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Aim Focus and purpose of research/ research context.

The aim of this essay is to gain a true and honest insight into how year 6 pupils feel about transitioning from primary school into secondary school. The issue that this essay is trying to address is reasoning for any nerves or stress that may be prominent throughout year 6 as a whole when thinking of moving to secondary school. That being said also to address the opposite and discover what components of secondary school that excite the pupils. 

This essay will look to explore and understand the perspectives, feelings, and experiences of pupils as they prepare to transition from primary school to secondary school. This involves investigating their anxieties, expectations, concerns, and hopes regarding the transition process. The research may seek to identify any factors that influence students' attitudes towards this transition, such as school support systems, family involvement, or individual characteristics. Ultimately, the aim is to gain insights that could inform strategies and interventions to better support students during this critical period of educational transition.

The reason I was so interested in this topic and chose to gather research based on this topic is because I am currently placed within a year 6 class. The school is based within an affluent area and all pupils will transition into the same secondary school.

The research question is “What are the attitudes towards transition from primary to secondary school in year 6?” I chose to word the topic question in this manor so that I could not only explore the cynical attitudes towards transition but also the positive attitudes. 


Overview of relevant literature 

When reviewing literature that focuses on the topic of transition from primary to secondary school the overall there are certain overlapping themes. Those being phycological adjustment and well-being, social support and peer relationships, parental involvement and support, educational continuity and school climate, identity development and self-concept, academic achievement and motivation and intervention and support programmes. 

It has been spoken across literature that transition to secondary school can be deemed as a ‘status passage’ for pupils going from year 6 to year 7. Jenifer Symonds author of Understanding school transition found that pupils in year 6 generally feel as if they “are too old for primary school” by the time they reach year 6 and also that “children feel more mature simply by leaving primary school” (Symonds 2015) Despite this general relaxed approach of pupils that had been found by Symonds it has been found by Dunlop and Fabian that “children face a setting that is qualitatively different from their previous experiences” (Dunlop & Fabian 2002) taking both of these findings into consideration it would suggest that pupils in year 6 aren’t completely aware of the difference between primary and secondary school and therefore leads to them having a laidback attitude towards the thought of transition.  That being said the unreliability of Dunlop and Fabian’s findings have to be considered due to the fact it is over 20 years old and therefore curriculums within the modern world may be more developed to educate pupils towards the differences between primary and secondary school.
The challenge of transitioning from primary to secondary school can be different for all pupils and has “long been recognised as one of the most challenging times in a young adolescent students education” (Hopwood 2016)  it has been found by Hopwood’s research in 2016 that during their first and second year of being in secondary school pupil academic levels either “stall or decline” (Hopwood 2016) Hopwood found a multitude of reasons for this being the case for example year 6 teachers felt as if they were completely aware of the workload that pupils would face within secondary school however only “42% of year 7 teachers” were aware of the work that was being completed by year 6 pupils during their time at primary school. They also felt as if an increase in communication between schools would benefit transition with “72%” of teachers from primary and secondary agreeing that this would provide for a smoother transition.  

When comparing teacher’s and pupil’s perceptions it has been found by (Bru, Stornes and Munthes 2010) within Students’ Perceptions of Teacher Support Across the Transition from Primary to Secondary School that “perceptions of teacher support decline gradually with the increase of student age.” (Bru, Stornes and Munthes 2010This gives insight into how pupils may feel a lack of support by the time they get to year 6 which would provide evidence for why they may feel unprepared for transition into secondary school. It was also found by Bru, Stornes and Munthes that “pupils from about the age of 11 are able to distinguish between ability and effort”. Consequently, this could mean that pupils become delusional with how they will balance their levels of ability with their levels of effort when beginning secondary school. In contrast Pupils in transition: Moving between key stages by Gill Nicholls and John Gardener found that “recognising the problems that pupils face is the first step to providing a good induction programme” (Nicholls and Gardener 2002) therefore stating that groundwork needs to be out in place in order to better the attitudes of those pupils involved with transitioning and decrease the apprehension. 

A study in 2020 under the name of The role of social and emotional learning during the transition to secondary school: an exploratory study conducted by Arif Mahmud found that “all pupils within the study were able to recollect the pre-transitional support that they received before beginning secondary school” (Mahmud 2020) This therefore highlights that the transition methods that those pupils endured left them with an unforgettable experience. However, what is not confirmed through Mahmud’s study is whether the reason for transition being so memorable was for positive or negative reasons. This would provide evidence that when preparing the pupils within the study for their transition to secondary school their teachers may not have followed the findings of Nicholls and Gardener who found that “recognising the problems that pupils face is the first step to providing a good induction programme.” (Nicholls and Gardener)

The relevant literature that can be found on the topic of pupils transitioning from primary to secondary school speaks a lot about the process of transition itself and what can be done to ensure a smooth transition for all pupils in year 6. This is all useful and insightful information however there is small amounts of research that looks into the pupils’ attitudes towards transitioning from primary to secondary school.



