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Foreword

This book is a compilation of contributions from Australia and New Zealand;
Finland, Iceland, Scotland, and Sweden in Northern Europe; the United States of
America; and Hong Kong (China) in Asia. The editors and authors are well-known
members of the scientific community and highly reputed researchers in the field of
educational transitions, through attending national and international conferences,
or on account of their important publications, which are highly cited throughout the
field. This book makes a very original contribution through reports on actual
research, practical projects, and programmatic work. The work is structured in the
form of an introduction, a synthesis and analysis, and finally a shared position state-
ment. Transition to formal schooling has a different significance in different coun-
tries, depending on each nation’s education system with regard to allocation of
children to institutions based on different ages, occupying different professional
stakeholders, different philosophies depending on existing and developing curri-
cula, and different theoretical approaches to understanding the ongoing processes of
change that all participants experience. So the work addresses early childhood edu-
cation researchers, teacher educators, policy makers, practitioners, and interested par-
ents — but in the way it is constructed, it may well be an example for working together
in other scientific fields.

My part is to consider what might happen if you carefully study the book. You
will learn about some of the researchers and the paths through their professional
lives in relation to transitions. Connected with a historical perspective, I remember
an international conference Transforming Transitions held in Glasgow, Scotland, in
2007. Urie Bronfenbrenner was to deliver a keynote speech, but owing to his demise
in 2005, Glenn Elder Jr. presented it instead. With this book, you learn to think not
only in a life-span perspective but from the viewpoint of the life courses that are
historically embedded.

Is every dynamic change in the experiences of individuals, families, groups, or
communities a transition? Is there a common idea about the meaning of transitions for
the subjects to define transitions? Is there anything that family transitions, educational
transitions, professional transitions, and transitions in child and adult development
have in common? These are questions the reader may be eager to explore.
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What does a transition do to the individual and to the context in which changes
and differences are offered, and what do the individual and the context do? You will
encounter many challenges while you are studying this book — not necessarily as
risks, but pertaining to the motivation to cope with demands instead of seeing them
as a threat. There are demands on different levels.

Individual Level

The reader will have to deal with strong emotions, their own competences, con-
sciousness, reflectiveness, attitudes, and behavior. They will have to learn to reflect
more critically about their own biases and inequities. They will have to learn to
theorize in terms of historical, social, cultural, and political forces and in terms of
their feeling and acting under the influence of these forces as an agent, not as a passive
object. One example is the belief in continuity in learning and development through
continuity in context. Could discontinuity in experience be seen as a stimulus for
development, and development and learning be considered as other than a continuum?
There are many stimuli in the book that help to see the world of transitions with new
eyes. The reader has to understand that knowledge is socially constructed and that
she/he is not alone in an ivory tower. The reader will have to reflect on ethics in terms
of social justice or of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child — an ethical
canon that has been co-constructed and agreed upon by most countries in the
world and is held as a legal norm in these countries. But is it respected in every
relevant aspect?

The book ahead of the reader is about theories and making use of theories across
research, policy, and practice. Different theoretical approaches may lead the reader
to interpret the same situation differently, and reading about theories may change
their own beliefs and standpoints, resulting in their working in new ways. The reader
should adapt to readiness for diversity. They will have to be aware of their own val-
ues and learn to discover resources instead of emphasising deficits — also within
themselves.

Interactional Level

Studying this book requires the reader to see not only themselves but also others as
agents in relations. This may lead to changes in relations with other researchers in
different countries, from different disciplines and with stakeholders in transitions:
children, parents, and professionals. New ways of reflecting and acting in respect to
the participation of stakeholders will be emergent, taking into account the interest
and wishes of those who are researched. New relations are to be formed with people
who are not prepared to be researched or involved into such a practice, and the
reader may not be prepared to interact with and find common fields of interest with
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them. The reader might have to come to interact with different age-groups of chil-
dren, depending on the transition being studied. If similar processes are described in
similar ways but through different theoretical lenses, it will be necessary to com-
municate the results with colleagues. There may occur challenging discussions
between paradigms like readiness of children or of institutions, or quality education
for all children in all institutions. The book will help in developing ideas with oth-
ers. The reader will understand that transition research means participating in a
relational process. Collaborative partnerships between institutions, services, and
families have to be established. Broader stakeholders’ involvement must be seen
within ecological or sociocultural frames with heterogeneous instead of homoge-
neous groups of learners and teachers. Bias-conscious encounters with all kinds of
children and parents from diverse backgrounds will happen through open processes
where future predictions cannot be made. In working collaboratively, the researcher,
policy maker, practitioner, and interested parent will have to address visible and
invisible power relations and take a standpoint. You will have to give up — maybe
unwillingly — disrespectful relations and frame consciously respectful relationships
instead. The reader will have to learn to think, speak, and act in line with inclusion,
in strengths-based ways. They will have to learn to listen to the voices of children,
families, communities — in their languages. There is a demand to make oneself
evident when things are not self-evident: like school, learning, child, family, transi-
tion. The reader will have to learn networking as a part of professionalism and learn
to theorise in relativities.

Contextual Level

This book will confront you with the need to deal with a wider range of contexts and
a wider understanding of contexts in international and interdisciplinary work. Let us
take the question of diversity again in connection with different languages and
cultures and a critical reflection on what has been achieved. The references listed in
this international book are generally in English; only a few cited works are in the
original language of those authors who do not come from English-speaking countries.
These, such as Bronfenbrenner, van Gennep, or Vygotsky, shows that if they were
not written in English, everybody has to rely on available translations into English
— which means a selection from the body of available knowledge and thinking. An
EU-Comenius project “Transition and Multilingualism” with partners from five
European countries — not included in this book but an exemplification — made evi-
dent that exchange between scientists in a language that was not their mother tongue
but in sociolects from other disciplines required intensive efforts in communicating.
This difficulty encountered in the working process helped participants to understand
better children and families who enter a school system that uses a language which
is not their own. According to a guideline of the European Commission, and recog-
nizing a growing migration worldwide, all children in Europe should speak at least
three languages, including their family language in whatever context they are
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actually living. Obviously, the scientific community has a long way to go to avoid
exclusion of ideas and knowledge in other lingual-cultural contexts. The reader of
the book is confronted with promoting intercultural perspectives within research,
policy, and practice. Objects of research connected with transitions encompass
attachment, resiliency, health, development, and language acquisition in communi-
ties of speakers and related cultures. The reader must be aware that from the per-
spective of a particular scientific discipline, other disciplines might appear
foreshortened and not recognized in their inherent changes and development. In
sociology, including ethnography and psychology, you find postmodern construc-
tivist perspectives. In different countries, you might find different traditions in sci-
entific disciplines, as well as in policy and practice, of course. The reader of this
book will find opportunities for reflecting cultures: cultures of adults or of chil-
dren in a society/community. To develop transition research, policy, and practice, it is
necessary to contextualize the knowledge of partners, to understand and respect
different social and cultural contexts, to value individual expertise and skills, and to
negotiate objectives and processes independent of hierarchies and preconceived
success formulas. As readers engage with views different from their own, they will
co-construct a deeper understanding than that achieved by reading only things they
already know or are agreed upon.

Why do I present before you this list of demands and challenges that may strike you
when reading this book? Coping with changes and new demands in life experiences
in a complex way that may be structured at individual, interactional, and contextual
levels is a criterion to define a transition in the developmental psychology of families.
Developmental transitions involve a restructuring of one’s psychological sense of
self and a shift in what Colin Murray Parkes has described as one’s assumptive
world, which means that in life’s transitions, one’s world will be seen through “new
eyes.” Achieving a new learning, a new attitude, and a new behavior as well as
reflection and consciousness of this process is considered to be a developmental
step in adulthood. If the reader takes the opportunity and exercises agency to learn,
takes theories in the place of attitudes, methods, policy, and practice in the place of
behaviors, and agrees on a new level of reflection, she/he gains from the develop-
ment of an essential motive in (professional) life activity. It is not necessary to say
in light of the complex demands that I mentioned that development and transition
in adulthood are co-constructions. I promise the reader a lot of well-being.

State Institute of Early Childhood Education Wilfried Griebel
and Research, Munich, Germany
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Chapter 1
Theorising Transition: Shifts and Tensions

Sue Dockett, Anne Petriwskyj, and Bob Perry

1.1 Introduction

Worldwide recognition of the significance of the early childhood years for later
development and wellbeing and the importance of investing in high-quality early
childhood education (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) 2006) has promoted a great deal of interest in transition to school research,
policy and practice. Recognition of the importance of a positive start to school
acknowledges not only social and educational advantages but also the potential
impact of these outcomes on disrupting cycles of social and economic disadvantage
and in promoting resilience among young people (Fabian and Dunlop 2007; Smart
et al. 2008).

In recent years, international attention has been drawn to the transition to school
through comparative studies such as the OECD Starting Strong reports (2001,
2006). Indeed, Starting Strong IT (OECD 2006, p. 1) recognised both the opportunities
and challenges associated with the transition to school and urged that

attention should be given to transition challenges faced by young children as they enter
school ... Facilitating transitions for children is a policy challenge in all systems. Transitions
for children are generally a stimulus to growth and development, but if too abrupt and
handled without care, they carry — particularly for young children — the risk of regression
and failure.

The growing international focus on transition to school reflects a shift from
attention at the local level to recognition that transition forms part of national and
international education agendas. International comparisons, such as Programme

S. Dockett (<) » B. Perry
School of Education, Charles Sturt University, Albury Wodonga, Australia
e-mail: sdockett@csu.edu.au

A. Petriwskyj
School of Early Childhood, Queensland University of Technology,
Brisbane, Australia

B. Perry et al. (eds.), Transitions to School - International Research, Policy and Practice, 1
International perspectives on early childhood education and development 9,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_1, © Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014



2 S. Dockett et al.

for International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD 2010) and Trends in
International Maths and Science Study (TIMMS) (Mullis et al. 2012), compare
children’s performance well beyond the start of school but have the potential to
influence what occurs within that transition, particularly around areas of curricu-
lum and pedagogy. In several countries, such as Australia and the United States
of America, state-by-state comparisons of standardised tests also drive educa-
tional agendas. These comparisons influence many educational debates, including
those about curriculum continuity from prior-to-school to school settings, stan-
dards and expectations as children start school and the implementation of peda-
gogies of transition. In these countries, as well as in several others, it is not
uncommon to hear regular media and research discussions about the age at which
children should start school and the potential implications of this for their perfor-
mance on later standardised assessments. Discussions of results and potential
explanations for these often turn to the age of the children involved and the years
of school education they have experienced at the time of the assessments (Peters
2010). As a consequence, interest in the transition to school extends well beyond
the early childhood years.

1.2 Defining Transition to School

The term ‘transition to school’ is understood and applied in many ways in different
contexts. Some approaches incorporate school readiness and adjustment, defining
transition to school as:

...children moving into and adjusting to new learning environments, families learning to
work within a sociocultural system (i.e. education) and schools making provisions for
admitting new children into the system. (UNICEF 2012, p. 8)

Broader definitions move beyond this focus on readiness and adjustment empha-
sising transition as a set of processes as individuals move from one (in this case,
educational) context to another or change their role in educational communities
(Dockett and Perry 2007; Fabian 2007; Vogler et al. 2008). These definitions focus
on changes in identity and agency as individuals, and those around them engage in
different educational contexts and adopt different roles. Within these definitions,
processes of transition are regarded as both individual and social experiences,
actively constructed as individuals participate in social and cultural processes that,
by their very nature, are communal events (Rogoff 2003).

Other definitions of transition emphasise the intensified demands for children
(Fthenakis 1998) as well as families (Griebel and Niesel 2009). Some researchers
suggest that these increased demands present almost overwhelming challenges for
some children (Hirst et al. 2011), while others focus on the importance of provid-
ing support and acknowledging children’s strengths as they navigate these chal-
lenges and develop an enhanced sense of their own competence (Fabian and
Dunlop 2007; Page 2000).
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Throughout the world, debates continue about the role of adjustment, adaptation,
continuity and readiness in the transition to school, the timing of transition and the
teacher and/or school practices that support transition (Brostrom and Wagner 2003;
Dockett and Perry 2013, in press; Dunlop and Fabian 2007; Petriwskyj et al. 2005;
Ramey and Ramey 1999; Vrinioti et al. 2010; Yeboah 2002). While there is no
universally accepted definition of transition, there is acceptance that transition is a
multifaceted phenomenon (Petriwskyj et al. 2005), involving a range of interac-
tions and processes over time, experienced in different ways by different people in
different contexts. In very general terms, the outcome of a positive transition is a
sense of belonging in the new setting (Dockett and Perry 2004; Fabian 2007). The
ways in which this outcome may be achieved vary according to the theoretical
perspective/s adopted.

1.3 Shifts in Theorising Transition to School

For many of the contributors to this book, Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory
marks a common starting point for theorising transition (see MacDonald et al. Chap.
16). However, different emphases and different connections with other theoretical
perspectives lead to considerable variation in the implementation of research using
this one theory. Critical perspectives also feature in the work of several contributors
to this book, as does focus on rites of passage and border crossing. These variations
in theoretical perspective frame three sections of this text. Such variation serves to
remind us of the complexity of transition, in terms of those involved, their perspec-
tives, the contexts in which they are located, the institutions involved and the ways
that people position themselves and are positioned by others.

However, it also raises a number of questions about the role of theory in transitions
research. For example, what makes a sufficient theory? Is it possible to engage with
part of a theory? What is gained, and what is lost, by an eclectic approach to theorising
transition? How can theories be adapted and refined without losing coherence?

Theories do not exist in isolation. They reflect particular ways of being and
knowing and exist in historical time. We should not be surprised that different con-
texts, cultures and communities give rise to different ways of looking at things and
accord importance to different elements and factors. In reflecting on the role of
theory in her research, Einarsdéttir (Chap. 2) comments

Theory helps me to see what is visible in a new light, notice novel things, and reveal new
understandings. I also use it to help me understand the reality that I am investigating and
explain what I see, why I see it, and what it means.

We invite readers to engage with theories and theorising transition as they explore
the chapters of this book. We commence discussion of theoretical positions by con-
sidering the recent shift from a reliance on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory in
efforts to understand the transition to school. While Bronfenbrenner’s early concep-
tualisations have been influential, later refinements of his theory, as well as a range
of different theoretical positions, inform current research.
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Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. xiii) noted that ecological transitions occur as an
individual’s ‘position in the ecological environment is altered as the result of a
change in role, setting, or both’. Bronfenbrenner’s systems model of nested concen-
tric circles, locating the child at the centre, is familiar to many educators and
researchers. It promotes focus on the many and varied contexts in which people
exist and interactions at the intersections of these contexts. Bioecological theory,
which reflects Bronfenbrenner’s later work (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006),
retained this focus on context and people but placed increased emphasis on the
importance of processes and time. From this emerged the Process-Person-Context-
Time (PPCT) model (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Key elements of this model
are proximal processes — defined as increasingly complex reciprocal interactions
between an individual and the environment; the individual characteristics of each
person, including their experiences, resources, temperament and motivation as well
as their agency; the context, or systems including those in which individuals interact
(microsystems), overlapping contexts (mesosystems), that influence their actions
even though they are not direct participants in these contexts (exosystem), and the
broader societal and cultural context (macrosystem); and time, which incorporates
both what occurs during a specific activity or event, interactions that occur consis-
tently as well as the chronosystem, that is, the specific historical context in which
people and processes are located (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006). Life course
theory (Elder 1996) pays particular attention to the chronosystem, arguing that people
who inhabit different time periods can experience the same event in different ways.
In relation to starting school, focus on the chronosystem could help explain differ-
ences in the experiences of parents and children and of children in different social,
political and economic contexts.

The PPCT model provides a great deal of flexibility in researching transition to
school. When applied in full, it prompts attention to the relationships and interac-
tions associated with starting school, the characteristics and resources each indi-
vidual (be they a child, family member or educator) brings with them to the
transition, recognition of the various systems or contexts in which children and
families are located as well as attention to specific events, patterns of interactions
and historical context. It provides potential to explore issues of continuity and
change, in terms of the individuals, the nature of experiences and interactions they
have, the people with whom they interact and the contexts in which they are
located. It also recognises that social and cultural contexts are dynamic, affected
by processes of continuity and change. These elements are noted in the Ecological
and Dynamic Model of Transition, developed by Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta
(2000), which emphasised:

...the transition to school in terms of developmental processes that take place within the
transition ecology. It is a system of interactions and transactions among persons, settings,
and institutions that are oriented to support progress of children...rather than understanding
a child’s transition solely in terms of the child’s skills, or the influences on those skills at
any given time, this perspective emphasizes the organization of assets within a social ecol-
ogy, how this organization emerges and how it supports (or hinders) child competence over
time. (Pianta 2010, p. 35)
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While recognising the possibilities afforded by bioecological approaches, limitations
are also outlined. For example, Petriwskyj (Chap. 15) argues that these do not account
sufficiently for the diversity of children’s lives or inform children’s longer-term trajecto-
ries. Similar criticisms are outlined by Vogler et al. (2008, p. 25), who note that ‘while
the identification of multiple interacting systems is conceptually elegant, there is a risk
of objectifying boundaries and assuming internal sub-system coherence’. In other
words, we should expect blurring of boundaries and not expect that microsystems, such
as the family or school, operate in similar ways for all children. A further criticism of
bioecological theory is that locating the child at the centre does not necessarily reflect
the priorities of the systems and contexts, or the social constructs and power relations, in
which they are located (Corsaro et al. 2002; Vogler et al. 2008). That is, not all microsys-
tems prioritise the individual child.

Many of the contributors to this book refer to the importance of bioecological
theory in their work, either as a guiding theoretical framework or as a trigger for
further conceptualisation of transition. For example, Dunlop (Chap. 3) outlines her
adoption of bioecological theory, noting how it offers an umbrella that can accom-
modate related theoretical frameworks, such as life course theory (Elder 1996),
which outlines the principles of historical time, timing in lives, linked lives and
human agency. Life course theory and bioecological theory can be complementary
in their focus on historical time (chronosystem) and agency. Both theories accord
significance to the active role of individuals as they influence, and are influenced by,
the contexts in which they live. They also identify potential for change as different
systems or contexts, and those located within them, interact. The combination of
interactions, change and time sets up a dynamic model in which the transition to
school can be explored by focusing on the overlapping or intersecting contexts of
children’s experience. From this, it is expected that each experience of the transition
will be different; not only would it be expected that children’s perspectives would
be different from those of adults, but also each child’s experience of their ecology
would be expected to be different. This is evident in Turunen’s (Chap. 11) explora-
tion of transition to school as part of life history, where memories of starting school
are described as potential turning points in each individual’s life course.

One area highlighted by the combination of bioecological and life course theo-
ries is the ways in which contextual, or environmental, factors have different
effects on those who experience them (Elder 1974). This is one pathway to the
exploration of risk and protective factors, the identification of resilience and vulner-
ability, which are explored by Harrison (Chap. 5), as well as concepts of adjust-
ment and transition (Margetts Chap. 6). It is also part of the underlying argument
for the focus on high-quality early childhood education for all children, contending
that this has ‘the potential of supporting young children and their caregivers in
coping with adversities and improving their prospects of successful school transi-
tions’ (Vogler et al. 2008, p. 28).

Some contributors incorporate a base of bioecological theory, complemented or
expanded by other theoretical frameworks and conceptualisations. Peters (Chap. 8)
describes the ways in which bioecological and sociocultural theories underpin her
approach to transitions research; and Einarsdéttir (Chap. 2), Murray (Chap. 4),
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Harrison (Chap. 5), Margetts (Chap. 6), Mackenzie (Chap. 7), Graue and Reineke
(Chap. 12), Perry (Chap. 13) and Dockett (Chap. 14) all incorporate elements of
bioecological theory in their explorations of transition.

Murray (Chap. 4) combines a strong focus on bioecological theory with a com-
mitment to incorporating the perspectives of children in her research, on the basis
that a successful transition to school relies not only on personal characteristics but
also on interpersonal (relationship) and institutional factors. Mackenzie (Chap. 7)
applies a similar model as children make the transition to becoming school students,
specifically in the area of writing.

Harrison (Chap. 5) locates her research in bioecological theory, focusing particu-
larly on proximal processes and connections between the intrapersonal (e.g. tem-
perament) and interpersonal (e.g. attachment) worlds of the school student. She
combines this with a transactional model of children development (Sameroff 2009),
which holds that such development occurs as a result of continuous dynamic inter-
actions between children and their environments. Relationships are central to this
model, as is the power of relationships to effect change to, and for, individuals. The
model also proposes that individual characteristics predispose children to be affected
differentially by their environments. Hence, it is possible to consider both risk and
protective factors that can be associated with transition to school.

Individual child characteristics are also addressed by Margetts (Chap. 6), in her
discussion of transition and adjustment. In her investigations of children’s capac-
ity to adapt to the new school context, Margetts highlights the importance of chil-
dren’s changing sense of identity and belonging as well as their adaptive behaviour
within the school setting.

In drawing on sociocultural theory, Lam (Chap. 10) and Peters (Chap. 8) incorpo-
rate the importance of social context and social interactions that is a feature of
Vygotskian (1978) theory. From this perspective, interactions that occur within his-
torical, cultural and institutional contexts shape children’s development and their
view of the world. At the same time, children are viewed as active agents who learn
to use cultural tools to master actions that are valued within that particular culture
(Wertsch 1991). When applied to the study of transition to school, sociocultural the-
ory prompts a focus on the ways in which children’s social interactions provide a
basis for new ways of engaging in different contexts, where the ‘process of changing
participation in sociocultural activities of their communities’ (Rogoff 2003, p. 52) is
paramount. This translates into consideration of how children, families and educators
change as a result of participating in activities and events that are significant in the
context of school (such as orientation visits) but also exploring the ways in which
those activities and events change over time as a result of that participation.

Children’s participation in different contexts is a critical element of sociocul-
tural theory, used by Corsaro et al. (2002) to frame transition as a process of inter-
actions between people and involvement in activities that results in children’s
changed participation in sociocultural activities. These researchers regard transi-
tions as ‘always collectively produced and shared with significant others’ (Corsaro
et al. 2002, p. 325) and argue strongly against models of transition that focus pri-
marily on the individual or a set of individual variables.
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In its focus on children’s developing mastery of culturally valued actions,
sociocultural theory posits an important role for adults and peers. To this end,
Rogoff (2003) describes processes of guided participation, as more knowledgeable
others guide children’s participation in culturally valued activities. Similarly, Lave
and Wenger (1991) describe a process of legitimate peripheral participation, where
those new to a community move towards becoming members of that community by
engaging in peripheral activities that help them become aware of the ways in which
the community is organised and operates. Experts, or more experienced others, play
important roles in guiding the participation of newcomers. While it is not only
adults who are regarded as more experienced, there is a clear role for adults in cul-
tural reproduction. Intergenerational influences are also important, with parents,
grandparents and other significant adults reflecting different visions of school and
what it means to make the transition to school. Their perspectives shape the transi-
tion to school experiences of children and families (Turunen Chap. 11). Family
habitus (Bourdieu 1997) is influenced by family history and the stories told within
the family about school and education. These contribute to dispositions that support
and guide particular practices within families.

The historical, social, cultural and political contexts, in which transition to school
is, and has been located, are the focus of the critical constructionism that underpins
Graue and Reineke’s (Chap. 12) investigation of the ways in which transition and
readiness have been constructed in the United States. This theoretical orientation
emphasises the sociocultural construction of knowledge (Vygotsky 1978) and
incorporates critical theory through a focus on the construction of cultural myths
and expectations (Habermas 1972). In arguing that the ways in which people think
about and enact transition and readiness are located within specific social and cul-
tural contexts and have historical legacies, Graue and Reineke align notions of time
(bioecological theory) and sociocultural theory with critical theory, arguing for the
contextualisation of knowledge, promoting the importance of critical reflection on
what is known, how it is known, and to whom it is known.

Critical and post-structuralist theories underpin Petriwskyj’s (Chap. 15) approach
to the study of transition to school as she draws attention to inequalities related to
power and the exercise of power. Post-structuralist theories examine the political
nature of knowledge and the role of language in the politics of knowledge:

Poststructuralists believe that individuals may tell several — possibly competing — stories
about themselves (identities) and about societies. The politics of our time and place influ-
ence which stories ...are told, when and by whom, which is why some stories are heard
more often and given greater status than others ... identifying the sources ... that are
silenced or marginalised and then sharing them is a political act. (MacNaughton 2005, p. 4)

Critical theory also examines connections between knowledge and power,
exploring the social and historical contexts of knowledge and the ways in which
some ideas direct our understandings and explanations of phenomena. In particu-
lar, critical theory questions inequities in access to power and resources. Critical
and post-structuralist perspectives direct attention towards ensuring the educa-
tional participation of marginalised or ignored groups (including children with
disabilities, refugees, children in geographically isolated locations, gifted
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children), together with the implementation of more socially inclusive policies
and practices. Transition to school approaches framed by these perspectives are
directed towards listening to the perspectives of all involved in transition (children,
families, educators and communities) and promoting their active engagement in
decision-making around the transition.

Listening to the perspectives of children has been a hallmark of Einarsdéttir’s
research. In Chap. 2, she describes how her theoretical stance draws on postmodern-
ism, arguing that knowledge is socially constructed and, because of its contextual
nature, can be contradictory (Albon 2011). Moving away from accepted truths,
Einarsdéttir questions assumptions about children and childhood. Her work posi-
tions children as competent and capable, able to share their perspectives and with
rights to be heard.

Critical reflection characterises the approaches adopted by Perry (Chap. 13) and
Dockett (Chap. 14) as each questions how power is exercised or operates in the
construction of transition to school. Both chapters reflect on dominant ideologies
and argue for the importance of critical knowledge in promoting social justice
(Perry Chap. 13) and unsettling expectations about who is expected to experience a
successful, or problematic, transition to school (Dockett Chap. 14). These chapters
argue that issues of power are central to interactions and expectations and ‘examine
the social and political factors that produce dominant educational knowledge and
practices, and ... ask whose interests they serve’ (MacNaughton 2005, p. 9). Critical
reflection is a central plank of critical pedagogy and of approaches to social justice.
It provides a basis for identifying inequality and injustice in approaches to transition
to school as well as a platform for promoting change. Critical pedagogy encourages
educators to engage in a ‘language of possibility” (Giroux 2005, p. 68) and so to

develop knowledge/power relations in which multiple narratives and social practices are
constructed around a politics and pedagogy of difference that offers students the opportu-
nity to read the world differently, resist the abuse of power and privilege and construct
alternative democratic communities.

Studies of the transition to school recognise that schools, schooling and educa-
tion are largely institutionalised. Bourdieu’s (1992) description of rites of institu-
tion addresses the significance of the rituals associated with education and the
function they serve to separate those belonging to the institution of school from
those who do not.

Garpelin (Chap. 9) and Lam (Chap. 10) also invoke the notion of rites as they
describe the transition to school as a rite of passage. To do so, they draw upon van
Gennep’s (1960) description of rituals associated with life transitions as rites of pas-
sage, marking significant transitions to positions of new social status across the life
course. Rites of passage acknowledge the departure from one phase of life and
arrival in another phase. Three phases contribute to thinking about rites of passage:
preliminal rites (rites of separation, as people detach from the existing group), lim-
inal (or threshold rites, where people are in-between states, having left one group or
status, but not yet become part of another) and postliminal rites (where people
become incorporated into the new group, assuming the new status and identity that
goes with being a member of this group).
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In considering the transition to school, it is possible to conceptualise the move
from preschool to school as a process of moving from one group and status
(preschooler) to another (school student). Both Garpelin and Lam emphasise the
potential ambiguity for children and their families, as they encounter the liminal
phase, where they are betwixt and between (Turner 1969), in this case, neither a
preschooler nor school student. At this time, it is possible to describe children and
their families as entering a borderland (Peters Chap. 8) as they seek to cross the
border into school. Writing about individuals as they seek to cross cultural and
national borders, Anzaldda (1987, p. 3) described a borderland as a ‘vague and
undetermined place’, full of tensions as boundaries overlap and as contexts inter-
sect. It is possible to consider children who have left one context (preschool) but
not yet entered another (school) as traversing borderlands, those spaces that
surround borders. Giroux (2005, p. 2) argues that

thinking in terms of borders allows one to critically engage the struggle over those territo-
ries, spaces, and contact zones where power operates to either expand or to shrink the dis-
tance and connectedness among individuals, groups, and places.

Conceptualising transition to school in terms of border crossing facilitates dis-
cussion about the border itself (e.g. When do children start school? Is it at the time
of orientation or transition or when they have their official first day of school? Do
all agree on when children start school, or when they should start school?) and the
borderlands surrounding it (What happens for children between preschool and
school? Is there a crossover period where school and preschool intermingle?) Such
an approach also opens the space for some critical reflections around the transition
to school, asking questions such as the following: Whose territory is involved in the
transition to school? Who owns this space? Who is responsible for ensuring safe
passage? What level of border patrol is involved? Do borders exist to keep people in
or to keep people out? What credentials are required to cross borders? Who decides?

1.4 Tensions Around Transition

Across the chapters of this book, researchers involved in theorising and researching
transition refer to a number of tensions. These, in turn, raise questions and provoke
critical reflection. In noting the following tensions, we share some of the questions
that have accompanied our discussions and invite readers to consider their own
responses and theoretical positions.

1.4.1 Who Is at the Centre of Transitions Research?

Bioecological theory situates the child at the centre, focusing attention on the con-
texts in which the child is located and the intersections of these contexts. Yet this is
also a criticism of the theory, as we are reminded that not all contexts in which
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children exist prioritise their role. What does it mean to locate the child at the centre
of research on transition to school? Does that suggest that children’s experiences
and perspectives are of central importance, more so than the experiences of educa-
tors, families or communities? Are the experiences and perspectives of these groups
mutually exclusive? Must it be the individual child at the centre? Could we locate
social groups at the centre? Rogoff (2003, p. 49) has cautioned that the model of
nested systems that characterises many applications of the bioecological model can
‘constrain our concepts by separating person and culture into stand-alone entities,
with culture influencing the person (or in some models, with the two entities inter-
acting)’. In adopting and applying bioecological theory, how do we emphasise the
interrelatedness of person and culture? Is this achieved through the PPCT model?

1.4.2 What Image(s) of Children Underpins
Transitions Research?

A range of current theoretical perspectives (including sociology of childhood, post-
modern and post-structuralist theory) emphasise the importance of listening to all
involved in transition and work to include the perspectives of the marginalised or
those whose voices are often silenced. In a range of situations, children, particularly
young children, are both marginalised and silenced. The processes of transition
involve encounters with the unfamiliar and the unknown. How researchers view
children will not only inform the research questions they ask but the ways in which
these questions are investigated.

