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Early Years Transition
Aiding the Transition into Full-Time School
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What is a transition?

A transition is period of change for a child. In this particular case, this handbook looks at the change a child has to go through when they make the move from staying at home to starting school. Myers and Podvey (2014) put forward the fact that change can be a challenging and stressful time for children and their families and that they need particular assistance and care during these difficult times. 

According to Brooker (2008) keeping as much continuity as possible during a period of change is the key to an effective transition into the next stage of the child’s life. Keeping as many things unchanged as possible will create a sense of familiarity and security for a child, however, large changes are inevitable within every child’s life.


The purpose of this handbook

This handbook has been designed to explain the transition undertaken by three to four year olds as they enter into education and begin school on a full-time basis. The following pages will discuss the practitioner’s role within this transition period and how they can assist the child during this time. The importance of effective communication and involvement of the child during this critical time will also be explored.


Introduction
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What is meant by communication?

Children communicate in many different ways other than speech. Koralek (2011) puts forward other methods of communication young children would use to express their feelings such as through their artwork, body movement or during role play. Whitehead (2007) agrees with the fact that the art of communication is present in a child long before the ability to speak. Whichever method of communication a child uses, they need to be listened to in order to aid them through a transitioning period. 
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It is essential to listen to a child and to understand the different ways in which a child will communicate. According to Whitehead (2007) children around the ages of two to four years old, which is the particular age group this handbook aims to discuss; is the age where children learn grammar and the rules of language and begin to apply them to their speech. However, their speech is still greatly developing so the child’s ability to fully express their concerns and needs via speech may not yet be present. Therefore, is it essential to understand the way each particular child communicates in order to understand their needs.
Environment

Having the right environment that is suitable for the child is a key tool in ensuring that a child will transition well into their new setting. A classroom should be created with the following aims according to Feez (2010: 39)
· To give children as much freedom and independence as possible
· To make it possible for children to learn through their own activity
· To provide motives for purposeful activity that requires concentration 

Feez (2010) also goes on to state that the ideal environment should include plenty of indoor and outdoor space for the children to explore and that the environment should be artistically pleasing with everything in its rightful place. This idea of a well organised and tidy classroom is also shared by Isaacs (2012), who also goes on to state that all activities should be easily viewed and accessed by all children. 

Both Feez (2010) and Isaacs (2012) express these views as a result of the work of theorist Maria Montessori. As both of these authors discuss, Maria Montessori believed that a clean, well-organised environment which promotes independence is the most beneficial environment for children to learn and discover the world around them.

(Source: WeClipArt, no date)
The needs of the child

There are several different requirements that are essential to a child transitioning well. Here these needs are broken up into four different sections.
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Activities and Play

It is widely known that children learn through play. Selmi et al. (2015) discuss the work of theorist Jean Piaget and they state that Piaget was the first theorist to bring forward the idea that children think differently to adults. They discuss how Piaget’s research uncovered the fact that children learn and discover the world around them through play. Piaget developed the idea of children learning through schemas. He brought forward the fact that children develop an idea or schema about something; for example, a child’s basic idea about a bird would likely be a creature that flies, lays eggs and lives in a nest in a tree. However, if a child were to then learn about penguins for example; their schema about birds would change as they learn that not all birds fly and live in trees. Developing and expanding schemas and their knowledge of the world is something children naturally do as they play and explore the world around them.

Selmi et al. (2015) go on to consider the work of theorist Lev Vygotsky, who also understood that children learn through play and the ability to discover their environment. They discuss Vygotsky’s theory known as the ‘zone of proximal development’ which shows how children learn by doing activities slightly out of their ability with the help of a more knowledgeable other. This then leads them on to developing the ability to accomplish activities currently out of their understanding. It is through a ‘more knowledgeable other’ that a child can expand their knowledge on what they already know. 

The work of these theorists proves how important different activities and play are to the development of a child. To involve a child’s need to learn and discover just as they have previously been doing since birth, will ease the process of this transitional period and bring comfort and continuity to their new surroundings.
Individual Needs

Each person is different, therefore that applies to each and every child. During a transitional period, it is essential that the individual child is taken into consideration and not just the class as a whole. Where the majority of a class may be transitioning well into their new environment it is possible that is not the case for every child within the classroom. McKay (1988) believes that practitioners should take cues from the child, she talks about how it could be devastating to the child to not recognise their individuality. To ignore a child’s essence and treat them as only a part of a larger group would not enable any problems during a transitional period to be discovered and overcome. 