Explanation of case study 

To guarantee that this research is as trustworthy as possible it became clear that completing a case study would be the best way of creating respectable and relevant research. Dr Roberta Heale in 2017 claimed that “there is no one definition of case study research however very simply can be defined as an intensive study about a person, a group of people or a unit” (Heale 2017) to further strengthen Heale’s definition John Gerring defines a case study as “an intensive study of a single unit with an aim to generalize across a larger set of units.” (Gerring 2004) Further to his research in 2004 three years later Gerring claimed that “case studies observe a few cases intensely rather than observing a lot of cases superficially” (Gerring 2007) 

A lot of arguments can be made for and against case study research and a number of researchers have found strengths and weaknesses within the research.  For example, Gerring in 2007 found that case study research leads to “a more variegated set of tools to capture the complexity of social behaviour” (Gerring 2007) meaning that completing research through the form of a case study will allow for better and broader results compared to researching through different methods. Another argument that can be made for case studies being an effective way of researching is that they are able to offer in depth analysis it was found that case studies allow researchers to “delve deeply into the complexities of a particular situation. (Yin, R.K. 2014) This allows for more specific questions to be answered through research.  Case studies also allow for rich data to be found by the researcher which can include “narratives, observations and interviews” (Stake R.E 1995) this means that information into things such as behavioural processes motivation and decision making can all be studied with ease.

Although a lot can be said for the effectiveness and the positive outcomes of conducting a case study there are also a number of limitations. For example, one of the main limitations of conducting a case study for research is the “limited ability to generalize findings” (Yin, R. K. 2014). Meaning that as case studies usually focus on individuals, small focus groups it can be difficult to determine if the findings within the research are completely true across a whole population. Another weakness that can be found with researching using case studies is that they can often be subjective meaning that “case studies often rely heavily on the interpretation of the researcher.” (Flyvbjerg B 2006)  This could lead to the researcher unintentionally interpreting data that already aligns with their pre conceived ideas on the topic in which they are researching. 

The participants within this specific case study will be pupils from a year 6 class. These pupils were specifically chosen as the year group that they are in is directly involved with transitioning from primary to secondary school and therefore will allow for the most appropriate research to take place. There will be two different methods of research taken within this case study in order to ensure a representative sample across this research. Those being questionnaires and interviews. By asking the pupils to complete questionnaires I was able to efficiently gather data from a large number of participants. It was found that this efficiency is “particularly useful when time is limited.” (Bryman A & Bell E 2015) Interviews were chosen as a second method of data collection as it allows participants of the research to give clarification when answering questions as “researchers are able to ask follow up questions” (Stake R.E 1995) if answers given lack detail.


Research methods

The two methods that were chosen to gather data for this case study were questionnaires and 1 to 1 interviews. 

I am aware that questionnaires come with strengths and limitations. For example, questionnaires allow for Quantative data collection meaning that a researcher is able to “collect date from participants that can be analysed statistically” (Dillman, D. A., Smyth, J. D., & Christian, L. M. 2011). Which will help provide numerical insights into various aspects of my research. Questionnaires also offer a consistency within their feedback. By setting the same questions for everyone to answer it ensures that there is a “consistency within the data” (Creswell, J. W. 2023) which therefore helps with reducing biases within the research and ensuring reliable findings. By allowing participants of the research to complete the questionnaires on their own without any pressures of interviewers as a researcher I am able to gain perspectives from the pupils that may not be possible to gather through a 1 to 1 interview due to a feeling of pressure. It has been found that “questionnaires “provide a way to capture perspectives attitudes and beliefs.” (Oppenheim, A. N. 1992) Due to the statistical nature of questionnaires it allows for data to be analysed through various techniques which means that “researchers can identify patterns, correlations and trends within data efficiently.” (Fowler Jr, F. J. 2013)

Bearing in mind what has been said about the strengths that come with taking questionnaires there also limitations to this method that can impact reliability of data. For example, using questionnaires to gather research means that you can only collect a limited amount of information “due to their nature questionnaires tend to gather structured often Quantative data” (Yin, R. K.2014) meaning that being able to get a grasp of the experiences and ideologies proves to be difficult. Questionnaires also lead to a lack of flexibility for the researcher as they “typically have fixed sets of questions.” (Stake R.E 1995) This may not allow for answers to be explored like in a 1 to 1 interview.  Within research it is important to be aware of when and where biases intentional or unintentional may influence a case study. This is definitely possible with the use of questionnaires as “respondents may interpret questions differently” (Creswell, J. W. 2023) and therefore lead to a set of answers that do not correlate.  In order to complete any form of research as a researcher you have to gather enough participants that are willing to be involved with research, it has been found that “depending on your case study, it might be challenging to recruit a sufficient number of participants to complete the questionnaire” (Merriam, S. B. 2016) therefore hindering the reliability of a questionnaire.