What image(s) of children underpins our transitions research? Are children posi-
tioned as competent and capable, able to share their perspectives and with rights to
be heard? Is there also recognition that competent children sometimes require
appropriate support? Do we focus on children’s strengths, acknowledging, but not
being limited by, potential problems? Who speaks for children in our research?

1.4.3 How Are Families, Educators and Communities
Positioned in Transitions Research?

What are the descriptors we use when referring to families? How do these position
families? It is possible to describe families in terms of the challenges they face or
the problems they encounter and the contexts in which they live. When these factors
are taken into account, do we look for strengths (Munford and Sanders 2003) as
well as problems? How do we acknowledge diversity among families, recognising
the considerable strengths that many families display in the face of adversity? How
do our research methods and approaches respect families and their commitment to
promoting positive educational environments and outcomes for children? How do
we hear the perspectives of families?
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How are educators positioned in transitions research? Who do we consider as
educators in our research — those in prior-to-school settings, those in the early
years of school or both? Does our research recognise diversity among educators?
Do we — or others — position educators as experts? Do we expect educators to
speak for other participants, including children and families? Are educators posi-
tioned as instigators of innovation and change that might challenge policy and
inform research?

How do we acknowledge the role of communities in transitions research?
Communities exist at many levels. These include communities of practice (Lave
and Wenger 1991) as well as communities based on social, geographic and cultural
connections (Fegan and Bowes 2009). How do we recognise children as citizens of
diverse communities? How do we describe communities? In what ways do we rec-
ognise community capacity, social and/or cultural capital, and how does this impact
on our theorising around transition?

1.4.4 How Is Time Conceptualised in Transition Research?

Many approaches to transition and transitions research identify time as a critical
factor. Historically, much transition to school research has drawn on maturational
theory, referring to the gift of time (Ames 1986). Critiques of this notion have
questioned the strategy of keeping children out of school to allow them to have
more time to mature (Graue et al. 2003). Other researchers have explored notions
of readiness and age. There are many discussions about the right time for children
to start school. Transition to school is often described as a process that takes time,
with individual children and families requiring different amounts of time in order
to adjust to school or to feel a sense of belonging in the school environment. Time
is also employed as a marker of development, adjustment and autonomy. Transition
to school is situated in an historic time, and there is evidence that this life course
event has implications for later life as well as in the ways in which individuals
respond to later transitions. Transition experiences also have the potential to
impact on trajectories over time. How do we explore notions of time in our transi-
tions research? What assumptions do we make about time? If there is an expecta-
tion that transition takes time, what shared responsibilities, across longer
timeframes, are possible or required?

1.4.5 What Is Considered to Be an Effective Transition?

How do we conceptualise a positive or effective transition? Is it a seamless tran-
sition, or is there some value in children experiencing the excitement and chal-
lenge of change as they commence school? Would an effective transition be an
invisible transition, where the boundaries of school and prior-to-school were
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blurred? What are the strengths and weakness of such a position? Is an effective
transition more likely to be one where children, families, educators and commu-
nities mark and recognise the changes that occur? How can we promote both
continuity and change at times of transition? What evidence should we seek
regarding the success or otherwise of particular strategies for transition? Should
this evidence differ depending on the cultural context? Who should decide?
While there is no suggestion that we should all agree on what makes an effective
transition, it is evident that multiple strategies and multiple lenses are needed in
the study of transitions in order to promote different readings and perceptions of
the same situation.

1.4.6 Is There a Preferred Theoretical Model
Jor Transition and Transitions Research?

While many of the chapter authors in this book utilise bioecological theory,
there are many alternative theoretical paradigms that have been used to investi-
gate transition to school. Critical examination of policies, practices and research
evidence through alternate theoretical lenses can illuminate the shortcomings as
well as the contributions of various approaches (Scott-Little et al. 2006). In
adopting any model of transition, it is important to consider what is invisible or
assumed within the model. All models have gaps and silences, and all contain,
hide and subsume assumptions. In adopting any model, it is important to con-
sider what is masked as well as what is highlighted. Is there value in the more
eclectic theoretical positioning outlined by several researchers in this book
(such as Peters Chap. 8; Dunlop Chap. 3), provided the underlying perspectives
are identified?

1.4.7 Should We Focus on Transition or Readiness?

The process of naming our research and research focus is important. The terms
readiness and transition are often used interchangeably, yet can be interpreted to
mean quite different things. Readiness, for example, is often used to refer to charac-
teristics of individual children or populations yet can also be used in relation to
families, schools and communities. The term transition is often applied to collec-
tions of practices or programs but can also be used to refer to processes of relation-
ship building. Are readiness and transition interrelated, and if so, what are the
connections (Dockett and Perry 2013, in press)? Are they indeed complementary, as
suggested by Graue and Reineke (Chap. 12)? Do their differing theoretical frames
mean that should be considered separately? How do they reflect the historical time
in which they are located? What is gained, and what is lost, by conceptualising our
research as either readiness or transitions research or both?
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1.4.8 One Transition or Many?

It is possible to focus on the transition experiences of individuals and of collective
groups or cohorts. Each brings strengths and challenges. Exploring individual expe-
riences of transition recognises diversity of experiences and acknowledges that each
individual experiences their ecology in different ways. However, there are limita-
tions in the extent to which such experiences can be generalised. Investigating
collective experiences of transition has the potential to homogenise groups and
mask diversity. How do we recognise starting school as a time of transition for indi-
viduals as well as an institutionalised transition?

When investigating transition, it is also possible to focus on the experiences of
one group — children, families, educators, communities — and to exclude others. Do
we recognise that the transition to school is a transition for all of these groups? How
does our transitions research recognise both unity and diversity? Does it address one
transition, or many?

There is the potential for many tensions around the research base of transition to
school. These reflect the many different and varied theoretical frames that are used
to study transition as well as the different theoretical lenses that are applied to the
analysis and application of research outcomes.

1.5 Theory, Policy and Practice

The shifts and tensions that are evident in transitions research are also reflected in
policy and practice. Although there has been an assumption that research informs
policy and practice, this assumption is contested (Nutley et al. 2007). New insights
in practice or new policy demands to meet changing social circumstances may also
prompt research and consideration of theoretical frameworks consistent with the
changing environment (Ohi 2008).

Just as theories do not exist in isolation, ‘research does not speak for itself, nor
does it have definitive implications for particular problems of practice or policy.
Research users must always interpret the meaning of research and its implications’
(Tseng 2012, p. 7). Translating theory and research involves an iterative process of
engagement and knowledge exchange between researchers, policymakers and prac-
titioners (Davies et al. 2008). Critical to these processes is recognition that practi-
tioners and policymakers are experts in their fields, with a great deal to contribute to
the identification of research questions and their resolution. Knowledge that derives
from practice and from policy is key to interrogating and changing practice
(Rickinson et al. 2011).

Each research chapter highlights the implications of theoretical frames or par-
ticular research evidence to policy and practice. Three chapters in this book (Kirk-
Downey Chap. 17; Glass and Cotman Chap. 18; Arnup Chap. 19) explore
connections between theory, policy and practice in more depth. Each chapter
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reports an innovative approach to the practices associated with transition to
school, developed in a specific context and reflective of the characteristics of that
context. Each of the approaches reflects a strong theoretical base. Glass and
Cotman (Chap. 18) highlight the importance of inclusive approaches to transition
and, within this, the importance of developing relationships between and among
children and teachers. Their innovative use of Skype to build relationships across
the school and preschool contexts and to maintain these over time reflects many
elements of bioecological theory. The accompanying critical reflection on the pro-
cesses and practices involved enables readers to recognise the support that was
generated through the project as well as some of the ongoing challenges faced
when seeking to build connections across microsystems.

Arnup (Chap. 19) and Kirk-Downey (Chap. 17) both describe the develop-
ment of networks in two different geographical contexts of Australia. Each net-
work acknowledges a range of stakeholders in the processes of transition and
works to establish and maintain connections across various contexts. Both net-
works developed as part of broader policy imperatives related to state govern-
ment initiatives which aimed to enhance positive educational outcomes for young
children. They also rely on bioecological theory, recognising the importance of
using a range of processes and strategies to engage with a range of people, in
different contexts, over time. Both networks have been operating for some years
and have adopted different guises, and those involved, and the contexts in which
they operate, have changed.

All three of Chaps. 17, 18 and 19 demonstrate the ways in which practitio-
ners have built opportunities to exchange knowledge and develop relationships
to promote approaches to transition to school that make sense in their communi-
ties. While each of the strategies developed draws upon a theoretical base, and
engages with researchers and research, they are driven by practitioners with
commitment to promoting a positive start to school for all involved in the
transition.

These approaches to transition have been influenced by research and have also
influenced research. For example, some of the questions and issues raised within
the Wollongong Transition to School Network have promoted specific research
exploring children’s perspectives of transition (Perry and Dockett 2011). At the
same time, they have also had an impact on policy and policy development in their
local contexts.

The final chapter of this book (Dockett and Perry Chap. 20) describes the devel-
opment of a policy document, Transition to School: Position Statement. This state-
ment was generated from a synthesis of a wide range of transitions research, policy
and practice presented and discussed at a conference held in 2010. The collaborative
involvement of policymakers, practitioners and researchers in the development of
the position statement offered the opportunity to generate a common language
around issues related to transition, consider ways in which research could influence
policy and practice and create pathways such that issues of transitions policy and
practice could generate new approaches to research.
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1.6 Future Directions

The chapters in this book are also located in an historical time. They reflect both
where we have been in transitions research and where we are now — our past and our
present. They help us position current perspectives on transition to school as a
shared responsibility between many stakeholders rather than focusing only on
notions of individual children’s readiness. Where notions of readiness are invoked,
they include reference to ‘ready schools’, ‘ready families’ and ‘ready communities’
as well as ‘ready’ children. Reference to individual children’s readiness also consid-
ers issues of adjustment, again focusing not only on children but the contexts in
which children engage.

In many instances, investigations of transition to school are situated in strengths-
based perspectives rather than in discourses of deficit. Strengths-based perspectives
recognise that all involved in transition to school are experts about their own experi-
ences and have a number of strengths, as well as possible challenges, on which to
draw as they navigate the transition. Underpinning strengths-based approaches is
the expectation that, with appropriate support and assistance, individuals and groups
are capable of achieving positive change (Saleeby 1997).

The importance of supportive contexts is highlighted in current research. In addi-
tion to recognising the influence of home, prior-to-school, school and community
contexts, chapters of this book explore the substantial contribution of networks to
the development and implementation of approaches to transition as well as research
networks that provoke and support a range of investigations of transition and policy
networks that both drive and respond to research and practice.

Clearly, much is known about transition to school. The collaborative development
of the Transition to School: Position Statement as researchers, practitioners and poli-
cymakers shared their perceptions, experiences and expectations has identified some
emerging directions for transitions research. These include the following:

e Greater exploration of the role and contribution of policy to the study of transi-
tion to school

* Investigation of the ways in which the practices of transition influence, and are
influenced by, policy and research

e Understanding the impact of curricula on transition, as children, their families
and educators navigate different approaches to curricula and different expecta-
tions about curriculum outcomes

 Identification of the intersection of pedagogies in transition to school

» Continued attention to the significance of relationships with transition experiences

* Incorporation of the voices of all stakeholders in transition, particularly the per-
spectives of children

* Recognition of the role of partnerships at times of educational transition and
exploration of effective partnerships

» Exploration of the short- and longer-term impacts of educational transitions

* Positioning of participants in transition as strong and competent
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The principles described as the basis for an effective transition to school in the
position statement aim to reconceptualise transition in terms of expectations, aspira-
tions, opportunities and entitlements. The authors represented in this book believe
that this opens up new spaces with which to engage in research, policy and practice
around transition to school.
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Part I
Building on Bioecological Perspectives



Chapter 2
Readings of Media Accounts of Transition
to School in Iceland

Johanna Einarsdottir

2.1 Introduction

2.1.1 The Role of Theory in Educational Research

Most researchers see theory as an important aspect of educational research.
Theory has been described as a map or a lens, framing and shaping what the
researcher sees and examines. It is an instrument that helps to describe and explain
the phenomenon being studied and allows researchers to think differently and see
familiar phenomena in new and interesting ways (Ball 1995; Graue and Walsh
1998; Mertz and Anfara 2006).

There is a common belief that theory is a necessary tool and that research cannot
be conducted without the conscious or unconscious use of theory. Mertz and Anfara
(2006) argue that theoretical frameworks (a) help to focus a study, (b) reveal and
conceal meaning and understanding, (c) situate the research in a scholarly conversa-
tion, and (d) reveal its strengths and weaknesses. They claim it is ‘impossible to
observe and describe what happens in natural settings without some theory that
guides the researcher in what is relevant to observe and what name to attach to what
is happening’ (p. 195). Alford (1998) argues that every research study seeks to
answer both theoretical and empirical questions. The theoretical questions include
Why did something happen? What explains this? Why did these events occur? and
What do they mean? Empirical questions include questions such as What happened?
What is going on here? and What are the patterns here?

Others have pointed out limitations of the use of theory. Thomas challenges the
use of theory in educational inquiry and argues that educators’ weight on theory
leads qualitative inquiry into ‘sterile terrain’ (Thomas 2002, p. 419). Others have
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emphasized that just as theory can allow us to see familiar phenomena in novel
ways, it can also function like a set of blinkers, restricting what we see and how we
see it (Graue and Walsh 1998; Mertz and Anfara 2006). When one starts a research
project with a specific theoretical perspective to guide the study, there is a danger
that confirmation of the theory will become the main issue and topics and themes
that do not fit the theory will be omitted. Trowler (2010) elaborates on how theory
is misused in research, when researchers hold on to one theoretical perspective,
using it no matter what. Theory then becomes a confirmation of belief rather than a
tool for exploration and for thinking otherwise. He also reasons that educational
researchers have a tendency to refer to a small number of well-known widely used
theories for no good reason and use ill-defined concepts made to fit the argument
(Ball 1995; Trowler 2010).

2.1.2 Different Readings of Data

The nature of qualitative research is such that, for most studies, a large amount of
data is gathered that then need to be written up and made sense of. Qualitative
research does not seek to show one truth nor one reality. As a researcher, what I see
and how I read and make meaning from the data depends on my implicit or explicit
theories. Rhedding-Jones (2005) states that what the researcher chooses to do with
her research data will depend on her theories. Several good examples have been
presented where researchers have chosen to use different theoretical lenses to shed
light on and understand pedagogical practices and beliefs (Danby 1996; Lankshear
and Knobel 2005; Lenz Taguchi 2006).

Danby (1996) studied young children’s play and interactions and applied two
contrasting readings of one play episode. The first reading is based on traditional
early childhood practices and theories which reflect psychological and child devel-
opment components, supporting the active nature of learning and the importance of
children developing independence and good self-esteem. The second reading uses
an alternative perspective that challenges the notions of the dominant discourse of
the child-centered pedagogy, a reading that represents children as persons of gender
and power constructing gendered social membership. Danby argues that the second
reading provided a new lens to examine classroom interactions, where issues of
gender, control, and power were made visible.

Lenz-Taguchi (2006) conducted a study with preschool teachers where they
worked with children on spatial knowledge and orientation within their everyday
surroundings. The children were asked to draw maps that the teachers and the
researcher analyzed in four different ways: through a developmental psychological
lens, through a constructivist lens, through a social constructivist perspective, and
through a semiotic perspective. The purposes of taking the teachers through the
process of reading the maps through different lenses were to (a) make visible their
current beliefs and understandings (what they viewed as natural and taken for
granted); (b) incorporate different readings with the help of other theories, thereby
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making visible the absences in the taken-for-granted reading; (c) consciously
problematize taken-for-granted reading; (d) resist the understandings that dominate
and are, therefore, most available; (e) use difference as a productive force; and
(f) make conscious choices for practice driven by new understandings. The findings
show that different readings of the children’s maps gave a different perspective, a
different truth, and by going through the process, the preschool teachers became
increasingly aware of the children’s perspectives and of their own taken-for-granted
ideas about children, childhood, and familiar pedagogical practices.

2.2 Using Theory to Research Media Representations
of Starting School

The mass media is an influential factor in children’s lives today and is a part of their
social environment. The media reflects cultural ideas, norms, and dominant discourses
in society and in that way maintains dominant views. At the same time, the media
plays a significant role in shaping peoples’ beliefs and attitudes (McLuhan 2002).
The aim of the study was to explore how the mass media covers the important
period in children’s lives when they make the transition from preschool to primary
school, and what views of children the Icelandic media presents.

2.2.1 Theoretical Perspectives

The theoretical underpinnings of the study are postmodern perspectives on chil-
dren, childhood, and education. Knowledge is seen as socially constructed and
contingent on culture, time, and space. Thus, there is no absolute knowledge, no
absolute reality waiting out there to be discovered. A universal understanding of
children and childhood is questioned as well as the idea of the normal child.
Children are not seen as a homogenous group of people with the same needs, interests,
and competences. An emphasis is put on complexity, irregularity, diversity, and
individual differences (Albon 2011; Dahlberg et al. 1999; Elkind 1997). Childhood
is viewed as an important period in its own right, and children are seen as strong
and competent citizens with their own views and perspectives, competencies to
speak for themselves, and the right to be heard. Therefore, it is important to seek
their perspectives and recognize their points of view as separate from those of
their parents (Christensen and James 2000; Corsaro 1997; Dockett et al. 2009;
Einarsdottir 2007; James et al. 1998).

The research was also based on the belief that children’s lives cannot be sepa-
rated from their social environment. Children are part of their environment and
are influenced by it, and they also influence their environment. Thus, children
and the environment influence each other. With this in mind, the ecological theory
of Bronfenbrenner was employed. Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner 1977,
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Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998) emphasized looking at the individual in a
holistic context. He saw the child as being at the centre of an interconnected set
of contexts or microsystems. He defined microsystem as the context closest to
the child, that is, the home, the neighborhood, the preschool, and the primary
school. The mesosystem involves interaction between these systems. Relation
and interaction between the microsystems are seen as influential in successful
transition to school (Fabian and Dunlop 2002; Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 2000).
A great deal of research indicates that a successful transition from preschool to
primary school is dependent on the cooperation between individuals in these sys-
tems (Dockett and Perry 2007). Peers and social relationships with peers are
important during this period. Children who start school with their friends from
preschool or know someone in school have more positive attitudes toward school
and adjust better than children who do not have these relationships. Parents are
important supporters for their children during the transition period, and they create a
link between the preschool, the home, and the primary school. Continuity in chil-
dren’s education has been stressed (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development 2001, 2006). To create continuity, the teachers of the two school
levels need to cooperate, and the primary school should endeavor to build on the
experience and knowledge that the children bring from home and from preschool.
The research questions that guided the study were as follows:

* How is starting school and the transition from preschool to primary school pre-
sented in the mass media?
* Whose images and voices on transitioning to school are heard in the media?

2.2.2 Method

Data were gathered for 5 weeks, 3 weeks before school started and 2 weeks after
school started. Everything in the media that mentioned starting primary school or
was aimed toward children starting school was gathered, including news coverage,
discussions, and texts. The following sources were scrutinized: television news and
news-related programs on two of the major television channels, radio news and
news-related programs on the radio, three major national newspapers, and maga-
zines and local papers. The radio and television data was transcribed into written
text. After reading and rereading, the material was coded and categorized according
to the research questions.

Discourse analysis was employed to systematically categorize and analyze the
text. The purpose of discourse analysis is not to provide definite answers but to
expand one’s horizons, to reveal what is going on behind the scenes and see what
determines action (Gill 2005). To shed light on the data, different theories of chil-
dren were reviewed. Conflicting views of children and opposites were put forward
(Lowe 2004; Mills 2000; Myhre 2001). First, the intrinsically kind child, originat-
ing from Rousseau, is at one end of the spectrum and on the other end is the evil
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child in need of improvement. Second, there is John Locke’s child, born as a tabula
rasa or blank sheet of paper and moulded by the environment, an idea which stands
in opposition to developmental theories that regard development as innate and
believe there are stable stages of development that all children go through. Third,
there is the view of children as innocent, vulnerable, and in need of protection, and
fourth, there is a view of children as strong and competent with their own rights.

Ecological models of transition emphasising continuity of children’s experiences
and support and cooperation of peers, parents, and teachers were also used as a basis
of analysis. The child in educational transitions occupies three worlds or microsys-
tems: their home world, the preschool world, and the school world (Dunlop and
Fabian 2002). Emphasis was placed on examining how the roles of the individuals
in these systems were presented, during transitions.

2.2.3 Findings: Discussions

The collected data show that the media focuses on and builds up expectations for
primary school with a wealth of advertisements and articles with information and
advice for parents. When reading through the data with the lens of the ecological
theory of Bronfenbrenner, it becomes obvious that, of the individuals in the micro-
systems surrounding the child, parents were seen as most important. They were
looked upon as key supporters of their children during the transition to school,
and the journalists and advertisers appealed to them. There were discussions about
children’s anxieties and worries about starting primary school because of increasing
demands and discussions about how parents could prepare their children. Practical
advice was given concerning, for example, homework, nutrition, and sleeping
habits, choosing the right clothes, shoes, writing utilities, and schoolbags
(Fig. 2.1). The traffic was also discussed extensively, and emphasis was placed on
parents walking to school with their children and teaching them the easiest walk-
ing route instead of driving them (Fig. 2.2). Further, it was emphasized that parents
should train their children to be self-reliant and follow instructions, because that
is what would be beneficial for them when they started school. Publishing compa-
nies appealed to parents and advertised books to prepare children for reading and
mathematics instruction. One advertisement said “Give your child a head-start”
and pointed out that the books stimulated children aged 3-5 and prepared them for
starting school.

The media coverage seldom mentioned children’s connections with siblings or
friends. Other children are an important part of children’s social context, and interac-
tions and relationships with other children are core dimensions of children’s well-being
(Kernan et al. 2011). Research has shown that children identify friends as a key ele-
ment in the transition to school, that is, starting with children from the same preschool,
forming friendships with new school mates, and knowing someone older in the school
(Dockett and Perry 2007). The media coverage gave little attention to support from
other children. The only time that came up was when children were interviewed. One
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Fig. 2.2 Children and traffic (With kind permission of Morgunbladid 2008)
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girl said, for instance, “I have a big cousin who is ten now and she knows her way
around the whole school ... She helps me sometimes if boys are teasing me.”

No emphasis was placed on continuity in children’s education, and the transition
between the two school levels did not seem important in the media coverage. The
media seldom mentioned children’s prior experience in preschool, and often it
sounded like the children were leaving their parents for the first time, although most
Icelandic children attend preschool at least 7 h a day from the age of 2 (Statistics
Iceland 2011). Although preschool has been by law the first educational level for
almost two decades, preschools were rarely mentioned. Only once was the view of
preschool teachers sought, stating that children are also learning in preschool and
that language stimulation is important as a preparation for primary school.

When the data are read with the perspective in mind that childhood is socially
constructed, dependent on culture, time, and space, and there are different views of
children and childhood, then diverse views of children can be noted. Often different
views were evident in the same article, which is to be expected: persons can have
more than one view of children, either implicit or explicit. The most commonly
identified view of children was seeing them as innocent and in need of protection.
This view was, for example, noted in photos, in advice given to parents, and in dis-
cussions about the danger of traffic. This is consistent with the view of children as
vulnerable with the right to adult’s protection, guidance, and support, which is one
of the two main emphases in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United
Nations 1989). There the emphasis is placed on the safety of children and their
rights to protection and guidance of adults. The other viewpoint that characterizes
the convention is the emphasis on children’s competencies, their rights to express
their opinions, make decisions, and be active participants in society. This latter view
featured less in the media. A preschool teacher who was interviewed, however,
mentioned the challenging activities the children were able to manage in preschool.
Although children are the people that starting school centres on, they were seldom
asked for their opinions and solutions. During the data-gathering period, only four
articles were based on interviews with children about starting school.

Developmental theories that build on the view that children develop according to
predetermined stages were evident in the data. Journalists and psychologists who
wrote articles about starting school and preparation for school talked about chil-
dren’s developmental stages and what children were ready to do at this age. One
newspaper heading was “You should make demands on children according to their
developmental stage.” The view of children as bad and in need of improvement, and
the necessity to punish children, was not prominent in the data. Only in one article
where a mother of a child who had been bullied was interviewed was it discussed
that children who bullied other children should be punished. Rousseau’s view of the
child as good and innocent was on the other hand particularly notable, especially in
pictures in the media. Pictures of children often accompanied articles in newspapers
and on television (Fig. 2.3). With few exceptions, these were pictures of healthy,
happy children with fair skin and blond hair. These findings can be interpreted that
the media see children as a decoration; they cannot contribute much, but they are
innocent and cute (Einarsdéttir 2009).
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Fig. 2.3 Pictures of happy
school children were part of
the media’s coverage (With
kind permission of
Reykjavikurborg 2008)

2.2.4 Other Readings of the Same Data

In this study, the data gathered from the Icelandic mass media was read through
the lens of postmodern views of children and childhood and the ecological per-
spective of Bronfenbrenner. The study was guided by the following questions:
“How is starting school and the transition from preschool to primary school
presented in the mass media?” and “Whose images and voices on transitioning
to school are heard in the media?” It would also have been an option to ask dif-
ferent questions and read the data through other theoretical lenses and in that
way shed light on other issues. Postcolonialist thinking and poststructuralism
(Albon 2011; Cannella and Viruru 2004) would, for instance, have steered the
focus toward the concepts of power and truth. Questions like Who holds the
power? Is the multicultural society presented in the media? How are boys and
girls presented? Whose images are salient? and What is missing? would have
been asked. If the lens of developmental psychology would have been selected,
other questions and other readings of data would have been made. The focus
would have been on the child in the process of becoming an adult, on what is
normal and natural in young children’s behavior, and how this could be mea-
sured. Indicators and screening of children’s readiness for school would be of
interest. The questions asked would, for instance, be What do children need to
be ready for school? When are children ready for school? What can parents do
to prepare children for school?

2.3 Final Words

Theories are an important part of educational research. I use theory as a tool to
develop research questions and to shed light on the generated data. Theory helps
me see what is visible in a new light, notice novel things, and reveal new under-
standings. I also use it to help me understand the reality that I am investigating and
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explain what I see, why I see it, and what it means. However, I usually do not
explicitly start a study with a specific theory; rather, I let the data help me decide
which theory to use. I find that determining the theory beforehand could become
restricting and could limit what I see and how I analyze and interpret what I see.
On the other hand, I am well aware that my implicit theories and beliefs about
children, childhood, and education influence my decisions about what to study, the
design of the study, what I see, and how I interpret it. In that way, theory is also a
foundation for the study design.

This chapter gives an example of how theories are used in one study on media
representations on transitions from preschool to primary school. The theories that
were utilized shaped the research questions and thus the lens through which the
data were analysed and interpreted. However, I am aware that any situation can be
interpreted in different ways. Thus, the same data can also be examined through
other theoretical perspectives, and then other issues would be in the forefront. That
way a more comprehensive picture of media representation of transition to school
could be received.
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Chapter 3

Thinking About Transitions: One Framework
or Many? Populating the Theoretical

Model Over Time

Aline-Wendy Dunlop

3.1 Introduction

The way in which we treat the most vulnerable is the mark of a civilised society
(Socrates). During my training as a primary school teacher, I developed a particular
interest in working with the ‘infant’ children — aged 5-8 years old — and took up the
specialist Scottish Froebel year end on to my initial training in order to be registered
to teach children from the age of two and a half onwards. This course steeped young
teachers in the philosophy, psychology and creative practices of early childhood and
developed a great trust in the competence, companionship, capabilities, cultures,
creativity, contributions and drive to communication that even the youngest children
bring to life and learning. It influenced my approaches and responses over my 23
years of early years work with children from O to 8 and their parents and communi-
ties. Formative from the start, this background led to a strong observational way of
working in which research and researching was daily practice and in turn was
carried forward into my work as a lecturer and researcher in higher education.

This early experience set the values for a career: values which underpin my work
and continue to develop over time. Currently, I would express those values by placing
importance on belief in the innate capacity of children; striking a respectful balance
in adult-child interactions; evidence to inform day-to-day teaching; the effect not
just of educational culture but primarily of home culture; the recognition that theory
provides us with the tools to do a good job; awareness of the curiosity, motivation
and drive of nearly all children to find out, experience and learn so driving their
development forward; the central importance of children’s interests and curiosities
in that process and the importance of continually questioning how to capture the
interest of children who are less able, for a variety of reasons, to focus and delve
deep into exciting and interesting discoveries; and the very important adult skill of
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what I have called ‘following ahead’ of children. Emerging alongside each of these
concepts is the value of paying attention to transitions in that they too can be a tool.
It is with these values in mind that I approach the task of writing this chapter about
my theoretical framework for researching transition to school and some of my key
results.

3.2 Implications of Theoretical Foundations: Theory
Informing Research

This chapter reflects the emergence of new influences and forms of theorising about
transitions over time, largely led by the author’s longitudinal study of transitions
(Dunlop 2010a) which has followed a single cohort of children through 14 years of
schooling (1997-2010) from early childhood to school leaving in one local author-
ity area in Scotland.

In a recently completed investigation of the match between theoretical models
and methods used in transitions research in relation to the types and purposes of the
particular transitions studies, I sought to answer the question Is there a best fit tran-
sitions’ methodology? and concluded that a mixed methodology is needed for the
effective study of educational transitions over time (Dunlop 2009). By extension I
find now that I want to assert not one single frame, but to consider the variety of the
theoretical lenses that have informed my own transitions study over time. Alongside
this, because literature reviews also provide important backdrops to studies, I want
to acknowledge the groupings of transitions studies that emerge from the literature
and reveal some principal thrusts in the field of transitions research.

Studies which address school readiness, school preparation, adaptation to
school, adjustment to school and the learning of school culture lead to models
which focus on the strengths and difficulties of the child or young person who is
in transition from one setting to another (for a discussion of readiness, see Dockett
and Perry 2009). These studies may be viewed as intrapersonal in nature, with the
success and effectiveness of transition resting on the individual competence (or
perceived competence) of the child or young person, whose individual develop-
ment forms the boundaries for successful or less than successful transition.
Included here are studies that address psychological aspects of transition, such as
identity, self-esteem and competence. On the other hand, there is a set of studies
which focus on context and the capacity of systems to adapt and change in order
to accommodate the transitioning child or young person, by embracing ideas of
difference in learning environments, teacher adaptation, curriculum adjustment
and attuning relationships. These studies could be classified as context without
development in that they tend to consider links between policy and practices,
standards and benchmarks. Further, a different set of studies focus on develop-
ment in context: these studies could be classified as interpersonal and sociocul-
tural in nature combining context with development and emphasising the
interrelatedness of the two (Fig. 3.1).
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Fig. 3.1 Models of transitions study (Dunlop 2009)

Many writings open with reflections on theory, some critically review the
workability of theory to inform transitions, and others take clear positions on single
informing pieces of work which provide a major influence, for example, Fabian’s
(2002) early work drawing on van Gennep (1960); Griebel and Niesel’s (2002)
early attention to Cowan and Cowan’s (1992) work on family transitions; and
Dunlop (2002), Kienig (2002), Peters (2002) and others making use of
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner 1989). Some take
particular approaches such as the present author’s concept of ‘transitions capital’
and ‘transitions ease’ or particular ideas such as resilience and emotional well-
being; cognitive challenge; development; and school readiness, school adjustment
and co-construction of transitions: all ways of thinking about children and the
environment that fix the major influences on educational and other transitions.

