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ECAD 6013: The Learner: Who am I teaching?

Supporting your discussion with theory, practice, and evidence from literature, critically reflect on how you would support an individual learner whose progress is being affected by specific barriers to his/her learning during one particular transition period (horizontal or vertical).
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Part 1
Corey Hanson is a 10-year-old boy who is currently part of the care system and is classed as a looked after child (LAC). He is currently under the care of Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council, where he has been for around 8 years. A pseudonym has been created for this child to protect their anonymity, along with all details of their school, family and local community being removed in order to protect the child’s right to privacy (BERA, 2018).

Throughout Corey’s childhood, he has experienced a range of challenges (see Support Plan) that have had an impact on his ability to form relationships with adults, as well as a sense of anxiety surrounding his future. These anxieties can have a detrimental impact on his academic development and his mental wellbeing overall if not tackled and dealt with in an appropriate manner.

Furthermore, due to his history of being a Looked After Child, Corey has found himself thrown into many new, unfamiliar environments without any time to prepare for the situations. This has resulted in him having anxieties surrounding new places, especially those that he will be finding himself staying for a long period of time. 

The transition that I will be looking at in this assignment is moving from Year 6 to Year 7, and more specifically, moving from the child’s current primary school to a new secondary school environment. This is a pivotal point in a child’s life for a number of reasons, mostly as it is a key movement in a child’s growth into a more independent person, both within their education and in life as a whole.

In Wales, there are currently around 7,000 children who are classed as LAC (StatsWales, 2021). This number has increased from around 6000 in 2018 (Social Care Wales, 2022) and based on this trend will only continue to rise. Therefore, I have chosen to focus this assignment on a child that has been a part of this and the challenges that a child within this system could possibly be faced with.

The adverse experiences that the child has experienced throughout his childhood will make an already difficult transition in every child’s life even more difficult, and therefore careful consideration needs to be put into place in order to ensure that his transition into secondary school is as smooth as possible and has as little impact on his development into adolescence. This support will come in the form of transition and induction days, as well as developing those key relationships with new and unfamiliar adults in the new school.

Looked after children face serious barriers to their learning throughout their time in education, and this is impacted in a number of ways. Rahilly and Hendry (2014) outline how the breakdown in placements and moving repeatedly throughout their childhood can lead to the inability to form stable and meaningful relationships with adults and caregivers. 

Children within the care system also face a number of issues surrounding their mental wellbeing, with many of them battling a form of mental disorder. In particular, around 11% of looked after children are diagnosed with anxiety (Bazalgette et al., 2015). 

In terms of education, Dobel-Ober et al. (2004) highlights the gap in attainment between looked-after children and children of a similar age group who are not part of the care system, further highlighting that only 40% of looked after children reached the expected level four at Key stage 2.

There are two different types of transitions in relation to children. ‘Vertical’ transitions are those that involve the children have a major environment chance, for example, from one school to another. ‘Horizontal’ transitions are smaller changes in environment that would occur in the child’s everyday life, for example, from the outdoors into the indoors. (Kagan and Neuman, 1998). Therefore, the transition that this assignment is focussing on is a Vertical transition. Volger et al. (2008) describes a Vertical transition as a significant life event within the child’s life, so it could be inferred that these sorts of transitions would bear a significant impact on the child’s development, along with, and some would consider more importantly, their mental wellbeing. In terms of vertical transitions through education, the movement from a primary school setting to a secondary school setting has been recognised as one of the most challenging (Hopwood et al., 2016). This is further heightened for children who are considered disadvantaged compared to their peers, with this transition being increasingly difficult and placing a strain on both their academic attainment and mental wellbeing in the months leading up to the transition, and the months following the move to secondary school (Vaz et al., 2014).

The transition from primary school to secondary school is considered a challenging period for children for a number of reasons. These include, but are not limited to, a new environment, differing structures to the day and a change of social and academic interactions between peers and teachers (Anderson et al., 2000). These changes would present a number of challenges for Corey due to his reluctancy to form relationships with other adults and the anxiety surrounding new environments. 

