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Introduction 

The aim of this handbook 

The aim of this handbook is to provide information for key workers to successfully support the 

smooth transition of children in the early years – specifically from nursery into reception. To 

provide the best possible outcomes for children during transition, adults and all professionals 

involved must work together and communicate effectively (Oxfordshire County Council 2017). 

Lynch (2018) supports this by suggesting that while school environments are responsible for 

the smooth transition of children, it also falls upon the parents or guardians to ensure that they 

also support their child at what can be a difficult and frightening time. 

What does ‘transition’ mean? 

Early Years Matters (2020) states that ‘transition’ – to put it simply – means ‘change’. Children 

in the early years are constantly faced with different transition milestones which must be 

managed effectively in order to support their development. Allingham (2012) agrees as she 

suggests that ‘transition’ can be any form of change such as moving between settings, a child 

meeting a new member of staff or even having an unexpected visitor in the group.  

Why is it important for transitions to be managed effectively? 

There is a real possibility that children of today will face more transition milestones as they 

proceed through their early years than in any other aspect of their educational journey. For 

example, a child may transition from a home environment to attending day care, then they 

may move on to playgroup, through to nursery, before finally reaching formal education, all 

before they turn five years old (Achievement for all 2020). It is further suggested that every 

child is different and has individual needs. These needs must be supported correctly so that 

the child feels comfortable in their surroundings. In addition, children who have positive role 

models around them will find it easier to settle into new environments and will therefore adapt 

to a new transition quickly. On the other hand, Achievement for All (2020) states that the more 

challenged and uncomfortable a child may feel or the more disadvantaged they are, will 

contribute to how successfully they adjust to new relationships. This will ultimately have a 

direct effect on their learning and development. Therefore, it is crucial that key workers take a 

holistic approach to ensure that the appropriate plans are put in place to uplift every child from 

all walks of life to accommodate smooth transitions. 
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How to use this handbook 

This handbook is specifically designed to help key workers understand the importance of their 

role in supporting children through transition periods. This handbook focusses on children 

within nursery settings – normally between the ages of two and four years old – transitioning 

into a reception class environment. Practitioners who use this handbook should be able to: 

➢ Recognise the significance of their own role within these settings, as well as 

understand the primary caregiver’s role.  

➢ Understand the needs of all children as individuals to be able to support their physical, 

social, cognitive and emotional development. 

➢ Understand the importance of communication between partnerships. 

➢ Put interventions in place to help minimize the negative impacts of transitions on 

children. 

➢ Achieve the proposed outcomes and successfully support all children transitioning 

from nursery to reception. 

Accomplishing such outcomes will take time and thorough planning from key workers. 

Transitions need to be viewed as a sensitive journey and not just a ‘one off event’ (Kirklees 

Council 2019). 

The role of the adult 

The importance of relationships 

According to Essex County Council (2020), key workers must have in depth knowledge of 

each individual child’s needs and interests in order to successfully support their development. 

It is important that practitioners use this information to create a fun and enjoyable, yet suitably 

challenging environment for children to learn. By doing this, children are more likely to engage 

in activities. To support a child in all developmental and learning areas, Essex County Council 

(2020) states that the most important ideas to remember are:  

• To pay attention to how a child learns and engages with others. 

• When a child transitions from a home environment to an educational setting, from room 

to room or - as in this case - one class ability to another, key workers should build 

positive relationships by communicating with children, parents and other professionals 

in order to achieve the best outcomes. 
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• And finally, to respect children as independent learners who should be given the 

opportunity to go at their own pace, make their own choices and take control of their 

own learning where possible. 

In relation to the final point, Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712 – 1778) believed that education 

should follow the individual needs of the child and that practitioners should focus completely 

on the ‘powers, abilities, interests and outlook of a child’ (John 2014). Crain (2015, p. 12) 

agrees by stating that Rousseau believed that children ‘grow according to nature’s plan, which 

urges them to develop different capacities and modalities and different stages’, ultimately 

meaning that a child’s natural rate of development and ability should be the centre focus of 

educational ideas. Key workers should take this into consideration, allowing children to feel at 

ease and comfortable with their learning and environment. This will result in children being 

able to transition smoothly into a new educational setting, rather than feel out of their depth. 

