
Research Project: Case Study
Title: Supporting Children and Parents in Transitioning into the Foundation Phase in a Welsh School: An Exploratory Case Study.
In Wales, children between the age of three-seven focus on learning through play, exploration, and active involvement in the foundation phase FP (Welsh Government, 2021). Starting school can be challenging for children, their families, and the educators involved, as it demands adjustments in terms of pedagogy, emotional support, and environmental shifts. Research indicates that a smooth transition into school is vital for ensuring academic success, social adjustment, and overall well-being. This transition period is a crucial phase in a child’s educational journey, as it can influence children's educational experiences and outcomes. According to Vygotsky (1978), the transition into formal education represents a shift from a more socially mediated learning environment to one structured by formal educational practices. However, there remains a gap in understanding the specific challenges faced by children and parents in the Foundation Phase FP in Wales. This study aims to research the effectiveness of current support strategies during the transition. Research by Anderson et al. (2000) suggests a lack of consistent support can lead to anxiety and underperformance in children. This research is significant because it offers insights into how transition practices can be improved, enhancing both child well-being and educational outcomes.
The research purpose is to critically examine how support mechanisms are implemented and whether these practices address the diverse needs of children and their families. Theories such as Bronfenbrenner's (2005) ecological systems theory can be applied, recognising the various environments, from home to school, that impact children’s learning experiences during this critical phase. This research explores how children and their parents are currently supported during their transition into primary school to understand the role of teachers, parents, and the broader school environment in facilitating this transition and propose an intervention designed to enhance the transition process, grounded in key educational theories.  
The research was conducted at a primary school located in Swansea referred to as School X to remain confidential according to BERA guidelines. The most recent Estyn (2017) report states that there were 170 pupils on the school roll between the ages of three and eleven. The headteacher confirmed that there are four FP classes with a combined total of sixty-three children. 
To explore the research context, it is essential to ground the study within established theories on child development and learning. Vygotsky (1978) socio-cultural theory emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural context in cognitive development. According to Vygotsky, children’s learning is facilitated through interactions with more knowledgeable others, such as parents and teachers. This theory is particularly relevant to the transition process, highlighting the importance of social support in easing children’s adaptation to new environments and expectations in school. Vygotsky’s concept of the “Zone of Proximal Development” (ZPD) also suggests that teachers and parents play a vital role in scaffolding children’s learning during this transition, providing support as they progress through new stages of development. Piaget (1952) stages of cognitive development provides insight into how children’s cognitive abilities evolve during the transition phase, affecting how they interact with their new educational environment. Similarly, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) ecological systems theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how various environments, including family, school, and broader societal factors, influence a child’s development. Bronfenbrenner’s model examines how children’s experiences during the transition into school are shaped not only by their immediate family environment but also by the broader school and societal contexts. This theory underscores the importance of a holistic approach to supporting children during the transition, considering all the interconnected systems that affect a child’s adaptation to school life.
Literature highlights the complexity of this process and the range of strategies that schools, teachers, and parents can employ to support children. A key focus of much of the research is the importance of continuity between home and school environments. Studies by Alexander et al. (2007) and Smith and Dockerell (2011) suggest a successful transition is facilitated when schools engage parents early, provide orientation programs, and ensure that teachers are attuned to the needs of children entering the foundation phase. These studies emphasize that the first few weeks of school are crucial for setting the tone for future learning experiences, and thus, schools should implement a range of strategies that support emotional, social, and academic adaptation.
Pritchard and Woollard’s (2013) foundation phase in Wales research highlights how the Welsh curriculum prioritise child-centred learning, aligning with Vygotsky’s view of education as a collaborative and interactive process. This curriculum emphasises play-based learning, which allows children to develop essential social skills, cognitive abilities, and emotional resilience. However, Pritchard and Woollard also note that despite these progressive elements, the effectiveness of these strategies is dependent on the consistency of teacher training and the extent to which parents are involved in their children’s learning.
Furthermore, the work of Rimm-Kaufman et al.(2000) and Pianta and Walsh (1996) on parent-teacher collaboration underscores the importance of a partnership between home and school in supporting children’s transition. Research has shown that when parents are actively involved in their children’s learning and school activities, children tend to experience less anxiety, develop stronger relationships with peers, and perform better academically. However, challenges can arise in schools where parents are not fully engaged, or where teachers do not establish strong communication channels with families. This can hinder the transition and lead to emotional and academic difficulties for children.