The needs of the child


Creating a nurturing and equal environment

As previously discussed the physical environment surrounding the child needs to be child friendly and appropriate for learning, however it is also essential to look at the environment from an emotional level and to think about how the child feels within their new environment. A child needs to feel included and accepted within their new environment and to be treated equally despite any differences. Johnson et al. (2002) believe that a teachers’ expectations of a child and the child’s overall performance are lowered as the result of excluding a child due to disabilities or other reasons. This shows that placing limits on a child due to any differences in comparison to others could be detrimental to their education and their ability to be accepted within their new surroundings.

This is a view that is also shared by Koch and Mayes (2012), they also go on to state that it is essential to balance the needs of all children in order to include each individual child. This is because not every child will be equal in ability. An individual child would feel excluded if the majority of the class were involved in tasks considerably outside of their capability.

Furthermore, the importance of acceptance is discussed by Lareau and Horvat (1999), they stress the importance of the inclusion of all different cultures and races. They believe that students with more cultural knowledge and acceptance fare better in school. This is also a view shared by Brooker (2008), who goes on to state that a practitioner needs to understand a child’s culture and background in order to fully understand the individual transition they are going through.

The main role of the adult is to guide and support the child through this difficult period of change. This section of the handbook will look at key points expected from the adult in order to provide this key role that is essential to easing the transition into full-time school.

The role of the adult
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The Secure Base Model

The University of East Anglia (no date) discuss the secure base model. This model looks at five different care giving dimensions that when linked together form a secure base for a child.

These dimensions are:
Availability – in being present and available to a child, this will encourage their ability to place their trust in that continuity.
Sensitivity – being sensitive to a child’s feelings will aid in their ability to manage their feelings and express them healthily.
Acceptance – when a child feels accepted in their surroundings it helps build their self-esteem and confidence.
Co-operation – encouraging a child to be co-operative and helpful will ensure they feel useful and effective.
Membership – when a child feels included it strengthens their feeling of belonging.

With focus placed on creating these five dimensions within the classroom, it will enable a practitioner to become a secure base for each individual child in their care. 
Being a secure base

It is very likely that the young children of only three or four years of age and are about to start school have spent very little time outside of the care of their parents or guardians. Bowlby (1988) puts forward the theory that children require a secure base. He discusses that the idea of secure base is an adult with whom a child develops a sense of security with. The secure base usually starts to form from birth with the child’s primary care giver. The child has a sense of security in the fact that they have learnt that this adult will always be there to provide them with their essential needs. Bowlby (1988) goes on to state that it is due to the sense of security and confidence that this bond with their secure base provides, that the child is then able to explore the world around them. He states that the more the child is able to take their secure base for granted, the more secure and safe the child will feel within their surroundings. 

Furthermore, taking into account the idea of a child starting school for the first time; it is important to realise that they will be leaving their primary guardian, their secure base, behind. In this scenario, a child will look for another secure base that is able to provide their basic needs and sense of security. As a childcare practitioner, it is vitally important to spend time creating a bond with a child in the absence of their primary care-giver in order to then become a secure base for them within the school setting.

The role of the adult
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Bronfenbrenner’s Theory

The work of theorist Urie Bronfenbrenner is discussed by Pound (2009), where she looks at his Ecological Systems theory. This theory shows different layers that a child interacts with and their effect on the child’s development.

Bronfenbrenner’s theory is broken up into four different layers as shown on the diagram to the left. The closer the layer is to the child, then the greater the influence on the child’s development. The first and closest layer is known as the microsystem, within this layer are influences the child comes across every day such as family and school. 

The second later is known as the mesosystem. The mesosystem is when two areas of the microsystem combine, such as during a parent and teacher conference. 

The exosystem, which is the third layer, consists of areas that affect the previous layers but do not directly affect the child. Such as media, or the parent’s workplace.

The fourth and final layer, known as the macrosystem, is the area that affects the exosystem. This contains areas such as the laws and culture of the country the child lives in.