Attachment 

Tempest (2016) says that adults must be consistently responsive towards children’s needs by 

making sure that the child knows that they are loved, understood and respected. By doing this, 

the adult can strengthen a crucial relationship with the child and such actions increase their 

self-esteem which will ultimately result in them having 

the confidence to move forward in their transition 

journey. Primary caregivers, key workers and other 

secondary figures that successfully create secure 

attachment relationships with children will also see 

positive development and learning patterns 

materialise. John Bowlby’s (1907 – 1990) attachment 

theory is based on the idea that secure and insecure 

attachments are naturally programmed into children 

from birth (Wonderful Minds 2020). It cannot be 

denied that from looking at Bowlby’s theory, the most 

(Source: What to Expect 2019)                   intense attachment bond is created between the primary 

caregiver and the child. So, when a child is presented with new surroundings and people, they 

are likely to feel scared and anxious. This means that practitioners will need to pay close 

attention to these children and provide them with care and guidance for them to settle in and 

feel safe (Lerner and Parlakian 2016). As these children acknowledge the safe and 

comfortable environment created by practitioners, they will be more trusting of their secondary 

figures and are more likely to transition onto the next stage competently. 
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Aiding children 

Children who attend nursery settings will be working on strengthening different aspects of their 

development including their social, emotional, physical and fine motor skills. There are some 

skills (such as running, jumping or using crayons) that children at pre-school age can do 

without the help of an adult (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2020). However, 

there are some skills that children cannot do unless aided by a key worker or another adult. 

Vygotsky (1896 – 1934) developed the zone of proximal development. This is the zone in 

which children begin learning and developing their skills.  

 “Vygotsky consistently defines the zone of proximal development as the difference between 

the current level of cognitive development and the potential level of cognitive development.” 

He believes that children cannot accomplish their learning targets without the help of their 

teacher or parent. This is supported by Educational Technology (2020). 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

                                                                (Source: Cuppa Cocoa 2014) 

Therefore, it is important that key workers aid children’s learning and development in nursery 

settings so that they can transition into a reception class environment smoothly, as they will 

have been able to build on vital skills that set the foundation for transitions. 
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The needs of the child 

Inclusive Education 

As well as needing a safe and loving 

environment, UNICEF (2020) states that 

‘inclusive education allows students of all 

backgrounds to learn and grow side by side, 

to the benefit of all’.  This supports the view 

that no matter a child’s disability, gender, 

additional learning needs or even the 

language they speak (all of which could be 

potential barriers to children’s development 

and learning), children are entitled                                          (Source: Brookes Publishing 2015) 

to the best education possible and their voices matter. In addition to this, UNICEF (2020) 

further suggests that inclusive education is the best way for all children to have an equal 

chance at learning and developing to successfully transition into the next stages. 

Maria Montessori (1870 – 1952) believed that inclusion is vital in child development and that 

all settings should be child-focussed. She believed that children should be given the 

appropriate tools, not only to learn and develop at their own individual rates, but to also spark 

children’s imaginations to help them excel neurologically. Montessori uses the idea of 

providing basic materials such as cardboard, letters and wooden blocks to all children - 

regardless of disability - to see what they could do with them. Montessori would further ensure 

that children were able to feel that sense of inclusion by changing standard sized furniture in 

settings to child sized tables and chairs. This is still used in settings today. Additionally, toys 

and materials were stored in cupboards and units lower to the ground so that children could 

access them for themselves (Zanazzi, 2018, p. 79-82). To summarise, Montessori suggests 

that all children’s individual needs should be considered and the environment in which they 

learn and develop should be tailored to include them. By taking this inclusive approach, pre-

school children will find it easier to settle in and adapt to changes and transitions. 
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

“The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a legally-binding 

international agreement setting out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of 

every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities.” (Save the Children 2020a). 

Children’s rights are incredibly important when taking into consideration the needs of the child. 

Key workers should look at the 54 articles set out under the international agreement and 

consider how they can meet these requirements within their settings. For example, Article 3 

sets out the best interests of the child and Article 12 states that all children have a voice that 

must be respected (Save the Children 2020b). 

In approaching this, Early Years Practitioners can assess the best way to guide children 

through transitions by listening to what each child needs. This will hopefully cause as little 

stress and disturbance as possible, as they will feel valued by being listened to. One might 

add that Article 31 states the child’s right to play. According to The National Literacy Trust 

(2017), play allows children to learn and develop and take risks as well as giving them a choice 

and a voice. Play is an exceedingly valuable need for children as without it they cannot thrive. 

It is further stated that play is fun and engaging and as a result children will interact with others 

which will help them relax and build friendships with children who will also be going through a 

transition. Therefore, they will feel a sense of reassurance as they will not be alone in a fragile 

time. 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Key workers can fully understand a child’s needs by looking at Maslow’s (1908 – 1970) 

hierarchy of needs. 

 

 

 

 

   (Source: Ferris 2015) 



9 
 

Ferris (2015) suggests that the bottom three tiers of the pyramid are the most basic needs 

of the child that need to be met by key workers. Children need food, water, trusting 

relationships and a safe place. By meeting these basic needs, practitioners can build the 

foundations to guide these children through their transitions. 