While existing research provides valuable insights into the importance of supporting children during their transition to the FP, there remains a gap in exploring the specific contextual factors influencing this process in Welsh primary schools. Much of the literature focuses on general practices across various educational contexts, but there is limited research examining how these strategies are implemented within the specific cultural and educational landscape of Wales. Additionally, while much of the literature focuses on teacher and parent roles separately, there is a need for more research that examines the interaction between these roles in the context of school-specific practices. 
This study explores how teachers, parents, and schools collaborate to ensure a smooth transition for FP children. It aims to build on the findings of existing studies, examining how the specific practices in School X align with the best practices outlined in the literature. It explores whether parents are adequately involved in the transition process and how teacher-parent collaboration can be strengthened. It investigated how the school’s play-based learning approach is perceived by both teachers and parents and whether it aligns with the needs of children as they transition from a home-based environment to formal schooling. By critically evaluating the strategies used in School X, my research contributes to a nuanced understanding of how the transition process can be optimised within the setting.
Literature highlights the importance of social support, teacher-parent collaboration, and a child-centred curriculum in facilitating a successful FP transition. Vygotsky and Bronfenbrenner provide valuable frameworks for understanding how different environments interact to support children’s development. However, existing literature reveals gaps in the specific context of primary schools in Wales, which this research aims to address. By critically analysing and building upon existing research, this study provides insights into how the transition to the FP can be improved within school X, contributing to more effective practices that support children’s emotional, social, and academic growth.
Case study research is a qualitative research method that explores a phenomenon within real-life context, using multiple data sources. According to Yin (2018), a case study approach is particularly useful when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are unclear. It allows in-depth investigation, making it an ideal method for understanding complex social processes or educational settings, such as the experiences of FP children, their parents, and teachers within School X. 
The strengths of case study research include the ability to capture a rich, detailed view of a specific situation, offering insights into participants’ perspectives and experiences (Stake, 1995). It is especially beneficial in exploring educational practices and understanding how various factors interact in a real-world environment. However, its limitations include concerns regarding generalisability, as case studies often focus on a small sample or even a single case (Creswell, 2013).
To ensure a representative sample in a case study, purposeful sampling can be used. This involves selecting participants who are likely to provide relevant insights into the research question (Patton, 2002). A diverse range of FP children, parents, teachers and teaching assistants (TA) will help capture various viewpoints within this study.
A mixed-method approach was employed to obtain data consisting of interviews, observations, questionnaires. These methods provided different perspectives and insights into the transition process, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of the topic. This study adopted an exploratory case study design, which allowed for in-depth investigation into the support mechanisms used during the transition into the FP. Qualitative research methods were used to gather rich, contextual data from a School X. The Data Collection Methods used were semi-structured interviews conducted with FP teachers to gain insights into the challenges and support strategies related to the transition. Observational data was collected in the classroom, on arrival and the upon leaving School X, teacher and parent interactions and during school activities to assess the children’s engagement and emotional adjustment. A document analysis was carried out reviewing school policies, transition plans, and parent communication materials.
Observation is a widely used research method in educational research, particularly when studying children's behaviour and interactions in real-world settings (Cohen et al., 2018). Observations were carried out as children entered the classroom and throughout the school day to gain insights into their transition experiences. The focus was on the children's emotional and social adjustment, their interactions with peers, their engagement with teachers, and their adaptation to their new routines.
One of the strengths of observation is its ability to provide authentic, naturalistic data without relying on the participants' ability to self-report (Barker & Pistrang, 2015). Non-verbal cues and behaviours that may not be expressed through interviews or questionnaires and real-time data on children's behaviours, offering rich, contextual insights into how they respond to different aspects of the school environment was captured. However, observations can be subjective, with the researcher potentially influencing the situation or interpreting behaviours through their own biases (Cohen et al., 2018). To mitigate this, I devised an observation schedule to focus on specific behaviours, such as peer interactions, teacher-child exchanges, teacher-parent exchanges and emotional responses to transitions, ensuring a more structured and objective approach (Appendix 1).  The children’s ages and their varying levels of language development influenced the type of behaviours that could be observed. Another limitation was that younger children could not always articulate their feelings or experiences, so non-verbal cues were critical in understanding their adjustment.