The impacts of this transition can be seen throughout a child’s educational journey. The absence of a smooth and successful transition between the two school settings can have a detrimental impact on a child’s development in terms of academic attainment and mental wellbeing. Effects on academic attainment and mental health can be present in children further along their secondary school journey who describe their transition between primary and secondary school as difficult (West et al, 2008).

In this case, combining the already impacted academic attainment due to Corey’s Looked After status, alongside the impact of transition on academic attainment, it is vital that a smooth transition is completed so that he does not fall behind on his development and this is kept in line not just throughout this transition period, but throughout the rest of his educational journey.

In order to make sure that the transition between primary and secondary school is successful, there are a number of people involved. However, it is not widely understood that there is as much importance for other key stakeholders as well as the children in this transition. Bagnall et al. (2019) discuss how parents, teachers in the primary school and teachers in the secondary school all navigate a similar process during this transition, and this falls alongside the pupils themselves as they all have to learn to regulate their emotions and expectations. It is important for the facilitators of the transition to understand the challenges faced by all members of the transition in order for it to go as smoothly as possible. (Coffey, 2013)

It is understood that relationships are vital to learning and development at all stages of life. This can be seen in theories pinned by Vygotsky, who believed that children are able to reach their goal and achieve “through problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  This is further heightened by his idea of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD is the area in which the most development occurs and is only reached with the help of a more knowledgeable other, and in an educational sense, this would be the child’s teacher. The ZPD is where the most detailed and informed instruction should be given so that the child can reach their goal (Vygotsky, 1978). This therefore would require a strong relationship between the child and the teacher.

Bronfenbrenner (1977) also presents his theory of Ecological Systems and argues that there are a range of environments that influences a child’s development. He identifies the ‘microsystem’ as the closest environment to the child, and within this, includes the teachers. Within this, “development takes place through the process of progressively more complex reciprocal interactions between an active biopsychological human organism and the persons, objects and symbols in its immediate external environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). 

Both of the above theories emphasise the role of the teacher in the child’s development, and without them, would result in a delayed development from the child. This, therefore, requires a sense of collaboration between a teacher and a child, which in turn, is underpinned by the relationship present between the two. Tobell & O’Donnell (2013) discuss how learning relationships are vital to this development, and how learning relationships are formed from the initial social relationships created between teachers and pupils. 

If we want to ensure that the gap continues to close in attainment for Looked After Children, as well as ensuring that there isn’t a barrier in attainment whilst the transition between primary and secondary school takes place, it is of utmost importance that these interventions are put into place so that Corey can create these relationships with the teachers in his new secondary school sooner rather than later, otherwise his academic attainment will be in detriment for the remainder of his educational journey.

Riley (2017) addresses that a sense of belonging to a new school environment is key to ensuring that children maintain a good sense of emotional wellbeing and academic attainment following the transition from primary to secondary school. As someone who has had an unstable home life, the idea of not having a sense of belonging in a new environment could resonate with Corey. Therefore, it is of utmost importance that this sense of belonging is created and reinforced for him. The idea of belonging coincides with the interpersonal relationships aforementioned in this assignment, and in turn, failure to create these interpersonal relationships will result in a failure in creating this sense of belonging (Bossaert et al., 2013).

If we look in more detail at the impacts a poor transition could have for Corey, then we can begin to identify how a state of poor mental wellbeing could lead to his attainment having yet another barrier to face. 

Dix et al. (2011) argue that positive mental wellbeing comes hand in hand with academic attainment, and that children who display high levels of mental wellbeing attain higher than those who do not, and similarly, schools who promote schemes of mental wellbeing also show results of higher attainment. In addition, Seipp (2007) develops on this by saying that the more general the anxiety, the more impact this can have on academic attainment.

This specific anxiety falls in line with what Corey’s teachers have highlighted (See Support Plan), as they have mentioned that following discussions about the transition from primary school to secondary school, Corey’s focus in class decreases and therefore, his academic attainment and results follows. 

