A handbook for Early years Practitioners: A guide to positively supporting young children through transitions.
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Introduction
This handbook aims to support practitioners working in the Early years, providing guidance on how to ensure an effective transition for children beginning their journey into a setting environment. Through reading this handbook practitioners will gain a better understanding of how they can aid children by recognising vital components to ensuring a smooth transition.

What are transitions?
Brooker (2014) states that transitions are a process recognised as a part of every human life and states all children will go through transitions during their earliest years, these transitions inevitably shape a child’s life.
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Transitions in the Early Years
Birth to 5 matters (2021) suggests within the early years children may experience many transitions including linear movements from one setting to another but also horizontally, further explaining these forms of transitions may take place through changing rooms within the same setting or possibly transitioning through a more precise routine of the day such as lunchtime. Allingham (2012) defines transitions as a change that may adjust the usual routine of the child. Brooker (2008) states ensuring a smooth and positive transition into a new environment is crucial and explains factors surrounding the transition may contribute to the direction of a child’s learning journey throughout their future life. In order to ensure this is done effectively, gaining a clear understanding of some of the most influential educational theorists who have played a vital part in shaping the way Early years practitioners support children’s development to create better outcomes for those in their care is essential. Amongst some of the most influential theorists in the Early years is Bronfenbrenner whose theory has had a profound impact on how we approach working with children and their families and our understanding of child development (Hayes, Toole and Halpenny, 2017). The bioecological model created by theorist Bronfenbrenner is made up of five systems: the chronosystem, the macrosystem, the exosystem, the mesosystem, and the microsystem. With the child being at the centre of the model, Bronfenbrenner suggests although the model consists of five different stages, they are all interconnecting and are hugely influential to a child’s development (Hayes, Toole, Halpenny, 2017).
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(Source: Evans, O. Simply psychology, 2020)

In order to create an effective and personalised transition, working collaboratively with those who are closest to the child is vital. Many interventions are used to support practitioners in gaining a holistic view of what is important to the child. With children being masters on their own lives, they should be able to express freely, their views and influences on their lives (Dunlop, A and Fabian, H. 2007). Article 12 of The United Nations Convention on the rights of the child states ‘every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them’ (Unicef, 1989).
Trodd (2017) characterizes transitions as events taking place that impact a child’s life alongside decisions that are made by the child and for the child. Placing an emphasis on the children needing emotional and practical support during times of transition for it to be an effective and smooth transition. By allowing a gradual transition into a new environment, practitioners support a child’s emotional development. During times of transition when a child is not given time to adjust is when transitions can be difficult causing the child to be uncomfortable and anxious. 



The role of the adult

The key person
Brodie (2014) describes the key person as an individual whose role is to help ensure that the child’s learning and care is personalised to meet the individual needs of that child, a role that was developed from the theory of attachment. Elaborating further Birth to 5 matters (2021) defines the roles of the key person being fundamental is providing a sense of belonging, supporting the child to feel a sense of safety and being cared for. When the emotional needs of the child are fulfilled by the key person, this helps the child experience contentment and enhanced wellbeing. Birth to 5 matters (2021) states further roles of the key person includes providing a warm, loving relationship, both factors being essential for a child to thrive. Through good practise key practitioners should form a triangle of trust with the parents and carers of the children in their care, building a positive relationship. 

Providing an enabling environment
Within the role of each practitioner includes creating an enabling environment both indoors and outdoors but also considering the emotional environment. All practitioners should recognise the importance of providing security and a strong sense of safety and belonging at the setting. An enabling environment plays a key factor in supporting children’s learning and development (Professional association for children and early years, 2016). As cited by Pound (2006) Friedrich Froebel emphasised that children are curious and creative and stated through play children received a sense of enjoyment that supported their emotional wellbeing. Froebel also believed children’s development would be supported further through hands on experiences suggesting children should do and not be shown.


Separation anxiety and the role of the parent
During times of transition children may experience separation anxiety, although this may be a difficult time for both the child and parents, this is a common stage of child development. New surroundings and growing awareness of the world around them can cause a feeling of upset and anxiousness. There are several ways in which we can support a child during this time, engaging in conversation with your child about what you may do later, giving them something to look forward to, ensuring goodbye is a positive time and when leaving your child ensuring they have a comfort item to help them reassure them (NHS, 2022).