Semi-structured Interviews were used with teachers to provide a deeper understanding of how they perceive the transition process and the support offered to children and parents. Interviews were conducted with FP teachers across the three different year groups to capture a range of experiences. According to Kvale (2007), interviews are particularly useful in qualitative research when exploring complex phenomena like transitions, as they allow for in-depth exploration of participants' perspectives. One strength of using interviews was the opportunity for flexible, open-ended dialogue that can uncover nuanced insights into the research topic (Cohen et al., 2018). To ensure consistency and comparability across interviews, a semi-structured format was used, allowing for both open-ended questions and specific prompts related to the research objectives (Appendix ________).
The teacher interviews were influenced by the varied experiences and training of teachers. Two teachers were interviewed. One teacher had more experience and more developed strategies for supporting transitions, whilst the newly qualified teacher had different perspectives on the challenges involved. The age and cultural background of the children, as well as the school’s specific policies, also shaped teachers’ responses.
Questionnaires were administered to all FP teachers and TAs to gather quantitative data on the types of support provided to children and parents during the transition phase. Questionnaires are a common method in educational research, allowing for the collection of data from a large sample in a relatively short period (Dillman et al., 2014). This method was particularly useful for assessing the frequency and types of support strategies employed across different classrooms. The questionnaire used Likert-scale questions to assess the level of support, multiple-choice questions for a quick overview of the current practices, and open-ended questions to capture qualitative insights to measure teachers' and teaching assistants’ perceptions of the effectiveness of different transition support strategies, such as parent communication, emotional support, and classroom environment. Open-ended questions allowed respondents to elaborate on their experiences and suggestions for improvement. The results from the quantitative questions were used to create graphs for visual analysis. Qualitative responses were thematically analysed for deeper insights into the transition process.
Questionnaires provide a structured way to gather data from participants, ensuring a broader representation of views (Cohen et al., 2018). They were efficient for analysing trends and patterns. A key limitation is that questionnaires fail to capture the complexity of participants’ experiences, often relying on closed questions with limited response options. This can restrict the depth of understanding and may overlook important contextual factors (Dillman et al., 2014). 
This mixed-method approach ensured that both quantitative data on the frequency of support activities and qualitative insights into their effectiveness were captured. Ten paper questionnaires were distributed but only four of these were completed. This may have been as they were paper copies. These were distributed in person as research has shown that a more personal approach gained the best response and web-based questionnaires can prevent respondents from proceeding to the next section if they fail to answer all questions (Cohen, et al., 2011, p. 277)  If I were repeating the study, both methods would be available. 
Another important method used within this study was analysing the interactions between parents and teachers. Research by Pianta and Walsh (1996) indicates that positive teacher-parent interactions are essential for successful transitions, as they create a collaborative environment where both parties are working together to support the child. These interactions were observed during school drop-off and pick-up times, parent-teacher meetings, and informal communications.
Observing parent-teacher interactions in natural settings provided valuable insights into the quality of communication and collaboration. However, one limitation is that these interactions can be highly contextual, influenced by factors such as the teacher’s and parent’s communication style, cultural background, and personal circumstances (Cohen et al., 2018).
The research methods chosen for this study provided a comprehensive approach to understanding how children and their families are supported during the transition into the FP. Each method had strengths and limitations, but collectively offered a rich, varied insight into the experiences of children, parents, and educators. The timing of the observations, such as during before/after school, influenced the quality and depth of the interactions observed. Some parents may have been more forthcoming than others, potentially leading to uneven data collection. The small sample size and the specific context of the school studied, may have limited the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the reliance on qualitative data means that there may be subjective biases in interpretation.
Data from the observations was presented using thematic analysis, according to Braun and Clarke (2006), allowing for the identification of patterns or themes within qualitative data. This method is particularly suited for analysing observational data, enabling the researcher to make sense of children’s behaviours, teacher interactions, and the various environmental factors influencing the transition process. Data was organized into specific themes, such as ‘emotional responses to school entry, peer interactions, teacher-child communication, communication between school and parents, children’s emotional and social challenges.