The main purpose of Bronfenbrenner’s theory is to show that each layer has an effect to the next layer and eventually to the child itself. When aiding a child through a transitional period, each of the layers need to be taken into consideration. Paquette and Ryan (no date), look at these layers and stress the importance of how stable the layers closest to the child need to be in order to create a secure environment for the child.


As a child grows, they develop relationships with many different people. It is therefore important to communicate and work in partnership with every aspect of a child’s life in order to gain a full understanding of the child. This is particularly important during a time of transition as it is essential to know how well a child is adjusting to the change and to be aware of any additional help a child may need in order to adapt to the change.




Working Together

Bronfenbrenner’s theory makes it very clear that it is beneficial for a child if all areas of a child’s life work together. Underwood et al. (2016) believe that within early years settings co-teaching happens very frequently. They realise that there is a difference between co-teaching and collaborative teaching and go on to state that when practitioners collaborate together it is very beneficial to a child’s development.

Ellis et al. (2013) discuss the important of involving a child’s family within their school life. They believe there are many benefits for the child to practitioners working closely and communicating with a child’s guardians. These benefits include increased support for any work and involvement required by the school and a willingness to share information and collaborate in solving any problems that may occur. When all areas of a child’s life are shared with everyone that is a part of a child’s life then problems are more easily noticed and there is a lot more support in order to overcome them.



Partnerships
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Familiar Faces

National Quality Standard (2013) suggest that placing children with an older sibling or another child that they are already familiar with will aid the transition period for them. If they are able to spend the beginning period of the transition with someone familiar then they will have security in the knowledge that not everything is different. It would be beneficial for it to be an older child who has already gone through the transition into school as they would have an understanding of what the child is going though since they have previously gone through it themselves.




Orientation Period

Having a young child start full time school without ever having previously set foot in the building would truly be a traumatic change. It is good practise to slowly introduce a child to the school and the practitioners within the school that they will interact with. Laverick (2007) discusses a case where a child was inconsolable after being dropped off at kindergarten telling a stranger that her mother told her that her teacher would be there to great her. This child had no idea that the stranger they were talking to was in fact their new teacher. Laverick goes on to state that she believes that if the child had been able to meet the teacher and spend time with them previously then the distress caused by this first encounter would have been eliminated. This case study shows the importance of parents and guardians being involved in the child’s process of starting school. Simply leaving their guardian behind is a traumatic experience for any child, having the primary care giver stay with the child initially as they get to know their teacher and find their place within their new surroundings would create sense of security and familiarity for the child.

Sawicki (2005) also stresses the importance of children getting know their teachers and classmates. He does this by suggesting various different games and activities that help people get to know one another. Having bonding activities such as this during an orientation period would be very beneficial to young children as it would help them get to know the new people entering their lives. Slowly getting to know the people and the surroundings of their new school will make it easier for the child to adjust when they start on a full time basis. 
In this section of the handbook ways that practitioners can intervene in order to aid the transition process for a child will be discussed. Various activities and practises will be considered and the benefits to the child in taking part in these activities will be looked at.

Intervention



A Successful Transition

A successful transition can be defined in many ways according to Fabian and Dunlop (2007). They state that it is more important to look at the lifelong results rather than the immediate change. Brooker (2008) agrees with the fact that transition is more important than just the immediate change. She talks about the fact that a transition is a learning period and that going through times of change is a permanent feature of human life that children need to learn to contend with. A peaceful and smooth transition will help teach a child how to deal with further changes they come across later in life.
There are two possible outcomes that could form as a result of a child going through a transitional period. Either the child will transition well and be accepting of the change that has taken place or they would struggle to accept the transition and reject any changes. The overall aim is for the child to have transitioned well and begin to enjoy their time at school, however the negative possibility and how to overcome it needs to be considered.

	Rejecting Transition

Each child is different, as is the way in which they would show discomfort and rejection toward change. Allingham (2011) looks at different case studies of individual children and explains why they have come to reject a transition within their lives. In the majority of these cases the child needed time to adjust and create a bond with an adult within their new surroundings. With this bond grew the idea of continuity and security and with that the discomfort within the child was eliminated. Allingham (2011) puts forward the idea of getting to understand and know the children and that it is through this understanding that the child is able to fit in to their new surroundings.
Proposed Outcomes
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