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Introduction

Our most valuable human accomplishments are possible because we were once helpless dependent children and not in spite of it. Childhood, and caregiving, is fundamental to our humanity. (Gopnik, 2010, p.81)
Early Years Practitioners play a crucial role in supporting children’s development – and therefore must have a clear understanding of the developing child and their needs as expressed by Welsh Government (2018).  This handbook provides practitioners with essential information about child development and the key theories behind current practice. It also explains the skills and knowledge needed to support children’s development while planning smooth and gradual processes through transitions (Ferguson, 2020).    
What are transitions?
A transition is a significant change of environment or situation and according to Early Years Matters (2020) and PACEY (2016) should be seen as a journey or process that together children, parents/carers and practitioners can be involved in. Children will experience many types of transitions as they develop, for example:
Developmental milestones (HSE, 2018)
· Physical – Crawling, Walking 
· Communication – Talking, listening
· Fine and gross motor skills
· Problem solving
Environmental changes (PACEY, 2016)
· New sibling arriving
· Parental separation 
· Moving house
· Family bereavement
Care and Educational transitions (Kirklees, 2013)
· Moving from parental home to childminder
· Childminder to Nursery setting
· Preschool to Reception class
· Reception to Y1
· KS1 to KS2
· Primary to Secondary School
A child may also experience more than one transition at the same time, for example a change of child minder due to moving to a new house.  In this handbook the focus will be on children transitioning from Pre-school/Nursery to Reception in Primary School, however many of the principles can be applied to other transitions.
We are all Unique
In all aspects of the transition process, the needs of the individual child and family must be considered and met in a flexible and sensitive way (Welsh Gov, 2017).  To facilitate transitions that are successful, Welsh Gov (2017) emphasises that practitioners:
Allow plenty of time – practitioners should recognise that each child will adjust in their own way and that integrating is a gradual process.
Consider the circumstances of each individual family – parental/carer support and involvement will be different for every child.
Be inclusive - all families should feel welcome and without judgement.  
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The Needs of the Child

A holistic view of a child and their development is good practice, the child as a whole should be kept in mind in order for practitioner’s to be effective (Lindon, 2010).
When thinking about what a child needs and in particular development, practitioners should be aware of the theories of child development that have informed modern society and practice (Lindon, 2010).  
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                                                                                                          (TES, 2020)

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has influenced practice in schools such as school policies and in classrooms (TES, 2019) and can often be seen, for example:
· ensuring all children have free access to a drink and encouraged to bring a healthy snack for break time – physical, 
· having a safe and stimulating place to play – safety, 
· whole school ethos, connections with community and parents – social,
· wellbeing/circle time, school council incorporating the voice of the child – esteem.
This leads to self-actualisation and readiness to learn/achieve according to Maslow (TES. 2019), however, it is important to remember as practitioners that this model can be viewed as limiting and possibly biased as TES (2019) goes on to suggest that there may be more complicated circumstances to consider.  Therefore, as suggested by Lindon (2010) above, the whole child should be kept in mind.  For example, Bowlby, and later Ainsworth have been credited as attachment theory founders (Van Rosmalen, L., Van der Horst, F. and Van der Veer, R., 2016) and through their research in the 20th century introduced the theory that healthy development is affected by the relationship between a child and parent(s) (or carers) and must be strong, consistent and nurturing.  Lindon (2010) confirms that when a child has experienced disruptive or distressing situations in early life, such as neglect or deprivation,  for example children that are fostered or adopted, this can have an impact on their view of the world around them and how they behave. 
Why as practitioners should awareness of attachment theory be important? 
PACEY (2016) expresses that a smooth transition involves attachments that are secure that can be encouraged to develop further, or new ones built between the child and key worker in a setting or school.  Practitioners should recognise that children leaving their current setting may have close relationships with the key workers and will need to pay particular attention to those struggling with the move. 
The bond that is made between an adult and child other than the parents or carers (Harvard University, 2016) can have a significant benefit and aid both emotional and social development.  Therefore, as well as providing for children’s physical and safety needs as described by Maslow (TES, 2019) according to attachment theory it is essential that a child has a secure relationship with the adults that care and educate them.
Consistency, routine and familiarity
When transitioning from Preschool or Nursery to Reception, practitioners must create a process for the child that builds on familiarity, consistency and routine.  By observing each child, it is possible to plan for and incorporate their particular interests.  Article 12 of the UNCRC regarding the voice of the child states that the child’s views and feelings must be considered (UNICEF, 2019).  For example, if a child shows interest in playing with the Lego when coming for a visit with Nursery, the practitioner could sit and spend time playing with the child therefore fostering the beginning of a relationship.  
Welcome regular visits from the Preschool or Nursery so that the child can become used to the new environment slowly.  Ensure that the learning environment caters for children’s individual needs where they can explore and develop practically (Welsh Gov, 2016) their understanding through what they already know.  This relates to Vygotsky’s theory of the zone of proximal development as discussed by Lindon (2010) where an adult can be the guide for a child to share and learn within their current understanding.  
A wise practitioner will intervene sensitively (Lindon, 2010) to help a child extend their knowledge within their interests.  The child then has the opportunity to direct their own learning which will enable them, according to Welsh Gov (2016) to become independent and make their own choices.   
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(Ciciora, ND).
As the New Curriculum for Wales is implemented, Welsh Gov (2020) states in the Four Purposes that the aim of the school is to support children to develop into confident and capable learners.  Welsh Gov (2020) continues by saying that practitioners should identify the individual needs of the child and respond to these daily.  
For example:
A child who has a hearing impairment may have different needs when transitioning from Nursery to the other children in the group.  How could the practitioners in the Reception class make the transition process easier for this child?
· Find out what the child is able to do.
· Listen to the child to understand their feelings, wishes and interests.
· Encourage the child to participate at a level they are comfortable.
· Ensure the child is included – adapt activities as necessary.
The Role of the Adult