Observations were categorised into different themes, such as children’s interactions with peers, engagement with activities, and signs of anxiety or excitement. This data was compared to the interview responses to identify correlations between support mechanisms and children’s responses. and presented in a narrative format supported by direct quotes and examples from the observation field notes (Appendix _________).
A content analysis approach was applied to teacher interviews. Systematically categorising the data into meaningful units, to compare responses from different participants (Cohen et al., 2018). Interview responses were coded and analysed to identify recurring themes related to teaching strategies, parent-teacher collaboration, and the overall experience of supporting children through their transition. Direct quotes highlighted key points and illustrated teachers' perspectives on the transition process (Appendix ________).
Questionnaire data was analysed using descriptive statistics, such as frequency distributions and mean scores, to quantify responses. This provided a clear overview of the support strategies used across different FP teachers and TA. The Likert scale questions allowed the measurement of effectiveness of various support mechanisms, such as communication with parents and emotional support for children. The results were presented in tabular or graphical form, making it easier to compare the responses and draw conclusions about the overall support provided in the school. (Appendix 3).
The essential criteria for trustworthiness include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility was ensured through triangulation, where data from different sources (observations, interviews, and questionnaires) were compared and cross-checked, confirming the consistency of the findings. Dependability was ensured through a clear and consistent data collection process. A well-structured observation schedule, interview protocol, and questionnaire design was used to maintain consistency across different data sources. Confirmability was achieved by maintaining an audit trail of all research decisions and ensuring that findings are grounded in the data rather than personal biases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Direct quotes and clear documentation of the analysis process supports the confirmability of the findings. Transferability was enhanced by providing detailed descriptions of the research context and methods, allowing readers to assess the applicability of the findings to other educational settings (Cohen et al., 2018).
Thematic analysis, content analysis, and descriptive statistics provided a comprehensive approach to presenting and analysing the data collected through observations, interviews, and questionnaires. The use of multiple methods ensured a rich, nuanced understanding of the transition support mechanisms. 
Ethical considerations and approval are essential in research involving children, parents, and teachers to ensure that participants’ rights are upheld, and the research was conducted responsibly. British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines were adhered to ensure ethical integrity throughout the process.
Anonymity and Confidentiality are fundamental to protect participants' privacy. According to BERA (2018), maintaining confidentiality is essential to protect the identities and personal details of participants. All data collected, including interview transcripts and observational notes, was anonymized by assigning pseudonyms. Any identifying information was removed, and data has been stored securely, either in password-protected files or locked storage to prevent unauthorized access.  Only the researcher accessed this, ensuring that participants’ confidentiality was maintained (BERA, 2018).
Gaining pupil assent is particularly crucial when conducting research with young children. As outlined by BERA (2018), assent must be obtained in a way that is appropriate for the child’s developmental level. Simple language and visual aids were used to explain the study to the children. They were informed what participation entails, and it was emphasized their right to withdraw at any point without consequence. This aligns with the guidance from Kitzinger (1997), who stresses the importance of ensuring that children’s participation is voluntary and based on their understanding. Children were observed in a way that ensured their privacy and well-being.
Before conducting observations or interviews, essential informed consent was obtained from teachers and adults. Teachers were provided with an information sheet outlining the research purpose and signed a consent form indicating their voluntary participation. As BERA (2018) suggests, the researcher ensured that all participants understood their right to withdraw at any stage without any negative consequences. The ethics form, showing the informed consent/ assent procedures (Appendix _______) and was sent to School X prior to the research.
The analysis of the data collected provided a deeper understanding of the practices and support mechanisms in place to assist children during this significant transition. From observations and interviews with teachers, several key themes emerged, including the importance of emotional support, structured routines, and effective communication between parents and teachers. Many teachers reported that providing a welcoming environment in the classroom was crucial for children’s emotional security, especially for those who were anxious starting school. This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory, which highlights the significance of social interactions in learning and development. Vygotsky (1978) argued that children's development is heavily influenced by the social environment and that teacher-child interactions are fundamental during transitions. Findings suggest that teachers’ efforts to create a calm, supportive environment play a key role in easing children's anxieties and facilitating their successful transition.