In Corey’s case, his anxieties are surrounding the new environment and developing relationships with new teachers, as has been addressed previously in this assignment. So, if the support plan can help with tackling those concerns, thus boosting academic attainment, it will help tackle the anxieties as a whole, which will in turn help break the barrier for academic attainment.

Bronfenbrenner (1977) also raises the idea of the overall environment having an impact on a child’s development in his theory of Ecological Systems. He argues that the school environment is also included in the ‘microsystem’, and therefore has a direct impact on the child’s development. In Corey’s case, then, his inability to adapt to his new and unfamiliar environment will have a direct impact on his attainment. Therefore, it is important that Corey is accustomed to his new environment and feels comfortable there so that his development can continue at a healthy and appropriate rate.

In relation to the support plan proposed for Corey, transition days in the Summer term aim to make the transition between primary and secondary school seamless and alleviate anxiety when the inevitable transition comes. This has been a staple of transition for many years. Evangelou et al. (2008) report how, generally, the children they researched gave indication that they found the transition days beneficial, and feedback was positive. Evangelou et al. (2008) also raises the point that the children discussed how they were able to identify the members of staff that they could go to if they had a concern following the transition to secondary school due to the transition days, something that would be of great benefit to Corey. However, these transition days can often create a false sense of what is to be expected, and lead to disappointment following the transition (Symonds, 2015). This would be of detriment to Corey as the sense of unfamiliarity is something that is highlighted as a concern for him on his One Page Profile and creating this false sense of what is to be expected could be a cause for concern. Therefore, in order to tackle this, it should be emphasised that on these transition days, and accurate depiction of what is to be expected should be encouraged and offered to the children. 

Coffey (2009) identifies the importance of implementing a ‘transition co-ordinator’. This member of staff is the key turning point for the children when they transition to secondary school, and whom they can go to when they are in need. This is highlighted in the support plan; however, the role of the transition co-ordinator is heightened in relation to Corey. There is more frequent contact between the child and the transition co-ordinator in this instance in order for a stronger relationship to be formed between the two and create that sense of familiarity. An issue that could arise from this method could be proposed in that an attachment could be formed to this one member of staff, and a hostility towards others could become present. This is something that was highlighted as a previous issue for Corey when moving classes within the school. However, this has been addressed in Corey’s development plan, as he will meet with various members of staff rather than just one in order to create those bonds with the countless number of staff he will encounter throughout his time in the secondary school. 

The importance of friends and peers is also highlighted as having a key role in a smooth and successful transition, with high-quality friendships resulting in higher satisfaction and lower stress and anxiety levels post-transition (Kenny et al., 2013). Ensuring Corey is surrounded by his peers wherever possible during the transition period was key when setting out his support plan. He expressed that he enjoys socialising with his friends (See Support Plan and One Page Profile). Lester & Cross (2015) amplify that peer relationships formed in the last remaining stages of primary school are key to promoting wellbeing following the transition to secondary school, and that promoting those relationships during the key moments of transition is vital to creating a sense of feeling safe in the new school environment. Furthermore, Weller (2007) expresses that children who transition to secondary school alongside a stable group of their peers are more likely to feel comfortable enough to form new relationships within a new environment due to a heightened sense of stability, or thanks to a “process of snowballing”. This is of great benefit to Corey as this will mean that, thanks to his transition being scaffolded by his peers, his confidence and comfortability in forming new relationships with both his new teachers and other new children in the school should be heightened.

This idea also underpins the plan to use Corey’s interest in sport as a way for him to familiarise himself with those children who he may not have met before and provide an opportunity for new relationships to be formed prior to him transitioning to the new school.