Further there is something in the writing about transitions that assumes transition
to be an issue, and here it is necessary to challenge the status quo — to ask if transi-
tions are an important part of life, if transitions should be promoted and if transi-
tions are a good thing, as opposed to the rhetoric of transitions as a problem. A
philosophy of transitions may then be needed: what would make for a sufficient
theory of transitions? Would philosophical argument have to assert that a good the-
ory of transitions would explain all features of transitions, would propose an under-
lying mechanism and would produce a testable hypothesis?

3.3 Setting the Context for Transition to School Research
in Scotland: Change Over Time

As Ilook back over 40 years of teaching — half in schools, the second half in univer-
sities — it is increasingly clear to me that my own work on transitions must in some
way be rooted in earlier experiences of both childhood and working as a teacher of
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young children in preschool, primary and special educational settings. As an army
child, my father’s work took us through 14 places to live and 11 schools — transitions
were a way of life — continuity was family and home wherever that happened to be.
We built a resilience and a looking forward to change, adept at finding out I did not
form friendships until a few days in to each new school as the system rarely placed
us in the appropriate class upon arrival.

As a teacher I worked in a variety of early childhood settings at a time that
children ‘transferred’ to school, and though there was a good awareness on entry to
preschool of the need to settle children in, this was less evident upon entry to
primary school — what in contemporary Scotland is now called a ‘soft start’. As a
nursery school head teacher in the late 1980s/early 1990s, I collaborated with
colleagues in neighbouring schools to work with our local primaries towards a more
graduated approach to school entry. Relationship building was at the heart of what
we did then — promoting the capabilities of the school entrants and sharing the
experiences they had had in preschool: pushing all the time from bottom up.

In Scotland during the years I have studied transitions, there have been major
policy shifts that inevitably have influenced children’s early schooling. In 1993
when I began to research, there was little focus on transitions but new writings on
the need to reflect on the early childhood experience were emerging (Scottish
Consultative Council on the Curriculum 1993). During the years from 1988 to 1996,
each Scottish Local Authority administrative area considered developing a local
early childhood curriculum — 8 of the 12 regions did so. This drove forward a
national intent to match the emerging primary school curriculum documentation
with the production of a draft curriculum for the preschool year. This draft curricu-
lum was put out for consultation (Dunlop and Hughes 1997) and was the basis for
several further iterations of a curriculum framework for early childhood (Scottish
Consultative Council on the Curriculum 1999). In 2000 the new Scottish Parliament
was opened and although previously always a Scottish devolved responsibility,
education earned a new focus, curriculum was reviewed, and a Curriculum for
Excellence 3—18 (Scottish Executive 2004a, b) was proposed. It was accompanied
by Birth (and then Prebirth) to Three (Scottish Executive 2005; Scottish Government
2010), by Building the Curriculum 2 — Active Learning in the Early Years 3-6
(Scottish Government 2007) and by the Early Years Framework (Scottish
Government 2008). Each of these curriculum and strategy frameworks has
promoted that attention be given to transitions and indeed provided paper-based
vehicles for changes in classroom practices as leverage for improving transitions.

3.4 Theoretical Foundations: Weaving the Web

Giroux (in Palmer 2001a) demands reflection on the nature and influence of cur-
riculum, saying ‘the curriculum is a “cultural script” whose messages should be
susceptible to critique’ (p. 282). He also proposes that ‘radical pedagogy needs
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a vision, one that celebrates not what is but what could be, that looks beyond the
immediate to the future and links struggle to a new set of human possibilities’
(Giroux 1983, p. 242). The ethics of early childhood practice — questioning
practices that perpetuate inequalities; language not for a single version of edu-
cation or a single grand narrative, but to embrace several scripts; and several ver-
sions of curricula and of education, as particular cultures promoted in curriculum
may be controlling and may create power inequalities. Dewey (1959) too gives
messages about democracy, culture and society, curriculum, the exhilarating
notion of experience and the compulsion embedded in genuine educational
experience. Piaget’s constructivism (1950); Donaldson’s making human sense
(1992); Vygotsky’s (1978) culture as the product of social life and human social
activity; Trevarthen’s (2002) ideas about companionship; key points from
Bruner (1996) about culture and first-hand learning; Rogoff’s (2003) learning in
the culture and Rogoff et al.’s (2003) work on intent participation; Lave and
Wenger’s (1991) influences upon situated learning; Corsaro and Molinari’s (2000)
views on early childhood experiences as priming events; Eisner’s (in Palmer 2001b)
concepts of knowing; Bourdieu’s (1990) emphasis on rites of institutions; and
Bernstein’s (1996) work on language, symbolic control, identity and persistent
patterns of disadvantage each contributes to a theoretical web that draws together
the key ideas identified to influence the development of my work over time and
my understanding of early childhood itself. Such a web (Table 3.1) is at first
glance eclectic, but more so it makes demands on the research process to take
multiple perspectives and to develop appropriate tools that take account of the
complexity of transitions.

Each of the chosen theorists tells something about capacities, agency, imagina-
tion, creativity and, by invoking culture, about the scripts that educational systems
create. The learning challenge of different phases of education in early childhood
lies in disjunctions of culture, human sense making and the place of process- or
subject-based pedagogies in curriculum scripts. We need to place children at
the centre of our thinking, and this may mean embracing broader concepts of
education than readiness or schoolification. In education, children and adults
can jointly create meaning (Dunlop 2010b) and groups of children can work
together to understand motivating and sometimes self-motivated tasks and their
own learning — telling each other about what they have learned links the individual
to the collective mind — so that children are aware of knowledge and that knowledge
can be said in words.

The theoretical models used in transitions research are selected for their rele-
vance to the particular concepts of transition held by and being developed in each
researcher. The way in which the researcher’s thinking about transitions develops
creates frames and tools to explain their developing understanding and the relevance
of theory to the ways in which they support research in any given transition process.
The field of study and its purpose — whether family transitions, educational transi-
tions, professional transitions, or personal transitions — will also determine the
particular models and frames used for research.
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3.5 Researching Transitions

The backdrop of longitudinal study of transitions challenges the notion of a single
successful transition setting the individual up for later ‘transitions ease’, by consid-
ering how transitions differ, the many other factors that may have an impact on the
educational journey and the growing understanding that transitions exist throughout
life. As a consequence of exploring transitions over an extended period, both in
practice and as a main research focus, I find there is a continuous return to theoreti-
cal frames as part of reading, research design and analysis. At different points in
time, different influences have been more or less strongly felt and used.

In Table 3.1 — Weaving the web — I try to show the influences of different dis-
ciplines, theories and writers matched to the phases of my Longitudinal Study of
Educational Transitions (Dunlop 2010a). The sample for this study is a cohort of
150 children of whom 28 were focal children. Sources at the first phase of the
study included observation, interviews, questionnaire, assessment measures,
video data allowing analysis of classroom discourse, a range of documentation
and school audits. Overall six time points were considered in order to understand
which variables might be significant over time: early years nursery, early years
primary, primary Year 3, primary Year 7, secondary Year 2 and school leaving at
secondary Year 6.

The transitions models identified through the literature in Table 3.1 are also
reflected in my longitudinal study, which can be divided in terms of measures used
into individual data, systems data and interactive data, as shown below in Table 3.2.

At later phases of the study (Dunlop 2005a, c, 2007, 2009), use was made of the
local authority’s standardised testing, Laevers’ (1994) Involvement Scales, and the
79-item, 18-factor Frydenberg and Lewis (1993) Adolescent Coping Scale designed
to measure the frequency of usage of a variety of coping strategies typically used by
adolescents, diary accounts and discussions. Throughout, the perspectives of chil-
dren, parents and educators were sought — examples are the descriptions of self,
primary school attended, secondary school, the programme of prior-to-entry visit-
ing, some of the things people told transitioners about school, accounts of feelings
and sentence completion activities. Throughout this research process, I have asked
to what extent do the children (and young people) have a sense of agency.

Other projects such as policy development (Dunlop 2005d), a government-
steered project into young children’s behaviour (Dunlop et al. 2008), a participative
study of ten families over 5 years of their children’s young lives (Dunlop and Grogan
2004) and a pilot study of parental thinking and experience at the time of their chil-
dren’s transition to school (Dunlop 2005b) have also contributed to my current per-
spectives on transitions as a field of enquiry.

Certain transitions are educational markers: the entry to the first out of home set-
ting, joining an early childhood group setting, starting school, moving to a new level
of the school or into the next school, moving out of one school to another and even-
tually leaving school behind. What theorising can travel with a group on this jour-
ney and how do methods of study change, evolve and have an impact on the process
of theorising?
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Table 3.2 Longitudinal study data matched to models of transitions study

Data related to transitions models

Individual data — developmental,

intrapersonal and

Interactive data — inter-
personal and sociocultural

Systems data — contextual

Child measures

Physical well-being and motor
development

Social and emotional development

Classroom discourse
Adult-child interactions

Interaction of develop-
mental and contextual

Child friendly, rights-based
policy discourse

Institutional and structural
factors

variables
Dynamic sites for change
Pedagogies of transition
Parental participation
Transforming transitions

Standards and benchmarks
Documentation
Curriculum

Pedagogical differences
Concepts of progression
Issues around pastoral care
Family structures

Wider influences

Approaches to learning
Language development
Cognition and general knowledge
Various adult measures, including
parental values, individually
oriented change, concepts
of progress

The early childhood studies conducted by the author make a direct link between
theorising and practices. Theoretical influences provide context for transitions
research studies, but both research and the scholarly activity of theorising can
inform practices by providing influential tools (Dunlop 2009).

3.6 Practical Implications of Theoretical Foundations:
Theories as Practice Tools

Applications to practise provide powerful arenas for the interrogation of thinking
about transitions and the tailoring of ideas according to their value to practice. For
example, understandings of children’s peripheral and intent participation (Rogoff
et al. 2003) and the importance of scaffolding learning (Vygotsky 1978) and of
teacher knowledge of complex play (Smilansky 1990) contribute to environments in
which early educators arguably become more aware of the impact of their practices.
Emerging from the range of theoretical perspectives shown in Table 3.1 Weaving
the web (showing the main phases of the author’s longitudinal study) is a set of
ideas that inform action in practice and intend to encourage practitioners to take
advantage of transitions as a time for dynamic change.

Experience over time and context leads the author to a recognition of the impor-
tance of continuing to refine such theorising in order to address differences that
arise for children at times of transition when transitions themselves are normative.
Why is it that for some children and young people transitions are developmentally
provoking whilst temporarily stressful; for others, transitions are tolerable and
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facilitate adaptive coping; and, for a number, the apparently same transitions are
toxic. The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2005) proposed
such a conceptually guided taxonomy of human bio-development which is reminis-
cent of Bronfenbrenner’s arrival at a bioecological model of development that
emerged from his earlier ecological model. It is to Bronfenbrenner’s work that I
now turn to answer the question One framework or many?

3.7 Theoretical Framework or Frameworks?

While this chapter has introduced many different lenses on transitions, I wonder
whether there may be a single framework that offers to house each of these perspec-
tives and take account of the interrelatedness of systems, contexts and individual
development. I am drawn to Bronfenbrenner and Ceci’s (1994; Bronfenbrenner
2005) bioecological interpretation of ecological systems theory, as alongside
Bronfenbrenner’s earlier work, it offers us a model of development in context over
time that emphasises, through the dual analysis of material, the interrelatedness,
human agency and capacity to act that sits well with study of educational transitions
and accords with my expressed values. In using the background of Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory, I have compared and considered the interaction of systems
that affect children’s lives, and upon which they may have an influence: for example,
the interaction of elements across home and preschool or between preschool and
school. Dual analysis of material has also provided a helpful guide for comparing the
experiences of the older/younger groups of children in classes, or the different roles
and contributions of educationally active/inactive parents, or compliant/reflective
teachers. I find too that Bronfenbrenner’s theorising is in accord with my belief sys-
tems or values, principally the agency of all involved in education and whether expe-
riences offered to children in the different stages of education are developing or
developmentally instigating. These interactions of interrelated data allow the devel-
opment of empirical hypotheses with evidential support. The question that emerges
is whether this dynamic theoretical model is sufficient to inform the study of transi-
tions over time and is also valid and reliable.

The polarisations visible through dual analysis of material also work well in
terms of Kelly’s theory of personal constructs (see Maher 1969) and how indi-
vidual personal constructs change and interact in different situations. Elder’s
(1998) work augments that of Bronfenbrenner by endorsing the importance of
historical time to show that we are not just products but producers — that the
timing of transitions in lives ensures that ‘the developmental impact of a succes-
sion of life transitions or events is contingent on when they occur in a person’s
life’ (p. 3) and therefore, in my view, can disrupt the timing and duration of
normative transitions. Elder’s (1998) life course theory embraces a concept of
linked lives: ‘lives are lived interdependently and social and historical influ-
ences are expressed through this network of shared relationship’ (p. 4) in which,
through their own agency, ‘individuals construct their own life course through
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choices and actions they take within the opportunities and constraints of history
and social circumstances’ (p. 4). Whilst Kelly allows ‘how it is in the moment’,
Bronfenbrenner offers us chronology in his ecological systems theory and Elder
maps this out in terms of timing in a way that has informed both the design and
interpretation of my longitudinal study of transitions.

For me the ecological systems theory works. It focuses on the child at the
centre of the theoretical model; it acknowledges that a child affects and is affected
by the settings in which time is spent; it recognises the importance of family,
settings and community; it allows for the immediacy of interaction and interrela-
tion between subjects and conditions; it encourages dual analysis of interlocking
systems; used as a base framework, it can incorporate development over consid-
erable time that is the hallmark of longitudinal study by allowing an umbrella for
related theoretical frameworks generated through theorising to be incorporated
in the exosystem; and it encourages research as part of the wider influences or
macrosystem. The whole process is incorporated in change over time implied by
Bronfenbrenner’s addition of a chronological system — shown here as enveloping
the rest of the model (Fig. 3.2).

These elements of Bronfenbrenner’s theory embrace all the purposes of my vari-
ous transitions studies but also allow scope, through the researcher asserting agency,
for the possibility of the theory being used as a home for other forms of theorising
and theoretical frameworks. Thus, I have made use over time of works in psychol-
ogy, education, sociology, anthropology, overall historical time and through linking
lived lives (Table 3.1). From this wider interpretation of systems theory in research
and practice, there emerges a range of elements in early childhood transitions, and
these promote new ways of looking at transitions that carry across my short-life
projects and into my longitudinal study. Transitions research is thus developmen-
tally instigating, has led to the incorporation of a range of theorising and has resulted
in a study over time that now includes some of the original subjects as architects of,
and researchers in, the final stage of my longitudinal work. I would argue that transi-
tions are in themselves transforming: current work shows the degree of agency and
capacity to act witnessed in transitions research participants as they become transi-
tions researchers themselves (Dunlop 2010a).

3.8 Policy Implications of Theoretical Foundations,
Research and Practices

Transitions can be seen as a way of life. In educational reform it can be seen that
curriculum is frequently used as a tool for change — worldwide new iterations of
curriculum are asserting values and principles that apply no matter the age of the
child involved in curriculum. Differentiation of school experiences for our young-
est children through prior-to-school and early school experiences is essential —
governments often make this recognition by writing it down as policy — Scotland
provides clear examples here: a shift from curriculum 5-14 to a curriculum 3-18,



42 A.-W. Dunlop

Chronosystem [ ]

Fig. 3.2 Transition as an ecological system (© Dunlop)

a national Early Years Framework to determine a ten-year strategy for transforma-
tional change for children prebirth to 8 years old and their families, and greater
recognition that quick fixes cannot work. However, transitions remain — across the
day and over time.

Our Ten Families Study (Dunlop and Grogan 2004) showed the importance of
voice supported by collaboration in local policy development if parental quality of
life, quality of interactions, self-worth and self-esteem are to shift sufficiently to
ensure children’s well-being and learning, as well as their ability to cope with and
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learn from new settings and experiences. Policy and practice both need to take
account of such findings as follows:

e Each child’s transition is unique.

e A child’s move to school is also a major transition, in particular, for mothers.

e Parental disposition and parental definition of appropriate roles to play at transi-
tion are important.

e Transitions are not always easy.

My longitudinal work has provided firm evidence of the following:

* Recognition that systems are different

* Interrogation of those differences

* Need for approaches which will support young people to cope with change

* Role of educators, parents and young people as agents in creating new, less dis-
parate, systems

» Extent to which, if young people are having to make major adjustments, the
suitability of educational approaches at times of major transition should be
reconsidered

3.9 Positioning and Provocations: Challenges and Issues

One theoretical framework for transition can, if it is sufficiently interactive, embrace
arange of perspectives drawn from relevant disciplines such as psychology, educa-
tion and sociology. We need to interrogate these different dimensions of transition.
Transition to school is normative; it happens for most children; as we have seen, the
majority navigate this process successfully; but there are those who are not building
resilience to change, do not have much in the way of transitions capital and for
whom multiple transitions may gather together to have an impact on identity, well-
being and learning.

While results from the earlier phases of this longitudinal study include a focus on
the importance of parental participation, teacher collaboration, children’s agency
and playful learning, by also taking a focus on the dynamic times of change that
transitions represent in young children’s lives, classroom discourse, well-being and
involvement, the central importance of relationships, the influences of classroom
and out of school environments, and the need to contest and critique transitions
combine in the possibility of creating ‘[a] more humane present and more promis-
ing future for all young children and their families’ (Shonkoff 2010, p. 366).

This indicates a need to develop our capacity not only to theorise transitions
alongside a repertoire of methods but also to develop a philosophy of educational
transitions.

My list for future directions therefore includes unpicking curriculum for early
childhood as a cultural script; considering the place of children who find themselves
at the margins of family and society; safeguarding children through transitions by
equipping them to build transitions capital and therefore transitions ease; engaging
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with parenting processes and participation in their child’s transitions; and building
on understandings of transitions, to challenge policy makers in their design of edu-
cational systems, curriculum and social supports for children and families and to
embrace the differential impact of transitions by asking why this is still so.
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Chapter 4
Multiple Influences on Children’s Transition
to School

Elizabeth Murray

4.1 Introduction

When children start school, they are predisposed to being a certain way and interacting
with others in a certain way, and this impacts upon their experiences and interac-
tions. It also has important implications for transitions theory and practice, particu-
larly related to understanding the importance of relationships. Relationships play a
crucial role in transitions. Relationships with significant others underpin children’s
feelings about school, personal success in school and the support networks avail-
able for children. There is some literature dedicated to seeing shared social spaces
as places for academic learning and child development (e.g. Leander et al. 2010).
Seeing social spaces as contexts for perspectives and relationships is also impor-
tant when attempting to understand transition processes. In considering children’s
perspectives of starting school, we need to acknowledge that these perspectives are
part of shared social spaces between children, their peers and their teachers and
other adults. Children co-construct their transition experiences (Dunlop 2003) and
are not passive participants in relationships; they make an active contribution to
relationships and to social spaces, based on their personal characteristics, prior
relationship experience and their ways of knowing and doing. It is this dynamic
nature of relationships in context which is represented by Bronfenbrenner’s eco-
logical systems theory.
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4.2 Theoretical Perspectives

Adopting an ecological perspective not only illustrates that children are placed at
the centre of the transition process but also takes into account the active role they
play in their learning and development and the variety of environmental factors
which impact on the processes of transitioning and adjusting to school, including
school transition or orientation activities, the school and classroom setting and the
differences between prior-to-school settings and school settings. An ecological per-
spective refers to the bidirectional interactions between children and their environ-
ment and how those interactions are experienced (Bronfenbrenner and Morris
1998). This perspective is based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) original ecological
systems work which set out to explain the way development occurs in context and
the ‘dynamic, interactive relationships’ among contexts (Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 1998, p. 994). The environment in which a person lives and interacts is a key
feature of the context of development and, again, something that changes over time.
The multifaceted layers of context which influence children’s learning and develop-
ment need to be considered over time, with both individuals and contexts (e.g. social
policy, opinions, cultural changes) changing over time.

Bowes and Hayes (2000) note the addition of the ‘chronosystem’ by
Bronfenbrenner, which represents the change over time in individuals and the con-
texts which influence individual developmental outcomes. In 1995, Bronfenbrenner
proposed the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model and explained how an
individual’s developmental life course is ‘embedded in and powerfully shaped by
conditions and events occurring during the historical period through which the per-
son lives’ (1995, p. 641). While the dimension of time is important when thinking
about the influence a positive adjustment to school has on children’s later outcomes,
giving consideration to time also encourages us to think about transition as a pro-
cess, which begins long before children start school, and continues past the first day,
first week or first term. Transitioning is something which requires personal growth
in the social, emotional and physical spaces of a new environment and, as with all
developmental changes, requires constant theorising and reflection by practitioners,
researchers and policy makers.

Placing children at the centre of the process of transition acknowledges the
important influence they have on interactions and experiences. However, we need to
be cautious that this ‘location’ does not isolate children. It seems important to ask
ourselves: Does this placement allow children’s relationships with others to be as
important as what the children themselves bring to experiences/events during the
transition process? What are the social and emotional spaces in which children
interact and participate during transition? What connections do children have to
these spaces and what can they contribute to social spaces in particular?

Success in transition is evidenced by positive social, emotional and academic
outcomes for children, both in kindergarten and later schooling. Research has shown
that the internal processes and characteristics children bring to their transitions play
a major role in their success in adjusting to school (Rosier and McDonald 2011).
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The proximal processes or ‘enduring forms of interaction in the immediate
environment’ (Bronfenbrenner 1994) include relationships children have with
others (such as parents and educators), and the quality of these interactions can
make a significant contribution to the success of transitions. The ‘internal’ charac-
teristics of the child (such as their temperament) can influence the quality of their
relationships with others. This is an idea theorised by Bronfenbrenner when explor-
ing infant-mother interactions. Bronfenbrenner (1995) examined how children’s
characteristics influence the quality of maternal care, with consequential effects on
developmental outcomes. He also stated that ‘the pattern of these relationships var-
ies systematically as a function of the quality of the environment in which the fam-
ily lives’ (1995, p. 625).

4.3 Implications for Practice and Research

There are significant theoretical, methodological and practical implications associ-
ated with adopting an ecological perspective of children’s transition to school.
Viewing the child as an active agent (Dunlop 2003) in their transition and situating
children at the centre of the transition process means understanding the unique con-
tribution each child brings to the process. It also means understanding that children
are individuals who operate within a number of contexts, not independent from
external factors. Lam and Pollard (2006) explain that transition is a shift from one
identity to another. This idea is promoted by Ecclestone (2009), who explains the
change in agency children experience as they progress through the education sys-
tem. This notion of agency or ownership over emotional, social and behavioural
processes is critical in enabling children to feel empowered during this time of
immense change. A central tenet of ecological perspectives is that the success of
children’s transition to school is dependent not only on personal factors but also on
interpersonal and institutional factors.

Personal or structural factors are those factors within the child, which are imme-
diate to the child’s learning and development and which directly and indirectly
influence a successful transition. These include gender, which is known to influence
children’s learning outcomes in early schooling (Hindman et al. 2010); tempera-
ment styles and behaviour, which have been shown to affect the way children react
to and cope with new and stressful situations at school (Nelson et al. 1999; Rimm-
Kaufman et al. 2005); and experience, including whether or not they have attended
preschool or day care or have familiar peers when they enter school, which can
affect how children cope socially once they get to kindergarten (Ladd 1990; Ladd
and Price 1987; Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 2005). In addition, child characteristics
of race, mental age and language ability are included as these have been found to
influence how children adjust to the academic demands of school (Birch and Ladd
1996; Carlton and Winsler 1999). Recent research examining the predictive influ-
ence of these personal or structural factors on academic and social-emotional out-
comes for children (Murray 2008) has shown that at the end of the first year of
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school, children’s academic adjustment to school relies heavily on child characteristics
of age, gender and language ability, as well as their self-directedness in the class-
room. Children’s social-emotional adjustment at the end of the year was predicted
by their feelings about school and their relationship with the teacher. Other factors
of temperament, social support from peers and teachers and the quality of the class-
room environment also influenced how well children adjusted socially and formed
relationships with teachers over the first year of school.

Interpersonal factors are those which are based on key relationships pertinent to
transition. The quality of teacher-child relationships (Baker 2006; Birch and Ladd
1997; Hamre and Pianta 2001; Howes et al. 2000) and peer relationships (Birch and
Ladd 1997; Dockett and Perry 2001; Ladd et al. 1999) has significant influence on
children’s stress levels and ability to cope with new social and academic demands in
the formal school environment. Positive relationships between parents and teachers,
and between students/children and teachers in prior-to-school settings and first year
of school settings, are also integral to the ease of the transition process (Dockett and
Perry 2006).

Institutional factors include the physical spaces of the school and classroom as
contexts for learning and development. The process of transition requires a shift
from one context or ‘space’ to another. Many aspects of children’s transition and
adjustment to school occur within the contexts of the school and classroom, and
adjustment is influenced by the characteristics of these environments. The class-
room context incorporates two main factors: the quality of the learning environment
(including the quality of instruction and the classroom management) and the social
and emotional climate. The quality of the learning environment refers to how teaching
and learning occurs in classrooms, as opposed to what teachers are teaching and
what children are learning. Findings from the Effective Provision of Pre-school
Education (EPPE) study (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002) suggest that the most effec-
tive early childhood settings draw on both teacher-directed and child-initiated learning
activities and are responsive to children’s learning and development. Classroom
quality in primary schools has been shown to influence peer relationships and
student behaviour (Rimm-Kaufman et al. 2005), as well as teacher-child relation-
ships (Pianta et al. 2002). In addition, Burts et al. (1990) found that children in
higher-quality classrooms exhibited less stress-related behaviours or anxiety, which
would affect their adjustment to school.

The degree to which the classroom is emotionally supportive, as well as aca-
demically and socially supportive, also falls within the context of school. Reiterating
the ecological notion of transition and illustrating the connectedness between
aspects of interpersonal relationships and institutional factors, peer and teacher rela-
tionships are affected by the degree of support within a classroom context (Donohue
et al. 2003; Hamre and Pianta 2005). Adjusting to the classroom and school context
is a major challenge for many children during the transition to school. The context
of the school and classroom is often culturally and socially very different from the
home or prior-to-school environment (Pianta and Kraft-Sayre 2003). This is the
place where many of children’s peer and other social interactions and learning take
place, not only in the first year of formal schooling but also for many years to come.
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4.4 Challenges and Issues

Including children in research as active contributors to knowledge about their
experiences, feelings, relationships and coping strategies is an important method-
ological and practical implication of placing children at the centre of the transition
process. Viewing children as integral participants in research of direct concern to
them can enhance rigour and authenticity in the measurement of transition processes
and the bidirectional influences on children during this time.

There is a growing consensus in the early childhood field that research needs to
include children’s perspectives on their experiences of starting and adjusting to school
(Dockett and Perry 2003; Einarsdéttir 2003; Griebel and Niesel 2000). To this end, an
increasing number of studies have included children’s perspectives or feelings about
school and the teacher and their perceptions of peer acceptance and self-competence
(Dockett and Perry 2003, 2005; Ladd and Coleman 1997; Lapp-Payne 2005; Valeski
and Stipek 2001).

To date, two broad types of measures have been used to assess children’s
constructs relating to school transition and adjustment. The first group tends to mea-
sure ‘global’ constructs such as general school and teacher liking (Birch and Ladd
1997). School liking and school avoidance have been studied by researchers both in
Australia (Harrison 2004) and internationally (Ladd and Price 1987). Some
researchers have referred to school liking as school sentiment (Ladd et al. 2000),
and others have referred to children’s feelings about school as dispositions (Dockett
and Perry 2001). Australian researchers (Dockett and Perry 2001; Harrison 2004;
Harrison et al. 2007) have also found that asking young children about their experi-
ences at school and the degree to which they like school and like their teacher elicits
reliable information. Ladd et al. (2000, p. 255) have reported that the degree to
which children like school ‘may be an important determinant of their classroom
participation, which in turn may impact their achievement’; therefore, measuring
school sentiment in a global sense can be beneficial for research and practice.

The second group of ‘measurements’ addresses specific aspects of children’s
perceptions of particular elements of school during the transition process (Dockett
and Perry 2003; Harrison et al. 2007; Valeski and Stipek 2001). It also examines
ways in which these may be evident in different social and cultural contexts and the
implications these have for these children. While Dockett and Perry (2005, p. 4)
acknowledge that ‘children have long been “objects of inquiry”” and recognise the
importance of obtaining direct reports from children regarding their experiences of
starting school, the challenge for researchers is to develop methodologies for under-
taking authentic research, conducted over time, which contextualises children’s
perspectives and which truly allows children to have a voice.

The Pictorial Measure of School Stress and Wellbeing (PMSSW) (Harrison
and Murray under review; Murray 2008; Murray and Harrison 2005) was designed
to add to the small number of existing approaches that involve young children as
primary participants in reporting on issues that are directly related to them. The
aim was to measure school-related stress and well-being associated with
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children’s initial transition to school and subsequent process of adjustment by
assessing children’s perceptions of personal, interpersonal and institutional school
situations across the first year of school. The instrument contextualises children’s
perspectives and uses qualitative methods to encourage children to express how
they feel about typical situations at school, say whether or not they would share
their feelings with their teacher and describe the strategies they would draw on to
cope in these situations. Children’s responses to the PMSSW are interpreted qual-
itatively using an inductive approach and coded quantitatively, which provides
rich data as well as the opportunity to use quantitative methods of analysis to
explore intercorrelation patterns, predictive relationships and changes in chil-
dren’s feelings and responses over time.

The PMSSW was used in a study of 105 children, their parents and 16 teachers,
with data collection at the beginning and end of the children’s first year of school-
ing. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with children and the PMSSW was
administered (along with other measures of academic ability and school liking).
The PMSSW presents nine illustrations of everyday school situations, which relate
to personal, interpersonal and institutional aspects of school and that are familiar to
children, but which may provoke feelings of stress and challenge (such as waving
goodbye to their parent in the morning, lining up outside the classroom and speak-
ing in front of the class). Children were asked five questions for each of the nine
scenarios: (1) How does the child in the picture feel? (2) Why do they feel (the
child’s word)? (3) Do you think they would want the teacher to know they are feel-
ing (the child’s word)? (4) Why/why not? (5) What do you think will happen next?
Coding categories were developed for children’s responses to the five questions,
which illustrated the personal, interpersonal and institutional reasons for children’s
feelings, reasons for sharing their feelings with the teacher and coping strategies for
these nine scenarios.