In addition to emotional support, teachers also emphasised the importance of establishing consistent routines. Research by Pianta et al. (2007) supports this finding, indicating that structured routines in the early stages of school can help children develop a sense of security and predictability. The study revealed that when routines were clearly defined and adhered to, children were more likely to feel comfortable and engaged. This finding is consistent with the idea that predictability and routine foster a sense of safety and control for young children (Pianta et al., 2007). Furthermore, structured routines allowed teachers to focus on fostering positive interactions with the children, contributing to the development of trust and attachment, which are critical during transitions (Bowlby, 1988).
The role of parents in supporting children’s transition was also highlighted through the interviews and observations. The findings show communication between parents and teachers was crucial, ensuring that both parties understood the needs of the child. Teachers reported that regular communication with parents, through meetings, emails, or informal chats, helped in addressing any concerns, reinforcing the emotional support that children received at home. This finding is supported by research from Epstein (2001), who suggests that effective parent-teacher collaboration improves children’s academic and social outcomes. It was evident when parents were involved and informed, children’s transition experiences were generally more positive. It was noted that not all parents had equal access to communication channels, creating some challenges. This highlights the need for schools to adopt inclusive practices, ensuring all parents can engage in the process regardless of socio-economic factors. This concern resonates with the work of Lareau (2003), who found that social class influences parents’ ability to participate in their children’s education, with middle-class parents typically having greater access to resources and support networks.
The results from the questionnaires completed by FP team provided further insights into the support mechanisms implemented. Descriptive statistics indicated that most teachers felt confident in their ability to support children’s emotional and academic needs during the transition, but they identified time constraints and large class sizes as significant barriers to providing individualized attention. This finding aligns with the work of Hamre and Pianta (2005), who found that teacher-child relationships are most effective when teachers can devote time and attention to each child. The lack of sufficient time for one-on-one interactions in larger classes could be a barrier to fostering strong emotional bonds, which are crucial for the transition process. The questionnaires revealed that teaching assistants played a vital role in supporting children during transitions, especially for those with additional needs. Blatchford et al. (2009), support this and agree that teaching assistants are an essential part of the support system for children in the early years, particularly in managing transitions and providing individualised support.
Overall, the transition process in school X is well-supported, providing emotional, academic, and social support. Challenges persist, particularly for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), due to limited funding and insufficient specialised staff (Morris, 2020). Where inclusion may be compromised, and support becomes inconsistent (Jones & Rees, 2019) the wellbeing of the children, was questionable. Continued investment in ALN resources is essential for equitable access to quality education. Strong home-school communication and parental involvement is key to a successful transition, this is fostered and encouraged throughout the school and the well-being of the children is at the forefront. Routines are fostered throughout FP, lessons are engaging, providing enriched learning opportunities which children found fun and completed independently. A nurturing environment is provided for the children to thrive within, so they are prepared for the next stage of their education.
The data provides important insights into how transitions into the FP are managed within the school setting. It highlights the central role of emotional support, structured routines, and effective parent-teacher communication in ensuring a smooth transition for children. However, it also points to challenges such as time constraints, large class sizes, and unequal access to communication for parents. Considering these findings, the school may consider strategies to improve communication channels for all parents, potentially offering flexible meeting times or alternative ways to communicate with teachers. Addressing the challenges posed by large class sizes could improve the quality of individual attention that children receive. This might involve providing additional support staff, such as teaching assistants, or implementing more focused professional development for teachers in transition strategies.
Based on the findings, a regular workshop for parents to understand the FP framework would be beneficial. The intervention will focus on improving communication between the school and parents and may enhance emotional support for children as it will create a link between the school and home. Parental involvement has long been associated with positive academic outcomes. Epstein’s theory of overlapping spheres of influence (Epstein, 1995) agrees that school, family, and community need to work in partnership supporting a child's education. The transition period is no different, with parents playing a critical role in easing children’s adjustment to school life. The intervention will be piloted during the next academic year, with ongoing assessments and feedback from teachers, parents, and children. The intervention’s effectiveness will be evaluated through follow-up interviews, observations, and surveys at the end of the academic year.
This study has contributed to my understanding of the importance of collaboration with parents, the need for emotional support in early childhood education, and its role of reflective practice in improving educational outcomes. It emphasises the importance of communication and emotional support in facilitating a smooth transition. Early engagement with parents, ensuring teachers receive professional development on the emotional aspects of transitions, foster support systems for children. It emphasises the importance of communication and emotional support in facilitating a smooth transition which is something that should not be overlooked. 
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