The plan to create a tournament using the secondary school site will also be of great benefit to Corey during his transition. Youth Sport Trust (2019) outline that using the site of a secondary school to host tournaments houses a number of benefits for children facing the transition from primary to secondary school, most importantly “becoming familiar with their new environment and staff”. This would tackle two of the concerns highlighted by Corey in his One Page Profile, as it would allow him to meet staff that he may not come into contact with during his meetings and transition days, whilst also allowing him to get comfortable to the new environment he will find himself in. Furthermore, Youth Sport Trust (2019) highlights that “young people are more positive about sports competitions in primary school compared to secondary school”, emphasising that this tournament taking place in the Summer term, right before the end of their time in primary school is the optimal time for this transition to take place.

Furthermore, O’Donnell et al. (2019) explain how physical education and school sport can be of great benefit for children, especially Looked After Children, in that it creates a number of social, emotional and health benefits. By putting this intervention in place, it allows for the opportunity for Corey to create relationships with those who work closely in these areas and for the benefits to coincide with the blossoming relationships between the two parties.

Some of the interventions proposed in the support plan are backed by good practice from other schools. A report from Estyn (2020) highlights how a particular school holds more than one transition day for the children in order to maintain and encourage pupil wellbeing, and how this promotes “an ethos of inclusivity” for the children in their new school, something that was discussed as being a cause for concern for Corey above. 

After reading about effective practice and researching into how to successfully plan a transition from primary to secondary school, one issue that arose in relation to Corey is the role of parents in the transition. As Corey is a Looked After Child, there is an absence of parental input, guidance and support for him during his transition. Estyn (2010) highlights how the view of the parents is key to ensuring a smooth transition. Coffey (2013) also discusses the benefits of open days for parents to visit the new secondary school and learn how to best support their child through the transition process. This is all something Corey does not have access to and further places pressure on the other areas of the transition to go as smoothly as possible.

Following on from the research into both how the vertical transition of moving from primary school to secondary school can impact a child’s mental wellbeing and academic attainment, as well as how Looked After Children are at a detriment when it comes to their academic attainment, it is apparent how a poorly designed, managed and executed transition can cause a serious problem for any child, especially those who have specific barriers to their learning or general day-to-day life through childhood.

This assignment has helped me to realise how much depth goes into planning a transition, and additionally how much research there has been into how transition works and the impacts it can have. The assignment has also highlighted the problems that can arise when planning a transition such as this one, especially if there were a specific child who would need extra support throughout the transition. 

Identifying the QTS standards this assignment relates to; I can see that this assignment has helped my development across a number of strands. Understanding the importance of ‘learning outcomes and wellbeing’ has been a key part of my research for this assignment, and whilst not in a classroom setting, it has helped gain an understanding of how wellbeing can impact attainment. This assignment has also helped me to understand the importance of collaboration when looking at a challenge like this transition, not just within the singular school, but from multi-agency persons also. Furthermore, the assignment has highlighted the role of involving partners in learning, and how parents/carers can play a role in many parts of the child’s development through the transition, or in the case of my assignment in particular, how a lack of parental involvement can pose a threat to the success of a transition such as this one.  

Choosing this specific barrier and transition to write about in this assignment was interesting in that it was an area that I did not know a lot about, and therefore gave me the opportunity to broaden my knowledge even further. I still feel that there is a lot more for me to research and discover surrounding both my chosen barrier, the primary to secondary school transition and transitions as a whole, and it is definitely something that I will continue to widen my research throughout my professional journey.
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Name: Corey Hanson
Age: 10
What do others like and admire about me?
· My friends say that I am very friendly, and they enjoy being around me.
· They say I am very good at football.
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What is important to me?
· It is important for me to feel safe in whatever environment I am in.
· I like to know what to expect out of an interaction, the feeling of unknown scares me.
· Having an adult who I trust around me at all times makes me feel calm.
· I enjoy playing sports, especially football.










What do I need to support me?
· Giving me time to prepare for a situation makes me worry less.
· Spending more time with unfamiliar adults helps me to gain trust.
· Activities and tasks to distract me from the anxiety surrounding a new environment.
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Background Overview
Corey is 10 years old and is currently in Year 6. He has been classified as a Looked After Child (LAC) and is currently under the care of the state. He is currently residing in a residential care facility. Due to his LAC classification, he has a history of moving around to various foster households and environments and struggles with settling into places that are initially unfamiliar. Furthermore, due to the many environments Corey has found himself in, he has also crossed paths with many unfamiliar adults, and because of the frequency of moving from place-to-place, he has trouble forming meaningful relationships with adults and people of authority.

