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ECAD6014 – Carly Seymour
Supporting your discussion with theory, research and practice, critically reflect on how you would support an individual learner whose progress is being affected by specific barriers to learning during one transition period
Bereavement and loss during a child’s life identifies as some of the most significant and devastating experiences a child could be faced with (Dyregrov, 2008). Loss can affect a child’s social regulation, difficulty dealing with thoughts of anxiety and distress, alongside social integration. For this assignment the child and school discussed will be anonymised for the protection of their identity and personal information. The aim of this assignment is to identify a child’s barrier to learning, the transition period, and how to support them through it. All information concerning the child has also been fictionalised due to the nature of the subject and their right to privacy. (BERA, 2024). 
Annie is a 4-year-old child currently attending a reception class in a primary school, she is an only child. Her dad suddenly passed a month ago with no warning, leaving Annie’s mum to become her sole parent. Annie is currently facing numerous emotional challenges and finds it difficult to portray her emotional responses, largely due to the sudden passing of her dad. The emotional challenges Annie is facing are often portrayed in ways such as frequent outburst, difficulty in joining in conversations and social withdrawal.  
As Annie navigates through her grief she identifies as a child with an Adverse Childhood Experience. According to Siegel and Bryson (2011) if a child has experienced an ACE such as bereavement it can significantly impact engagement within a classroom due to a lack of emotional regulatory and academic engagement. The stress of a traumatic life event such as bereavement can have a detrimental impact on the brain’s functionality, thus activating a chemical imbalance and igniting the body stress response system (Shonkoff et al., 2012). This evidently leads to the brains delayed reaction to fight off stress, causing a fight or flight reaction heightening cortisol and adrenaline levels causing the body to remain in a Panic or heightened state. Annies actions reflect this due to her immediate disregard to socially interact with others and emotional dysregulation
Grief at any age is a difficult emotion to navigate and has a detrimental impact on a child’s ability to regulate emotions especially that of a child who lacks the language to portray their feelings. Research by Worden (1996) suggests unlike adult’s children are not able to express their grief verbally as easily leading to children finding alternative coping mechanisms such as withdrawal from social settings or answering with negative language.
Foundation Phase children often lack emotional clarity and vocabulary making it frustrating for them to find appropriate language to express themselves or share thoughts and feelings with other peers in their social groups. When Annies peers ask her about her dad or how she’s feeling it often results in social withdrawal and isolation, Annie also displays emotional vulnerability over minor incidents such as an argument over a toy, displaying emotional sensitivity. The Healthy Schools Framework (Welsh Government, 2021) suggests young children naturally have an undeveloped skill of emotional dysregulation and so find it difficult to navigate through a traumatic event such as bereavement, and instead portray this through frustration and irritability amongst peers.
Upon observation of Annie the heightened emotions she is portraying such as outbursts of crying and irritability appears to be displaying built up frustration and struggle of not being able to communicate her thoughts and feelings effectively. These outbursts are largely due to Annie finding it difficult to understand the complex emotions she’s feeling due to grief and when asked questions uses negative language or terms to answer if at all. Eriksons (1950) theory of psychosocial development supports this, the “Initiative vs, Guilt” stage of development (aged 3-6) explores the emotions and expressions of children and how they communicate these. Bereavement i.e. losing a parent can have a detrimental emotional impact on this, leaving the child unsure on their feelings and how to communicate their emotions to others. 
An Adverse childhood experience effects children in various ways, the loss of a parent presents the disregard for emotional engagement, emotional dysregulation and lack of emotional intelligence. Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) suggests that a caregiver’s emotional security and attachment to their child plays a vital part in their emotional regulation and wellbeing. Annies’s dad was a significant attachment figure, playing the role of both emotional and social supportive parent. The bereavement of her father has now disconnected Annie from her emotions and left her feeling overwhelmed and unable to effectively communicate her thoughts and feelings. 
The framework Internal Working Model introduced as part of Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) refers to the early attachment children form, and the mental framework created because of this. This gives children a general insight into their own framework for emotions and how they see themselves. Emotional communication and regulation of these is often mirrored from how a child sees themselves, maintaining a positive emotional relationship due to a secure attachment. However, this also creates a negative framework of emotion for a child suffering with an ACE such as Annie, as her attachment bond with Dad has been broken resulting in feelings of insecurity and abandonment. Annie displays this behaviour by the lack of emotional communication with others and emotional dysregulation.
In contrast, Winnicott’ (1953) believes a child often doesn’t form a permanent emotional dysregulation and can often be repaired if the alternative caregiver is `good enough` as discussed by Sidebotham (2017). Referring to his article `the good mother` Winnicott (1953) suggests that emotional dysregulation from the loss of attachment is not permeant if the child shows resilience leading to the alternative caregiver adapting to the needs of the child. Bowlby (1969) however challenges this, suggesting the loss of an emotional attachment bond forms a long-term effect on a child’s emotional dysregulation.
