A Practitioners Guide to Transitions
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: A Handbook to Support the Transitioning Child in Early Years.
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‘‘The nursery school is an extension of the function of the home, not a substitute for it’’
Isaacs (Quoted in Mickelburgh,2018)


1.
Aim: The aim of this handbook is to impower practitioners with enough information so that they feel equipped, knowledgeable, and comfortable to support babies, children, and young people through a range of transitions; looking specifically at the relevance of communication and the transition between home and nursery school. By the end of this handbook, practitioners should be able to support smooth, effective transitions. And understand the role of the adult, the needs of the child, the importance of positive partnership working, be able to understand the theory behind transitions, government legislation and have obtained practical interventions skills which will positively influence the proposed outcomes.  


What is a Transition?
‘Transition is the process in which something changes from one state to another’ (Collins English dictionary, 2023)
Transitions are significant milestones in children's early years and have an important influence on their development. They can be times of immense excitement and opportunity but also times of uncertainty and worry. (Early years matters, 2023) 
“The process of transition may be viewed as one of adaptation. The best adaptation takes place where conditions are similar, communication is encouraged, and the process of change takes place gradually over time.”  (O’Donoghue, 2020)
[bookmark: _Int_AgfHL0nB]Transitions can be physical; moving from a home environment to school, from school to a childminders or nursery, or simply in-between rooms such as the lunch hall or playground. (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021) They can be intellectual transitions where the child progresses through education, EYFS to KS1 or primary to secondary school. (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021) (Walker, 2011) Or subject from emotional or personal experiences. For example, adoption, bereavement, moving house, divorce or a change in a teacher or caregiver. Transition can also be a personal change of habit such as transferring from bottle to beaker, nappies to toilet or cot to bed. (Allingham 2012) Lastly, transitions can also be Physiological; whether it be coping with long-term illness or even puberty is classed as a transition. (Walker,2011)
Why are Transitions Important?
Transitions are critical to children's development and emotional well-being, and depending on how the first transitions are managed, can have a substantial impact on the child's ability to cope with change in the future. (Walker, 2017). If supported effectively they build resilience and tolerance to change. Exposing and supporting them gradually to these ‘positive stresses’ allows them to cope with adapting situations which in turn will open opportunities for growth such as starting school. (O’Donoghue, 2020) According to ‘The Childrens workforce development Council' (2010) (cited innTrodd,2012) for a practitioner to adequately support a child through transitions they must listen and understand them as individuals in relation to their life and past experiences, as all children will be approaching transitions from different paths with differing needs. They are more likely to thrive when given clear expectations, predictable routines, and techniques of how to manage their emotions, actions, and behaviours throughout the transition. (O’Donoghue,2020) 
2.
Communication
Effective Communication is vital in supporting smooth transitions. Communication is a ‘two-way’ process of sharing information, ideas, and feelings and as much about listening as it is about talking (Dunhill, 2010). 
For successful communication the recipient must feel heard and valued. A practitioner can achieve this through open communication with parents via school apps, letters, coffee mornings, in person and over the phone. It is also important however to be aware of the barriers to communication. For example, language and cultural differences between parties, technology challenges and past experiences all play a part in everyone unique and individual circumstance and all must be respected (Parent Pay, 2023)
Transition may bring feelings of anxiety to a child and their family; a practitioner must be mindful to read non-verbal communication, observing body language, facial expressions, gestures and offer words and actions of comfort (Dunhill 2010). For children who have ALN and may be nonverbal, ease tensions by offering visual aids, perhaps introducing a ‘Picture Exchange Communication System’ (PECS No date), a visual timetable or photographs of the setting and staff which can be used to prepare the child. Verbal children can be asked questions throughout the transition to ensure they are comfortable and aware of their next steps (EYFS 2023). Malaguzzi (MacBlain 2023) also advocated questioning children to involve them in their learning progress and check their understanding.
Conversing with children is a necessity for them to learn, solve tasks and clarify important points. (Vygotsky, cited in Pound, 2005)
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3.
 A Key PersonThe Role of the Adult:

Change for children can be a time of apprehension and confusion. However, this anxiety can be managed with the role of a key person from the setting who will build a secure attachment with the child. Children thrive in close secure, and caring relationships. Therefore, the person who gets to know the child well and understands their needs, likes, and dislikes will provide a strong support ensuring the child feels happy, well-adjusted and confident (Nursery Story 2021). This strategy aligns with Bowlby’s attachment theory (Pound, 2005) which describes the importance of a child’s need for an emotionally close bond with their mother, especially significant in the first two years of their life. As the child may feel a sense of loss from the mother when entering the setting the key person will take up the role of that safe person forming a strong relationship, which in turn will support their emotional and academic growth, confidence, and independence (MacKay, 2010). As going to school might be one of the first moments a child experiences the world outside separate from their mother, Winnicott (Cited in Manolachi,2021) suggests a way to offer comfort to a child transitioning is to bring a familiar item from home such as, a teddy, blanket, or pacifier, this item acts as a bridge between home and school and a reminder of the child’s identify and link to mother. 
The Practitioner 
It is the responsibility of the practitioner to welcome and help a child settle, all the while, adhering to the policies and procedures of the setting. The National Minimum Standards are mandatory guidelines which the setting must follow within their practice; 8.1, Nurture and Wellbeing, calls for practitioners to ‘‘promote warm relationships, security, self-esteem, independence, and confidence for children, in a responsive, nurturing atmosphere’’ (Welsh Gov,2023 p.29). ‘The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child’ (Unicef) Article 12 recognizes the right of a child’s voice, feelings and wishes, therefore it is crucial to involve them in all aspects of the impending move to school and prepare them in plenty of time, exercising age-appropriate communication.

The Practitioner as a Role Model 
Bandura (Aubrey, Riley, 2019) suggests learnt behaviour is not only absorbed when a child’s own behaviour has been acknowledged, for example with a positive or negative reinforcement but instead can be learnt simply from watching others, observing their actions and consequences, remembering them, and copying later. With this in mind, the ownership is on the practitioner to conduct themselves as a positive role model ensuring open body language, polite, inclusive practice, and equal opportunities for all (Dept for Ed, 2023).
4.
The Parent 
Smidt, S (2015) places immense value on the information parents have about their child and argues that parents know their children better than anybody else and see them in circumstances that teachers and practitioners do not. To completely comprehend what every individual child is interested in, capable of doing, or have difficulties with, practitioners must recognize, value, and seek their knowledge. There will be parents who can inform them about the languages their child can speak, understand, read, and/or write, their early childhood experiences, places they may have travelled, their specific interests, and much more.
The Environment and Play
A child is more likely to settle in an environment if it is prepared, warm and welcoming with toys and objects that they are interested in. If classes are open with easy access to toys and equipment with non-restrictive play (‘The Montessori Method’ Macblain, 2022) the child is more likely to settle and learn within their ‘Sensitive Periods’ which according to Montessori (O’Donnell, 2013) are times that they are ready to learn and are both motivated and interested. As suggested by Montessori (O’Donnell, 2013) continued close observations, to get to know the child, can take place whilst still allowing them freedom and independence to make their own choices, grow at their own pace and learn with objects that interest them.
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Description automatically generated]Piaget (Aubrey, Riley, 2019) also points out the importance of learning and developing through explorational and discovery play. Arguing that classrooms should move away from instructive teaching and instead let the child learn through curiosity and exploration, treating each child as an individual with differing needs, teaching them at ‘their’ level of intellectual ability and being aware that children mature intellectually, physically, and emotionally at different rates (Aubrey, Riley, 2019). A practitioner’s duty therefore is to facilitate play and learning opportunities to be consistent with the child’s readiness and ability, as well as, exercising patience for each child to progress at their own pace (Pound, 2005). The Early Years Foundation Stage (2023) states, play underpins all aspects of child development including developing language skills, emotions and creativity, social and intellectual skills therefore it is essential appropriate play opportunities are present for transitions and as an ongoing provision.

