition to school (Victoria University Melbourne, 2012).  Dockett (2001) states that it would be of benefit for children to be consulted on their experiences of transition and the use of a learning journal would provide an opportunity to do so.
The following are the outcomes of a positive start to school for children:
· feeling safe, secure and supported in the school environment.
· display social and emotional resilience in the school environment.
· feeling a sense of belonging to the school community.
· Having positive relationships with educators and other children.
· Feeling positive about themselves as learners.
· Displaying a keen disposition for learning.
· Families are involved with the school.
· Relationships between families and the school are respectful and responsive.
· Practitioners have confidently prepared and planned appropriately for children starting school. (Nolan et al, 2009)
Children who experience difficulty in the transition to school may:
· Complain of feeling or being sick
· Have increased worries, fears or cry
· Be aggressive, angry or have temper tantrums
· Be verbally negative about school (Giallo et al, 2010)


Conclusion and Key Messages

The transition to primary school is central to a child's development and well-being.  the way in which it is handled has significant long-term implications for a child.
By working in partnership with parents/ carers and other professionals, and by giving consideration to each unique child's holistic needs and development, practitioners will be equipped to develop an effective transition programme so that they may deliver a smooth and effective transition for all (Margetts, 2007). 




Appendices

Appendix1 

All About Me Booklet
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A Ecological model of child development
adapted from Bronfenbrenner, 1979
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