Brain development in an infant
National Society for the prevention of cruelty to children (1884) imply during the earliest stages of a child’s life, their brain forms around one million connections every second. Adults who are most important to the child play a vital role in supporting these connections. Further stating in order to support the neural connections positive experiences such as singing, soothing and smiling are crucial.
GroBrain (2008) states the human brain is made up of three parts, a primitive brain, an emotional brain and a thinking brain, parents and caregivers play a crucial role in supporting the wiring of these connections, each part of the three brains has their own unique function, crucial to the development of an infant.
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The combined conclusion of GroBrain (2008) and National Society for the prevention of cruelty to children (2021) seem to indicate when a child experience being held, smiled at again and again and again, this supports connections being built between the thinking and emotional part of the brain. During times of a child experiencing high stress, they are simply too immature to regulate that emotion back down to low stress and rely on an adult to do this. Simple gestures such as a smile, a hug and being held help a child to do this. During times of high stress, a child’s brain releases the stress hormone known as cortisol, the higher the period of stress the higher the level of cortisol. When an adult responds to the needs of the child offering a hug or another form of comfort, is when the child’s cortisol, level is brough back down. When no one responds to the child at these times the cortisol level remains at a toxic state which if left can have detrimental effects on their emotional development. (GroBrain, 2008).


Effective partnership working

Wilson (2016) suggests parents and carers play a vital role in supporting the development of the child. Throughout the early years creating trust between practitioner and families is key. Although Wilson (2008) states this is a skill, and in order to achieve these practitioners should be reflective of one’s practice and the possible barriers to effective partnership working. Effectively working in partnership with parents or carers supports the outcomes for the child involved. Through developing a trusting relationship between practitioners and families there are many benefits that support the areas of development of the child and their wellbeing. 
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Birth to 5 matters (2021) agrees that benefits for the child are far greater when practitioners and families work in harmony together to create Ideas of support for the child both at the setting and at home. Each family are unique, therefore each it is crucial all families feel welcomed into the setting environment providing both the child and parents a sense of belonging, further stating practitioners must listen attentively to parents concerns and information they might share in order to fully support the child at the setting and be responsive to any needs the child may have. 

Multi- agency working
Gasper (2010) believes partnership working between agency’s are crucial within the early years in delivering services efficiently, with positive benefits lasting long-term proving the ability to thrive and learn. National Society for the prevention of cruelty to children (2011) suggests throughout the duration of a child’s life, their families will access several services. It is vital that practitioners work closely with other agencies to create a holistic view of the child in order to create a unified plan amongst themselves and other professionals to ensure the correct support for the child and their families. Elaborating further NSPCC (2011) states all practitioners working closely with children have a responsibility to share any information necessary with regards to a child’s wellbeing as early as possible. When there is a lack of or breakdown of muti agency working, consequences can be fatal which was highlighted in the terrible death of Victoria Climbe, which led to important changes being made in the shape of ‘Every child matter’s being introduced placing an urgent emphasis on the need for effective multi agency working to prevent such tragedy occurring again (Gasper, 2010).


The needs of the child
Many theorists have shaped the way in which educationists view the development of the child in current early years. Views shared by Medcalf, Hoffman and Boatwright (2012) state Maslow believed that every human being aimed for the goal of reaching their full potential or as Maslow renamed this self-actualising person. Maslow’s theory has been widely influential amongst the early years as practitioners and those working closely to children refer to the five-level hierarchy of needs, placing Physiological needs at the root of the model followed by safety needs, belonging and love needs, esteem needs, placing needs for self-actualization at the top. In order to move to each level, the needs of the level before must be fully met. Maslow’s theory gives further explanation by stating all children have needs, by meeting the specific needs of the child they have greater ability to experience healthy development. If the needs of the child are met inadequately, their development in the early years leading further into life can be critically hindered (Medcalf, Hoffman and Boatwright (2012). Department for Education (2017) asserts being provided with the best start in life is a requirement every child deserves. A child’s experiences between the age of 0-5 have a considerable impact on their life in the future. The Government of the United Kingdom (2022) implies every experience of education for a child should be safe, positive, inclusive and welcoming. Every child is unique, and all children are equally entitled to an education that offers a rich environment for them to reach their full potential as well as having their individual needs met. All children develop at a different pace, it is important that should there be concerns regarding a child’s development, early identification is crucial in order place effective interventions in place to ensure the child’s needs are met. In 2018 The additional Learning Need and Education Act Wales was introduced setting the requirements for a fully inclusive education system, supporting practitioners in identifying possible emerging needs of children in their care, to then create a unified plan to ensure all children are supported to thrive and reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2018). Amongst the many influential theorists of child development Friedrich Froebel’s theory and strong views on play have been highly applied through the early years. As cited by Pound (2006) explains Froebel’s theory stating play and the environment outdoors are hugely beneficial to a child’s development. The Froebel Trust was created supporting high quality education for children also funding research into children’ learning. Froebel Trust (2012) shares the thoughts of Froebel stating children should lead their own play with enabling adults there to support the learning rather than leading, emphasising children should be supported to make decisions, problem solve and follow their own personal interests. Further implying practitioners should open endless possibilities rather than constraining them, withing a rich environment. Froebel hugely emphasised the importance of children being at one with nature where curiosity, imagination, and investigation could flourish. Sharing similar views Maria Montessori also placed emphasis on children being active learners. Isaacs (2018) explains Montessori’s theory further stating Montessori shared strong views on children making choices and being independent individuals. Although there are many similarities withing Montessori’s and Froebel’s theories, Montessori fails to place emphasis on the importance of imagination within a child’s development. Anderson (2022) argues during times of a child using their imagination is not only complicated but truly impressive, yet if the use of imagination is restricted during the early years within their play, implications can be formed in the shape of an innocuous adolescent.
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Te Whariki is the current curriculum used in New Zealand, valuing all children as competent and confident learners. As cited by Pound (2006) Te Whariki meets the needs of the children by focusing on what children are at that specific time not focusing on the next stages of their education journey. Truly empowering learners where a child’s voice is respected and listened to, emphasising staff being responsive and fully involved in a child’s play promoting social and emotional development and cognitive development through sustained shared thinking is at the heart of the curriculum. Sustained shared thinking is being used widely used in daily practise amongst the Early Years with practitioners actively involved in a child’s learning, promoting children’s development and emotional wellbeing through high quality interactions where children are supported in becoming critical thinkers in their own minds, through being curious and engaged, supported by highly skilled practitioners who are in tune with each child recognising when to stand back and observe the wonderful learning taking place as well as intervening to support children (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).