Vygotsky (Pound, 2005) also acknowledged the value of the classroom experiences, however unlike Piaget, he noticed the benefit of learning from social interactions. For example, learning language, culture and becoming self-aware; this is known as ‘A Social Constructive View’. With this in mind, welcoming a child to the setting by carrying out group projects and circle times, the practitioner will encourage children to learn and bond together, igniting a sense of 'belonging'. It is important to acknowledge children’s various cultures, families, and individual backgrounds and prepare activities and continuous provision with diversity in mind, allowing each child to see themselves and their own experiences reflected in the environment. (Twinkl No Date)(Source: He’s-extraordinary, 2022)


5.
The Needs of the Child

A child from birth needs consistent interaction and experiences for their brain stimulant to develop and form neuro connections; this interaction from birth is scientifically called ‘Serve and Return’ and starts when a baby expresses themselves with eye contact, smiles or babbling and the adult returning the vocalization or gesture. This exercise progresses as the child develops, and their brain continues to make links between themselves and the environment around them. If, however, the child does not receive the ‘Return’ the brain fails to build emotional, cognitive, motor and behaviour skills, therefore will miss key developmental milestones. (Three Core Concepts, No Date) Bandura, however, believed serve and return was too simplistic and children’s feelings and emotions are far more complex. (MacBlain, 2020). It is the practitioner’s duty of care to use a child centered-approach and follow all settings policies and procedures in meeting a child’s individual needs. The National Minimum Standards, standard four outlines that,
Each child’s individual needs, including any children with disabilities or additional
needs (including additional learning needs), are planned for and provided for. (Welsh Gov, 2023)
[image: ]Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs                                                                                                        Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs Pyramid      demonstrates the importance of meeting a child’s basic individual needs in order for them to achieve their full potential. This practice is mandatory within the practitioner’s daily duties and is evident in schools today. For example, free school meals, passing on uniform free of charge, changing children’s clothes if wet or soiled and ensuring drinks are available throughout the day. Similarly, to Maslow, Erikson’s (Pound, 2005) ‘Eight Stages of Psychosocial Development’ suggests there are life stages and challenges of which children must overcome before moving to the next, starting with building trust in their caregiver, environment, and self.


  (Source: Simplypsychology, 2023)
Practitioners are always encouraged to support a child’s health and wellbeing, and it was the McMillan sisters (MacBlain 2020) in 1906 who bought about change in this area within the government. Their policy introduced free school meals, an increased emphasis on access to outdoor areas and the benefits of caring for nature and set the premises for future curriculum. We can see evidence of this within schools today with free school meals, forest schools, regular milk and health checks.         
Fundamentally, children need to feel safe, secure, and loved (Bowlby, cited in Pound 2005).
6.
Partnership Working
While transitioning a child from home to nursery school a practitioner must remember to use a child centered holistic approach to meet the child’s individual needs. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System demonstrates the impact of environments and is an example of how parents, caregivers, educators, communities, and organizations work together for the best interests of the child; partnership working particularly crucial in the mircrsystem (Aubrey, Riley, 2019).  Bronfenbrenner’s theory claims that, high quality environments have a direct positive impact on a child’s wellbeing and development. And emphasizes the practitioner’s role in their involvement working in partnership with many outside agencies and visitors within the setting. For example, speech and occupational therapists, health professionals, educational psychologists, religious figures, the police as well as liaising with parents, taxi transport and colleagues within the setting. (Welsh.Gov UK, 2016)
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Description automatically generated]Micosystem: The child’s immediate environment and closest relationships; family, school, peers, friends and how the quality of these interactions effect a child’s development.  
Mesosystem: Describes the connections between the systems and the importance of positive interactions. 
Exosystem: The influence of the extended environment such as politics, communities, and parents’ workplace.
Macrosystem: The outer environmental layer including the law, beliefs, values and how these impact on the other systems. 
Chronosystem: Describes how natural changes over time such as divorce, economic decrease/advance, moving geographically or a change in family dynamics effects the individual. (Aubrey, Riley, 2019)



(Source: Pinterest, No Date)
;

It was the Plowden report legislation in 1967 which brought about change in attitudes towards partnership working. Prior to the report parents’ input was not viewed as significant. However, after 1967, the importance of involving parents in the decision making of their child was recognized, not only in transition periods but throughout their early years into adolescence. Building warm, close relationships with parents enables practitioners to communicate openly and therefore be able to initiate discussions about their child’s behaviour and development and offer relevant interventions (Wilson,2016). UNCRC recognizes partnership working in Article 4, the Governments responsibility to ensure collaborative working is upheld for the protection of the child, for their rights and to ensure the best outcomes for their needs as an individual. 
 ‘‘It takes a whole village to raise a child.” (African Proverb, cited in Welsh Gov. UK, 2016)
                                                                                                      7.
Interventions
A practical note to practitioners …