Partnerships 

Parent and family partnerships 

Key workers in early years settings must deliver the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) 

published by the Department for Education (2017). Part of the requirements of this is 

working in partnership and involving parents in their child’s learning. Having a good 

relationship with children’s parents and families will allow practitioners a deeper 

understanding of the child and will help them reach the principles set out by the EYFS. 

Key workers must provide the following information to parents as stated by the Department 

for Education (2017): 

• The different types of activities and experiences their children will be involved in. 

• How the setting can accommodate children with additional learning needs. 

• What food and drink will be made available to their children. 

• Details of the settings policies and procedures. 

• Provide details of their complaint’s procedure. 

Parents and key workers can effectively communicate with each other when everyone has 

access to all the relevant information. This allows parents to understand the pre-school setting 

their child is attending and how they carry out their policies to ensure the safety and wellbeing 

of their children. Transitions for children are more likely to progress fluently if key workers and 

parents communicate advantageously. 

Multi-agencies 

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1917 – 2005) is another theorist of whom supports the importance of 

partnerships within education. He believed it was the responsibility of key workers to 

communicate with multi-agencies and other professionals to help guide children in the best 

direction possible (Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny 2017). Bronfenbrenner shows within his 

ecological theory the level of influence family partnerships, school partnerships, media, and 

government partnerships have on a child’s development and learning. 
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                                                   (Source: Stanger, 2011) 

From the above source, Bronfenbrenner clearly shows the level of impact different 

environments and partnerships have on a person. Microsystems, Mesosystems and 

Exosystems have the greatest influence on a child’s development. Therefore, making sure 

the partnerships around the child are positive, beneficial and secure will allow the right 

guidance for the child to be supported through transitions. 

Interventions 

Studies show that transitions are essential to a child’s development and the way they are 

managed by key workers in the early years could have a long-lasting impact on how a child 

adapts to change in their future (The Educator 2017). Moving from a mostly play based 

environment - such as nursery - into a more educational setting such as reception, can be 

terrifying for children, especially during current times with the COVID-19 pandemic. Using play 

is one intervention method to ensure a smooth transition. This is because it breaks down social 

barriers between adults and children and increases development skills that will help children 

when they go through changes. Walker (2019) suggests that there are several ways 

practitioners can soften transitions, for example: 

• Introducing reception teachers to children early by allowing them to visit nursery 

classes. 

• Talking to children about starting school so that they can be open about how it makes 

them feel. 
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• Beginning to encourage children to become more independent when putting coats and 

shoes on, and at lunch times and snack times. 

By accommodating such activities, children will be more familiar with different key workers and 

already be prepared for the extra independence starting reception will bring, therefore 

reducing the stress of a new transition.  

‘All about Me’ books 

A great intervention method is using ‘All about Me’ books. The purpose of these books is to 

professionals to get to know each individual child and to help prepare them for transition. Little 

Swans Day Nursery (No Date) uses this method to help children transition from home to their 

setting, for transitions within the setting itself and to build information for when they are ready 

to move on to school. Parents can help fill in all the necessary information so that practitioners 

can understand what each child will need specifically. Therefore, key workers will be able to 

guide children successfully through all transitions. 

School readiness sessions 

Providing parents/primary caregivers access to school readiness sessions will further prepare 

children for transitions. The sessions allow parents and children to explore different areas and 

involve themselves in different activities such as learning numbers and trying writing tasks 

(School Readiness 2020). Keiki Early Learning (2020) suggests that school readiness 

sessions should not be like a ‘typical’ school day. They say that allowing children to be curious 

and explore is more valuable for children to discover their love for learning. As children develop 

these skills and new relationships are built between schools and families, practitioners are 

giving them ‘the best opportunity to adjust to a school environment and reach their learning 

potential’. 

Proposed outcomes 

It is extremely important to understand if the intervention methods for transitions have been 

successful in the long term as it is suggested not all early years intervention methods are 

effective (Early Intervention Foundation 2020). The Department for Education (2015) shows 

that the EPPSE (Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education) students that 

attended pre-school settings were more likely to sit their AS level exams at the age of 17. 

Furthermore, if they had attended a high-quality pre-school setting, ‘they were twice as likely 

as those who hadn’t attended pre-school to take AS levels.’  
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Another way to monitor if transitions have been successful is by carrying out a reception 

baseline assessment. Children who have recently transitioned into reception classes are 

assessed on their progress to see what their level of development is and what their capabilities 

are. This evaluation allows key workers and parents to understand where the child’s starting 

point in education is, but also allows practitioners to see whether their recent efforts to support 

the child’s transition has been successful (Standards and Testing Agency 2020). 

In conclusion, if key workers, parents and multi-agencies communicate effectively and 

practitioners do everything in their power to support children’s learning and development within 

their early years, especially during crucial periods, all children (regardless of their needs) have 

the best chance at adapting to new transitions rewardingly, as well as reaching their greatest 

potential. 
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