One of the purposes in using the PMSSW was to assess change in children’s
perceptions across the first year of school transition period. Comparisons between
children’s responses to the PMSSW scenarios at the beginning and end of the first
year of school showed that individual children’s feelings about school scenarios
did not change significantly over time. If children felt positive when they started
school, they were likely to report positive feelings at the end of the first year.
However, changes were apparent in the reasons children gave for feeling happy or
sad about school. Personal reasons (those which indicated children liked school
and enjoyed the things they did at school) decreased significantly over time, while
interpersonal reasons (indicating a close connection with their teacher, parent or
peer) and institutional reasons (indicating an early awareness of the school rules
and routines) increased significantly over time. This illustrates the impact institu-
tional aspects of school have on children’s reasoning and decision-making pro-
cesses and reflects research by Dockett and Perry (2001) which also identified
kindergarten children’s awareness of the school rules and the need to learn the
rules to function at school. Children were more focused on themselves at the
beginning of the year and reported intrinsic motivators for feelings and their
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relationship with the teacher. In contrast, at the end of the year, children were
more focused on how they should follow the school rules and whether or not they
were meeting the teacher’s expectations. However, the opposite was found for
children’s coping strategies. Although children’s coping strategies changed over
the school year, compared to responses at the beginning of the year, children used
significantly more personal and interpersonal coping strategies and significantly
fewer institutional strategies at the end of the year. At the beginning of the year,
children’s strategies for coping with challenging school situations indicated a reli-
ance on the rules and routines of the formal school environment, whereas at the
end of the year, children seemed to rely more on themselves and explained using
more intrinsically motivated strategies.

The degree of change varied to some extent by the particular challenge pre-
sented in the PMSSW. Scenarios relating to perceived peer relationships (e.g.
watching/joining in with other children play in the sandpit) and personal confi-
dence and independence (e.g. going to the bathroom by yourself) elicited the most
negative responses from children both at the beginning and at end of the year.
Other scenarios, which related to becoming familiar with school rules and rou-
tines, elicited more positive responses over time, for example, lining up outside
the classroom and sitting on the floor listening to the teacher. Children’s reasons
for their feelings suggested that as they became more confident with the institu-
tional processes of the school environment, they felt more positive about these
types of situations. However, the same could not be said for interpersonal sce-
narios, with results indicating that as children became more familiar with peers
and peer interaction over the school year, they also became more dependent on
peer acceptance and less confident approaching peers.

Overall children’s social and emotional adjustment to the personal, interper-
sonal and institutional demands of the first year of school, as measured by the
PMSSW, showed a number of differences between the beginning and end of the
year indicating the change in children’s perspectives on school and ways of cop-
ing over the year. These differences may be attributed to growth in children’s
confidence, self-awareness, social awareness, peer and teacher relationships and
an understanding of the routines and expectations of the teacher and school
context.

4.5 Future Directions and Policy Implications

Future directions for transitions research should draw on an ecological approach to
understand the process of transition. They should enable children to be situated at
the centre of the process and acknowledge the multiple and bidirectional influences
for children during this time. It is important to continue to include children as active
contributors to research and active agents for change. A number of specific direc-
tions for future research are discussed below.
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4.5.1 Authentic, Longitudinal Research Which Involves
Children as Active Participants and Active Agents
Jor Change

Authentic research is that which ‘gives power and voice to child research participants
and which provides insights into their subjective world’ (Grover 2004). Exploring
the transition experiences for children in large-scale, authentic, longitudinal research
projects, which include children as active and reliable contributors of knowledge
(Dockett and Perry 2007a), is a necessary ‘next step’ in transition research.
Examining the process of transition and adjustment to school across the first year
(not just at one point in the year) and continuing to follow children’s progress
throughout schooling means that researchers and practitioners can understand what
works at the start of school for children’s longer-term social, emotional and aca-
demic outcomes. While national, longitudinal studies such as the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children (Harrison et al. 2009) have included information about
children’s first year of school, in-depth analyses of the transition process have not
been undertaken on a large scale, and this has implications for the precedence we
can give to findings about children’s adjustment to school and long-term school
trajectories. While there are methodological challenges surrounding children’s
inclusion in research (Einarsdéttir 2007), the benefits far outweigh these challenges.
It will be important for future research to examine not only children’s initial transi-
tion to school but also the factors inherent in a positive transition and children’s
subsequent adjustment to school over the first few years.

4.5.2 Personal Aspects of Transition

Further examination is needed to identify the personal qualities within the child
which act as protective factors against negative transition experiences. Research has
shown that factors within the child such as gender, age, level of vocabulary and
temperament (Harrison et al. 2009; Hindman et al. 2010) are the most significant
predictors of children’s academic, social and emotional adjustment to school.
Therefore, it will be important to examine further the impact that interpersonal and
institutional factors have on these personal factors and the relationship between the
personal, interpersonal and institutional predictors of a positive transition. The use
of innovative methods to gather children’s views, which combine qualitative and
quantitative methods and which provide a rich picture of the transition process, is an
important step forward for transition research. Engaging children, educators and
families in ways which are mutually beneficial and which offer holistic insights into
children’s experiences will allow researchers to make important connections
between microsystem, mesosystem and macrosystem influences and in turn allow
educators and policy makers to better plan for transition. Examples of methodolo-
gies which have engaged children effectively include the PMSSW (Harrison and
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Murray under review; Murray 2008; Murray and Harrison 2005), the Feelings
About School scale (Valeski and Stipek 2001) and Dockett and Perry’s (2003)
research which collected children’s drawings, photographs and journals.

The findings from Murray and Harrison’s research that show children’s feelings
about school did not change significantly over the school year but their reasons for
positive or negative feelings did are important to note. First impressions seem to
matter for children. This is not necessarily surprising, but it certainly has implica-
tions for what educators do to orient children to the formal school environment prior
to the start of school, to encourage the development of strong, positive and supportive
relationships between children and significant others and to enable strong context
familiarity. It seems that as children become more experienced in the school and
classroom context, their connections with people and understanding of events
become more astute and so do their coping strategies.

4.5.3 Interpersonal Aspects of Transition

Further investigation of the quality of the interpersonal aspects of school and the
dyadic relations inherent throughout transition is also required by researchers, to
better understand what parents and educators can do to promote successful transition
experiences. The importance of positive and supportive teacher-child, child-peer,
teacher-teacher and teacher-parent interactions during the transition to school and
children’s subsequent adjustment to school is widely acknowledged (Baker 2006;
Hamre and Pianta 2001). Future transitions research needs to examine the interper-
sonal aspects of the transition process, from different stakeholder perspectives at the
same time (Dockett and Perry 2003) and longitudinally, to gather a holistic picture
of the experiences of children, teachers and parents during this time and determine
the type of “united front” required to support children. While it is necessary to under-
stand the quality of interpersonal aspects of transition, it is equally crucial for this
understanding to bring about change and influence everyday interactions in the
classroom and wider school environment.

4.5.4 Institutional Aspects of Transition

Institutional aspects of the transition process often present major discontinuities for
young children (Dockett and Perry 2007b). Therefore, investigating the quality of
the classroom environment and the supportiveness of teaching approaches, will
provide important insights into the most effective teaching and learning environ-
ments and strategies in the first year of school. Ensuring research provides teachers
with useful guidance about what does and does not make a difference to children’s
positive feelings about school, and positive learning outcomes is another important
step in making research meaningful for all stakeholders.
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Examining the proximal processes of transition experiences for children should
address how children engage in different contexts at different times and in different
ways. Research tells us that “good” or better still “excellent” teaching environ-
ments and teachers make a difference to children’s educational engagement and
outcomes (NSW Department of Education and Training 2003; Siraj-Blatchford
et al. 2002), but unpacking the notions of good teaching remains a challenge in the
early years of school.

4.6 Concluding Remarks

The challenge for both research and practice is to adopt a past, present and future
approach to understanding and evaluating transition. In order to make a significant
contribution to practice, ways of knowing and ways of doing, research needs to
address three main questions:

1. What do children bring with them to school and what previous experiences help
or hinder the transition process and children’s subsequent adjustment to school?

2. What are the current processes in place to support children’s transition?

3. How will the past and present influence children’s social, emotional and aca-
demic abilities in their future schooling?

The first question draws on the past and aims to provide guidance about the sig-
nificance of children’s background knowledge and prior experiences to their current
circumstances. It encourages us to address the personal aspects of transition and
think about children’s emotional adaptation to the formal school environment. The
second question examines what is happening at the present time, what are the cur-
rent external processes which are enacted to help children transition to school and
how do children interact with these processes and feel about and cope with these
processes. The third question aims to provide some direction for longitudinal
research and to support the notion of longitudinal research which is not only authen-
tic and collaborative but which uses mixed-design approaches to methodology. We
must continue to question the ways we include children in research, so that we are
not only accessing their perspectives in authentic and ethical ways to inform future
theory and practice but also empowering their voice, their identity and their sense of
agency while navigating the transition.
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Chapter 5
Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Influences
on School Transition

Linda J. Harrison

5.1 Introduction

My research began with a focus on very young children’s experience of child care
and, subsequently, their transition year in kindergarten, the first year of formal
schooling. For the most part, my research has been enacted through the design and
analysis of large-scale longitudinal research studies, including the Sydney Family
Development Project (Harrison et al. 2007), Child Care Choices (Bowes et al. 2009)
and the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (Harrison et al. 2009; Sanson
etal. 2002). New directions in my research include the application of person-centred
approaches to the analysis of data as a means of understanding school transition
processes in the interpersonal domain. I am also interested in recent theorising in
the field of human development (e.g. Belsky and Pluess 2009) and what this brings
to the study of intrapersonal and interpersonal influences on transition.

5.2 Theoretical Perspectives

5.2.1 Bioecological Models of Transition

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005a) describes the context of development as an ecologi-
cal system that directly or indirectly influences the person and development in
context as an interactive process among the person, his or her proximal and distal
contexts and time. The bioecological model posits direct and indirect systems, of
which the “microsystem”—described as reciprocal interaction between the
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child and his or her immediate environment—is the most direct. According to
Bronfenbrenner (2005b, p. 6), interactions at the level of microsystems (proximal
processes) are ‘the primary engines of development’. While acknowledging that
both direct and indirect influences are relevant to a full understanding of children’s
transitions, I am primarily interested in these proximal processes and the connec-
tions between the intrapersonal and interpersonal worlds of the school student.

Proximal processes are highlighted, for example, in Birch and Ladd’s (1996)
early model of school adjustment, which illustrates the interplay between
child characteristics (psychological, organismic, behavioural) and interpersonal
relationships—their type (school and nonschool) and contribution (emotionally
supportive or stressful)—in explaining children’s perceptions (e.g. school lik-
ing), affect (e.g. anxiety), involvement (e.g. engagement, school avoidance) and
performance (e.g. achievement). Birch and Ladd’s (1996) model has informed
the selection of measures in my studies of children’s development across prior-
to-school and school transitions. For example, I have included child character-
istics of temperament as a psychological factor, gender and communication
impairment as organismic factors and externalising and internalising behaviours
as behavioural factors. I have also included child—parent attachment and stu-
dent-teacher relationships as nonschool and school types of interpersonal fac-
tors and considered the emotionally supportive or stressful effects of attachment
security and student-teacher closeness and conflict.

My research has examined contemporaneous links among child characteris-
tics, interpersonal relationships and adjustment components of transition pro-
cesses, an approach described by Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000, p. 498) as
the Indirect Effects Model in which ‘child characteristics interact with contexts
through a transactional process — the child is affected by his or her context
and the context, to some degree, is affected by the characteristics of the child’.
This model also examines links between contexts (e.g. home and school) but is
limited by a focus on one point in time. Longitudinal studies, on the other hand,
are able to examine these processes over time, through what Rimm-Kaufman and
Pianta (2000, p. 499) refer to as the Dynamic Effects Model, or the Ecological
and Dynamic Model of Transition. This model proposes that ‘child characteris-
tics and contexts interact through a transactional process’ which over time
forms ‘patterns and relationships that can be described not only as influences on
children’s development, but also as outcomes in their own right’. My research
has examined longitudinal patterns by investigating trajectories in interpersonal
relationships between the student and teacher from prior-to-school and school
transition into the primary school years. Relationship trajectories are both a
contributor to children’s learning and wellbeing and an outcome of interpersonal
and intrapersonal processes. Longitudinal research conducted in the United
States (Hamre and Pianta 2001; Howes et al. 2000) and Australia (Bowes et al.
2009; Harrison and Ungerer 2006) has reported continuities in the characteris-
tics of teacher-student relationships from children’s preschool and child care
through to the end of primary school. Further to this, longitudinal analyses have
identified patterns of stable, increasing and declining conflict and closeness in



5 Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Influences on School Transition 63

teacher-student relationships that differentially affect academic achievement
(Harrison et al. 2012; Spilt et al. 2012).

5.2.2 Transactional/Dual-Risk Models

Sameroff’s (1983, 1995) transactional model of child development proposes that
individual vulnerabilities, which may be genetic, psychological or organismic, pre-
dispose children to be more adversely affected by environmental stressors. This
model of dual or cumulative risk underpins many early intervention/compensatory
programmes in early childhood, which aim to provide intensive, high-quality educa-
tion and parent support for disadvantaged or “at risk” children. The expectation, and
evidence, is that appropriate preventative intervention, through improving compe-
tence and promoting protective factors in the family (Greenberg 2006) or at school
(Hamre and Pianta 2005), can tip the balance towards school success rather than
failure. My work aligns with this approach to the extent that I am interested in the
layering of risk (or protectiveness) that may occur during school transition via the
interaction of child intrapersonal characteristics, such as temperament, and interper-
sonal relationships, particularly child—parent and teacher-student. Both domains,
intrapersonal and interpersonal, have been shown to influence children’s experi-
ences during the transition and adaptation to school, but for the most part, they have
been investigated separately.

5.2.2.1 Interpersonal Relationships

Attachment theory proposes that children’s earliest relationships are formed
through the day-to-day interactions that infants have with their parents, siblings,
close relatives and regular child care providers. These relationships provide the
child with the emotional security and confidence they need to venture into novel
territory, to explore the world of objects and to engage socially with others.
Three components of dyadic attachment relationships—emotion regulation,
secure base behaviour and affective sharing—are thought to lay the foundation
for individual development of self-regulation, self-awareness, self-reliance,
autonomy and cognitive growth (Sroufe 1996). All three are important abilities
for children’s transition to the early years of school. Additionally, attachment
theory posits that these early relationships provide a blueprint for the formation
of future close relationships, including student-teacher relationships in kinder-
garten (Howes et al. 2000; Pianta et al. 1997). A significant international body
of research has shown that insecurity, conflict and relational negativity in
teacher-student relationships are associated with difficulties in school adjust-
ment (Ahnert et al. 2006; Hamre and Pianta 2005; Harrison et al. 2007). In
contrast, close teacher-child relationships can have a protective function during
the stress of transition (Thyssen 2000).
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5.2.2.2 Intrapersonal Qualities

Temperament is defined broadly as ‘constitutionally based differences in behavioural
style that are visible from the child’s earliest years’ (Sanson et al. 2004, p. 143).
Temperament is demonstrated through three broad domains: reactivity/negative
emotionality (irritability, negative mood, high-intensity negative reactions), self-
regulation (persistence, non-distractibility, self-soothing) and approach-withdrawal/
inhibition-sociability. Of these, attention regulation, particularly persistence, is
most strongly associated with enhanced school functioning (Sanson et al. 2004).
However, reactivity/negative emotionality has also been linked to poorer outcomes
for school performance, social behaviour and externalising/internalising problems
in 3rd grade (Nelson et al. 1999) and for literacy and numeracy in kindergarten
(Coplan et al. 1999). Only a small number of studies have examined the influences
of temperament on children’s response to transition. Ahnert et al. (2004) studied
changes in diurnal cortisol patterns, fussing/crying and child-mother attachment
security during toddlers’ transition to centre-based child care in relation to child sex
and temperament and the time mothers spent with their child before separation.
They found that differences in transition experiences were not affected by tempera-
ment. Results for similar psychobiological studies using cortisol as a biomarker for
children’s experience of stress over the period of school transition have been mixed.
Findings indicate a universal stress response: ‘all children showed a healthy increase
in cortisol levels’ (Turner-Cobb et al. 2008, p. 387), which was evident ‘on all
school days compared to nonschool days’ across the first term of school (Russ et al.
2012, p. 470). Russ and colleagues explain this finding as follows: ‘in line with a
repeated preparatory/reactive stress response, perhaps serving to equip the child
for coping with the continual demands inherent in the school/peer environment’
(p. 470). For the children with greater temperament vulnerability, school transition
was associated with higher cortisol response at school (Turner-Cobb et al. 2008)
and an extended period of elevated cortisol into the evening (Russ et al. 2012), sug-
gesting that transition was a more challenging experience for these children.

5.2.3 Diathesis-Stress Theory and Differential
Susceptibility Theory

Temperament is, at least in part, genetically/biologically determined, and for this
reason some research into the potential risks associated with difficult tempera-
ment has draw on diathesis-stress theory, which posits that children who have a
genetic predisposition to vulnerability (diathesis) and are exposed to difficult
environments (stress) are at risk for poorer outcomes. Diathesis-stress theory can
be likened to Sameroff’s transactional, cumulative risk model. For example,
Blair (2002, p. 120) has shown that temperamentally difficult, ‘emotionally reac-
tive children in unsupportive environments are likely at a high risk for ... poor
school readiness’. The focus of diathesis-stress theory on vulnerability and
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compensation, some argue, limits understandings of children’s experiences to the
negative effects of intrapersonal or interpersonal adversity, at the expense of pos-
sible positive effects (Belsky and Pluess 2009). Differential susceptibility theory,
in contrast, distinguishes between ‘vulnerability’, which is inherently linked to
adversity and risk, and ‘heightened susceptibility’ which can be linked to posi-
tive and negative influences (Belsky et al. 2007, p. 301). Differential susceptibil-
ity theory proposes that ‘some children ... will be more susceptible than others
to both the adverse and beneficial effects of, respectively, unsupportive and sup-
portive contextual conditions’ (Belsky and Pluess 2009, p. 886). Further, it sug-
gests that vulnerable individuals ‘most adversely affected by many kinds of
stressors may be the very same ones who reap the most benefit from environmen-
tal support and enrichment, including the absence of adversity’ (p. 886). A dif-
ferential susceptibility model of development suggests not just dual risk but dual
gain, demonstrated by ‘a crossover interaction’ between the moderator (height-
ened susceptibility) and ‘the negative and positive aspects of the environment’
(p. 888). For example, Kochanska et al. (2007) reported that toddlers with more
difficult temperaments (high on fearfulness) were more affected by both negative
(power assertion) and positive (supportive) parenting practices than their tem-
peramentally less difficult peers.

Whilst there is a growing body of research conducted in the home, or with par-
ents, that supports the differential susceptibility thesis (Belsky et al. 2007; Belsky
and Pluess 2009), fewer studies have examined evidence for this theory in out-of-
home environments. Those that have focus in the main on child care settings, where
quality of care is conceptualised as either a negative (low-quality) or a positive
(high-quality) influence. These studies have shown mixed support for a differential
susceptibility explanation. For example, Volling and Feagans (1995) found that
children’s nonsocial play activity was predicted by quality of child care in highly
fearful children, but not low-fear children. Similarly, Pluess and Belsky (2009)
showed that teacher-rated behaviour problems in kindergarten were higher when the
quality of child care attended was lower, and lower when quality was higher, for
children with difficult temperaments, but not for children with easy temperaments.
De Schipper et al. (2004), in an examination of behaviour problems in day care in
relation to difficult temperament and the experience of multiple child care arrange-
ments, found that attending several parallel care arrangements interfered with children’s
adaptation to day-care settings for children who showed more irritable distress, but
not for children with low levels of irritable distress. However, the interaction
between temperament difficulty and multiple care was only evident for child inter-
nalising problems, not for externalising or general wellbeing in day care. A further
study, designed to test the links between temperamental irritability and caregivers’
sensitive interaction in day care as a predictor of child-carer attachment, found no
support for the expectation of differential susceptibility (de Schipper et al. 2008).

A comparative analysis of the effectiveness of diathesis-stress versus differen-
tial susceptibility models has been applied to an examination of the long-term
outcomes of high- and low-quality child care for children with and without diffi-
cult temperament (Belsky and Pluess 2012). Using adolescents’ self-ratings of
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externalising problems as the outcome measure, results showed that problems
were highest for the children with more difficult temperaments who had received
low-quality child care in the years prior to starting school; however, there was no
evidence that these children had received greater benefit from attending higher-
quality care. Belsky and Pluess (2012) conclude that these ‘results prove more
consistent with a diathesis-stress model of environmental action than a differential-
susceptibility-related one’ (p. 2).

Taking the work of Belsky and Pluess (2009, 2012) and others into account, there
is clear evidence that some children are temperamentally more susceptible than oth-
ers to the negative influence of poor-quality environments and some evidence that
they may also be more susceptible to positive influences. Children’s school transi-
tion will not only be differentially affected by individual temperament but also by
the developmental history each child brings to their transition. Australian research
has shown that temperament characteristics contribute to children’s interpersonal
experiences in prior-to-school (Bowes et al. 2009) and school settings (Murray
2008). Children with more difficult temperaments as toddlers were rated by their
preschool teachers as being less prosocial with peers and having a less close rela-
tionship with the teacher (Bowes et al. 2009). At school age, children rated by their
parents as being more temperamentally difficult were less likely to share their feel-
ings with the teacher and more likely to experience conflict in the teacher-student
relationship (Murray 2008).

5.3 Implications for Practice and Research

5.3.1 Research Design

Researching within the theoretical frameworks of bioecological, transactional,
diathesis-stress and differential susceptibility models begins with the assumption
that individual development is a two-way process that occurs within and is influ-
enced by the wider environments of home, child care, early education, school and
community. The implication is that research designs must take account of these con-
texts by including appropriate measures of family circumstances, including levels of
stress or support; children’s prior-to-school child care or preschool experience,
including levels of quality; and current features of the school classroom, including
teacher-student relationships. All of these are likely to have direct or indirect influ-
ence on children’s experience of school transition and, when included in large-scale
studies (sample size>100) using statistical analysis techniques for modelling com-
plex interactions amongst influencing factors, are able to explain children’s different
outcomes and developmental pathways through school. The Child Care Choices
(CCC) study, for example, which collected data on a sample of over 400 children
annually for a period of 7 years, assessed the combined effects of 38 distinct vari-
ables, including longitudinal indicators of social-emotional characteristics and



5 Intrapersonal and Interpersonal Influences on School Transition 67

cognitive abilities, child care experience and carer-child relationship closeness and
conflict, as predictors of children’s learning, behaviour and attitudes in the year
before starting school and at the end of the first year of school (Bowes et al. 2009). A
similar approach has been taken in the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children
(LSAC) (Harrison et al. 2009), which is following 5,000 babies and 5,000 4-5-year-
old children over a period of 16 years. Data collection includes biennial assessments
of family functioning and parenting, children’s education and child care experiences
and outcomes for child health, learning and socio-emotional development. As well as
including a broad range of domains, the CCC and LSAC studies also tap different
perspectives, by including children as well as parents and teachers as respondents.
From age 5 to age 6, children were asked to report how they felt about school, their
teachers and peers. The large-scale, longitudinal nature of these and other such stud-
ies makes it possible for researchers to examine different pathways of development,
prior to, during and after children’s school transition. For example, by analysing
teachers’ ratings of relationship closeness and conflict with the LSAC study children
at ages 4-5, 67 and 8-9 years, Harrison et al. (2012) were able to identify norma-
tive/adaptive and less adaptive trajectories over time. A pattern of teacher-child inter-
personal difficulty, characterised by either consistently high levels of conflict or
increasing levels, was found to predict poorer literacy and numeracy achievement at
age 10-11 compared to the normative pattern of consistently low teacher-student
conflict. The theoretical frameworks discussed in this chapter also rely on the inclu-
sion of indicators of individual characteristics, measuring the intrapersonal domain.
Diathesis-stress and differential susceptibility models need to include a marker of
vulnerability or heightened susceptibility, such as a difficult or negative tempera-
ment, described by high reactivity, irritability or fearfulness. In studying differential
responses to school transition, it is important therefore to include a measure that
captures difficult temperament. Studies have drawn on parent-reported child tem-
perament, observations of childhood inhibition and child self-report questionnaires,
as well as parent self-reports of their own temperament as a genetic marker for intra-
personal disorders such as social phobia.

5.3.2 Practice: What Works for Whom?

Recent theorising asserts that ‘differential susceptibility is a new way to address
the perennial issue of what works for whom’ (van IJzendoorn and Bakermans-
Kranenburg 2012, p. 773). Research with children in prior-to-school settings has
shown that more fearful children are more susceptible to caregiver stress than
less fearful children: specifically, child wellbeing in child care was lower when
caregivers were more stressed and higher when caregivers were less stressed, but
only for the temperamentally susceptible children (Groeneveld et al. 2012).
Children with a relatively easy temperament were less affected by caregiver
stress. Extrapolating these findings to school transition suggests that children
who are more temperamentally reactive, fearful or socially anxious will benefit
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the most from low stress, supportive classrooms and suffer the most from high-stress
classrooms. Teachers, parents and schools need to appreciate that classroom climate
and teachers’ interpersonal availability are particularly important for children
with a difficult temperament.

Classroom research has yet to be carried out to investigate the interaction between
temperament characteristics and features of the classroom environment on chil-
dren’s transition to school. The challenge is to frame such research within a model
that effectively sets out and assesses the processes that might be expected from
differential susceptibility or diathesis-stress theory.

5.4 Challenges and Issues

5.4.1 Measurement: Types, Sources and Timing
of Data Collection

Large-scale studies tend to cover a wide range of constructs but are often restricted
in the depth and breadth of what can be measured. The Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children, for example, relies primarily on questionnaire-type measures
with “closed” response options. Observation and other in-depth sources of data col-
lection are not possible for such a large and dispersed sample. The logistics of this
national study also require that each wave of data collection extends for most of a
year. This has meant, for example, that families could have been asked to report on
their child’s first experiences of school many months after starting school. For this
reason, LSAC tends to include general measures of school adjustment and achieve-
ment, rather than specific measures that tap time-definite events.

Longitudinal studies of children’s development are able to gather information on
temperament characteristics in infancy or at an early age. Parents are acknowledged
as the best source of information on child temperament (Sanson et al. 2004).
However, there is some evidence that mothers’ ratings of the child’s behavioural
characteristics tend to reflect not only the child’s unique temperament but also their
own intrapersonal qualities. For example, Pesonen et al. (2008) found that maternal
mental health was moderately correlated with ratings of infant temperament and
that these maternal and infant characteristics together predicted child temperamen-
tal negativity, extraversion and effortful control 5 years later. This and other longi-
tudinal studies raise questions about the continuity or stability of child temperament
over time, as well as the environmental influences that contribute to changes in
temperament. A challenge for the researcher, therefore, is when to measure tem-
perament and how best to model it in longitudinal analyses. The potential for over-
lap in measures assessed concurrently is an issue, especially as the “lines” between
temperament characteristics and the social behaviours that are of interest in studies
of school transition (e.g. feelings/attitudes towards peers and adults, parent—child
relations, adjustment) ‘are often blurred’ (Sanson et al. 2004, p. 145). Alternately,
whilst longitudinal studies can test the predictive validity of early indicators of
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temperament, such an approach ignores the ‘changes (that) might be stimulated by
changes in the child’s environment’ (Sanson et al. 2004, p. 160), as when the child
enters a new kindergarten class at school transition.

Interpersonal relationships pose another measurement challenge in large-scale,
longitudinal research. While studies of children’s transition to child care have a his-
tory of using observational measures of child-teacher interaction and relationships
(e.g. Ahnert et al. 2004; de Schipper et al. 2008; Howes et al. 2000; Pianta et al.
1997), studies of school transition/adjustment have tended to rely on teachers as the
primary source of data on student-teacher relationships (e.g. Bowes et al. 2009;
Hamre and Pianta 2001; Howes et al. 2000). In the few studies that have included
children’s perspectives on relationship quality, for example, via child-teacher draw-
ings (Harrison et al. 2007) or rating scales assessing children’s feelings about the
teacher (Valeski and Stipek 2001), teacher support (Mantzicopoulos and Neuharth-
Pritchett 2003) or teacher acceptance (Harrison et al. 2007), results show relatively
weak (r<.30) correlations with teachers’ ratings. There is clearly some overlap
between children’s and teachers’ perspectives on the interpersonal dynamics of
teacher-student interactions in the classroom but also some differences. It is impor-
tant, therefore, that researchers include student-generated data as well as teacher
reports when assessing student-teacher relationships or the supportiveness of the
classroom environment.

5.4.2 Analysis Techniques: Variable-Centred Dimensions
Versus Person-Centred Prototypes

Approaches to data analysis in large-scale research studies of school transition or
school adjustment have tended to employ regression analyses which rely on corre-
lational associations between variable-centred dimensions, both as predictors and as
outcomes. These dimensions are typically measured on a linear scale from higher to
lower, for example, of ratings of introversion problems or teacher-student relation-
ship closeness, or scores on a test of receptive vocabulary. In contrast, person-
centred studies employ cluster analysis, latent class analysis or other techniques to
generate relatively homogeneous subgroups, or prototypes, of people who have
similar profiles on a selected set of variables or repeated measures of a single vari-
able. In my own research, person-centred techniques have identified different longi-
tudinal patterns of student-teacher relationships and shown that patterns of
increasing conflict with teachers from age 4-5 to age 8-9 predicted poorer aca-
demic achievement (Harrison et al. 2012). In other work, studying children’s school
transition year, cluster analysis was used to combine three dimensions of student-
teacher relationship (closeness, conflict and dependency) to identify four distinct
relationship profiles. Two of these, typified by low closeness and either conflict or
independence, were associated with poorer learning and social skills at school
(Harrison 2012). In the application of research to practice, it may be that such
typologies or prototypes are more meaningful for teachers, who are able to “recognise”
similar patterns in their classrooms.
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5.5 Future Directions

5.5.1 International Policy Directions in School Transition

Recent research in Australia, the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom
(Bowes et al. 2009; Bradbury et al. 2011; Claessens 2009; Duncan et al. 2007) points
to a growing recognition of the importance of the early years by governments and
public policy makers. The political focus on ensuring that children enter school “ready
to learn” is translated in large-scale international studies into a search for the prior-to-
school and school entry predictors that differentiate children’s subsequent achieve-
ment at school. In essence, this approach aims to identify pathways in children’s
learning and development from preschool to school and through their primary school
years. For example, Duncan et al. (2007) identified key dimensions of children’s
school entry “readiness to learn” as general cognitive ability (e.g. oral language),
basic skills in mathematics and literacy (e.g. number/letter recognition), attention-
related skills (e.g. task persistence, self-regulation, impulsivity) and socio-emotional
skills and behaviours (e.g. internalising and externalising behaviours). These were
tested for their predictive significance on academic achievement in primary school in
six different longitudinal studies from three countries. After accounting for child, fam-
ily and contextual influences, the results showed a general pattern of ‘relatively strong
prediction from school-entry reading and math skills, moderate predictive power for
attention skills, and few to no statistically significant coefficients on socio-emotional
behaviors’ (Duncan et al. 2007, p. 1437). Similar results were also identified by
Claessens (2009) in her analysis of three waves (from age 4-5 to 8-9 years) of the
LSAC dataset: school achievement in early and middle primary school was predicted
by children’s cognitive skills, academic skills (particularly early numeracy) and
hyperactivity/inattention at age 4-5 years. The results from these and other similar
studies have provided the “evidence” for policies focusing on improving school readi-
ness, particularly for disadvantaged or “at risk” children, through government-funded
prekindergarten or preschool programmes (reviewed in Harrison et al. 2011). The
assumption that a “school ready” child, with competencies in early reading and
numeracy, will succeed at school positions the child as in some way ‘responsible for
their own success or failure’ (Dockett and Perry 2004, p. 172) and fails to account for
the complexities of school transition.

