Ensuring smooth Transitions in the Early years – A Guide to good practice for all staff
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Introduction and Rationale
The purpose of this handbook is to recognise and assist in understanding the link between useful theory and current practice. To help practitioners to develop excellent supportive practices based on the theory in supporting young children through early years transitions. It aims to support practice to improve both outcomes and quality of provision and practice for both practitioners and children, making the transition from a pre-school setting into the foundation stage of a school.
Transitions:
It is important to define exactly what transitions are and why they are important in the early years. Transitions can be referred to as the process of change a young child may experience (Vogler, Crivello and Woodhead, 2008). These may be comparatively small horizontal changes that happen daily, such as the child moving between activities or moving between home and the childcare setting, or they may be more major vertical changes. Such as moving up to the next logical setting, due to age and development. From a familiar setting to hopefully the next exciting stage in their developing educational adventure. Such a major change can however be quite daunting to the very young child and requires substantial care and support from all the involved adults, including the parents and key staff in the all the child’s settings as well as any specialist staff and the wider community.
MacDougall and Brown (2016) suggest it is so important to get these transitions right as due to the unprecedented rate of development in the young child’s brain, these hopefully smooth transitions can set a positive precedent in the child’s personality. Providing the blueprint for them to be happy and able to cope with challenge and change very well, which equips them with the confidence to embrace the multiplicity of change in modern life.
The practitioner’s aim is to provide a continuity of seamless high-quality care that enhances the children’s play and learning, leading to happy, well-developed children.


The Needs of the child

Saul McLeod (2023) identifies Maslow’s theory of hierarchical development as useful to consider regarding the needs of the child. 
In early years settings, understanding and applying Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs can significantly enhance the well-being and development of young children, particularly as they transition to a new setting. Drawing from this research is an explanation of its relevance. 
Physiological Needs:
It is of paramount importance that a child’s basic physiological needs are met. They are provided with accessible nutritious food, time to rest and an environment that meets their basic safety needs. This is essential in the daily transitions between settings, moving from home to school or nursery. A tired and hungry child will most likely struggle to transition happily and smoothly.
Safety Needs: 
Children are much more likely to thrive in an environment they feel is predictable and secure, when they feel safe and know what to expect. The importance of this is never more important than during all transitions. The adult needs to provide verbal reassurance that they are safe in addition to explanation, so the child knows what is happening when and with whom, so they know what to expect.
 Love and Belongingness Needs:
During a transition the child needs their feelings recognised and acknowledged and validated by the care staff and their parents. It is important to develop a positive relationship to enable the child to share their emotions and allow the early years practitioners to provide the appropriate level of comfort.
Esteem Needs:
All children need help to develop their self-worth, self-esteem and find a level of competence and confidence, again important in the transition process. Strategies would include encouragement and celebration of their achievements and accomplishments, with lots of positive praise, particularly of their adaptability and resilience during the transition.
Self-Actualisation:
This is useful in helping children to explore interests they may develop and encouraging any talents or aptitudes they may show. Providing opportunities for creativity, problem solving, and self-expression are helpful here, as is offering choice and participation in making decisions in what to play with or which activity to participate in.
Transitions can be a challenging time for young children. By addressing their needs at each level of Maslow’s hierarchy, you can hopefully create a supportive environment that promotes their holistic well-being and helps them to develop and thrive in the new setting.
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[bookmark: _Hlk151021634]Wood (2018) presents, Margaret and Rachel McMillan, pioneers in early childcare, who made significant contributions that continue to resonate today. Their ideas can be applied to early years transitions:

Open-Air Nurseries:
The McMillan sisters worked to establish the concept of open-air nurseries, emphasizing fresh air, sunlight and the joy of being outdoors. Access to the outdoors may be familiar and helpful to many children during transition. It is also an amazing learning environment. Very young children often thrive in outdoor and forest school environments where there is close contact with nature. They love to investigate every leaf and insect they encounter in minute detail and indeed the earth itself, making mud pies provides a satisfying and fulfilling close contact with nature that positively impacts children’s wellbeing as well as gross and fine motor development and creativity and understanding of the immediate environment around them.