The importance of attachment.
Forming an attachment plays a significant part in a child’s life and their ability to learn. Bowlby described this attachment as “the bond which ties”. Through offering a wide variety of learning opportunities in the presence of a secure attachment positively supports children to seek out learning within the environment around them (Whitters, H. 2020). In agreement with this Music (2011) states when a secure attachment has been formed between a child and an adult, they are more able to regulate their emotions, display increased confidence when independently exploring, have an expectancy in the form of positive interactions, display empathy towards others and the ability to get along as well as having a higher level of capacity to be flexible and play. John Bowlby’s theory of attachment argues that an emotional bond between a child and their caregiver was a biological response to ensure survival. Through the quality of attachment Bowlby suggested this contributed to their capacity to form future trusting relationships. Crucial skills to a child’s life can be formed through a secure bond, such skills are self-esteem, self-confidence and the ability to care for others and in turn to be cared for (Pound 2006). As cited by National society for the prevention of cruelty to children (2011) Bowlby (1997) states children can form an attachment with several caregivers but the most influential bind is with those who have provided care since early infancy. Several factors may affect forming an attachment, these factors may include issues surrounding mental health of the parents or primary carers, abuse, parental substance misuse, or the child having multiple care placements. Loss of an attachment or not forming a secure attachment can have detrimental effects on the child psychologically and emotionally causing a negative effect in future relationships in adolescents (National society for the prevention of cruelty to children, 2011).

Interventions

During times of transitions within the early years, effective communication with families is vital to ensure the individual needs of a child are met and appropriately planned for beforehand. In order to ensure an effective, smooth and positive transition into a setting environment, there are several interventions that are recommended taking place to support the child and families. Below listed are interventions felt to effectively support transitions.


Home Visits
Although for some, home visits can be viewed as intrusive Connor (2013) states that home visits are a process that can be hugely valuable during the transition process. During this time children and families can become familiar with practitioners in and environment where the child and family are the most at ease but suggests these visits should be handled with extreme sensitivity. This process allows families to raise any questions or concerns they may have as well as sharing a wealth of knowledge about their child as well as any concerns they may have regarding their child’s development that will effectively support the transition. 

Settling in sessions
Daly, Byers and Taylor (2004) suggest that the process supporting a child from the home environment into a setting should be flexible, considering the possible needs of the family and child. Through inviting the family and child into setting, allows them to become familiar with the environment and new faces of practitioners at a pace that suits them. During this time the foundation of bonds are created amongst practitioners and families, which in turn supports an effective transition. For some children the settling in process will be done gradually for others it can be a much quicker process. (Daly, Byers and Taylor 2004).

Parents and carers contributions 
Ensuring parents and carers are a key part in the transition process is vital in ensuring all parties involved feel respected and valued, for this reason practitioners should promote active participation and contributions involving parents as children form attitudes modelled by those close to them. All contribution no matter how small need to be valued, and parents must feel their voice and input is respected and used to making a difference in the setting.



Team around the child meeting
When supporting children with possible additional learning needs during transition, a team around the child meeting is an opportunity to gather with families and other agencies involved with the family. During the meeting the setting gather all relevant information to ensure they support every need of the induvial, creating a unified plan to ensure a smooth transition into the new environment (NHS, Bath and North Summerset council, 2015).


What does an effective transition look like?

How do we recognise and effective and smooth transition? There are many factors that will allow us to determine if the transition that has taken place was effective, these include:
· Collaboration between practitioners and families
· An attachment formed between child and practitioner
· The child feeling secure, happy and confident within the new environment
· A deep understanding of the individual needs of the child
· Strong parent/ practitioner partnership 
· Regular communication with families
· Staff being warm, responsive and welcoming

To establish an effective, smooth and positive transition interventions stated on page 13 are fervently emphasised to ensure practitioners create binding connections with children and families, with the child being the centre of all practises (Birth to 5 matters, 2021).
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