5.5.2 Continuities in School Transition

The Child Care Choices study examined children’s academic competencies and
approaches to learning in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings in
the year before starting school and again in the first year of school. The set of pre-
dictors included child and family characteristics, as well as features of children’s
ECEC experience. At both time points, children’s abilities in literacy and numeracy
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were predicted by numeracy skills and behavioural difficulties in their ECEC
settings at age 3—4. Children with higher ratings on aggressive social interaction
had lower scores for academic ability (Bowes et al. 2009). Socio-emotional adjust-
ment, in ECEC and at school, including prosocial behaviour, socio-emotional dif-
ficulties, teacher-child relationship and child-reported feelings about school, was
also predicted by children’s earlier behavioural difficulties as well as by relation-
ships with caregivers. In this study, not only were early signs of intrapersonal and
interpersonal difficulties continuous with later difficulties at school transition, but
early problem behaviour was a predictor of academic progress across the 2-year
transition from prior-to-school ECEC to school. These findings echo earlier reports
from a national survey of kindergarten teachers in the United States whose pre-
dominant concern in regard to the essentials of being ready to start school was
about ‘regulatory aspects of children’s behavior’ (reviewed in Blair 2002, p. 112).
Self-regulation ability aligns with temperamental qualities of persistence, non-
distractibility and being able to cope when faced with difficult social situations.
These qualities are also connected with and supported by more positive relation-
ships with teachers. Interpersonal connection between children and their adult car-
ers/teachers was also found to have continuity from children’s earliest experience
of child care through to the first year of school (Bowes et al. 2009). Attending to
the intrapersonal and interpersonal in children’s earliest, and all subsequent, expe-
riences of education and care, including at school, is therefore an essential require-
ment for a positive and effective school transition.
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Chapter 6
Transition and Adjustment to School

Kay Margetts

6.1 Introduction

6.1.1 Transition

Transition and adjustment are closely intertwined. Transition is viewed as the
process of moving into a new setting, in this instance the school (Fabian 2007).
Rather than being an event occurring over a few days or weeks, current views of
transition to school see this as a lengthy process occurring weeks and frequently
months prior to, and after, school commencement. Fabian notes that it is not neces-
sarily a linear process but rather a series of complex and diverse interactions. These
interactions typically include transition programmes—a series of activities and
events designed and implemented prior to and in the early weeks of schooling to
support understanding and familiarity of children and families with the new school
and the school with the children and families. The activities usually involve visits to
schools for children and families, visits between schools and early childhood ser-
vices for children and educators, and the formal and informal sharing of information
(Margetts 2007a). This reflects the contemporary view of children’s transition to
school being the shared responsibility of families, children, schools and communi-
ties (Petriwskyj 2010). It has been suggested that transition is not complete until the
child and family have achieved a sense of well-being or comfort and ‘oneness’ with
the new setting (Laevers etal. 1997), and this is recognised by educators (Educational
Transitions and Change (ETC) Research Group 2011).

This ‘oneness’ or belonging is a key indicator of a successful transition. The greater
the changes that need to be negotiated, the more difficult it can be for children and
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families to manage the increasing demands of the new environment and to make a
successful transition and adjustment in the early years of school (Margetts 2007b).

6.1.2 Adjustment

Oneness is associated with a child’s sense of identity and belonging—the extent to
which they feel valued and supported and connected with others and the new set-
ting—as they encounter the inevitable challenges of a new environment, people,
routines, rules and expectations. This capacity to adapt to and contribute to the new
school setting is evidence of children’s resilience and well-being (Compas 2006;
Dunlop and Fabian 2002), characterised by children feeling secure, relaxed and
comfortable (rather than anxious, lonely, confused or upset) and having positive
attitudes and feelings about school and learning (Astbury 2009; Brostrom 2003;
Chaplin et al. 2009). Feeling competent and capable is closely linked to children’s
ongoing learning and well-being and their sense of identity or self-concept (Jindal-
Snape and Miller 2008; Richards and Steele 2007). Having a strong sense of iden-
tity appears to support children’s ability to persevere and to protect them from
experiencing stress during transitions and other potentially stressful situations
(Merry 2002). Identity can also be supported through a shared collective vulnerability:
as newcomers, children starting school are not alone. Regardless of different abili-
ties and experiences, they are in the same position as the other children starting
school (Garpelin 2004).

There has been strong support for adjustment to be measured in terms of social
and emotional/behavioural adjustments in a variety of domains, and including aca-
demic competence (Gresham et al. 2010). Gresham and Elliott (1987) suggested
that the constructs of adjustment involve social skills and adaptive behaviour in
combination. Social skills contribute to adjustment and represent behaviours which,
in specific situations, predict important social outcomes for children, including
interpersonal behaviour, self-related behaviour, academic-related skills, assertion,
peer acceptance and communication skills. Adaptive behaviour is viewed as the
effectiveness and degree to which an individual meets social or cultural standards
related to personal independence and social responsibility. These behaviours include
independence, physical development, self-direction, personal responsibility and
functional academic skills.

Measures of adjustment in terms of social skills have included constructs or
domains related to peer relationships (Klein and Ballantine 1988; Ladd et al. 1997);
the degree of discomfort and avoidance children express relative to peers (Ladd and
Price 1987); social competence (Ladd and Price 1987; Moore et al. 1988); the forming
of relationships with adults in the school (Klein and Ballantine 1988); dependency
(Barth and Parke 1993); independence (Harrison and Ungerer 2000); loneliness and
social dissatisfaction, school liking and avoidance (Ladd et al. 1997; Reynolds et al.
1992); and anxiety (Spence 1998).
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The social behaviours that contribute to children’s adjustment to school include
interactional skills, problem-solving skills, self-reliance and determination and
knowing about ‘not knowing’ and what to do about it (Fabian 2000). Cooperative
play behaviours, nondisruptive group entry strategies and skilled verbal communi-
cation are also important (Maxwell and Eller 1994).

Behavioural domains of adjustment include describing difficulties in terms of
internalising and externalising behaviours (NICHD Early Child Care Research
Network 1996, 2001), anxiety behaviours in class (Ladd and Price 1987), adapt-
ability (Moore et al. 1988), accepting and conforming to the demands of classroom
routine and organisation (Renwick 1984), and restlessness, fidgeting and poor con-
centration (Rydell 1989). Being responsible for one’s own behaviour, responding
appropriately to conflict and controlling one’s feelings such as not hitting or hurting
others or not verbally abusing others are behaviours that contribute to children’s
adjustment and are closely associated with emotional understanding and regulation
(Margetts 2004).

As well as evidence of achievement in mathematics and literacy (Brostrom 2010;
Hansen 2010), academic domains of adjustment include classroom involvement
(Ladd et al. 1997), work habits, task orientation, metacognitive skills, intelligent
behaviour and independence (Harrison and Ungerer 2000). Other domains of adjust-
ment have included children’s attitudes to the first year of schooling (Barth and
Parke 1993; Ladd and Price 1987) and children’s behaviours at home (Barth and
Parke 1993; Margetts 1997).

6.2 Importance of Transition and Adjustment

Adjustment depends partly on past experiences and on children possessing the skills
and knowledge to respond to the demands of the new setting (Margetts 2009).
Transition and adjustment may impact on ‘...how children view themselves, how
others value them, their sense of wellbeing and their ability to learn’ (Dunlop 2000
cited in Margetts 2007b, p. 108).

Children are at risk of not adjusting easily to school when there is a mismatch
between the skills, attitudes and knowledge they bring to school and the expecta-
tions of the school itself (Lombardi 1992). Children may therefore experience per-
sonal incompatibilities and dislocations as they commence the first year of schooling
(Bronfenbrenner 1986; Erikson 1963). For example, children who start school
neurodevelopmentally and behaviourally immature, with poor self-regulation
and attention difficulties, often have lower academic performance than their peers.
Difficulties in coping with learning and academic demands can then generate anger,
frustration and despair and lead to behaviour problems (Prior 1996). Associations
have been reported between high levels of hyperactivity and impulsive behaviour as
children commenced school and lower levels of academic performance 3 years later
(Merrell and Tymms 2001) and between low levels of cooperation, self-control
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and assertion and reading and writing as children commenced school, with these
relationships persisting into Grade 2 and Grade 6 (McClelland and Morrison 2003).

How well children adjust to school also has long-term implications. Successful
transition and adjustment into formal schooling have been associated with long-
term social and educational benefits (Alexander et al. 2001; Wildenger et al.
2008). The ability of children to meet the academic and other demands of school
is supported by social and emotional competence (Fabian and Dunlop 2002).
However, social, behavioural or academic difficulties in the first year of school
predict similar outcomes 6 years (Margetts 2009) and 8 years later (Hamre and
Pianta 2001). Risk factors in the early years of schooling are reported to increase
children’s vulnerability for difficulties in the next 10-12 years and may persist
into later life (Cowan et al. 1994; Taylor 1998).

6.2.1 Assessing Adjustment

In practice, adjustment has typically been assessed through the use of rating scales
or rankings completed by teachers and/or parents or peers. These instruments have
been found to be useful for identifying specific behaviours and for validating and
assessing social acceptance or rejection (Gresham et al. 2010). Sattler (1988) sug-
gested that the use of checklists and rating scales based on prolonged contact with
the child may capture rare and significant issues that could be missed in the direct
observational method. Furthermore, it has been noted that checklists and rating
scales are easily administered and time economical and cover a wide range of
behaviours (Merrell 1989).

The involvement of teachers and parents in identifying and describing children’s
behaviour has been strongly supported. While essentially subjective, ratings by
teachers and parents provide meaningful judgements of children’s behaviour in the
naturalist settings of school and home (Gresham et al. 2010). Teachers spend con-
siderable time with children of similar age and different levels of functioning, and
this contributes to their ability to identify and describe standards for academic and
social behaviour (Teltsch and Breznitz 1988).

More recently the value of multiple perspectives—that of teachers, children
and their families—has been advocated in evaluating and providing a compre-
hensive picture of children’s adjustment. These perspectives can provide rich,
cross-situational information, and any disparities can present opportunities for
interpretative challenges and further investigation. The use of qualitative tools
including questionnaires, sociometric measures, naturalistic observations,
behaviour logs or journals and interviews with children, family, school and
community members helps to construct more explanatory, personalised and cul-
turally relevant perspectives of transition to school and provides a rich addition
to quantitative sources.

The quality of parents’ relationships with school staff and the level of parent
involvement in their child’s education may also be a valid indicator of a positive
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transition outcome that can serve to sustain and support the child through transition
points over time (Bohan-Baker and Little 2004; Rimm-Kaufman et al. 2000).

6.2.2 Influences on Adjustment

The outcomes of transition are mediated by a complexity of factors. The variability
in children’s development and early school success is influenced by a number of
interdependent factors including biological and developmental characteristics and
social and cultural factors (Bronfenbrenner 1986; Brostrom 2000; Crnic and
Lamberty 1994). The settings or contexts in which children actively participate
strongly influence their development (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006).

The bioecological model of child development (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1986;
Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998, 2006) views the contexts or environments of
development as a series of concentric structures. The innermost structures, or micro-
system, include the child’s actual experiences within the home, family, childcare
and wider community. The next structures, the exosystem, include indirect influ-
ences on children’s development such as parental employment, socioeconomic sta-
tus and government policies and practices. More broadly, the components of the
macrosystem influence children’s development through the subculture or dominant
beliefs and ideologies of the society in which the child lives. Furthermore, chil-
dren’s development is strongly influenced by the relationships between the settings
or contexts—the mesosystem—in which the child actively participates, such as fac-
tors limiting the choice of childcare or opportunities for comprehensive transition to
school programmes (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1986). Interactions and collaborative
relationships between family, school, preschool and community are important and
should be acknowledged and strengthened during the transition to school. The fifth
structure is the chronosystem—the cumulative history associated with the timing
and duration of events and changes in the lives of children and families
(Bronfenbrenner 1986). While starting school is a normative event, that is, it is rela-
tively predictable as is the age at which it occurs, transition and adjustment are
culturally and contextually determined and can change over time (Wesley and
Buysse 2003). For example, Australia, the United States and some other countries
have experienced a change in the focus of children’s adjustment to school from age
and cognitive skills to a focus on characteristics and qualities within the child such
as their social and emotional skills, their cultural context and the transition pro-
cesses that support these (Mashburn and Pianta 2006). Just as the practices around
transition can change, the chronosystem also recognises that the context and prac-
tices associated with children’s transition to school have the potential to support
changes in children’s ongoing trajectories.

It can be argued that children’s transition and adjustment to school are strongly
influenced by how children, families, schools and communities interact and support
each other. Thus, investigations of social contexts from a bioecological or interac-
tional approach provide understandings of children’s development and background
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and the opportunity to identify both positive and negative outcomes for children’s
adjustment to school. The identification of these factors should provoke the devel-
opment of supportive, preventative or intervention strategies.

Consequently, studies of the effects and outcomes of transition to schooling must
consider the shared influences of the child and their prior experiences as well as the
influences of family, school and community contexts. These include child, gender,
birth order, child’s level of functioning, temperament, friendships, attachment rela-
tionships, self-awareness, self-esteem, prior-to-school childcare, family demo-
graphics and structure, parental attitudes and values, family cohesion, parent—child
relationships and teacher-child relationships and classroom and school organisa-
tional factors, including transition support.

6.3 Implications for Research

In reflecting this bioecological or interactional approach to school transition and adjust-
ment, my research has investigated interactions among and between a range of child
and family characteristics, demographic influences, school practices and experiences.
Although not addressed in this paper in detail, qualitative projects have involved the
use of interviews and drawing with children, surveys and interviews with teachers to
identify and describe key issues for them in children’s transition and adjustment to
school. For example, in a study that sought the views of children in the first and second
years of school about starting school (Margetts 2008), children referred to their own
feelings of being worried or nervous and suggested that children starting school needed
to know they might feel like this. Analyses revealed a ‘strong relationship between
what children believed new children needed to know ... and (their) suggestions about
what schools could do to help new entrant children’ (Margetts 2008, p. 15). Thus,
schools should build on this ability of young children to provide authentic advice for
dealing with issues that affect new entrant children and developing relevant transition
to school programmes.

In quantitative research (Margetts 1997, 2000, 2004, 2009), the Social Skills
Rating System (SSRS) (Elementary Level) (Gresham and Elliott 1990) has been
employed to measure children’s school adjustment. The SSRS provides norm-
referenced behaviour rating scales for the domains of social skills, behavioural
responses and academic competence (Gresham and Elliott 1987). The social
skills domain (items 1-30) involves the subscales of cooperation (including fol-
lows directions, moves easily between activities, uses free time appropriately,
ignores distractions), assertion (including initiates interactions, makes friends
easily, joins ongoing activities, invites others to join in) and self-control (includ-
ing controls temper, copes with frustration, compromises in conflict). The prob-
lem behaviour domain includes the subscales of externalising behaviour (gets
angry easily, fights with others), internalising behaviour (appears lonely, acts sad
or depressed, has low self-esteem, shows anxiety about being with a group of
children) and hyperactivity (does not listen to what others are saying, disturbs
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ongoing activities, fidgets and moves excessively, is easily distracted). Academic
competence is one small domain including reading competence, mathematics
competence, motivation and parent encouragement to succeed.

Class teachers have completed the SSRS (Elementary Level) for each child dur-
ing or after the ninth week of schooling. This timing is consistent with the literature
and reflects psychometric views about the duration of the transition/adjustment
period following school commencement (Ladd and Price 1987; Pianta and Steinberg
1992). Longitudinal studies have involved completion of the SSRS at different year
levels of children’s schooling (Margetts 2009).

Descriptive analyses have been used to describe demographic characteristics and
background variables of children and their families, including participation in dif-
ferent transition to school activities, and correlation analyses and stepwise regres-
sion analyses have been employed to determine the relationships and contributions
of transition activities and other background factors to children’s adjustment
(Margetts 2007a).

6.4 Challenges and Issues: Implications
for Policy and Practice

Important findings from my research suggest that the participation of children and
their families in comprehensive transition programmes is associated with children’s
early school adjustment, including higher levels of social skills and academic com-
petence (Margetts 1997, 2003). It is important that transition programmes are devel-
oped in collaboration with key stakeholders including the children themselves to
enable an appropriate degree of continuity between prior-to-school and school
experiences, relationships and learning and social expectations (Margetts 1997).
However, not all schools make these opportunities available.

Results have shown that children’s adjustment to school was stronger for girls,
children from homes where English was spoken or children whose fathers were in
full-time employment. Girls were more cooperative than boys, and girls and chil-
dren from higher socioeconomic families (represented by father employed full-
time) had higher levels of self-control and summed social skills and lower levels of
externalising and hyperactive behaviours. Higher socioeconomic status/father in
full-time employment contributed significantly to higher academic competence.
Children who spoke English at home had higher levels of cooperation and aca-
demic competence than those who did not speak English at home in the first year
of school although this effect dissipated by the end of Grade 1. It may be that the
background experiences of children afford some protection against the stresses and
challenges of starting school. Children also had significantly higher levels of social
skills and academic competence and less problem behaviours when they com-
menced school with a familiar playmate in the same class. Significantly studies
have also reported that children had higher levels of social skills and academic
competence and lower levels of problem behaviours if they attended preschool for
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1 or 2 years prior to commencing schools. However, deficits in these domains were
noted for children who attended childcare for 30 or more hours per week (Margetts
1997, 2000, 2004, 2009).

Benefits in terms of self-control and summed social skills and academic compe-
tence were also related to the participation of children and their families in high
numbers of transition activities. Many opportunities to become familiar with the
new school may act to ameliorate the negative effects of being a boy, not speaking
English at home, and low socioeconomic status/father unemployment on children’s
adjustment to school, but not for children with problem behaviours.

The importance of adopting a bioecological perspective of transition is particu-
larly pertinent when determining whether or not a child has made a successful tran-
sition to school. Since the conceptualisation of transition is in itself contextually and
historically bound and experienced in different ways, it must be acknowledged that
while teachers and parents may share some expectations relating to children’s tran-
sition to school, they also have some very different ideas and expectations about
what makes for a successful transition and adjustment to school. Teachers need to
confront their own expectations and judgements and the extent to which they mar-
ginalise or stereotype children and families particularly in relation to socioeconomic
status, ethnicity and culture (Rimm-Kaufman et al. 2000). Thus, when evaluating
what constitutes a successful transition, it makes sense to obtain information in this
regard from multiple perspectives—those of teachers, children and their families. The
quality of the parent’s relationship with the school staff and parental involvement in
their child’s education may also be a valid indicator of a positive transition outcome
that can serve to sustain and support the child through transition points over time
(Bohan-Baker and Little 2004).

In supporting children’s adjustment to school, it is important that schools review
the extent to which they provide flexible and relevant transition experiences with
many opportunities for children and families to become familiar with the new
school prior to commencement, and the extent to which they identify and support
children “at risk” of poor transition and adjustment. Strategies that are inclusive of
parents and carers who may have different backgrounds to the majority of the com-
munity or have fewer resources to be able to participate are essential.

Questions need to be asked about why particular cohorts are, or are not, participat-
ing in different activities and what activities are most effective for different groups. It
is important to avoid deficit-focused normative comparisons of children, and rather
than viewing differences as deficits, a strength-based approach should be adopted. In
this way more equitable relationships can be developed that respect all people
involved, build on the personal and cultural resources with children and families and
promote shared decision-making (Davis et al. 2007; Petriwskyj 2010). This can be
facilitated when there is collaboration between school, children, parents and commu-
nity members in developing transition programmes relevant to the needs of particular
groups of the school community (Margetts 2003). For example, given that fewer chil-
dren/families with parents in full-time employment participated in visits to schools,
including orientation visits, questions are raised about the timing of these visits and
reasons for non-attendance by this group—evening or weekend visits may facilitate
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higher participation. Further questions should consider the extent to which single
parent families and families of children with a disability are included.

Schools should be encouraged to provide additional or targeted opportunities for
children who are at risk of adjustment difficulties: boys, those from low socioeco-
nomic backgrounds or those who speak only languages other than English at home.
This may mean that schools focus on the importance of relationships (Dockett and
Perry 2001) and become more culturally sensitive (Clancy et al. 2001). Pairing chil-
dren with familiar playmates or with children from similar cultural backgrounds or
providing opportunities for friendships to develop before school commences may
support a smooth adjustment to school. Teacher interactions are also important. As
noted by Skinner et al. (1998), children from poor or ethnic minority groups benefit
when teachers are compassionate and build on children’s strengths, have high
expectations of all students and support individual behaviour, learning and develop-
ment. The acquisition and development of skills and behaviours related to self-
regulation and behavioural control seem to have significant benefit for children’s
progress through school, and it is important that educators are aware of these and
support their development.

Further research is needed to identify factors that influence the participation of
children and families in transition programmes, as well as strategies, both prior to and
following the commencement of school, that best support children’s adjustment.

The challenge is to build on the research in practice to maximise the advantages
and prevent or minimise the potentially detrimental risks for children starting
school. In particular, there is a need to support the acquisition and development of
skills and behaviours related to resilience, self-regulation and behavioural control,
for it seems that these have the greatest power to benefit children’s progress through
school, even for those children deemed most at risk.

The research on children’s transition to schooling suggests that the entire context
of the child’s ability to adjust to the demands of this new situation must be consid-
ered. A broad range of factors including the child’s personal characteristics, family
influences and the broader social mechanisms supporting the family and child
should be considered to provide insight into factors that support children at this time
or predispose them to risk of poor adjustment. This information will then permit
parents, teachers and policymakers to be more informed about the type of support
needed by different children prior to, and during, the transition to schooling. In so
doing, let us not focus on mindless conformity but rather on creating the conditions
that empower all children to have a sense of belonging and to be “in control”.
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Chapter 7
Transitions and Emergent Writers

Noella Mackenzie

7.1 Introduction

Writing is understood to be a creative or conventional means of making meaning,
composing and recording messages in ways that can be read. The writing transition
to be discussed here is the transition from sign creation to sign use. Children’s drawings
are an example of sign creation, while standard or non-standard uses of conven-
tional print are examples of sign use. Most children transition from sign creation to
sign use in the period of time that includes the year before they start school and the
first year of school. This transition is potentially complicated by five areas of
possible mismatch between what happens in preschool classrooms and schools in
regard to standards, curricula, assessment processes (Kagan et al. 2006 teachers’
beliefs about children’s print literacy development (Lynch 2009) and differing
approaches to writing pedagogy in the two settings. I will consider how the pre-
school, including the proximal processes or forms of interaction evident within this
environment, supports emergent writers; consider how that may be different to the
more formal school environment; and examine some of the possible issues for emer-
gent writers as they transition from one environment to the other. While the home
environment is recognised as the most influential and ongoing environment (Davis-
Kean 2005; Farver et al. 2006; Foster et al. 2005; Hattie 2009; Neuman et al. 2008),
it is not the focus of the study discussed here.
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7.2 Context

The study informing this chapter is part of an ongoing programme of research,
which began in 2007, and focuses on emergent writing and the teaching/learning
processes that support this journey. In 2010, the research included an investigation
of children’s writing during the last 6 months of preschool. Data were gathered from
early childhood educators in schools, preschools and long day care facilities and
children, over the course of the study. Twenty-three early childhood educators
working in preschools or the preschool room in long day care facilities provided the
data informing this chapter.

Many Australian children participate in a preschool programme before they
start school. Preschools and most long day care facilities offer preschool pro-
grammes for children who are 3 years of age or older, but have not yet started
school. In Australia, teachers with a Bachelor of Education (Early Childhood) may
teach in a preschool, long day care facility or a primary school. The Australian
Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEEWR) (2009) reforms are seeking to ensure that early childhood graduates
with 4 years of training operate all preschool programmes. It is therefore becoming
increasingly more common for preschool teachers to have Early Childhood quali-
fications at a graduate level. Throughout this chapter, I use the term preschool
teacher when referring to those early childhood educators who work in preschools
or run the preschool programme in a long day care facility. The first year of formal
schooling in Australia has a number of different names including Kindergarten
(NSW, ACT), Preparatory (Victoria, Queensland) and Reception (South Australia).
Throughout this chapter, I use the term kindergarten, to refer to the first year of
school and kindergarten teacher to refer to the teachers who are teaching children
in the first year of formal schooling.

7.3 Theoretical Perspectives

Bronfenbrenner (1994) is credited with the development of an ecological model of
human development, which considers human development within the context of a
number of interacting environments. At least three external environments affect the
literacy learning of most young Australian children between the ages of three and
six. These environments are the home, the child’s prior-to-school setting and the
school he or she attends. Each of these environments includes the relevant persons,
objects, symbols and opportunities to engage in learning. From an ecological per-
spective, learning takes place because of interactions between children and other
children, children and adults, adults and other adults (e.g. teachers and parents),
children and objects, and children and symbols within an environment. According
to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998), ‘human development evolves through pro-
cesses of progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active,
evolving biopsychological human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols
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in its immediate external environment’ (p. 996). ‘Proximal processes’ or ‘forms of
interaction in the immediate environment’ (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998, p. 996)
are therefore the primary engines for development. The interactions that promote
learning may be further understood by reference to the work of Lev Vygotsky
(1997). According to Vygotsky, development cannot be separated from its social
context, children construct knowledge, and language plays a central role in mental
development (Bodrova and Leong 2007). What adults or peers point out to a learner
influences the knowledge that the learner constructs. The adult’s ideas ‘mediate
what and how the child will learn; they act as a filter in a sense, determining which
ideas’ (Bodrova and Leong 2007, p. 9) the child will learn.

7.3.1 Becoming a Writer

Writing is about meaning making or composing. It is one of the methods used by
humans to record and communicate ideas, feelings, personal reflections, stories,
discoveries, history, facts, laws, etc. Writing is complex and entails the interaction
of cognitive and physical factors involving the hand, eye and both sides of the brain.
Writing has both graphic and linguistic dimensions (Haas Dyson 1985), differing
from speech, signing and reading because it leaves visible traces (Tolchinsky 2006).
According to Byrnes and Wasik (2009), writing skills rival reading skills in their
importance to being successful in school and in life.

Dyson (2001) suggests that ‘the act of composing - the deliberate manipulation of
meaning — occurs first in more directly representative media, among them gesture,
play and drawing’, as children create messages using ‘multiple symbolic media’
(p- 129). An important developmental transition takes place as children realise that
speech can be recorded and the marks in books or on the computer mean something
(Tolchinsky 2006; Vygotsky 1997). They notice that others around them are making
marks on paper, texting on the phone, typing on a keyboard or reading and start to
make their own marks on paper, walls or the ground, the computer, tablet or phone.
They begin the process by experimenting with drawing and scribble. Scribbles grad-
ually become ‘writing like’ with linearity, appropriate directionality, individual ‘let-
ter like’ symbols and non-phonetic strings of letters. Over time, children learn the
conventional forms of writing used in their society (Chan et al. 2008). While some
theorists argue for a linear progression of writing stages (Ferreiro and Teberosky
1982; Kamii et al. 2001), others suggest that meaning making at this early stage
involves multiple forms of media, and children demonstrate considerable variability
in their methods of engaging with the writing process (Clay 1975; Kenner 2000;
Tolchinsky 2006). Drawing is one of the early forms of meaning making, which may
be described as sign creation.

Learning to write is, therefore, a transitional process whereby children move
from producing their own creative forms to learning to produce messages using the
conventional sign system of their cultural context. Parents, siblings, peers and teach-
ers act as mediators between child and text, assisting the ‘young learner’s gradual



92 N. Mackenzie

Fig. 7.1 A recipe for
broccoli soup by Charlie,
aged 4%2

transition from assisted to unassisted performance’ (Steward 1995, p. 13) although
the environment and resources within the environment also play a role. Up to age
three, writing and drawing are indistinguishable, nonrepresentational graphic prod-
ucts (sign creation), although between the ages of 3 and 4, action plans for writing
and drawing differ, even if the end products look similar (Tolchinsky 2006).

Tolchinsky (2006), argues that ‘by the age of four, children’s writing already
appears as a linearly arranged string of distinctive marks separated by regular spac-
ing’ (p. 87) and children create letter shapes based upon those provided in their
environment. Children’s own names constitute the first meaningful and consistently
written text (Tolchinsky 2006), and they use the letters from their names as a reposi-
tory of conventional letter shapes (Drouin and Harmon 2009; Welsch et al. 2003).
If left to their own devices, there is an important period of overlay, when children
produce texts, which incorporate a mix of sign creation (drawing) and elements
of the sign system they are beginning to learn (Mackenzie 2011). For example, in
Fig. 7.1, Charlie (aged 4'2) has written a recipe for broccoli soup and shows that he
understands the need for letters and words in his recipe. In Fig. 7.2, he has drawn an
underwater scene, with little use of letters/words. The two works were both created
at home, two days apart. While Charlie was yet to have received any formalised
instruction in writing, he showed his understanding of the difference between drawing
and writing and had a clear purpose for each.
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Fig. 7.2 Underwater sea
creatures by Charlie, aged 4/2

7.4 Implications for Practice and Research

Early childhood literacy is regarded as ‘the single best investment for enabling
children to develop skills that will likely benefit them for a lifetime’ (Dickinson and
Neuman 2006, p. 1). Opportunities for literacy learning come from children’s engagement
with people, objects and symbols within the environments in which they participate.
The process of becoming literate, however, is complex and takes time. A literate
person is defined by Wing Jan (2009) as someone who has the ‘skills and knowledge
to create, locate, analyse, comprehend and use a variety of written, visual, aural and
multi-modal texts for a range of purposes, audiences and contexts’ (p. 3). An unhappy
or traumatic transition into school literacy may lead to frustration, avoidance and
an ongoing negative attitude towards school literacy. In contrast, successful early
engagement with school literacy often leads to future success and a positive attitude
towards school and literacy. Explanations of success or failure to engage with school
literacy often refer to children’s intelligence (Rowe 1994), background or socioeco-
nomic status (Bradley and Corwyn 2002; D’ Angiulli et al. 2004). While intelligence,
background and socioeconomic circumstances provide part of the story, it can also
be enlightening to examine what is happening in and across the various learning
environments in which children are engaged.
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Learning to write is an important part of becoming literate, playing a key role in
later reading and literacy skills (National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) 2008). If
adults working with children in the various learning environments have consistent
or complimentary approaches to supporting children as they transition from their
own forms of meaning making (sign creation) to conventional forms of meaning
making (sign use), children are more likely to feel able to successfully engage with
the writing process in all its forms. This requires adults in prior-to-school learning
environments to be cognisant and supportive of the ways early writing is approached
at school, particularly in kindergarten. Likewise, kindergarten teachers should
understand, value and build on the approaches to early writing used in prior-to-
school settings. In other words, the more the proximal processes or forms of interac-
tion evident within each environment are supportive of one another, or at least not
contradictory, the more likely it is that a child will transition from sign creation to
sign use without disruption.