Annie is the preoperational stage of Piaget’s cognitive development theory (Simply Psychology 2024) having trouble regulating her emotional language and expressions with herself and others. The preoperational stage of Piaget’s theory suggests foundation phase children are at the beginning of developing their use of language, fine motor skills and emotional intelligence. However, Piaget suggests that foundation phase children have difficulty understanding the world around them, more importantly emotions of others suggesting children to be egocentric. By Annie not understanding her own feelings or how to deal with these, she can be led to believe she is the only person feeling like this, thus finds it difficult to speak about her feelings or to others. 
Piaget outlines children build a sense of independence by passing through development stages independently building social awareness and cognitive skills, Vygotsky’s (1978) theory contrasts this. His theory outlines the belief that children who are affected by an ACE like bereavement are often more likely to struggle with emotions if they have not had sufficient emotional interaction and cultural context in their social environment. Vygotsky’s Zone of proximal development suggests by having a more knowledgeable other who they can trust, allows the child to feel supported and more comfortable in expressing emotions. Vygotsky’s theory intertwines with Winnicott’s `good mother` approach that if a child has an emotional bond with a trustworthy caregiver their emotional dysregulation can be returned.
Transitions are identified as changes to a child’s school experience academically or as part of a school environment. Vertical transitions involve key changes moving from one stage of education to another, i.e. home to school or primary to secondary. Horizontal changes identify as every transition i.e. class to car. Annie’s transition places as a vertical change as moving from home to school involves physical changes to environments and a detachment from routine. Whilst both transitions are important, vertical transitions are imperative as they involve children to become more self-aware of their cognitive and emotional needs.
Annie is finding the transition from home to school particularly challenging as she is not only learning to navigate her life without her father but is faced with the emotional upheaval of the school environment. Annies heightened struggle with grief and separation paired with limited emotional vocabulary makes it difficult to express her feelings. School drop offs have been increasingly difficult for Annie as her mum has become her safe space and attachment leading Annie to present a disorganised attachment style. According to Benoit’s (2004 P.2) study Annies’s mum is showing signs of an `a typical` behaviour suggesting distorted parenting due to grief, leading Annie to become disengaged when faced with the school environment.
By identifying Annie struggles with school drop off’s, a staggered start time could be introduced helping to avoid an overwhelming situation for Annie and creating a calm and consistent transition. Creating a routine will also allow for predictability and help minimise the unknown and anxiety she fears she faces from leaving the house to school. The use of positive language as a morning greeting at the door will also present Annie was a comforting welcoming and help to build trust in a person she trusts, hopefully allowing for emotional regulation and support (Pianta, 1999, p. 7-23).
In the case of Annies transition the Bridges Transitions Model (World of Work, 2019) can be applied. A framework can be created to help understand Annie’s emotional pathway, and how she can be supported to help aid transition smoothly. Annie identifies within the “ending” stage signalling heavy grief and unwilling to leave the comfort blanket of her home, viewing school as a reminder of the emotional turbulence and unsettledness. Supporting Annie’s feelings and thoughts at this stage is vital for helping to ease transition. 
In line with the Curriculum for Wales (2022) and the “Successful Futures” report (Donaldson, 2015) the Welsh Government has developed a more flexible and holistic approach focusing on a child centred approach to learning. Within Donaldsons report he describes the importance of learner’s emotional health and wellbeing and how the new curriculum will allow teachers to offer a more centralised, supportive environment personalised to the learners needs, in Annies’s case an ACE. When a child is presented with a safe space to process emotions it allows the child to become more focused in academic work and with positive communication with peers this is scaffolded by the Four purposes (Welsh Government, 2015, p. 7) referring to a “healthy confident individual”. 
To support Annie with her emotional dysregulation and to aid in her transition a secure environment within the school should be created. Having a safe space to go to will allow Annie the freedom to express her emotions of grief if needed, providing a trusted stable environment. The Curriculum for Wales (2022) advocates for an important focus on mental health and wellbeing within schools and by developing a safe place for Annie this will support her emotional resilience and wellbeing. As outlined in bullet point 8.1 of the Welsh Governments Keeping Learners Safe Guidance (2021) “All education settings should create a safe environment in which children can understand and discuss sensitive topics” promoting emotional resilience and trusted relationships. 