Holistic Approach:
They very much believed in a holistic approach, with emphasis on the overall wellbeing of the child during transition. Ensuring their social, emotional and physical needs are addressed to provide comfort and reassurance for the child.
Positive Relationships:
The McMillan’s very much emphasised the building of strong positive connections between staff and children, during transition.
In addition to modelling understanding and empathy in all key relationships within the setting.
Child-Centred Learning:
They strongly advocated for child led learning, offering children the choice to learn and explore at their own pace and really take ownership of their experiences to use in further learning and development.
Collaboration with Families:
The McMillan’s emphasised the importance of parental involvement and valued their insights and views, they saw them as active partners in the learning process and in planning their child’s transition to the nursery.
The McMillan sisters’ legacy lies in their commitment to children’s well-being and holistic development. Applying their principles can create smoother and more supportive transitions in early years settings.
Dunlop (2018) and Bradbury (Cited in Kinderly, 2018) present Uri Bronfenbrenner, a prominent child development theorist, who emphasised the ecological systems theory, which considers the impact of various contexts on a child’s development. Applying his research to early years transitions involves understanding these contexts and their influence:
Microsystem:
This is the immediate environment and the people a child encounters daily, so the home, the parents and carers, in addition to any siblings or peers in their surroundings. It is of paramount importance in transitions to focus on developing and maintaining consistent nurturing and stable relationships with the caregivers to ensure continuity of security for the child.
Mesosystem:
These are the connections between the microsystems, between home and school or between the setting and the grandparents and so forth. Quality communication, involving effective listening between key staff and parents is essential during the transition experience, as parents as the prime carers and educators and have so much information about the child’s needs and experiences that can really inform the staff in providing a smooth transition.
Ecosystem:
Here we consider the external factors that may affect the child, such as the surrounding community services, healthcare provision and social support in addition to local resources. The support of good resources and community can substantially add to a child’s positive transition in the early years and throughout life. In addition, if these services are lacking, strong advocacy for improvement can significantly impact the experience of the young child, including their transitions between settings.
Macrosystem:
Here we acknowledge the culture and society around the child and the values and ideologies embedded in it and how they inform the expectations and behaviour of both staff and parents and their impact around the child during transition. It is important to recognise cultural differences and respect diverse family backgrounds and traditions.
Chronosystem:
This is a consideration of societal changes over time, how family structures are evolving, in addition to the impact of technology and changes in parental working patterns, which may all impact a child’s early years. Finding ways to adapt to these shifting needs can certainly positively impact these crucial early years transitions for the preschool child.
Bronfenbrenner’s theory encourages us to view transitions holistically, considering the child’s entire ecosystem. By doing so, we can create smoother transitions that support children’s well-being and development.
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 MacBain and Gray (2015) present the research of Albert Bandura, a renowned psychologist, who developed the social learning theory, which sheds light on how children learn through observation, modelling, and imitation. Applying Bandura’s research to early years transitions involves understanding social learning and its impact:
Observational Learning:
Bandura asserted that children learn behaviours, attitudes and emotional reactions from keen observation and imitation of the people around them. From this is a realisation that it is essential that key staff model positive, supportive and open behaviours that demonstrate good emotional regulation and innovative coping strategies, drawing from solid research that underpins current trends, such as mindfulness and breathwork.
Role Models:
Again, Bandura emphasized the importance of the positive role model to develop the resilience and adaptability needed to promote a successful transition.
Self-Efficacy:
Bandura also promoted the concept of self-efficacy, which is the child’s confidence and belief in their ability to succeed in the task at hand, whether that is making friends, solving a problem or climbing a tree. Key staff can empower this process with encouragement and creating opportunity to engage in appropriate activities that promote problem solving and the creative expression of confidence. With this belief in themselves children will find the transition process considerably easier.
Vicarious Reinforcement:
Here Bandura highlights that children learn from the consequences they see others experiencing. Therefore, celebrating achievement and progress as the positive outcome of transition, is helpful in the encouragement of other children within the transition process.



Social Context:
Here the emphasis is the interaction between cognitive factors and the environment and how creating supportive environments during transition can foster the opportunity for positive interactions and collaborative learning for all in the setting.
It is important to emphasise that children learn not only from direct experiences but also from observing others. By promoting positive role models, self-efficacy, and a supportive context, we can enhance children’s ability to navigate transitions successfully.