7.5 Learning Environments: Preschool and School

While it is acknowledged that the home and childcare settings are equally important
literacy learning environments, the two environments being discussed here are those
of the preschool (or preschool room in long day care facilities) and the first year of
formal schooling (kindergarten). In Australia, children must be enrolled in school
by the age of six, unless parents register with the relevant state or territory education
authority to home school their children (Board of Studies, NSW 2011). Some
children start school in New South Wales (NSW), Australia, as young as 4 years and
6 months, while others may not begin until they are 5 years and 6 months or older.
This age range is a result of the policy which requires children to turn five by July
of the year they begin school, a policy of one intake per year (at the commencement
of the school year) and a voluntary trend towards delayed entry for some children
from higher-income families (Datar 2006). Given the delayed entry to school for
some children, this means that preschool teachers may be catering for children from
3 to 6 years of age. This also suggests that children between the ages of 4 /2 and
6 years of age could be attending preschool or school.

Preschools in Australia tend to place an emphasis on care, a healthy environment,
play, and child-centred methods, while schools emphasise subjects, knowledge,
skills, lessons and student assessments although both are seen as educational
institutions (Margetts 2002). These differences have also been noted in New Zealand
(Peters 2000), the United Kingdom (Cassidy 2005; Kwon 2002; Stephen and Cope
2003) and Iceland (Einarsdéttir 2006). Emergent writing is fostered within preschool
environments through learning opportunities which are ‘open-ended, allowing the
learner to surprise the teacher and expand any aspect of his or her existing knowl-
edge’ (Clay 2001, p. 12). According to the Early Years Framework for Australia
(EYLF) (DEEWR 2009, p. 38), literacy is the ‘capacity, confidence and disposition
to use language in all its forms’. The EYLF suggests that literacy incorporates
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music, movement, dance, storytelling, visual arts, media and drama, as well as talking,
listening, viewing, reading and writing. Children are expected to become effective
communicators who can:

e Interact verbally and non-verbally with others for a range of purposes

* Engage with a range of texts and gain meaning from these texts

» Express ideas and make meaning using a range of media

* Begin to understand how symbols and pattern systems work

* Use information and communication technologies to access information investi-
gate ideas and represent their thinking (DEEWR 2009, p. 39)

The processes of emergent literacy or emergent writing are not specifically dis-
cussed within the EYLF, and interpretation of the above points is left to each pre-
school teacher. Learning is defined as ‘a natural process of exploration that children
engage in from birth as they expand their intellectual, physical, social, emotional
and creative capacities’ (DEEWR 2009, p. 46). Intentional, deliberate, purposeful
and thoughtful teaching is also described in the EYLF (DEEWR 20009, p.15). Early
childhood educators are required to ‘promote learning’ but they are also required to
‘teach children skills and techniques that will enhance their capacity for self-
expression and communication’ (DEEWR 2009, p. 42).

From the very start, the emphasis in schools is on teaching for learning, in contrast
to the preschool approach of learning through play (Margetts 2002). In schools, the
approach is more structured and planned; children have limited influence over what
they get to do and teachers work from a programme that follows a required syllabus or
curriculum. Clay (1991) argues that the school also ‘represents external evaluation;
opportunities for success and failure; the setting for peer group formation and social
evaluation; and the initiation of a set of experiences which in adulthood may lead to
advancement of economic status’ (p. 55). There is also a shift in language, as children
become students, as seen in the following excerpt from the K-6 English Syllabus:

Students produce simple texts that demonstrate an awareness of the basic grammar and
punctuation needed. Students know and use letters and sounds of the alphabet to attempt to
spell known words and use most lower and upper case letters appropriately to construct
sentences. Students explore the use of computer technology to construct texts. (Board of
Studies, NSW 2007, p. 12)

While preschool teachers gather data through observation and detailed anecdotal
records, school systems have a range of assessment tools they use, beginning at
school entry. For example, in NSW all kindergarten children are administered the
Best Start Assessment (NSW Department of Education and Training 2010), when
they enter school. The information gathered about children’s current literacy and
numeracy knowledge and understandings is designed to assist teachers to plan
teaching and learning programmes aimed at building on the literacy and numeracy
knowledge children have when they begin school.

There is more verbal instruction in schools than there is in preschools along
with a more formal focus on literacy, numeracy and the need to use pencils and
small equipment. Margetts (2002) suggests that schools provide ‘a cognitive cur-
ricula approach including restrictions on the use of time which emphasise the
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work/play distinction, confining gross motor activities to physical education lessons
and playtime, less art and tactile experiences, and less opportunity for imaginative
play’ (p. 105) than preschools. In school classrooms, literacy instruction is often
divided into a number of strands, which are taught discretely: reading, writing,
listening and speaking spelling, handwriting, grammar, phonics and phonemic
awareness. Literacy instruction may also include viewing, representing and the
organised use of technologies that support literacy. In many NSW kindergarten
classrooms, the teacher applies the ‘Language, Learning and Literacy’ (L3) kinder-
garten classroom intervention, which identifies explicit instruction in reading and
writing (NSW Department of Education and Training 2012). These approaches
seem likely to continue as the new Australian Curriculum organises English into
three strands: Language, Literature and Literacy (Australian Curriculum
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 2012) with the literacy strand
including reading, writing, listening, speaking, vocabulary development, spelling,
handwriting and phonics. In the current era, there is also a sense of urgency in
many kindergarten classrooms, as teachers deal with pressures of accountability
(Genishi and Dyson 2009), and a contemporary push down of the curriculum
(Elkind 2003; Genishi and Dyson 2009) designed to raise standards in literacy
(Stephenson and Parsons 2007).

7.6 The Study

The study informing this discussion took place in late 2010 and involved 23 pre-
school teachers. The participants were all female. Fifteen participants had a Bachelor
of Education or a Bachelor of Teaching with a specialisation in Early Childhood
Education. The remaining eight participants had either a Diploma of Teaching or
Diploma of Children’s Services. Two of the participants did not have Early
Childhood qualifications. Experience working in prior-to-school settings ranged
from 1 to 30 years, with an average of 11 years. Seven participants had experience
teaching in schools as well as in prior-to-school settings. Twelve participants were
working in community preschools, three in preschools attached to schools and the
remaining eight worked in the preschool room in long day care facilities. All partici-
pants identified themselves as preschool teachers. Teachers in preschools attached
to schools had significant contact with the teachers in the school, attending staff
meetings, sharing resources, visiting classrooms etc. None of the preschool teachers
working in long day care facilities had close relationships with the schools that their
children would attend. The preschool teachers in community preschools had varied
contact with the schools their children would attend.

Open-ended interviews, which took between 30 and 105 min, were conducted at
venues and times chosen by the participants. The interviews were recorded, tran-
scribed and returned to the participants for comment. This provided participants
with the opportunity to remove or clarify any comments made throughout the inter-
view. A number of participants returned their transcript having added information or
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clarified original responses. Data were also gathered from the children although
those data are not discussed in this chapter.

The participants discussed how they were starting to work with the EYLF
(DEEWR 2009), but none mentioned the expectation of ‘intentional, deliberate,
purposeful and thoughtful forms of teaching’ (DEEWR 2009, p. 38) when asked to
share their approaches to supporting emergent writing. This is consistent with the
earlier findings of David et al. (2001). Instead, processes for supporting children’s
exploration of writing at preschool included the following:

* The provision of a variety of writing implements (as part of a writing centre,
literacy corner or to support role play activities)

* Modelling drawing and painting

* Encouraging children to draw their experiences

* Modelling words and letters (in particular writing children’s names on their art
works)

e Teaching children how to write their names, if and only if a child indicated to the
preschool teacher that they wished to learn to do this for themselves

* Making cards to celebrate occasions (e.g. Mother’s Day)

* Acting as scribe for children

The study findings suggest that preschool teachers see their role as providing
opportunities for children to explore writing through play, but not to proactively
seek or initiate opportunities to interact with them in ways that might assist them to
move along the writing continuum.

Within our creative play area we set up an office or a restaurant or something like that . . .
we've always got heaps and heaps of the old blank pads or old forms . . . (Study participant)

This is consistent with the findings of Cassidy (2005): ‘Children are encouraged to
initiate their own learning activities and to explore and develop their intellectual, physi-
cal, emotional, social, moral and communication skills with play as the medium for
development’ (p. 144). However, this seems counter to Vygotsky’s notion of how adults
(or peers) support children’s learning and contrary to Steward’s (1995) notion of how a
more experienced other (parent, sibling, peer or teacher) acts as a mediator assisting
‘young learner’s gradual transition from assisted to unassisted performance’ (p. 13).
Only two participants indicated that they ever took a ‘teaching’ approach with older
children who showed a particular interest in learning more about letters and words. They
were quick to explain that this only happened on rare occasions. There were no expecta-
tions that children would have achieved any specific writing benchmarks or standards
before leaving preschool, although being able to write their own name was desirable.
The following participant’s description of the writing journey children take in the year
before they start school is representative of the comments made by most participants.

It will start off and it will be just your little scribbled jottings and then you'll notice that
they're writing letters, strings of letters and then towards the end of the year they’ll be writ-
ing words. . . (Study participant)

It would appear that the preschool environment is a place for children to explore
writing, if they wish, when they wish and how they wish.
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7.7 Challenges and Issues

An emergent writer is destined to find that the supports and challenges within the
school environment are quite different to that of the preschool. The discontinuities
experienced as children move from one environment to another may be stressful,
and although Einarsdéttir (2006) suggests that most children adapt quickly to the
social demands of school, an unsuccessful transition into school literacy may lead
to ‘frustration, avoidance and an ongoing negative attitude towards school liter-
acy’ (Mackenzie et al. 2011, p. 284). Moyles (2007) argues that the vital element
in all transitions is the ‘teachers’, practitioners’ and parents’ skills in understand-
ing how the change affects the individual child” (p. xvi). The adults involved
should, according to Moyles (2007), be on the same wavelength in order to sup-
port the transition, as new ‘curriculum expectations ... build on ... children’s
previous learning experiences and understanding’ (p. xvii). For this to occur, pre-
school teachers need a thorough knowledge of what is expected of emergent writ-
ers when they begin school. Likewise, kindergarten teachers need to understand
how writing has been approached and supported in the preschool, and wherever
possible, parents should have knowledge of what is expected of their young writ-
ers in both contexts. The sharing of knowledge between the three contexts would
help to support emergent writers as they transition from preschool to school.
However, while preschool teachers generally maintain regular and detailed obser-
vational records of children’s cognitive, affective and behavioural progress, ‘this
rich information is rarely passed-on or effectively communicated to staff in the
primary schools’ (Thomson et al. 2005, p. 196). Kindergarten teachers have little,
if any, contact with preschool teachers and minimal opportunities to discuss
children with parents at the time of enrolment in school. This can create major
challenges and issues for children.

When asked about the transition from preschool to school, participants often
replied that this was something that schools organised through parents and rarely
involved them. They were not aware of what happened in the “transition pro-
grammes” but they knew that they had children attending a variety of different tran-
sition programmes leading up to Christmas. Participants from preschools attached
to schools had significant contact with teachers in the school. They attended staff
meetings, shared resources and the children visited classrooms quite regularly.
Despite this contact, they had very different attitudes and approaches to early writ-
ing. None of the preschool teachers working in long day care facilities had close
relationships with the schools that their children would attend. Preschool teachers in
community preschools had varied contact with the schools as illustrated by the
following comment.

We talk with X School a lot and they listen to us about things like children’s strengths and
needs and who would they best be grouped with or not grouped with . . . Y School has not
been open to that sort of communication. (Study participant)

According to a number of participants, most conversations between preschool
teachers and kindergarten teachers are conducted by telephone. They claimed that it
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was rare for kindergarten teachers to visit their preschools, but if they did, it was
usually only to find out if there were any children with physical, learning or behav-
ioural problems.

They don't really want to know about the kids . . . it's just if X has fine motor difficulties or
other problems . . . now I suppose that's maybe the time factor or something but it’s a bit
disheartening for us because the preschools would love to have them [Kindergarten teach-
ers] come in . . . to see the kids here. (Study participant)

In a few cases, the preschool and local school did have a positive connection,
sometimes facilitated by the close proximity of the local school and/or the interest
of individual staff. Where this did happen there seemed to be a very positive two-
way communication although this had not lead to a common understanding or com-
plimentary approach to emergent writing.

The kindergarten teachers come here and they actually become familiar with the children,
they do a little activity with the children here and read a story . . . and then in term 4 we go
to the school and take the children into the classroom and they meet the teachers and the
parents are able to come along . . . (Study participant)

According to a number of participants, it is impossible to work closely with
all of the schools that their children feed into. One preschool had children tran-
sitioning to 12 different schools, making coordination with kindergarten teach-
ers unworkable.

We find it hard because we feed so many schools, we visit X School, because it is the closest
but we couldn’t go to all the potential schools. (Study participant)

None of the participants could talk confidently or knowledgeably about how the
schools in their area approached literacy instruction. Most referred back to what
they thought happened based upon their training or the experiences of their own
children. Discussions with participants about transition to school focused on social
issues, although when pressed to discuss transition issues related to literacy, most
said they wanted their children to know how to recognise and write their names on
entry to kindergarten. The following comment is representative of those made by
participants when they were invited to discuss what they thought schools expected
from them in regard to emergent literacy:

It is quite tricky; we get different feedback from different schools. Some schools don’t want
us to do too much because they’re worried that we might do it in the wrong way or a differ-
ent way to the school. (Study participant)

Other preschool teachers talked about running their preschool sessions a lit-
tle more school like leading up to Christmas (Australian school years run from
February to December), although only two had actually been into a school class-
room in recent times to see what was happening in the first year of school. The
school-like approach tended to revolve around the reading of picture books to
the whole group, completion of worksheets focused on phonics or the use of
commercial phonics programmes. It is evident from the data that the partici-
pants involved in this study were uncertain of approaches to early literacy
instruction in schools.
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7.8 Future Directions

Each year, thousands of children move from a preschool environment to a school
environment and most start school with anticipation, excitement and expectation.
Their challenge is to successfully transition from ‘one set of rules, understandings
and expectations to quite a different set’ (Elkind 2003, p. 43). Such a big step
should be scaffolded to ensure that children make the shift safely. The writing
transition is only one of the many transitions taking place as children move from
preschool to school. However, given the important role of writing in a child’s lit-
eracy learning future, it is arguably worth consideration. Children, by the very
nature of their ages, individual interests, the environments they are part of and the
opportunities they have experienced, will be at different stages on the writing
continuum when they start preschool and then again when they begin school. It
seems likely that in Australia there will be children in their final year of preschool,
who may want to explore the conventions and structures of text in ways that go
beyond self-exploration. Likewise, there may be children in kindergarten who
need time and opportunity to explore writing in a more play-based approach. To
cater for this overlap requires a greater understanding of the writing transition
from both sides of the school gate.

Preschools do not need to become kindergarten classrooms. Nor do kindergarten
classrooms need to mirror preschools. Shared understandings of what it means to be
literate and how children become literate, some shared approaches to emergent
writing and some shared knowledge of the learning journeys of children prior to
school would support the writing transition. By bringing together, the teachers from
the two external environments that interact as a child begins school, and creating
some congruency between the proximal processes within each, continuities may be
created and shifts may be supported, which would sustain the emergent writer.
Given that preschool teachers and kindergarten teachers have similar, if not the
same, qualifications, it should not be difficult for these two groups of professionals
to share an understanding of how to support children as they make this important
transition from sign creation to sign use.
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Chapter 8

Chasms, Bridges and Borderlands:

A Transitions Research ‘Across the Border’
from Early Childhood Education to School
in New Zealand

Sally Peters

8.1 Introduction

Theories are set within particular ways of seeing the world. ‘Different discourses
produce different kinds of explanations — they even draw our attention to different
kinds of problems’ (Claibourne and Drewery 2009, p. 23). When considering theo-
retical approaches, it is important to see theory as a resource for understanding
(Claibourne and Drewery 2009), rather than a justification for universal claims. The
theories themselves are often shaped and changed as their authors refine their ideas.

Like a number of other transitions researchers, I have been drawn to ecological
and sociocultural theoretical approaches to provide a framework for understanding
transitions. These approaches acknowledge the complexity inherent in understand-
ing the multiple transactional factors that influence each child’s learning and transi-
tion experiences and the diversity that exists within groups as well as between
groups of children.

8.2 Theoretical Perspectives

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, which forms the basis of my theoretical founda-
tion, was developed and refined over time. Later iterations (e.g. Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 1997) offer a dynamic structure, at the core of which is the notion that devel-
opmental pathways vary as a result of proximal processes, the interaction of individ-
ual and environment over time. The power of such processes to influence development
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varies as a function of the characteristics of the person, the immediate and more
remote environments and the time periods in which the transactions take place.

Key features of the person in this model are the individual’s dispositions,
resources (e.g. ability, experience) and demand characteristics (that invite or dis-
courage reactions from the social environment). These interact with features of
the environment that inhibit, permit or invite engagement (Bronfenbrenner and
Morris 1997). Environmental features of the immediate microsystem include
interactions with people (who also have the individual characteristics described
above), as well as with objects and symbols. This idea resonates with the approach
to learning in the early childhood and school curriculum documents in New
Zealand. The early childhood curriculum recognises that ‘children learn through
positive and reciprocal relationships with people, places, and things’ (Ministry of
Education 1996, p. 14). Similarly, the school curriculum notes the role in chil-
dren’s learning of interactions with ‘people, places, ideas, and things’ (Ministry of
Education 2007, p. 12).

When applied to transitions research, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model draws
attention to the patterns of activities, roles and relationships experienced in a given
setting (microsystem) and the ways in which a child’s positioning in the ecological
environment is altered during a transition, as a result of entry into a new microsys-
tem (Bronfenbrenner 1979). There can be a paradoxical sense of stepping up to the
next level of the education system but also a step down in terms of status (Hallinan
and Hallinan 1992, cited in Jindal-Snape and Miller 2010) as the early childhood
‘expert’ is positioned as a novice at school. In this process, ‘the star of the creche’
can sometimes be transformed into ‘a new entrant with problem behaviour’ (Norris
1999). Understanding how these positions are shaped by the interactions within a
particular setting, rather than due solely to an individual’s characteristics, can add
valuable explanatory insights. Almost any child is at risk of making a poor or less
successful transition if their individual characteristics are incompatible with fea-
tures of the environment they encounter. This understanding provides a focus for
action as adjustments can be made to the contexts and strategies implemented to
support more positive experiences (Peters 2010).

If development is thought of as a process of ‘people’s changing participation in
the sociocultural activities of their communities’ (Rogoff 2003, p. 52), the idea that
transition to school may require a transformation of participation within the new
learning community offers another lens on the process. Although Rogoff draws our
attention to participation, rather than the internalisation of knowledge, Vygotsky’s
theory offers some perspectives on providing support or scaffolding in this process.
He noted that “...a variety of internal development processes... are able to operate
only when the child is interacting with people in his [sic] environment and in coop-
eration with his peers’ (Vygotsky 1978, p. 90). Once these processes are inter-
nalised, they become part of the child’s independent developmental achievement.
The distance between what can be achieved independently, and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in col-
laboration with more capable peers, is described as the ‘zone of proximal develop-
ment’ (Vygotsky 1978, p. 86).
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Later Bruner (1985) proposed that the person offering support provides

a vicarious form of consciousness until such a time as the learner is able to master his [sic]
own consciousness and control.... The tutor in effect performs the critical function of “scaf-
folding” the learning task to make it possible for the child, in Vygotsky’s words, to internal-
ize external knowledge and convert it into a tool for conscious control. (pp. 24-25)

With regard to transition, it is not only adults but older siblings and peers who
can support the child within the zone of proximal development. In New Zealand,
this approach is consistent with the Maori practice of tuakana/teina where an older
child assists a younger one in his/her learning (Royal-Tangaere 1997). However, not
all assistance in becoming a member in a new setting involves deliberate scaffold-
ing. Some of the strategies children might use are observation, eavesdropping and
imitation. Similar to anyone learning in an unfamiliar cultural setting, children may
stay near trusted guides: watching what they do and getting involved where possible
(Rogoff 2003). This view also supports the notion of allowing time for legitimate
peripheral participation as newcomers move towards full participation in the socio-
cultural practices of a community (Lave and Wenger 1991). This may be particu-
larly important in countries like New Zealand where enrolment practices mean that
children often join an established class and may be faced with a range of potentially
bewildering experiences such as sports events or school concerts, when they first
arrive. The challenge however is to decide when and how to assist some children to
move towards fuller participation.

Returning to the experience of transitioning from one microsystem to another,
each with its activities, roles and relationships (Bronfenbrenner 1979), there is a
potential link to the notion of ‘rites of passage’ which Van Gennep used to describe
the various forms of ritual by which an individual comes to occupy a new position
in a social structure (cited in Piddington 1957). Fabian (1998) applied this idea to
school entry, looking at the preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal rites (rites
of transition) and postliminal rites (rites of incorporation) that form this process.
Turner (1968, cited in James and Prout 1997, p. 247) noted in the liminal zone,
demanding feats of endurance may be required from those being initiated, which
implies that transition is an opportunity for change and some challenges could be
expected. In earlier research (Peters 2004) it appeared that children who valued the
new role of school pupil (perhaps because it provided status or opportunities they
wanted, such as a child who was now able to join her older sister’s gym class) were
more likely to accept and navigate some challenges compared to children who did
not seem to value the new role. While not articulated by the children as a rite of pas-
sage, the willingness to endure some initiation challenges to gain a new status
means that it could be viewed as such.

External factors at other levels of the environment (meso-, exo- and macrosys-
tems) also contribute to each individual’s cycle of experience (Bronfenbrenner,
1979, 1986). The mesosystem comprises the interrelationships between the
microsystems. Events in one microsystem can affect what happens in another
(Bronfenbrenner 1986), so that experiences at school can impact on experiences
at home and vice versa. The mesosystem also considers the connections between
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the microsystems, (e.g. a child’s friends from early childhood settings may be
present when the child starts school; siblings may be part of the current microsys-
tems at both home and school). Respectful relationships and communication
between settings are also important. For example, Pianta (2004) proposed that
‘the quality of the parents’ relationships with teachers, with school staff, and with
the child’s schooling’ may be a key indicator of how successful a transition to
school has been (p. 6). The mesosystem therefore provides another site to con-
sider in relation to transitions.

These central levels of the ecological framework link to other theoretical
approaches. One useful example is Bourdieu’s (1997) notion of cultural capital
and habitus. Brooker (2002) drew on Bourdieu’s work to consider primary habi-
tus, resulting from learning to be a child (in the microsystem of the family), and
secondary habitus, learning to be a pupil (in the new microsystem at school). She
described a continuum of advantage for children whose social and cultural capital
was evident to their teachers and who experienced continuity between home and
school. For others, learning to be a pupil meant learning to be someone quite dif-
ferent from their primary habitus. Thomson (2002) made a similar point in her
proposal that we can picture children coming to school with ‘virtual school bags’
filled with knowledge, experiences and dispositions. In some contexts, schools
only draw on the contents of selected bags, ‘those whose resources match those
required in the game of education’ (Thomson and Hall 2008, p. 89). If this prac-
tice continues, the gap grows between the children whose ‘virtual school bags’ are
opened and welcomed, when compared with those whose existing knowledge and
dispositions are ignored (Thomson 2002). The idea of different habitus (as
opposed to assuming all children from a similar background also have similar
‘ways of being’ and experiences) helps to explain findings such as those docu-
mented by Ledger (2000, p. 7), where children from wealthy, well-educated fami-
lies, from the dominant culture (who one would assume had what Bourdieu (1997)
described as both social and cultural capital), had transitions that were ‘fraught
with difficulties’. In these cases, their habitus, or the contents of their ‘virtual
backpacks’, may not have been identified or valued.

The exosystem refers to settings that do not involve the developing person but
affect, or are affected by, what happens in the microsystem (e.g. the parents’ work-
place, decision-making groups such as the school management or Board of Trustee
groups). For example, parents who have tight working schedules may feel pressured
in the mornings and find it difficult to take time to settle a new child at school; man-
agement groups can decide to support teachers at the beginning school level by
reducing their out of classroom school duties (such as supervising road crossings or
breaks) to increase their availability to children and families.

The macrosystem refers to the overriding beliefs, values, ideology, practices and
so on that exist within a culture (Bronfenbrenner 1986). Theories and beliefs at the
macrosystem level help to shape curriculum and pedagogy in each sector and inform
people’s thoughts about transition. They also include policies that determine the
nature and number of educational transitions that children make and the age at
which these typically happen.
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Bronfenbrenner (1992) added the element of time to his model, noting that the
environment is not a fixed entity. This is helpful, not only for thinking about the
length of a transition process and changes in the child, family and school over time
but also changes in the historical context and the dominant discourses that shape
how education, children, families, etc., are viewed. Developmental processes are
not only shaped by these changes, they also produce these changes in society
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1997).

8.3 Implications for Practice and Research

My own research has been underpinned by a strong social justice perspective, which
seeks to address some of the inequities in the practices and definitions described by
Skinner et al. (1998):

there are classroom practices and constructions that, even in the first weeks of school, begin
moving some children into the track of school failure. That a child can be on a trajectory for
school failure by the age of 5 has led us to examine closely how various meanings and
practices, which are historically and culturally constructed, work to define both kindergar-
ten teachers and children and place them in certain relationships vis-a-vis one another.
(p. 307)

Although Furedi (2002) suggests that adults in the twenty-first century have been
socialised to pathologise challenging events in ways that are unhelpful to children’s
development, the idea of ‘rites of passage’ indicates some challenges could be antic-
ipated as part of attaining a new role. Simply to ignore difficulties that are beyond
the children’s abilities to negotiate for themselves raises important equity issues and
therefore leads to research and practice implications.

The complexity inherent in understanding transitions through ecological and
sociocultural lenses raises a number of challenges for researching transitions.
Research is necessarily bounded by time, place and culture (Holliday 2002;
Miles and Huberman 1994), and the data that are gathered and analysed form
only a small segment of the much wider mélange of social life (Holliday 2002).
In addition, the data that are gathered will be influenced by the preoccupations
and agendas of the participants, including the researcher (Holliday 2002). The
implications of this include the necessity to keep the bigger picture in mind while
focusing on the segment(s) that are being researched and to acknowledge the
preoccupations that drive particular studies. In New Zealand, kaupapa Maori
research approaches (Bishop 1996, 1997) help to make these agendas visible to
participants as well as researchers.

My early research on ‘border crossing’ (Peters 2004) involved an interpretive
approach and explored detailed case studies over time, as children moved through
their last months in early childhood education into the first year at school. Follow up
interviews continued until the children were aged eight. The study provided insights
into the complex interweaving of characteristics of individual children and their
immediate and more remote environments, providing some understanding of the
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ways in which different patterns of experiences developed. Nevertheless, even with
rich detail and thick description, only part of the picture was captured.

This early research was conducted when there was, in many settings in New
Zealand, something of a chasm between prior-to-school early childhood education
(ECE) and school in terms of curriculum, pedagogy, image of a learner, role of the
family and so on. Hence, the children’s journey to becoming a school pupil involved
crossing a cultural as well as a physical border. Giroux’s (1992) discussion of cul-
tural borders could be appropriated to consider this experience and Mullholland and
Wallace’s (2000) analogy of ‘border crossing’ applied to children and their families
as they made the transition journey to school. This connected with the theoretical
ideas about supporting children through scaffolding and other ways to gain confi-
dence in the new setting. It challenged the practice of focusing on the increased
independence of the five-year-old and instead highlighted the value of fostering
relationships with peers and keeping families informed. For example, at the time of
the study, school visits were to be made by the child alone, and parents were dis-
couraged from parent helping in the classroom until the child was ‘settled’. Children
were discouraged from playing with siblings at lunchtimes because ‘brothers and
sisters can be a bit protective’. The benefits of peer tutoring were acknowledged, but
generally only within same-age groups. Over time, in many schools, all of these
practices have changed in favour of a more sociocultural approach to learning.

The temporal dimension of the ecological approach acknowledges the changes
to the expectations and events in the wider society (Bronfenbrenner and Morris
1997). Since my first transition study, described above (Peters 2004), a review of the
school curriculum in New Zealand has drawn on national and international perspec-
tives regarding what might be seen as valuable learning in the twenty-first century.
This led to a new approach to learning, within which key competencies (such as
relating to others and participating and contributing) were central. The resulting
changes mean that the key competencies in the school curriculum (Ministry of
Education 2007) now align with the strands of the early childhood curriculum Te
Whariki (Ministry of Education 1996). The school curriculum also includes explicit
statements about supporting the transition from early childhood education to school,
including building on and making connections with early childhood learning and
experiences (see Ministry of Education 2007, pp. 41-42). In addition, the aspira-
tions for children underpinning Te Whariki (Ministry of Education 1996) sit com-
fortably with the vision for learners at school (Ministry of Education 2007).

These curriculum changes, and the research opportunities that eventuated, sharp-
ened my focus on children’s learning journeys, a key thread within their complex
transition journeys. The curriculum changes provided a potential bridge to support
many aspects of border crossing between early childhood education and school.
However, through two collaborative research projects which explored the key compe-
tencies at school and their potential links with the early childhood curriculum’s focus
on dispositions (Carr and Peters 2005; Carr et al. 2008), it became clear that these
theoretical links would only make a difference to children’s learning in practice if
teachers on both sides worked to create a bridge and turned this potential into reality.
The strength of the bridge will depend on the connections made (Peters 2008, 2009).
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Research with Mangere Bridge Kindergarten in their Centre of Innovation study
(Hartley et al. 2010, 2012) explored ways of building these bridges and enhancing
‘border crossing’. This involved creating and enhancing relationships between tran-
sition partners (including teachers in both sectors) through mutually interesting
tasks and a range of strategies for fostering familiarisation and a sense of belonging
at school for children and families. Learning connections, through key competen-
cies and literacies, were also explored. The community negotiation of this transition
was firmly located within a sociocultural approach.