Fostering emotional expressive techniques to support a child who presents an ACE can prove an effective way of helping a child dealing with grief to articulate their emotions (Benito Herce, Ochoa de Alda & Gonzalo Marrodán, 2023). As Annie is only 4 visual and expressive techniques have been chosen to help her express emotions allowing for stress release, healing and processing grief. The sand tray approach developed by Margaret Lowenfeld (Pickford, 1992) allows children free play of a sandbox with access to figures and objects to create imaginary lands expressing their thoughts and feelings. In the context of Annie, this will allow her to externalise her thoughts of grief through play, without having to verbally communicate. The teacher can observe the scene and offer necessary support and guidance depending on the findings.
Annie transitioning from home to school aligns with Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) and having a trusted caregiver to support and help with emotional regulation is becoming a crucial aspect of a child’s resilience (Public Health Wales, 2019, p. 23). Morning check ins will allow Annie a stable and consistent environment to portray her emotions, especially with someone she can trust. As Annie is struggling with emotional communication due to bereavement the use of emotion cards can be used in check ins to allow for expression without having to verbalise her feelings. Emotion cards having faces printed relating to different emotions allows Annie to link her own feelings to a particular card or face and may help to facilitate a conversation. 
The use of emotion cards aligns with Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (1978) who advocates for emotional support alongside a significant person to aid development. He believed that emotional support with a trusted person alongside visual interaction would help bridge the gap between the lack of emotional language and building resilience and confidence when faced with emotional challenges. Goleman’s (2024) Emotional Intelligence models suggest visual emotion cards provides children with a non-evasive way of communicating especially when dealing with an ACE such as bereavement. Goleman advocates his model identifies five stages to help aid emotion support and cognitive development these are: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills.
By aligning the Goleman framework (1995) with the emotion cards, self-awareness will aid Annie in become more forthcoming in her emotions and give a reliable way of portraying these. Self-regulation gives Annie the thinking time to be able to choose her emotion card wisely linking thoughts of her own emotions with visual aids. Motivation can use to help encourage Annie using positive language and verbal nods and finally empathy and social skills encourage conversation in a non-direct and invasive manner with the view of Annie expressing her emotions.
According to the National Assembly for Wales, Children, Young People and Education Committee (2018) more needs to be done to aid in emotional and mental health support for children and young people in Wales suggesting the earlier emotional support is put in place the more regulated and resilient a child becomes. The ESTYN report (2020) highlights all schools must make emotional wellbeing and resilience a whole school approach priority.  The ACE Support Hub (Estyn, 2020 P.5) was introduced to schools with the view of creating an awareness of ACES, leading a trauma informed approach and education teachers on supporting strategies. The Hub has developed a framework for guidance providing teachers with three levels of training depending on the trauma need of that school.  Staff in Annies school can access training for trauma here, being coached on emotional support and the importance of a trusted caregiver for school transitions and development. 
Collaboration of stakeholders when supporting a child with an ACE and struggling with transition is crucial to help support a child. Collaboration often identifies as anyone who has a role in the child’s life, such as parents, teachers and outside support. Regular communication and engagement with parents/carers will provide an overview of the child’s emotional wellbeing at home and the crucial factors involving the transition problem. In the context of Annie, regular weekly phone calls and check ins would be made, proving an insight into behavioural and emotional state at home. Teachers often know the child well and are pivotal to providing emotional support and aiding transition as smoothly as possible, creating a supporting framework and a safe trusting environment. The use of outside agencies such as grief support organisations, school-based counselling and therapists can also be utilised, to help the child get support on all platforms. These agencies can use specific resources, and particular interventions to help support the child holistically, and aid in a smoother transition.  It Is vital open communication between all stakeholders is consistent to allow for support to align (Holland & Holahan, 2006, p.4). 	
To conclude, my findings in this paper demonstrate that there is a close correlation between the transition process of home to school and the emotional impact of an ACE, in Annies’s case bereavement. By losing her dad Annie struggles to communicate her emotions to her peers and teacher, resulting in withdrawal and issues concentrating within class. Aligning my findings with Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969) has outlined how important the need is for a secure emotional attachment with a parent/carer. However, in Annies’s case I challenge this, as Annies emotional attachment with her mum due to her ACE has proven to make it difficult for transitioning. Furthermore, Piaget’s theory dives deep into stages of children’s development, identifying Annie being in the preoperational stage. This stage reflects younger children portraying difficulty understanding their own emotions and the meaning, especially in the case of Annie when dealing with an unknown emotion such as grief. Overall, I feel support is vital to aid transition in any horizontal stage, mores specifically children that present an ACE as a barrier. Emotional wellbeing and support for that child is vital and by writing this assignment I have established support strategies to do this. Linking to the QTS standards support and collaboration is vital to signpost children through their transition clearly and by using stakeholders as the pillar for this allows for a clear plan of support going forward.
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