The second method I used to collect data for my case study was through 1 to 1 interviews. Just like questionnaires I am aware that interviews come with advantages and disadvantages. Interviews are a great way of collecting in depth information for case studies and it has been found that interviewing is an “effective way of delving into experiences, perspectives and behaviours of participants” (Yin, R. K.2014) unlike questionnaires it allows the researcher to ask participants of the study to extend their answer if needs be. Interviews also offer researchers to gain an alternative “insights that Quantative data methods may not capture” (Merriam, S. B. 2016) so rather than gathering numeric data interviews allow researchers to gain opinions and perspectives. When taking research through a questionnaire the research can be very structures which can lead to a set of very similar answers whereas interviews “offer flexibility in terms of the questions asked and the direction in which the conversation is lead” this therefore allows the interviewer to steer the participant in the right direction if they become confused by a question. This flexibility also allows for the researcher to gain extra clarity through follow up question if they wish to further understand a point made by the researcher. This “helps ensure a comprehensive understanding of the topic under investigation.” (Stake R.E 1995)

Interviewing within a case study comes with a lot of disadvantages however just like all research methods it also comes with a number of disadvantages. For example, interviewing can be incredibly time consuming as it involves “scheduling interviews, transcribing data and analysing responses” (Baxter & Jack 2015) when faced with limited time to conduct research this can prove to be impractical for researchers. The participants can also face unintentional biases from the interviewer meaning that opinions can have an influence on the process itself. It has been found that biases in interviews can arise from “leading questions, non-verbal ques or unintentional signalling.” (Denzin N.K 2023) Although interviews allow participants to speak freely and give opinions it is ultimately down to the researcher to interpret the answers and therefore the message that the participants wanted to give may be falsely interpreted. It some instances it has been found that “different researchers interpret the same data differently which leads to inconsistencies in analysis.” (Stake 2006) With all interviews there is always a chance that participants aren’t honest due to having to directly speak to someone it has been discovered that “participants may provide responses that they think are socially acceptable rather than their true thoughts or behaviours.” (Fisher R.J)

When conducting my questionnaires, I used a variety of tick box questions and open questions. I decided to go with this variety as I felt as if it would lead to participants feeling more engaged with the questionnaire. It has actually been proven that “different question formats keep participants engaged throughout the questionnaire.” (Dillman 2011) When conducting my interviews, I used to follow up questions to truly try and gage the perspectives of the participants, I felt as if this would give me a better insight when analysing my data. 


Data presentation and analysis methods

When analysing the data collected throughout my interviews I felt as if it would be best to use thematic analysis methods in order to make sense of my data. I chose thematic analysis as the research that was gathered was all qualitative data. Thematic analysis allows me as a researcher to be adaptable within my approach as all answers will be different. “Thematic analysis allows themes to emerge directly from the data itself” (Braun V & Clarke V 2006) this allows me as a researcher to be flexible and use the data collected to its full potential. By focusing on the themes within the data that I have collected I was able to gain a greater understanding for the question and gather “a rich exploration of participants perspectives, experiences and meanings.” (Nowell L.S 2017) In order to ensure that my thematic analysis could be considered trustworthy. I used a technique called member checking which “validates findings with participants to ensure accuracy.” (Lincoln Y.S 1985) By going through participants responses with the participants I was able to ensure they were happy with what I recorded but also ensure trust within my findings. I also felt as if it would be important to be aware of the potential biases that could appear within the research findings. Therefore by following consistency in the data analysis I could “ensure that the analysis is systematic” (Spiers J 2018)  and can be easily interpreted and verified by others when looking at results of the research.

When looking to analyse the data I had gathered within my questionnaires I concluded that statistical analysis would be the best method to use in order to truly understand the responses from the participants. Unlike the data collected within the interviews data collected within questionnaires is typically Quantative rather than qualitative. Therefore, I felt as if statistical data would be best as it “helps quantify and summarise data which makes it easier to draw meaningful conclusions” (Babbie E.R 2013) By using statistical analysis for my questionnaires it also means I can visually represent my findings rather than just reporting on them it has been found that “visualisations help in understanding the distribution of characteristics of the data.” (Hair J.F 2019) 


Ethical considerations 

When researching into the attitudes towards transition from primary to secondary school in year 6 there were a number of ethical dilemmas that needed to be considered prior to beginning any research. I created an in depth ethics form that focused on all of the possible ethical dilemmas that the research I was carrying out could have.  The first factor that needed to be considered was acquiring informed consent. As the participants are from a year 6 class and therefore under the age to give permission for themselves, I would have to gain permission from the participants parents in order to begin this research. With the aim of carrying out the research I created consent forms for the participants parents to fill out and sign that would give permission for their child to play a part within the research. Within the consent form I made sure to highlight the purpose of the study as well as potential risks and benefits. 