To fully support and facilitate transitions in the Early Years, the practitioner must be aware of the skills and knowledge needed to be successful.
Communication – To develop a trusting relationship, as highlighted in the Common Core Skills and Knowledge for Children’s Workforce (Children’s Workforce Development Council - CWDC, 2010) between practitioners and the child and parents/carers, effective communication is essential. 
How can a practitioner develop trust and create a positive relationship?
· Think – by spending time getting to know a child (and parent/carer) and understanding their likes and dislikes, what interests them,  an attachment bond will be formed as mentioned in Bowlby’s attachment theory ((Van Rosmalen, L., Van der Horst, F. and Van der Veer, R., 2016).
· Consider who you are communicating with – an effective practitioner needs to be aware of the culture, background, ability and circumstances of the child and family.  CWDC (2010) emphasises the need to be sincere and the importance of listening - body language can play a part in helping to show empathy also.
· Quality communication, as detailed by Thornton and Brunton (2010) when looking at the Reggio Emilia Approach, involves encouraging children to be confident to share how they feel and to ask questions that can be explored together.  
· Clear information for parents/carers about the school’s process for transitions using various means of communication are recommended (Welsh Gov, 2017).  This could be done verbally, with newsletters, drop-in sessions and planned visits, social media updates or even posters.   
Transitions can be a difficult time for many children and their parents/carers; practitioners can provide support and reassurance, according to CWDC (2010).    
A Role Model 
Bandura’s theory of how children learn through watching behaviour (Lindon, 2010) and shape their ideas on how they feel about what they have observed, can be a useful tool when thinking about the role of the adult.  
For example, Trodd (2013) explains that by relating to Bandura’s theory of experience, acting as role model – this can help adults to see how they can support children going through transitions.  Trodd (2013) describes how practitioners facilitate this, with children experiencing transition as a delicate balance between moving forwards and back ensuring sensitivity.
In practice, the practitioner must be mindful and sensitive of how a child may view their actions, body language and verbal communication. A child that feels welcome, comfortable and happy in your presence will go home with a positive experience.  A child that feels rushed or made to feel that they are slower than the others for hanging their bag up in the cloakroom for example, may in comparison go home with negative feelings about their experience of their visit.
Welsh Gov (2017) suggests that the transition process should be inclusive and that needs of the child and family are planned for, recognising any additional needs.  The practitioner can do this by working closely with families and other agencies that may be relevant. Be particularly aware of those children or families that may need extra support and be prepared to adapt planning according to their needs.  Bruner believed that, according to Lindon (2010), a child’s learning and development could be directly affected by an adult’s positive intervention.
Use your Practitioner Power Positively!

 








Partnerships


Working in close partnership with parents, families and community.  Froebel argued that any nursery or school should be in ‘close and living relationship with people’s lives’ (Froebel in Lilley 1967:168).
(Tovey, 2020).
As Tovey (2020) suggests, when discussing Froebel’s Principles, community, parents and families should have close connections with a child’s school.  This can be created through effective communication where parents/carers are engaged fully with and encouraged to be involved in their child’s learning (Welsh Gov, 2016).
Use transition visits with the children and their families to take time to talk, listen and get to know them.  
· Do any of the parents/carers have skills they can share with the rest of the children?
· Could you arrange a gardening/grounds day where parents/carers are invited in to help and spend time with the children in a joint activity? 
· Is there a local nursing home or community centre that the class could visit? Maybe the school choir could link together and perform/practice with the local town choir.
In a Froebelian Approach to learning (Tovey, 2020) children and educators learn and educate each other through explorative play together.  This is echoed in the Reggio Approach (Thornton and Brunton, 2010) where practitioners work closely with and observe children’s play and then reflect on these experiences, by sharing what they have learnt with each other, for example in staff meetings. 
· Use staff meetings or daily catch up sessions with the other adults in the classroom to feedback information and observations.
· How can this information be used to enhance the children’s transition experience?
The CWDC (2010) explains how working with other agencies and practitioners can help staff to ensure the needs of the child are met appropriately.  It is important that practitioners seek help from and work together with other professionals (CWDC, 2010) and understand when this is required.
For example, a child who is visually impaired may need specialist support from a VI specialist teacher. They can work with the child coming into school and their parents/carers and give practical advice and equipment to the practitioners in the class. 
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Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Theory (Marie, S. 2017)
How can we as practitioners work as a link between school and home to establish a secure and beneficial support system?  
· Ensure that parents/carers receive up to date information regarding the transition process such as an A-Z leaflet or email in plenty of time so that they feel prepared.  
· Invite parents/carers into school and explain the daily routines before the child arrives in September. 