Professionalism
For every transition that runs smoothly, there is a practitioner working professionally. According to ‘The General Teaching Council for Scotland’ (2021) a practitioner must acquire values of social justice, trust, respect and integrity. This in practical terms supporting a child through transitions means to be:
Conscientious– set yourself high standards; be reliable, organized, punctual, ready, and prepared to receive the child.
Knowledgeable – attend training courses, read the information or notes you have about the child, listen and take on board knowledge from the parents and other professionals.
Integral – be a good role model, adaptable, flexible, reflect, learn, and grow, if a child’s transitional visit did not go as well as planned, discuss, and reflect on the day and change for the future. For example, ask yourself what went right? what went wrong? perhaps the day was too long for the child, maybe there was a lack of interest for them and perhaps different toys or resources need to be thought about, liaise with the parent, did they have a difficult night/morning. 
Respectful – be polite well-mannered and communicate clearly. Adhere to all settings policies and safeguarding procedures. Respect everyone’s rights, get down to the child’s eye level, give them time to come in and take their coat off at their own pace- be patient and listen.
 										(Mindtools, 2023)
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Description automatically generated]Inclusivity ‘‘equality involves being aware of how all the practices and environments in an early years setting appear through the lens of each unique child’’ (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021 p.24)Source: Pinterest Education (No Date)


8.
Preparing the Child 
It is important to view the transition with a holistic approach by communicating and building positive relationships with all involved. There are many ways a practitioner can achieve this: 
· A home visit. 
· A welcome pack with photographs of the staff and setting. 
· A staggered start to term, including short visits at story time, inviting the parents to also attend. 
· Gathering information from the parents about the child maybe using an ‘All About Me’ worksheet and reading and preparing for their individual needs.
· Establishing a sense of belonging for the child, for example, a coat hook photo or name. 
· Ensure good communication between school and parents with clear information about the transition process such as newsletters or text messages.
· Prearrange transition meetings or coffee mornings with the parents and any outside agency, if applicable, and talk through daily routines, common interventions and answer any questions.         
· For Non-verbal children offer the parent a communication book.                                                                                            
                                           (Walker, 2017)
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9.
Proposed Outcomes 




As previously mentioned on page 3 ‘Why are Transitions Important?’, if a transition does not go well, there can be immediate and long-term effects on a child’s wellbeing. In the short term a child can withdraw, feel upset, regress, behave aggressively or clingy. In the long term it can have a negative effect on their mental health, with forming positive relationships, show anti-social behaviour or even self-harm. Taking this into account it is essential to monitor a child throughout the transition period and assess their behaviour.   (Study bullets,2023)
When assessing if a child has settled into their new school environment it is wise to use a combination of observation and communication skills. 
Firstly, observe the child and see if they: - 
· Arrive and enter school happily with a smile on their face and are able to leave their care giver independently.
· Are confident in themselves and their body language presents as calm and relaxed.
· Are happy to play independently with little reassurance from the key worker or other adults.
· Are able to communicate their needs and wants and involve themselves in the routine, perhaps asking questions along the way.
· Are self-assured enough to interact with other children in the classroom.
· Are meeting developmental milestones.				
(Queensland Curriculum, 2015)

Secondly, communicate with the child and their family at every step of the way and listen to them, listening is one of the main methods of assessment (Brooker 2008) this can be done by: - 
· Being curious and ask open ended questions about their day, listen closely to their responses so they feel heard and valued.
· If a child is apprehensive about sharing their thoughts, give them opportunity to choose from options. For example, ‘Did you like playing inside or outside best today?’ ‘Oh why?’ 
· Use ‘Emotion Flash Cards’ to prompt a conversation about how they feel.
· Utilize ‘Social Stories’ which talk through starting school at the child’s level to encourage open discussion about the change from home to school.
· Talk to the parents and ask their opinion on how they feel they are settling in.
      (Freud,2023) (BabyCenter,2023) 
Well done practitioner’s, you are doing well 
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