Despite Corey being placed with many short-term foster homes in the past, he has stayed in the local area and has been a pupil in the school since joining us in reception and has been previously known to have attachment issues to the teachers within his class, and towards the end of each academic year, has expressed minor anxieties about moving to a new class and having a new teacher.

Corey has expressed anxieties about moving from Year 6 into Year 7, specifically due to the fact that he will be moving into his new secondary school. Corey has expressed concerns about the new members of staff at the school, questioning whether they are going to be “too strict” or “too scary”. Corey has not expressed concerns about making new friends within the school, and this falls in line with his ability to maintain healthy friendships and relationships with his peers and other children throughout his time in education. Corey has said that he is excited to meet children from other schools that he has not spoken to before.

Members of staff have noticed that Corey’s anxieties about moving to his new school are having an impact on his focus within class, and therefore this is impacting his progression and overall attainment, which has seen a decrease throughout his time in his current class. This is a cause for concern as, if this continues, there will be a downward trend following the transition into secondary school.




Support Plan
In order to support Corey in his transition to secondary school, a number of key interventions need to be put in place. All children transitioning to the secondary school will take part in the regularly scheduled transition days, which will involve Year 6 children visiting the school in the Summer term to familiarise themselves with the new environment and have an initial introduction to the school and key staff. However, this will need to be heightened for Corey in order to alleviate his feelings of anxiety surrounding the new environment and new teachers.

Therefore, scheduled visits have been set up for Corey to visit the school, alongside a group of his close friends so that he is able to familiarise himself with the new environment and become more comfortable in the new school. These visits will take place at staggered intervals throughout the Spring and Summer terms, with visits becoming more frequent closer to the end of the Summer term. 

These visits will coincide with meetings with Corey to discuss his feelings towards the transition, with the hope that as the visits and meetings progress, his feelings of anxiety will subside. These meetings will take place with a trusted adult present from the current school. 

Additionally, key members of staff from the new secondary school will visit Corey in the primary school, an environment that is already familiar to him, in order to create those relationships before the transition takes place. Present in these meetings will be Corey, a trusted member of staff from his current school and a member of staff from the secondary school. The aim of the visits will be for Corey to have a key, trusted member of staff that he can turn to following his transition to discuss his fears and worries when in the new environment. These meetings will take place throughout the Spring and Summer terms. 

Furthermore, due to Corey’s enjoyment of sport, more specifically football, a tournament has been planned to take place during the Summer term between all feeder schools. This tournament will take place on the grounds of the new secondary school. The aim of this intervention will be for Corey to familiarise himself with the new environment, as well as provide him with the opportunity to meet his peers whom he may not already know. This also works hand in hand with providing him with the relationships to the Physical Education department in his new school from an earlier point, as this will strengthen his bond and encourage him to undertake possible extracurricular activities, promoting his mental wellbeing through sport.

An encouragement of extracurricular activities will also be of focus for Corey in order to promote his mental wellbeing and resilience. In the meetings he has with staff members in his new school, there will be discussions of the opportunities for extracurricular activities Corey can get involved in. The benefits of these will be explained to Corey in simpler, more accessible terms so that he can choose what he is interested in participating in. The benefits will include but are not limited to; the opportunity to make friends from other schools, as well as befriending some of the older children in the school, introducing him to staff members he may have little-to-no contact within a normal school day, and creating a sense of belonging to the wider school running and life.

These interventions will be continually monitored throughout the Spring and Summer terms whilst they are taking place, with regular contact with Corey ensured so that in can be surveyed that the intended outcomes are coming into fruition. A constant reflection of the interventions is important to ensure what is best for Corey so this will be done by key members of staff from both his current school and his new secondary school.
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