Interventions


The systems in the human brain that allow us to form and maintain emotional relationships develop during infancy and the first years of life. Experiences during this early vulnerable period of life are critical to shaping the capacity to form intimate and emotionally healthy relationships. (Perry, 2001)
Perry (2001) demonstrates the importance of close positive relationships with those giving care – both parents and practitioners to a child’s development.  
To be able to assess the areas of need for a child and then plan suitable interventions, there must be space for observation which should be documented as discussed by Thornton and Brunton (2010) in the Reggio Approach to learning. Thornton and Brunton (2010) continue by suggesting there should be a balance in the daily routine where children are given time to play and discover through flexible opportunities to learn.  
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(Cork City Partnership, 2015)

The experiences that children have while transitioning to and at school can have a lasting effect on their well-being and development (Perry, 2001) therefore practitioners understanding of the brain and how it grows will affect the quality of interventions used.
The child’s brain grows at an explosive rate (Perry, B. and Szalavitz, M., 2017) from before they are born to the age of four compared to their physical growth which develops at a steadier rate up until the teenage years.  During this growth, connections in the brain are made – called neural pathways, (Perry, B. and Szalavitz, M., 2017) where experiences that are repeated enable the brain to organise and prepare for the future.  By modelling positive behaviour as in Bandura’s theory (Lindon, 2010), and understanding Bowlby’s attachment theory (Van Rosmalen, L., Van der Horst, F. and Van der Veer, R., 2016) it is possible for a practitioner to influence and help the child to create new experiences that will help them to develop secure relationships.
If a child has had adverse experiences at an early age, they are more likely to display emotional and behavioural problems according to Perry (2001). 
Regular training for staff to ensure full understanding of the importance of attachment and the building of close relationships is highlighted by Macdonald, Gealy, and Tinney (2019).  Macdonald, Gealy, and Tinney, (2019) also outline specific strategies of approach to managing behaviour, for example in the class where all staff are considering each child as an individual and are aware of, through training, how to work together to overcome difficulties will therefore lead to positive outcomes for the child. 
Importance of play
Welsh Government view play as significantly contributing to children’s holistic growth and development (Welsh Gov, 2002) socially, physically, emotionally, mentally and creatively.  Through engaging children in play, just as in the principles of the Froebel approach to learning (Tovey, 2020), practitioners must recognise that play is central to how children learn.  Therefore, it is critical that as practitioners we give children every opportunity to enter an environment that fosters play (Welsh Gov, 2002).   



Proposed Outcomes


The New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Gov, 2020) sets out four purposes with a vision that children in Wales will become:
· Ambitious, capable learners
· Enterprising, creative contributors
· Ethical informed citizens
· Healthy, confident individuals as valued members of society.
Current Foundation Phase practice is influenced by other educational models and approaches from around the world and share similar principles.  For example, the Foundation Phase (Welsh Gov, 2018) places considerable emphasis on the importance of play in developing children’s self-esteem and their place in the world.  The Reggio Approach (Thornton and Brunton, 2010) seeks to have practitioners and children learning together and from each other in rich and exciting environments with the image of the child being a confident one.  The Te Whariki Approach in New Zealand’s educational framework according to Lee et al. (2013) explains that Te Whariki children’s learning and development is viewed holistically and through exploration and play that is open-ended they grow.  Te Whariki (Lee et al., 2013) shows the child as woven into the community and society with importance on the child becoming aware of the diverse culture around them.   Inspiration from this is seen in the Foundation Phase where Welsh Gov (2018) in their Action Plan state: ‘schools should develop in every child a sense of personal and cultural identity that is receptive and respectful towards others.’
By creating a safe, secure and nurturing environment for children that are transitioning from Nursery to Reception, the outcome should be children that are:
· Settled and happy 
· Able to begin to build secure relationships with one or more staff member
· Confident and curious 
· Understand the routine of each day
· Aware of their value as an individual and listened to
(Welsh Gov, 2018).
Parents and carers should:
· Be confident to approach staff with any questions or worries
· Feel part of and included in their child’s learning 
· Have clear information about the new school that they can understand. (Kirklees Council, 2013).
As stated by Welsh Gov (2018) in the Foundation Phase Action Plan 2015, children should be engaged in the school community, feel valued and respected with their current knowledge and experience built on and extended. 
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