Another factor that needed to be ethically considered and one that I deemed crucially important for my research was ensuring confidentiality for the participants. In order to inform participants parents of anonymity throughout the I formulated an information sheet that gave the reader reassurance that confidentiality would be adhered to throughout the study. I ensured I kept to this by using code names for any pupils involved within the study for example “pupil 1/ pupil A” and also keeping all information from questionnaires and interviews on a password protected computer.

By being aware of my ethical considerations I was able to ensure that participants of the study were not able to be identified through the formulation of my findings.




Results/ analysis of results/ discussion

When examining the results of both the questionnaire and the interview it is clear that there are certainly overlapping themes and feedback.

Firstly, looking at the results of the questionnaire. The first question that participants were asked was “Are you excited about transitioning to secondary school?” this was a multiple choice question with the options being “Yes, No and Not sure.”  80% of the pupil’s feedback they were excited with the other 20% claiming they weren’t sure. The second question was “what are you looking forward to most at secondary school?” This was an open question, and the results were that 5% of pupils responded with uplevelling skills, 30% of pupils responded with new lessons, 5% of pupils said new challenges and 60% of pupils responded with meeting new people. Taking these first two findings into account it would be fair to say that the reason 80% of pupils are excited to begin secondary school is because they have the opportunity to meet new people. 

When looking at potential anxieties that pupils may have about beginning secondary school it was reported that what worried pupils most was the potential of “getting lost” with 40% of pupils giving this as feedback. 30% of pupils reported that it was being around “older pupils” that concerned them most about beginning at secondary.  The finally 30% of responses were shared evenly between “Homework, failing exams and leaving primary”. When asked “How do you feel about making new friends at secondary school?” 60% of pupils feedback they were “excited” with the other 40% feeding back they were “nervous.” These results correlate with those of “what are you looking forward to most about secondary school?” with pupils saying, “making new friends”, this gives a consistency and re occurrence to the feedback given by participants.  

Following on pupils were questioned on the workload of secondary school. 90% of pupils felt confident that the workload was “going to be harder in secondary school” with the other 10% reporting that they were not sure. They were the questioned as to “how do you think secondary school will be difficult?” 40% of pupils said that they will find the change in capacity of the school difficult as they will be a lot more people, another 40% feedback that it is the classwork that will be the most difficult aspect of secondary school. The final 20% was split between homework and having to find different classrooms. 

Proceeding to the results of the 1 to 1 interviews a lot of similarities can be made to the results of the questionnaire. The main themes that can be taken from the results of the interviews are firstly mixed emotions pupils expressed a range of emotions regarding the transition, including excitement and nervousness. This indicates a complex emotional landscape associated with this significant change in their educational development. Following on from this it was clear that the pupils were excited for new experiences as pupils highlighted their anticipation for new lessons and meeting new people, which suggests they have a positive outlook on the opportunities that secondary school may bring.
the pupils seemed to be aware of the increase in demand that will come with beginning secondary school. This is because anxieties about the transition primarily centred around the increased workload and the presence of more people. 

With less focus on the academic side of the challenge that lies ahead for the pupils and more focus on the social challenges pupils anticipated difficulties in making friends in secondary school due to the larger class sizes and less consistent interaction with their peers. Another theme that was found is pupils feeling as if they have had a lack of support from their teachers with regards to transition. Some pupils feel as if they have received guidance from teachers regarding what to expect in secondary school,  whereas others reported uncertainty or lack of clarity, indicating variability in the level of support provided by the teachers during the transition process so far. This backs up the findings of (Bru, Stornes and Munthes 2010)  that claimed “perceptions of teacher support decline gradually with the increase of student age.”

Conclusions / Recommendations

When reviewing the process of the research it is clear that pupils are excited about transitioning from primary to secondary school. They do however share a number of anxieties that mean their attitudes can also come across somewhat apprehensive. 

Reflecting on my own work throughout this process. If I was ever to do research like this again, I would want to gain more feedback from more pupils. Due to timing with consent forms, it meant that I was restricted to a limited number of pupils to work with meaning that all data collected cannot be taken as seriously as research that may have had a much larger group of pupils to work with. 

Now that the research is complete, and the answers have been analysed. In order to better pupil’s attitudes and experiences towards transition I would recommend that more is done earlier into the year of year 6 to help pupils manage their anxieties towards transition.
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