Focusing on learning raises another key issue. Whilst we can theorise that
enhancing transitions will support children’s learning, given the complexity of the
interacting variables, there are challenges in developing research models that can
demonstrate the difference that has been made or that can determine if transitions
have been successful or effective. In 2010, I undertook a literature review for the
New Zealand Ministry of Education (Peters 2010), which addressed some of these
points. The Ministry was interested in broad questions regarding what successful
transitions might look like and the role that characteristics of children, families and
settings might play in how well children transition from early childhood education
to school. Whilst these might appear to be straightforward questions on the surface,
many issues arise, including whose voices are sought, the time frame under consid-
eration and the ways in which success is conceptualised.

The complexity of individual experiences, and the multiple factors that influence
each child’s learning, mean that rather than definitive indicators of successful and/
or unsuccessful transitions, the review identified themes in the recent New Zealand
and related overseas literature regarding ways in which success might be viewed.
Key issues for consideration related to the following:

» Belonging, well-being and feeling ‘suitable’ at school

* Recognition and acknowledgement of culture

* Respectful, reciprocal relationships

* Engagement in learning

* Learning dispositions and identity as a learner

* Positive teacher expectations

e Building on funds of knowledge from early childhood education and home
(Peters 2010)

Some of these features are not directly observable in children, although they may
be inferred. They also draw attention for both policy and practice to the ecological
system rather than the individual alone. For example, a focus on belonging, involve-
ment and well-being ‘places the onus for the outcomes for children on the adults,
making a judgment about the context, rather than the child. It gives immediate feed-
back about the effect of the educators’ approach and the environment they establish’
(Laevers 1999 cited in Goldspink et al. 2008, p. 3). Rather than locating the ‘prob-
lem’ within the individual, it recognises the complexity of influences and offers a
number of sites for action within the ecological system.

All of these ideas have led to a current project, which is exploring children’s
learning journeys from early childhood into school.
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8.4 Challenges and Issues

Some of the challenges and issues that the ecological and sociocultural foundations
of my work provoke have been alluded to above, with regard to the complexity of
the issues involved in both understanding and researching transitions. Within these
concerns there is a key question regarding whose voices are heard (and not heard)
in the process. Many researchers have worked hard to gain a variety of perspec-
tives, including those of the children themselves, and families with complex
support needs (Dockett et al. 2011). However, in my review of New Zealand
research (Peters 2010), many voices were absent, in particular from the groups for
whom the Ministry of Education was most interested in enhancing transitions.
These include children and families who identify as Maori or Pasifika, those who
have English as an additional language, draw from low socioeconomic back-
grounds or have children with special educational needs. It is important that policies
and strategies draw on insights from the groups concerned and also acknowledge
the diversity within these groups.

8.5 Future Directions

Beliefs and practices at the macrosystem level have changed enormously over the
17 years that I have been involved in transitions research. At the same time, the
body of research literature has grown exponentially. There are a range of theories
and research findings that can provide insights, each drawing from particular
world-views. The competing discourses that surround transitions add to the com-
plexity and may coexist and even do battle ‘inside our own heads’ (Stainton-Rogers
1989, cited in Jenks 2005, p. 68). I find myself wanting to both deconstruct the
discourses and the ways our understandings are framed and also to navigate
through the complexity to understand more about the experiences of those involved
and assist in developing approaches that address inequities and support children,
families and teachers engaged in transitions in ways that have ongoing benefits for
children’s learning.

In New Zealand we have reached the point where much has been achieved in
relation to transition practices and policies, and many schools and early childhood
settings are working hard to enhance the transition to school for children and their
families. However, we are short of research evidence that indicates what makes both
an immediate, and lasting, difference to children’s overall experience, and within
this, to their learning. In addition, there are many voices that are missing from the
research literature, often from the groups for whom educational transitions may be
most challenging.

My current work with Vanessa Paki involves working with teachers to explore
ways of enhancing children’s learning journeys from early childhood education into
school and to explore the impact of transition practices upon learning over time.
Although the work focuses on transitions for all children, a key thread is to work
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towards developing understandings of the perceptions of Maori children and their
families. Improving transitions to school for Maori children is a key goal in Ka
Hikitia Managing for Success: The Maori Education Strategy 2008-2012 (Ministry
of Education 2008), and yet Maori voices are noticeably absent from the transitions
research literature. We are fortunate to be working in a number of settings, one of
which has up to 97 % Maori children attending.

The second broad theme in this study focuses on curriculum links to support
learning. In this aim we have considered the possibility that rather than a bridge
across a chasm, through shared understandings, we might develop a ‘borderland’ or
shared space of understanding between early childhood education and school (Britt
and Sumsion 2003). Borderlands can be thought of as ‘those spaces that exist around
borders’ and which do ‘not have a sharp divide line where one leaves one way of
making sense for another’ (Clandinin and Rosiek 2007, p. 59). We are investigating
the alignment between the New Zealand ECE and school curricula in practice and
the ways in which shared understandings might develop. A number of strategies are
facilitating this process. One has been ‘a day in the life of...” observations where a
teacher observes in the other sector and then discusses with the teacher from the
observed setting what has been noticed, to gain a more informed understanding of
the things that have been seen. Teachers from both of the schools involved com-
mented especially on how useful that had been:

They [our teaching team] feel the most valuable time has been to visit [ECE setting] to build
a picture and understanding of their programme, and in turn develop trust with their team.
(Primary School 1)

During the last few months it has been encouraging to see the growing contacts between
[ECE setting] and [Primary school 2]. Visits by staff have provided a closer understanding
of the learning journeys undertaken by children. This building of relational trust is so
important in helping develop future understandings. (Primary School 2)

The curriculum analysis and looking for connections led in some cases to an
enhanced understanding for teachers of their own sector’s document:

We realised that aspects of shared understanding, language, meaning, pedagogies and
philosophies (for all) are important in supporting a child through transitions.

We had opportunities to explore these throughout the first year of the project - Exploring
the key competencies, shared visits [including ‘A day in the life...’] and dialogue with
teachers at [Primary School 2].

Linking the two curriculums took us on a journey, which surprisingly led us back to looking
at Te Whariki with fresh eyes. We realised that supporting successful transitions did not
necessarily require us ‘moving up’ to a new curriculum, but fully embracing our own. There
were benefits when using both as a lens to position the child and filter their learning -
however, it is the curriculum ‘in action’ and ‘in context’ that ultimately makes meaning.
(ECE teacher researcher)

Finally, while a number of recent New Zealand projects have developed strate-
gies for supporting children’s transition to school, none of these have looked at the
impact on children’s learning in the longer term. The research literature is clear
about the negative implications for children’s learning of poor transitions, but it is
important that robust evidence is provided of the longer-term impact of strategies
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designed to support transitions. In addressing this aspect we are cognisant of the
fact that children’s learning journeys are shaped by a complex interaction of differ-
ent factors. Nevertheless, developing frameworks for evaluation of the work being
undertaken is key if these approaches are to meet their aims. Review is essential as
potentially useful strategies may be ‘too late, too impersonal, and too cursory to
have much of an effect’ (Pianta 2004, p. 6). In addition, practices have to be renego-
tiated over time, through staff changes and new dilemmas (Hartley et al. 2012).

We have struggled with the challenges regarding ways to analyse success and
effectiveness and are working with the communities involved in order to discover
what success looks like from the point of view of the participants and ways in
which they feel this can be achieved. Addressing the concerns and interests of the
participants means that the research has the potential to support the self-determi-
nation of their aspirations (Bishop 1996, 1997; Bishop and Glynn 1999). The
ways in which these views align with, or inform, aspirations at the policy (macro)
level can then be considered.

The current project is providing a range of new insights, but I hope to build on
this in the future to look at a wider range of transition experiences, including for
children who have not attended early childhood education. Developing shared
meanings with groups whose voices have not been well represented in transitions
research will assist in one of my other areas of interest, which is to deconstruct the
discourses that shape our understandings. I feel that it is timely to pay more overt
attention to the competing discourses around transitions and transitions research as
this field intersects with so many other areas of human development and education.
This larger project would involve international research connections to examine
current knowledge of transitions and explore ways of moving forward in this field
to provide new insights into transitions in the twenty-first century. There is a place
for new analysis of the theories and agendas that drive transitions research and con-
sideration of social justice within the competing theoretical and political agendas.
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Chapter 9
Transition to School: A Rite of Passage in Life

Anders Garpelin

9.1 Introduction

Sweden has a comprehensive school system with 9 years of compulsory school (for
children aged 7-16 years), called “grundskola”. This compares with primary and
lower secondary school in other countries. Often, the first 5 or 6 years of schooling
are in a smaller school with class teachers, while the remaining 3 or 4 years are in a
larger school with subject teachers. In Sweden the day-care institutions/kindergarten
for children aged 1-5 years are called “preschools”, with their own national curriculum.
Another early childhood institution is the preschool class (children aged 6 years).
Although the preschool class is not compulsory, it is attended by almost everyone in
the age group. Most preschool classes are located with the lower level of the com-
pulsory school and are regulated by the same curriculum as the compulsory school
but with no specified goals for the children to attain.

In Sweden today, there is a concern that children are not achieving as well as they
used to, as evidenced by the comparative assessment analysis of country-based data,
PISA and TIMSS. In Sweden, questions have been asked about whether the limited
results might be due to the fact that Swedish children begin school at 7, while most
countries start school at 6. Such questions also raise challenges for the field of tran-
sitions in early childhood education.

Transitions in educational systems are organised in different ways around the
world, but in each case, children pass through a number of marked transitions, organ-
ised on the basis of age group, stages or types of schools (European Commission
2009; Marlow-Ferguson 2001).

This chapter reports research conducted within the research group TIES,
Transitions In Educational Settings. The group has its base at Milardalen University
in Visteras, Sweden (www.mdh.se). The TIES researchers all have experience as
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preschool teachers, schoolteachers and/or special needs educators. During the last
two decades, with an interpretive research approach, the group has developed its
understanding of issues linked to educational transitions encountered by children
and young people. All studies have a focus on what education means from a child
and/or teacher perspective. Recently, the focus has been on transitions within pre-
school (children aged 1-5 years) and between preschool, preschool class and school.
TIES aims to explore the nature, impact, diversity, governmental and generational
investment in early childhood transitions, with a view to enhancing the daily and
cumulative experience of education and its lifelong impact.

TIES has studied transitions in the educational system of Sweden, focusing
especially on a perspective of what they mean for children and young people
(Garpelin 1997, 2003, 2004b; Garpelin et al. 2008; Garpelin and Sandberg 2010;
Hellberg 2007; Sandberg 2012). The group has made connections between educa-
tional transitions and the concept of rites of passage (van Gennep 1960). In this
chapter, theoretical foundations for these studies are considered along with how
these have influenced our research. Finally, some implications and dilemmas aris-
ing from the research are discussed.

9.2 Theoretical Perspectives

9.2.1 Rites of Passage

The anthropologist van Gennep (1960) introduced the concept “les rites de passage”
for ceremonies, which have the form of rituals and occur with regularity.

The life of an individual in any society is a series of passages from one age to another and
from one occupation to another ... there are ceremonies whose essential purpose is to
enable the individual to pass from one defined position to another which is equally well
defined ... we encounter a wide degree of general similarity among ceremonies of birth,
childhood, social puberty, betrothal, marriage, pregnancy, fatherhood, initiation into reli-
gious societies, and funerals. In this respect, man’s life resembles nature, from which nei-
ther the individual nor the society stands independent ... a periodicity which has
repercussions on human life, with stages and transitions, movements forward, and periods
of relative inactivity. (van Gennep 1960, pp. 2-3)

Other anthropologists have also reported on rites of passage (Bateson 1958;
Mead 1939), and the concept has been used in other contexts, often with reference
to psychoanalytic theory (Bettelheim 1954; Erikson 1982; Freud 1953; Grimes
2000; Holm and Bowker 1994; Kreinath et al. 2004), as well as in educational
research (Fabian 2007; Lam and Pollard 2006).

For van Gennep (1960), culturally bounded ceremonies were linked to different
life crises in relation to transitions between different stages in the life of individuals.
He identified how the act of passing through a door into a house or from one room
to another had a certain meaning in many cultures. The act was given a symbolic
significance with respect to transitions from one stage to another.
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Van Gennep introduced the metaphor of crossing the threshold of a door: the
moment when you are neither in the room you are leaving nor in the new room to
help explain such transitions. He applied the Latin word for threshold: “limen” to
form the concepts he used to describe the rites of passage process. He divided the
process into three phases: “preliminal” for the separation phase, “liminal” for the
transition phase and “postliminal” for the incorporation phase.

In the transition process, the individual is in a well-known room (status/position/
stage) and then is guided by significant others (those in power) onto the threshold
(into the passage), where the individual, for a short moment, neither exists in the
well-known room the individual has just left (the former status/position/stage) nor
has entered the new room where the individual has never been before (the new sta-
tus/position/stage). Rather, the individual is being, without belonging, to any room
(being without any status/position/stage). Finally, the individual passes into the new
room (status/position/stage). Van Gennep saw how the transition, wherein the indi-
vidual passes from one status to another, was made more obvious, in most countries,
by culturally bound ceremonies: rites of passage.

Turner (1969) specifically focused on human relations during the middle phase
of rites of passage: the liminal phase. Turner characterised being a part of a move-
ment or a collective, with shared experiences, as experiencing a sense of “commu-
nitas”. Later, Turner (1982) introduced the concept of “liminoid” for the situation
when someone is going through a liminal phase with others, sharing the same expe-
riences and feelings as they are. This moment of shared experience might be char-
acterised as a moment when circumstances previously regarded to be of great
importance are set aside. This experience might have such an impact that the sur-
rounding world does not appear to be itself anymore. Old truths and beliefs might
be abandoned.

9.2.2 An Interpretive Approach and a Relational Perspective

To deepen the understanding of transitions from the perspective of those involved,
we have applied an interpretive approach in our research (Denzin 1997; Garpelin
1997; Mehan 1992) with its roots in hermeneutics and phenomenology (Dilthey
1976; Giorgi 1985; Odman 2007; Ricoeur 1981; Turner and Bruner 1986). The
main focus is on getting a deeper understanding of the meaning those involved give
the phenomena studied. It is about understanding the experiences of individuals by
interpreting the expressions they make, explicitly or implicitly, since it is impossible
to capture the actual experience of an individual (Dilthey 1976).

A relational interpretation perspective formulated by Garpelin (1997, 2004a,
2011) emanates from the work of Asplund (1987), Erikson (1959), Goffman (1959,
1961, 1963, 1967), Laing (1969), Mead (1934) and Schutz (1967). This perspective
can be summed up as follows:

Even if we experience the world around us individually, human beings still take
an existing shared reality for granted. The reality exists prior to the individual, but
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each and every one of us is bound to interpret and give a meaning to it. Forming a
meaning can be regarded as an ongoing process where we influence and are influ-
enced by each other. Communicating with others means taking each other’s roles in
interplay where we gradually learn more and more about ourselves. Taking the role
of the other gives us an opportunity to look at ourselves from the other person’s
perspective. Following the process of role-taking, mind and self are social products
formed in interaction with others, where mutually shared significant symbols indi-
cate an important condition for the interpretation of each other’s actions. As indi-
viduals we act out of two perspectives of ourselves, a social one, starting from
position, role and group membership and a personal one, taking the point from our
view of ourselves, independent of how the environment differs. We try to protect our
own integrity by affecting the inner life of people around us. We act in social situa-
tions, determined to force our personal projects, something that is due to individual
background, common sense knowledge, present actions and other things in the con-
text. We act intentionally, considering the past, the present and the future. The way
we have managed challenges/crises earlier in our life will affect the way of dealing
with similar ones later on. Common experiences not only facilitate the conditions
for interpreting the role-taking of the other. Such knowledge can also affect one’s
way of taking others’ roles, not unreservedly but with preconception. A group is
characterised by mutual opinions of all members, opinions of the relations that exist
within the group. Every group has its own common events to refer to at regular
intervals. When a group interacts with other groups, acting as a team, presenting
how they define a situation, everyone, including the audience, is aware of the poten-
tial existence of a “front region” everyone can be a part of and a “back region” open
for team members only (Garpelin 1997, 2004a, 2011).

Van Gennep (1960) identified a gap between socially and individually defined
identity. Indeed, he saw “status” as a position coming from society and “identity” as
an internal process of becoming. Society has a crucial role in leading the individual
through transition. In this way, the individual might be helped to understand him/
herself better. This can be compared with Mead’s (1934) theory on self and the role
of the generalised other. If society offers nothing but undefined transitions for chil-
dren and young people, this might have an influence on their capability to under-
stand and master the crises of their lives (Erikson 1959, 1982), and this might cause
difficulties in the development of a sense of coherence in life (Antonovsky 1987).

9.3 Rites of Passage and Transitions in Preschool and School

9.3.1 School Transitions as Rites of Passage

In Swedish society, traditional rites of passage, such as baptism (christening) and
confirmation have lost their significance. In a longitudinal study over 10 years,
Garpelin (1997, 2003) has shown how young people in Sweden experience the tran-
sition to the senior level of compulsory schooling (at the age of 12/13) as a critical
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incident, from both a pupil as well as a life perspective. This was a transition from the
world of children to the world of adolescents, organised and sanctioned by the world
of grownups: the society. The concepts of van Gennep (1960) and Turner (1982)
were applied to understand the transition in three phases: Separation from the previ-
ous world, in our case, leaving the world of school children; Transition, on the
threshold, before entering the new world, the summer between the two school worlds;
and Incorporation into the new world, entering the world of school adolescents.

After the split from the world of schoolchildren, the young people in this study
spent a whole summer preparing for their future life among school adolescents.
Being in a liminoid position had a significant impact on their life situation. During
this time they were occupied by thoughts about the new world. Others too were in
the same position. Knowing that they were not alone, they were all aware of the fact
that they would be the newcomers at the new school. With significant others, they
went through what they could experience entering the new school, expecting to
share a collective vulnerability such as meeting older pupils in the rest rooms. They
had heard many frightening stories about how newcomers were bullied by those in
upper classes. Also in the new school class, there would be much at stake, with fears
to experience individual vulnerability. Would they be accepted or rejected in the
new school class? Could they trust their best friend when they together met the new
acquaintances? Would their best friend desert them for some new more interesting
classmate? The question of choosing a desk mate might turn into a problem for
one’s self-confidence. Other big issues included who to go with, how to act and
what to wear on the first school day in August. Some also felt a fear that they would
not master the new subjects, stand the pressure from the new teachers or make the
change of books in the locker during break in time for the next class. During this
time, they were in the position of being on the threshold between the two worlds,
that of children and that of adolescents.

Entering the new school and meeting the older school students resulted in the
feeling of shared collective vulnerability. Soon this phase was over. But, for some,
the incorporation phase meant experiencing individual vulnerability, victimisation
and bullying which could last for years (Garpelin 2003, 2004a).

9.3.2 Transitions Within Preschool

The data collected in the transition to secondary school study (Garpelin 1997, 2003)
indicated that transitions between other educational levels, including between pre-
school and compulsory school, might also be interpreted as rites of passage.

In a research overview about transitions in early childhood (Ekstrom et al. 2008),
the TIES research group learned how studies of transitions from home to preschool,
but above all, transitions from preschool to school, dominated. Studies of transitions
within preschool institutions, such as between units with different age-groupings,
were rare. These findings are reinforced in other literature (Dunlop and Fabian
2006; Stephen 2006; Vogler et al. 2008).
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A new study (Garpelin and Kallberg 2008; Garpelin et al. 2010) was conducted
at two preschools (Ship and Butterfly) to obtain a deeper understanding of the mean-
ings transitions within preschool might have for children, their parents and pre-
school teachers.

The children at the Ship preschool experienced three transitions between age
groups, while those at Butterfly had only one transition between age groups. Two
different approaches were identified.

In the Ship, the transitions were regarded as natural rites through which everyone
in the age group passed at the same time. A point of departure was the fact that the
children differed with regard to their development and experience — and the empha-
sis was on how the pedagogical environment was prepared to offer opportunities to
challenge, stimulate and recognise all children. The receiving unit in the preschool
was emptied of children who in turn went on to the next unit.

The teachers made the transition together with the children, taking with them
their common culture, including norms and socio-emotional atmosphere. The chil-
dren brought their personal belongings with them. They moved on a special day —
having “a moving-in party”, emphasising the fact that the children were taking over
the new unit. The children’s group was regarded as a resource in the transition and
the encounter with the new environment.

The idea was that the transition brings the individual to a new pedagogical
environment so that they can be challenged and inspired and to which they can
respond. All pedagogical work was permeated by the individuals striving to feel
secure and relying on their self-esteem. The aim was that they would be curious
about the new environment. The transitions were meant to be clear, natural and
obvious to all involved.

In the Butterfly preschool, there was a stress on the importance that external
factors such as economy and politics have on transitions. Maturity played a cen-
tral role in forming an opinion of whether the child was “mature” enough to adjust
himself/herself to the new pedagogical environment and the conditions that pre-
vailed in the new unit.

The idea was that the individual should manage the transition to the new situa-
tion. For the children involved, the transition to the unit for older children was
mostly about adjusting to a new environment, new older children and new teachers
within existing culture, attitudes, rules and norms. It was also a question of being
able to feel confident in the new unit.

The teachers viewed the transition as “a necessary evil” with which they had
to deal. Consequently, they strived to make transitions at a time when the indi-
vidual child was mature enough. The pedagogical idea was that transitions should
be as smooth, unnoticed and adjusted as possible — as if the child was “floating
over” to the new unit.

The analysis revealed two approaches, one in favour of transitions as rites of pas-
sage and the other trying to make them as unnoticed as possible. In the latter case,
there is less stress on the social definition of identity (van Gennep 1960). The two
approaches also offer different conditions with reference to individual and collec-
tive vulnerability (Garpelin 2003, 2004a). In the Ship preschool, the transition is
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mostly connected to a collective experience, which might assist in the prevention of
victimisation and bullying (Corsaro et al. 2003).

9.4 Spending One Year on a Bridge Between
Preschool and School

This chapter began by asking why Swedish children are not achieving as well as
they used to, as evidenced by PISA and TIMSS. Perhaps the limited results are
because Swedish children begin school at 7, while most countries have a school
start at 6. There are many other possible reasons for this phenomenon. In this chap-
ter, the emphasis is on what happens in Swedish children’s transitions between the
preschool, the preschool class and the school.

9.4.1 The Lesson of Failure in Primary School

In a recent evaluation study undertaken by TIES (Garpelin et al. 2009), the crucial
question was why some children, despite the massive resources invested, did not
obtain the goals of the national curriculum in grade 3. Class teachers and special
needs educators were interviewed. In addition, a parallel case study was made on
the transition between the preschool class and the first year in school (Garpelin and
Sandberg 2010; Sandberg 2012).

These studies raised some challenges. Firstly, does the preschool class have a
role as a “bridge” between the worlds of the preschool and the school? The results
of the studies indicated that the aim to make the transition as “smooth” as possible
contributed to an uncertainty for everyone: children as well as teachers. Secondly,
the Matthew effect (Stanovich 2000), through which children with advantage before
the transition gained more than the less advantaged, was observed as the gap
between able and slower learners increased over time. Thirdly, there was a lack of a
holistic perspective, with the class teachers seeing any problems being due to the
individual child and not to the learning environment.

9.4.2 Transitions Between Preschool and School
and the Role of the Preschool Class

Several studies have documented how transition to school impacts on children’s
well-being and learning opportunities (Bulkeley and Fabian 2006; Dockett and
Perry 2005). Fabian and Dunlop (2006) and Garpelin (2003) stress how transition to
school can be one of the most important events in the life of a child, both from a
perspective of here and now and from a longer-term perspective.
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The preschool class was introduced in Sweden in 1998 to facilitate the transition
between preschool and school (Skolverket 2008). Children in many other countries
start school at 6 years of age and play, and creativity are common characteristics of
the pedagogy in their first year (Brostrom and Wagner 2003; Dockett and Perry
2005; O’Kane and Hayes 2006).

Einarsdéttir (2006) studied how teachers in Iceland work in preschool, compared
with first years of school. She found that in preschool the priority was on nurturing,
play and freedom, while it was on subjects, lessons and guidance in school. When
the Icelandic preschool class became a part of the compulsory school, the way of
working in the preschool class tended to become similar to that of the school.

Children begin school at 6 years of age in Norway, but unlike Iceland, the first
year of school is characterised by a mixture of both free play and formalised literacy
work (Eriksen Hagtvet 2003), drawing on both preschool and school traditions.

Some Swedish studies (Peréz Prieto et al. 2003; Skolverket 2001) conclude that
there are strong signs of school approaches being introduced into preschool classes.
Our own study (Garpelin et al. 2009), on the other hand, indicated that the teachers
working in the preschool classes often defended their way of working against what
was regarded as a school tradition.

9.5 Borderlands, Bridges and Rites of Passage:
Understanding Children’s Learning Journeys
from Preschool into School

The new TIES research project (Garpelin 2011), funded by the Swedish Research
Council, is designed to deepen our understanding about the transitions and the
educational practices that children meet during the years from preschool and the
preschool class into the first year of school. Of particular importance is what
these transitions mean for children with different abilities and experiences. The
project offers opportunities to scrutinise the educational settings in the pre-
school, the preschool class and the school and the transitions between them,
especially with reference to processes of inclusion and exclusion. As well, it
allows study of the impact the transitions have upon children’s learning and
participation over time.

An interpretive approach and a relational interpretation perspective will be
applied in the study as we seek to ascertain the perspectives of teachers, parents
and children. Data will be gathered in six ethnographic case studies through par-
ticipant observation and interviews. Interviews and a survey will be conducted
with teachers and parents will be interviewed. Finally, “learning journey inter-
views” will be conducted with children and their parents to understand the pro-
cesses through which children pass during their early childhood educational
transitions. The results will be analysed, together with those from former studies,
all with the purpose of deepening our understanding of the meaning of these tran-
sitions in the life of children.
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The results will also be compared with those from a similar project from New
Zealand (Peters 2010). In particular, our project has adopted the concepts of bridges
as supports for learning and “borderland” as a shared space of understanding.
Further, we have adopted Peter’s formulation of how children’s learning processes
during transitions from preschool to school can be understood in terms of “learning
journeys” (Peters 2010).

9.6 Implications, Dilemmas and Crucial Questions

An important issue arising from our research is whether school start should be con-
sidered as a rite of passage for the collective or an invisible/smooth transition for the
individual. We can identify some crucial dilemmas from our research so far:

* Should we try to protect the individual or rely on group processes as we organise
transitions?

e Will the individual child cope with the demands and expectations of the transi-
tion, or should the learning environment be prepared to offer opportunities and
challenge, stimulate and recognise all children, regardless of their different abili-
ties and experiences?

* Should the pedagogical environment in preschool/preschool class be adjusted so
that it resembles the first year of school or should the first year of school’s peda-
gogical environment be adjusted to resemble that of the preschool/preschool class?

* How should the pedagogical environments in preschools/preschool classes and
schools be organised so that they have their focus on the well-being of the chil-
dren’s here-and-now, but still offer them opportunities so that they will have the
best chances to cope with the demands they will encounter as pupils in school.

* By encouraging those that are eager and potentially quick learners to develop
their reading skills and, at the same time, assisting others to develop their talents
on the football ground, teachers fulfil the Matthew effect (Stanovich 2000). How
can we decrease the gap between able and less able learners over time, not hold-
ing back the quick learners?

“Curling parents” (Hougaard 2002) is a phenomenon discussed in the Nordic
countries. These are parents who, like a curler, wipe out all roughness on the path
on which their children are about to embark. If the marked transitions within and
between preschool and school are reduced or even erased, it would be like creating
a system of “curling schools”. The Swedish preschool class has such a role, that of
a bridge to smooth the transition between preschool and school.

From a child’s perspective, the transition to school might be recognised as an
institutionalised border between the life of a preschool child and that of a school-
child. Passing this border could be interpreted as a rite of passage (van Gennep
1960): an initiation rite recognised by the adult world, a rite children go through
together with others of the same age. After leaving preschool class behind, they
experience a liminoid position (Turner 1982) on the threshold to school. As they
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start school, they might feel vulnerable because of contact with older school
students and the new environment. But they can feel a little more secure because
of a shared collective vulnerability (Garpelin 2003). As newcomers, they are not
alone, and they can experience the strength of togetherness and resilience. They
are in the same position as the others in their school class, regardless of their dif-
ferent abilities and experiences.

Our ongoing research with our colleagues from New Zealand should reveal more
about the transitions between the preschool, the preschool class and the school for
Swedish children. With an interpretive approach (Denzin 1997; Garpelin 1997,
Mehan 1992), a relational perspective (Garpelin 1997) and the theory of rites of
passage, together with our colleagues from New Zealand, we will reveal more about
what the life for children in preschool, the preschool class and school means in
general and what the transitions between the three institutions mean, in particular.
We might also be able to contribute to knowledge about how we can lessen school
failure for those not ready to meet the demands and expectations of school.
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Chapter 10
A Sociocultural Approach to Children
in the Transition from Home to Kindergarten

Mei Seung Lam

10.1 Introduction

Early childhood education refers to the provision of education and care to young
children by child care centres, kindergarten-cum-child care centres, and kindergar-
tens in Hong Kong. Child care centres provide services to children below the age of
three. Kindergartens and kindergarten-cum-child care centres provide services for
children from 3-6 years old. Most kindergartens operate on a half-day basis and
offer three levels: nursery classes (3—4 years), lower kindergarten (4-5 years) and
upper kindergarten (5—6 years). Moreover, many kindergartens run extracurricular
activities such as Kumon maths, English oral, drawing, ballet and musical instru-
ment classes for their pupils after school or on Saturday mornings, which are well
received by many parents.

In 2007, a Pre-primary Education Voucher Scheme was launched in Hong Kong
to provide a direct subsidy to parents who choose to send their children to non-profit
kindergartens that offer a local curriculum and charge tuition within the required
ranges. In addition, many parents have high aspirations for their children’s educa-
tion, perhaps relating to the Chinese ethos of “wishing the son to become a dragon”
and the hope that preschool education gives their child a competitive edge for later
schooling. Due to the different settings and functions of the early childhood sectors,
Hong Kong parents in general have a perception that kindergarten is a place of
learning and acquiring the 3Rs (reading, writing and arithmetic). Thus, many par-
ents choose kindergarten for their children so that they receive early childhood edu-
cation at the age of three.