Interventions
To facilitate seamless transitions in the early years, interventions that support the unique needs of children during times of transition would be wise to put into place. Children adjust more readily when evidence-based transition practices, such as familiarisation visits, visual schedules and transition objects are used in the early years educational setting. (Fabian and Dunlop,2006). It is also imperative that parents and educators have open lines of communication. A supportive transition process is facilitated by a free flow of information between the parents and teachers and key workers. Parents have a wealth of crucial information to impart about their child and would appreciate regular updates and parent–teacher contact in both a formal and informal manner. (Pianta, Cox, and Snow, 2007)
In addition, the use of social tales and visual supports can really aid children in understanding and preparing for impending change. This fostering of predictability can really help to lower anxiety for the child and create a sense of order and calm, leading to a smoother transition. (Grey, 2010)
Also establishing a buddy system or informal mentorship program where slightly older children who are already in the setting befriend and help the new children can really help to create a sense of community and belonging from the outset. (McIntyre, Eckert, Fiese, DiGennaro Reed and Wildenger, 2017)
According to Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000) positive adjustment is also greatly influenced by early years staff who are sensitive and responsive to the emotional needs of the children throughout the transition. Creating a warm and welcoming physical environment is also very constructive in helping the children feel safe and more at ease during the transition (Fabian and Dunlop, 2006)
Pieta and Kraft-Sayre (2003) emphasise considering social-emotional development and other school readiness abilities to facilitate a more seamless transition to the school early years setting.
These interventions focus on creating appropriate supportive environments, fostering excellent communication and addressing all the social and emotional aspects of early years transitions. They draw from evidence-based practices and educational theories to promote and hopefully provide children with positive experiences during this important time of transition.
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Holistic Development
Holistic development encompasses the overall growth and development of the child, their cognitive, social, emotional, physical and moral progress and it is closely intertwined with early years transitions. Successful navigation through transitions can significantly impact a child’s holistic development.
Again Pianta, Cox and Snow (2007) stress the importance of positive experiences leading to emotional resilience and the development of good social skills, as essential during these early transitions. Fabian and Dunlop also (2006) discuss the opportunities for cognitive development as children encounter new learning environments, challenges and educational stimuli that a smooth transition provides. In addition, Dowdell, Gray and Malone (2011) consider the impact of the changes in daily routine and activities during transition and how that can influence a child’s physical development, and they stress the need for age-appropriate physical activities and play.
The principals of the Reggio Emilia approach (Rinaldi, 2006) can also be useful in a consideration of holistic development and helpful in the transition process, as the principles align with creating continuous and positive learning experiences for children. The approach is very child centred and relationship focused, emphasising the building of strong relationships between key workers, children and families. This development of trust between the important adults in the child’s life fosters a sense of security for the child and can also contribute to a smoother transition. The approach also sees the environment as the third teacher, valuing the environment as a crucial element in a child’s learning process. A well designed and responsive environment can provide continuity and support during transition (Gandini, 1993)
Reggio Emilia also encourages the documentation of and reflection on the children’s experiences and creativity, which can be very helpful in understanding individual needs and providing the appropriate support during transition. (Gandini and Goldhaber, 2001). The project-based learning from Reggio Emilia is also helpful during times of change as engaging in projects of meaningful interest to the child can again provide a sense of continuity and purpose for the child helping them to settle into the new setting. (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1998)
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The Role of the Adult
In transitions the role of the adult, ‘the capable other’ is seminal to the continuity of care, experience and development for the young child making their way from a pre-school or nursery setting into the early years of school. The adult needs to provide continued security and attachment in line with the work of Bowlby (2018), warmth, kindness, compassion, empathy, fun, curiosity and encouragement to the child. To join in with their play on their level and interact with them in a way that is shared and sustained, so interest and learning develop naturally out of the play.
The adult is to put the needs and interests of the child first and adapt the activities offered to suit the unique child, in accordance with the work of Maslow (1954, cited in Pichere and Cadiat, 2015) This responsive approach stimulates the child to have confidence in their exploration of the world found in their new setting and allows them to progress from what they already know to develop new schema as described by Piaget (1936, cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2022, P50-54) to problem solve and find solutions in understanding this new and exciting setting.
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Proposed Outcomes
The outcomes we would hope to see from a smooth transition to indicate that it has been successful would be looking for happy, secure, confident children who are curious and engaged learners and educational explorers, meeting their unique and individual developmental and educational goals. With the aim that the older child has a value and a voice in the wider community (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989) who are resilient, able to cope with transition and change and embrace challenge using a ‘can do’ and problem-solving approach. Who would take this on from their early years to develop a growth mindset that they can take with them into school and beyond into successful adulthood, making a positive contribution to community and society. If we get it right in early years, we can provide the key to start the process of unlocking every child’s potential. (Well-being of future generations of Wales act 2015)
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