The transition to kindergarten is the first educational transition for most 3-year-
old children in Hong Kong. In making this transition, children cross a cultural
boundary between home and kindergarten and begin to make sense of school as a
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place to learn and of themselves as pupils. Home and kindergarten are different
social contexts with their own unique functions, expectations and practices. In the
transition between the two, children move from a more family-controlled setting to
a cultural context specifically designed for the education of children. In the process,
they face many new situations, new learning experiences, new relationships and
new expectations.

The transition involves a change of social context and a shift of status from child
to pupil while adapting to the expectations of being a kindergartener (Fabian 2002;
Lam and Pollard 2006). In Vygotsky’s view, the historical, cultural and institutional
context shapes children’s individual development, and children are active agents in
the process of adaptation. Children may feel a great deal of tension between their
personal characteristics, experiences, ways of doing things and the knowledge they
have obtained at home and their new experience in the classroom. They may build
on their existing biographies and personal needs to devise their own creative
responses or strategic actions in order to cope with the demands of the new class-
room environment such as physical environment, rules and routines, relationships,
play and learning activities.

This chapter aims to present a reconceptualised framework (Lam and Pollard
2006) illustrated by a case study of a 3-year-old girl (Lam 2005, 2009). The case
shows the interrelationships between cultural processes at home and in kindergarten
during the child’s adaptation process. Finally, in light of the conceptual framework,
future directions for transition research will be discussed.

10.2 Theoretical Perspectives

10.2.1 A Sociocultural Approach to Transition

The conceptual framework is developed from sociocultural theory and select
literature on rites of passage and pupil career. Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach
makes an important contribution to the development of the conceptual frame-
work, which perceives children as active agents in coping with various classroom
situations during the transition to kindergarten within the wider context of Hong
Kong society. The major elements of the framework include van Gennep’s (1960)
notion of rites of passage, which describes children’s transition from home to
kindergarten as a process of changing context and social status, including preliminal,
liminal and postliminal stages, and Pollard and Filer’s (1999) notion of pupil career,
which explains children’s preparedness for kindergarten in the preliminal stage
and adaptation in the postliminal stage. It highlights the relationships between
children’s strategic actions and layers of cultural and institutional context, stages of
transition and adaptation outcomes for understanding children as agents during
the passage from home to kindergarten. The conceptual framework is depicted in
Fig. 10.1.
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Fig. 10.1 A sociocultural approach to transition (Reconceptualised from Lam and Pollard (2006))

In the following paragraphs, the theoretical foundations — sociocultural theory,
rites of passage and pupil career — of the conceptual framework and their implica-
tions will be elaborated.

10.2.1.1 Sociocultural Theory: Understanding Transition as a Mediated
Process

In Vygotsky’s (1978) view, historical, cultural and institutional contexts shape a
person’s view of the world, and consequently, a child’s individual development
(biography) should be understood in their situated social context. He claimed that
all higher mental functions are mediated processes and that “human action, on both
social and individual planes, is mediated by tools (technical tools) and signs
(psychological tools)” (Wertsch 1991, p. 19). Mediated process refers to a series of
transformations, including the following: (1) an operation that initially represents
an external activity is reconstructed and begins to occur internally; (2) an interper-
sonal process is transformed into an intrapersonal one; and (3) the transformation of
an interpersonal process into an intrapersonal one is the result of a long series of
developmental events (Vygotsky 1978).
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Wertsch (1991, 1998) extended Vygotsky’s idea of mediation to develop the
notion of mediated action. He explained that “action is mediated” and “cannot be
separated from the milieu in which it is carried out” (Wertsch 1991, p. 18). This
concept emphasises that human actions are not isolated and do not occur in a
vacuum, but are mediated by cultural tools such as language, concepts, objects,
routines, forms of expression and ways of doing things in a cultural context
(Anning and Edwards 1999; Wertsch 1991, 1998).

Through social interaction, we learn how to use the cultural tools available to us.
Consequently, the term “agent” is redefined. It is not only the individual as agent —
that is, the person who is doing the acting (who does it) — but rather the agent is the
“agent-acting-with-mediational-means” (how he or she does it) (Wertsch 1998,
p. 24). To analyse mediated action, Wertsch specified that the agent, the mediational
means, the action, the scene and the purpose should all be considered. Moreover,
Wertsch characterised the relationship between the agent and meditational means in
two forms: internalisation as mastery (ability) and internalisation as appropriation
(willingness). Mastery refers to the ability to know how to use meditational means,
whereas appropriation refers to the process of “taking something that belongs to
others and making it one’s own” (Wertsch 1998, p. 53). He claimed that people
could have mastery without appropriation or appropriation without mastery
(Wertsch 1998).

In light of sociocultural theory, children are considered as active agents (active
and cultural learners) in the process of adaptation. When crossing the cultural
boundary from home to kindergarten, they bring with them what they have devel-
oped and learned at home to make sense of classroom situations in order to adapt as
kindergarten pupils. The classroom situations (mediational means) include physical
environment, rules and routines, relationships, play and learning activities.

In response to the classroom situations, children may experience different
degrees of familiarity or unfamiliarity, since they come from different families.
They may suddenly find that their knowledge and established ways of responding
(strategic biography) are no longer appropriate or that their experiences have not
prepared them for knowing how to act in the new environment. They may be con-
fronted with a totally different cultural model. When they face these cultural varia-
tions, they may feel culture shock. They may have different purposes that may
conflict with the embedded goals of the mediational means in the classroom and so
may respond in different ways in order to adapt.

As Pollard and Filer (1999) stated, “Individual children will respond to this in
different ways. By drawing on their accumulated experience and biographical
resources, they will act strategically in accommodating to the demands of the new
situations” (p. 25). Children may master or appropriate the cultural tools, transform
the tools into new forms (“spin-off”, in Wertsch’s words) or misuse the tools by bor-
rowing from their prior home experience or by using the tools for a different pur-
pose from that which the teachers intended. Children may get to know their teachers’
expectations but will also test their skills and abilities to resolve the tensions and
contradictions. Similarly, teachers have strategies for responding to children’s stra-
tegic actions. As a result, new meanings may be created in unpredictable ways.
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Children’s strategic actions are the results of their interactions with the mediational
means in the situated classroom. In brief, children may communicate effectively
through non-verbal behaviour, altering their own social environments and the
people with whom they interact.

In fact, there is tension between children and the mediational means in the class-
room. This is an interactive and dynamic process of negotiation between teachers
and children, as well as parents and children, from their different standpoints, con-
cerns and interests, until they arrive at a working consensus (Pollard 1985; Pollard
and Filer 1999). In other words, children may mediate (produce) and are mediated
(reproduce) until they settle into the teacher’s and the school’s expectations, or there
is mutual acceptance of each other over time. Eventually, it becomes “legitimate
peripheral participation” as they move towards full participation in the community
and become part of the “community of practice” (Lave and Wenger 1991). Thus,
some children may experience more stress, take longer and exert more effort to
adapt or create (reproduce) new ways to participate in the collective activities and
become members of the classroom.

Moreover, as children commute between home and kindergarten, they have to
maintain their dual identity and perform appropriately in the two settings. This does
not mean that their family values are replaced once they learn the new ways and
values of the kindergarten. Their family values and practices may be modified by
the kindergarten or remain separate from the kindergarten classroom. Thus, the
conceptual framework takes a parallel perspective (i.e. children commute between
home and kindergarten every day) as well as a linear perspective (i.e. children go
through the stages of transition) in the rites of passage.

In order to understand how children make sense of, interact and settle into kin-
dergarten, it is necessary to understand their biographies at home and observe how
they interpret and interact with the mediational means in the classroom and what
strategic actions they employ for using these mediational means. It is also necessary
to look into the wider context that influences both the home and school contexts and
practices (Bruner 1996; Pollard and Filer 1996).

10.2.1.2 Rites of Passage: Understanding the Stages of Transition

The use of sociocultural theory in understanding the contextual elements (milieu)
affecting children’s strategic actions and adaptation during the transition to kin-
dergarten has been elaborated above. The temporal element (stages) of the con-
ceptual framework comes from van Gennep’s notion of “rites of passage”. Van
Gennep’s (1960) notion implies that children’s transition from home to kinder-
garten is a process of change in context and social status. He claimed that transi-
tion is the process of habituating to the new expectations of a new social status
in a new world, as distinct from the old status in the old world. He categorises
rites of passage into three stages: preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal (or
threshold) rites (rites of transition) and postliminal rites (rites of incorporation).
Turner (1969) focused on the intermediate phase of rites of passage as the most
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consequential. He introduced the concept of “liminal space”. Liminal means
transitional, which is “betwixt and between”. It represents a period of ambiguity,
a marginal and transitional stage. The liminal stage is where the core experiences
of transition take place. Moreover, van Gennep (1960) found that different people
move through each stage with different speed and intricacy with regard to individuals
incorporating into groups.

The preliminal stage refers to children’s separation from their caregivers at
home (in the old world) as they move away from their parents and are positioned
alone in the classroom to learn to be pupils (in the new world). The transition
programme is the start of the liminal stage, in which children set out to learn to
become pupils in kindergarten. The transition activities are not only a spatial
(physical) passage but also a status passage; this passage is the symbolic mean-
ing of the “legal position” that is the children’s pupil status (van Gennep 1960).
Children are viewed as “candidates for kindergarten” when the parents prepare
them for the transition in various ways, such as talking about the kindergarten
and buying new school uniforms. When children participate in transition activi-
ties such as school visits or pre-entry classes for newcomers, it is clear that they
are physically in the new world — kindergarten. At this time, the expectations
associated with being a pupil start to be placed on children by both parents and
teachers, even though their official pupil status does not start until they enter the
classroom on their first official day of school. As “candidates for kindergarten”
or “kindergarten beginners”, they are expected to follow the practices of the
school and fulfil the expectations required of pupils. Children need to cope with
the rituals of the classroom, including the daily ritual of separating from caregiv-
ers, engaging in play and learning activities, following rules and routines and
establishing relationships with others. This is a transition process of learning to
become a pupil and is a period of ambiguity, marginality and transformation. The
children are not yet integrated into their new pupil status. The postliminal stage
is the end of the process of transition. At this point, children have learned and
adapted and have completed the transition to their new pupil identity during their
first year in kindergarten.

The stages of transition provide an understanding of how children may go
through contextual changes, progressing from the preliminal (rites of separation)
to the liminal (rites of transition) and postliminal (rites of incorporation) stages.
This is a process of habituation through which children may adapt to kindergarten
over periods of time that differ in length and intricacy. It tells us that some children
may adapt easily whereas other children may take a few days, a few weeks or even
longer or require more effort to adapt to their new pupil status.

10.2.1.3 Pupil Career: Understanding Children’s Readiness
and Adaptation

The conceptual framework adopts Pollard and Filer’s (1999) notion of “pupil
career” to understand children’s competencies for starting kindergarten in the
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preliminal stage and adaptation outcomes in the postliminal stage for transitioning
to kindergarten. They provide a holistic view with respect to the goal of discerning
children’s preparation and adaptation — how well children are prepared for starting
kindergarten and how well they incorporate themselves into the pupil status. They
claim that pupil career is a social product, and they identify three components: pat-
terns of strategic action, patterns of outcomes (learning competence and learning
dispositions) and pupil identity.

Patterns of strategic action can be understood as strategic biographies that refer
to children’s preferred and relatively coherent repertoires of actions in response to
the classroom situations. These actions may change over time due to the tension
between the individual child and their teachers or peers in successive settings.
To understand children’s patterns of strategic action, Pollard and Filer (1999,
pp. 27-28) identified four dimensions of action:

* Conformity: being compliant to the school structures and teacher expectations
and integrated into mainstream classroom life; conformity to others’ agenda

* Anti-conformity: refusing to conform through deviance; having an oppositional
agenda

* Nonconformity: being independent with respect to formal school expectations,
having own agenda

» Redefinition: negotiating, challenging and pushing the boundaries of the school
norms and expectations, influencing the shared agenda

“Patterns of outcomes” include formal (academic) and informal (social) out-
comes. The major type of formal outcome is school curriculum attainment
(i.e. learning competence; e.g. in Hong Kong, nursery-class (3-year-old) children
are expected to recognise Chinese words, the English alphabet from A to Z,
numbers 1-10), whereas informal outcomes are social and status outcomes
(i.e. learning dispositions and identity). Learning dispositions include self-
confidence, motivation, autonomy (self-regulation) and relatedness (sense of
belonging) (Bronson 2000; Brooker 2002; Carr 2001; Dowling 2010; Grolnick
et al. 1999; Pollard and Filer 1999). The assumption is that in real-life situations
children not only adapt to the learning context but also to the social context of
the classroom. Regarding the evolving pupil identity, Pollard et al. (2000) drew
attention to the learning dispositions that children adopted in coping with the
learning challenges.

10.2.2 A Case Study Illustrating the Conceptual Framework

To illustrate the conceptual framework above, this section presents and analyses a
3-year-old girl’s behaviours during the transition from home to kindergarten in
terms of three stages: preliminal (readiness), liminal (the home-school transition
itself) and postliminal (adaptation). A brief description of the home and classroom
sets the context for better understanding of her behaviours.
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10.2.2.1 Setting the Context: Home Context and Experiences

Yan was a 3-year-old girl from a single-child working-class family who was taken
care of by her Indonesian domestic helper. The family lived in a 700 sq ft two-
bedroom rented flat in a village. Her father was a foreman on a construction site
and her mother was a dental assistant. They worked 6 days a week and had long
working hours. They came home from work after 8 pm. Yan had free and relaxed
daily routines that revolved around her. Her daily activities consisted of playing
with her favourite toys — toy kitchen and dolls, watching TV or videos and listen-
ing to songs. On weekends, the whole family usually went to the supermarket and
to visit grandparents.

Her mother told Yan that she was going to enter kindergarten without describing
it in advance and only showed her the school uniform and schoolbag before she
started kindergarten. Her parents tended towards strict discipline and the discipline
method was explanation followed by firm order. They had no clear education aspira-
tions for her, as she was their first child. They did not put academic pressure on her
but wanted her to feel loved and have a happy childhood. However, after Yan started
kindergarten, her mother struggled with the conflict between hoping for a happy
childhood and having a good start academically that was mediated from the milieu.
Her mother supported her learning at home by supervising Yan’s homework and
revision of words and numbers after dinner, despite being tired after a long working
day. This was a shift from a relaxed and intimate parent—child interaction to a more
academic-oriented parent—child interaction.

10.2.2.2 Preliminal Stage: Patterns of Strategic Actions,
Competencies and Identity

Through interaction with the materials, cultural and language resources (mediational
means) at home, Yan gradually developed strategic actions in response to her home
situations. She persisted in playing with her favourite toys, initiated and negotiated
with her caregivers while playing, and, at times, was influenced by them. She was
used to free routines and asked for immediate help when she needed it. She negotiated
her wants or the home rules with her mother at first and then usually conformed
when her mother was firm. She was afraid of her father because her father was very
strict and did not play with her. Her predominant strategic actions at home were
redefinition and conformity.

Regarding her evolving sense of identity and kindergarten readiness, her mother
described her as a happy child, good tempered, expressive, friendly and loving to
help others. She was competent, confident and persistent in playing with her toy
kitchen. She enjoyed free play, free movements and free routines. She was not ready
for self-care as her domestic helper did all the self-care for her. She had a close
rapport with her caregivers and could get along with her peers. She had been
given little information about going to kindergarten from her parents. She had little
experience with literacy, drawing and educational toys.
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10.2.2.3 Setting the Context: School Context and Experiences

Yan entered a kindergarten that adopted a story approach to learning. The two
class teachers incorporated stories into the curriculum or used the stories as the
main strand in designing structured activities. The learning activities were grouped
into whole-class learning activities and group activities. The whole-class learning
activities included theme time, language time (English and Putonghua), music
and structured physical play activities. Group activities included academic-related
activities (e.g. prewriting exercises and teaching aids for learning 3Rs) and free
play in activity centres. The whole-class learning and academic-related activities
were teacher directed in order to accommodate the curriculum, and free play was
child directed.

After a month, the teachers changed the rotation method of group activities from
a group basis to an individual basis. This was because the teachers found that some
children had a different pace of doing an activity and consequently drifted around
and caused chaos while waiting for the whole group to finish. The rotation methods
showed that learning was viewed as standard or collective regardless of an individ-
ual child’s interest, habits and the level of persistence in activities. Children were
viewed as passive in the ownership of learning. The change of rotation method also
showed that the children were successfully negotiating with the teachers. The teach-
ers’ values of collective learning and classroom order, rather than the individual
child’s learning pace, were challenged by children’s collective and consistent
responses. In effect, by their behaviours, the pupils had effectively modified their
teachers’ strategies and hence the overall classroom environment.

The timetable was the meditational means for delivering curriculum and peda-
gogy. The timetable mediated what the kindergarten and teachers expected of the
children in relation to how and what they learned. The daily timetable was arrival,
registration and prayer, theme time, language activities, toileting, music, group
activities, toileting, snack time, physical play and dismissal (Table 10.1). The daily
schedule of the class seemed tightly programmed.

10.2.2.4 Liminal Stage: Strategic Actions to Classroom Situations

Yan brought with her personal characteristics, competence, knowledge about
kindergarten and preferred strategic actions to cope with the situations in the
kindergarten classroom. Yan’s strategic actions in response to the classroom situa-
tions of (1) separation from caregivers (preliminal stage), (2) classroom environ-
ment, (3) play and learning, (4) routines and rules and (5) social relationships were
as follows. The numbers indicated in the paragraphs below are for plotting the dia-
gram of patterns of strategic actions of Yan.

e Separation from Caregivers

Yan was brought into the classroom by her domestic helper. She looked appre-
hensive while sitting on her assigned seat. She refused to separate from her
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Table 10.1 Daily schedule of the class

Time Mon Thu Time Tue Wed Fri
8:45-9:00 Arrival and free play
9:00-9:20 Assembly Exercise 9:00-9:10 Registration and prayer
9:20-9:45 Registration and 9:10-9:35 Theme time Bible

theme time
9:45-10:05 English 9:35-9:55 English Putonghua
10:05-10:10 Toileting 9:55-10:00 Toileting
10:10-10:30 Music 10:00-10:20 Music
10:30-11:30 Group activities 10:20-11:20 Group

activities

11:30-11:55 Physical play 11:20-11:25 Toileting
11:55-12:00 Toileting 11:25-11:45 Snack time
12:00-12:25 Snack time 11:45-12:00 Story time
12:25-12:30 Getting ready to go home 12:00-12:05 Getting ready

and dismissal to go home

12:05-12:30 Physical play and dismissal

domestic helper by asking her to stay with her and holding her domestic helper’s
hand only on the first day. Starting from the second day, Yan did not ask her
domestic helper to stay with her in the classroom. Perhaps she found that physical
attachment with her domestic, a familiar person, could provide her a sense of
security and a starting point to understand this new place. Her earlier experience
of attending all seven pre-entry classes with her domestic helper might also have
assisted her make sense of this new classroom.

¢ Classroom Environment

The classroom was a rectangle, roughly 17 ftx 24 ft, and it was crowded to
accommodate activity centres for 30 children. Yan passively reconstructed the
classroom by watching and looking for familiar toys — toy kitchen in the home
centre — for 30 min before responding on the first day (2a). As she was interested
in playing with the toy kitchen in the home centre, she tried different strate-
gies to get into the home centre. She knew that she had to get a place in order to
play in the home centre (i.e. four children were allowed to play at a time and
their shoes should be placed on one of the labels on the floor). She did not con-
form to the teachers’ established rules for entering the home centre, nor did she
ignore the rules. She negotiated with the teachers continuously. Her responses
included moving a child’s pair of shoes from a label on the floor and putting her
shoes on the label; shouting at the children who were playing in the home centre
“tidy up, I’'m gonna play”; leaning her body into the home centre in order to
play with the toy kitchen; standing close to the home centre and watching and
waiting for a place; taking out the toys from the centre and playing on the table;
and, while playing, using her hands to hide her face and saying, “don’t let the
teachers see”.
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In short, she re-territorised the spatial routines (2b) and attempted alternative
ways to tap the rules of entering the activity centres from peripheral actions to
legitimate participation (2c) so that she could operate in the classroom. Her actions
ranged from passive to active and from peripheral action to legitimate action. After
a series of negotiations, she followed the rules of going to the home centre.

* Play and Learning

During whole-class activities, children were required to sit in an orderly manner,
being quiet and attentive in listening for collective learning as a class of 30 children.
Yan withdrew from theme time (3a) and language time (3b). She was passive and
withdrew from answering questions and refused to be called out to answer questions
in front of the class (3¢c). She was slow fo respond to new learning situations (3d) but
she was involved and enjoyed music activities from the beginning (3e).

In group activities, she had two distinct approaches to academic-related activities
and free play. She avoided or withdrew from academic-related activities (e.g. prewrit-
ing exercises and teaching aids), whereas she was eager and devoted to participation
in free play (e.g. artwork and toys) regardless of the rules or time allowance.

With respect to her favourite activities — free play, during the period of rotation
of activities on a group basis, she ignored the assigned sequence of activities and
shifted to her preferred activities (3f1). If she were “discovered” by the teachers, she
would negotiate with the teacher to continue with her preferred activity and to play
longer (3f2). Most of the time, the teachers asked her to go back to her group. When
the teachers changed the rotation of group activities on an individual basis, she
would ignore teachers’ request to change activities and keep on playing (3f3).
Sometimes, she refused to stop playing and move on to the next activity by replying
directly that she had not finished and wanted to continue (3f4).

In contrast, Yan was reluctant to complete academic-related activities that she
disliked or did not fully understand. She tended to be slow at completing (3gl). She
looked around, talked and redefined the prewriting exercise as drawing (3g2). When
the teacher sat with her and monitored her progress, she would smile and tell the
teacher she did not know how to do it, and sometimes she would lean on the table
(323). Once she had managed to do the exercise, she would ask to do it on her own.
When she had the autonomy to choose the activity sequence, Yan withdrew from
prewriting activities by putting them off till the last and, at times, after free play
(3g4). She showed reluctance to do prewriting exercises and teaching aids by drift-
ing around (evasion) (3g5). She started to become concerned with evaluative feed-
back on her prewriting exercises by seeking verbal recognition and receiving more
stamps as reward (negotiation) (3h).

¢ Routines and Rules

As indicated in the timetable, there were frequent transitions between activities
in the classroom, and the transitions always went with tidy-up and lining up as a
class. The transition methods were more collective moves rather than personalised
to individual children. Yan ignored the transition routines by keeping on playing
(4al) and avoided these by drifting around until the teachers “caught” her (4a2).
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She successfully negotiated the seating arrangements in theme time (4b). The teach-
ers compromised and allowed her to sit on a chair as she wished instead of on the
floor as assigned. She managed to help herself in snack time (4c). She resisted def-
ecation in school by crying and refused to allow adults to help her (4d).

* Social Relationships

The teachers’ preferred classroom interactions focused on empathy, order, fairness
and safety, and the classroom atmosphere was supportive, relaxed and secure in
intellectual and social learning. Yan was gentle in dealing with peer conflicts and
was socially accepted by her peers and at times bossy (5a). She had informal rapport
with Miss Chan and always succeeded in negotiating her wants with Miss Chan (5b).

*  Home-School Relationships

Yan’s case exemplifies that a child’s transition from home to kindergarten may be
hindered or helped by the total home environment as well as the school environment.
Yan seemed to be disadvantaged in academic learning at the start because the medita-
tional means available at home were relatively unfavourable for preparing her for the
transition to kindergarten. There were discontinuities between home activities and the
classroom practice. Discontinuities in learning experiences forced her to attempt a
variety of strategies to cope with the new situations in order to adapt to pupil status.

In order to support Yan’s comparatively low interest and confidence in her ability
to work on prewriting exercises and teaching aids, the teachers’ strategies were to
approach her cheerfully, encouraging her and patiently accompanying her to try the
activity by holding her hand to teach her and appraising her writing by giving stamps
as a reward. The teachers created a supportive, relaxed and secure atmosphere to
encourage Yan to experience success in prewriting activities and using teaching
aids. All their pleasant attempts were aimed at helping Yan do what she did not want
to do. This demonstrated that the teachers were sensitive to Yan’s needs and were
helping her to meet the academic demands of the kindergarten.

Moreover, Yan’s mother supported her learning by supervising Yan doing home-
work and revision of words and numbers after dinner, despite being tired after a
long working day. With the help of her mother and the teachers, eventually, Yan
mastered these activities even though she was reluctant to appropriate them. This
showed the joint efforts by herself, the teachers and her mother in supporting both
the transition and learning. It is important to note that though Yan’s behaviours were
not consciously planned, focused or verbalised as an adult might cope with, say,
entering into a new job, she was nonetheless an effective agent in her own transition
from home to school.

10.2.2.5 Postliminal Stage: Patterns of Strategic Actions,
Adaptation Outcomes and Pupil Identity

When plotting Yan’s strategic actions in response to context-specific situations in
the classroom (Fig. 10.2), it appears that her strategic actions fell into the dimension
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Fig. 10.2 Plotting Yan’s patterns of strategic action

of nonconformity, redefinition and adaptation but mainly nonconformity. She went
through an ongoing dynamic process of construction and reconstruction to regulate
her responses until they were mutually accepted by herself and the teachers and thus
“adapted” to the classroom. She exhibited a sequence of strategic actions in response
to most of the situations in the classroom. Her preferred strategic actions were
watching, being slow to respond, ignoring (non-verbal, passive construction and
reconstruction), gently refusing, negotiating, operating in alternative ways (verbal,
active reconstruction and negotiation) and following the practice and expectation of
the class (regulation and conformity).

In sum, her negotiation strategy in class was consistent with her strategic actions
at home. However, her evasion in academic-related activities might be because she
was not confident in these new learning experiences. As she had limited formal
learning experience at home, this might be her response to stressful new learning
activities. This showed her academic learning ability had faced challenges.

Yan’s strategic actions reflected her adaptation outcomes and pupil identity. Yan
was described by teachers as cheerful, always in a good temper and loving to play
with and help others. She showed initial anxiety but soon adapted to the separation
from her domestic helper. She was involved in free play, particularly in the home
centre at the start. She adapted to most of the whole-class learning activities in
2 months time, but she took a longer time to adapt to teaching aids and prewriting
exercises. At the end of the year, she had made steady progress and enjoyed moderate
academic achievement.
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She became more confident in learning, but often needed encouragement. She
favoured a low-risk approach to learning and was extrinsically motivated by the
attractiveness of activities and reward. She developed a wider interest in, and was
devoted to, free play. She adapted to the classroom physical environment. She
showed awareness of rules, first negotiating and then conforming. She developed
self-regulation and required less external regulation from the teachers. She was
competent in interacting with others and was, at times, bossy. She was socially
accepted by peers and developed informal rapport with Miss Chan.

Yan’s case consolidates the theoretical framework in understanding how children
go through the transition process and context. The duration and adaptation out-
comes of children during the transition from home to kindergarten are affected by
the continuity of the two settings and the support from both teachers and parents.
These confirm the previous studies that continuity between settings contributes to
children’s successful adaptation (Anning and Edwards 1999; Brooker 2002; Cleave
et al. 1982; Graue 1999).

10.3 Conclusion

10.3.1 Challenges and Issues

The conceptual framework presented above draws on sociocultural theory and the
notions of rites of passage and pupil career. The sociocultural approach to transi-
tion offers a comprehensive contextual and process model for studying the transi-
tion from home to kindergarten. It assists in understanding how children experience
and cope with various classroom situations as they adapt to becoming pupils in a
new school. The case study showed that children are active and creative partici-
pants in their own transition, rather than passive receivers as adults often perceive
them to be. When facing new and challenging situations in the new kindergarten
classroom, they use their biographical resources (characteristics, abilities, accu-
mulated experiences) to help them cope. There are interactions between children
and their parents and children and their teachers in the context of the home and
kindergarten. Children may assimilate or appropriate others’ expectations of them
as pupils into their ways of coping, and they may influence adults’ practices to
arrive at a working consensus.

Thus, adaptation is an interactive and dynamic process of negotiation and change
between the goals and actions of an individual child and the situated contexts in
which they take place. It also offers a comprehensive concept of transition — agents,
contexts, process and adaptation.

Agents: Children are active and creative agents in negotiating their transition.
Contexts: The cultural practices and continuity of the transition contexts of home
and kindergarten are influential to children’s adaptation.



10 A Sociocultural Approach to Children in the Transition from Home to Kindergarten = 143

Process: Transition is a relational process and its duration is subject to the individual
child and his or her situated transition contexts.

Adaptation: Children’s adaptation can be assessed not only by their academic
attainment but also by their development as independent learners.

10.3.2 Future Directions

The theoretical framework set out in this chapter highlights that the agent-context-
process-adaptation model can be further explored, examined and modified with
respect to understanding children’s transitions in early-years settings, thus contrib-
uting to further research into transition in different countries. As children are the
agents in their kindergarten transition, it is appropriate and necessary to conduct
research with children rather than on them (Clark 2010; Clark and Moss 2001).

However, in Hong Kong, children’s first-hand experiences and views about their
lives are often neglected in transition research in a Chinese context. Children are
perceived as too young (i.e. age of ignorance) and considered unable to articulate or
speak for themselves and thus are regarded as an unreliable source of data. However,
in my studies, observing children’s strategic actions in response to different class-
room situations has helped me understand which aspects are easier to adapt to and
which aspects are more difficult. Even at the age of three, children are able to
“voice” their views about going to kindergarten, their favourite activities at home
and in school and their understanding of the classroom routines and teachers’
requirements. This provides a user perspective on transition practices that are cul-
turally appropriate in the Hong Kong context.

This chapter shows how awareness of children’s behaviours can have important
consequences in understanding their transition from home to kindergarten —
consequences in particular for teachers and parents who all too often assume that
because children cannot conceptualise their feelings, needs and objectives in
words, they are not effective agents of change in their own lives and environment.

Finally, researching the 3-year-old children’s perceptions of their lived experi-
ences at home and in school is new in Hong Kong, as well as in other countries, and
may yield a new conceptualisation of childhood that may change adults’ views of
what children can do.
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Chapter 11
Experienced and Recalled Transition:
Starting School as Part of Life History

Tuija Turunen

11.1 Introduction

Often people can recall memories about starting school and carry them into
adulthood and even to old age as part of their autobiographical narratives. This
chapter brings together transition to school as part of life course (Elder 1998) and
autobiographical narratives as a story of ‘continuing me’ (Nelson 2003). It argues
that starting school is one of the key life events and might contribute to a person’s
identity and life trajectory. It also locates transition to school as an influential
factor within the life course and facilitates the application of autobiographical
narrative methodologies to early childhood transition research.

Previous research has shown that transition to school has an impact on the school
years that follow (Dockett and Perry 2007). Positive transition is linked to positive
school outcomes in academic achievement and social competence. A child’s image
of himself/herself as a learner is influenced by school experiences, and experiences
of success have an impact on a child’s future success at school and sense of self.
This chapter contributes to the field of transition studies by opening a new view to
starting school as part of an individual’s life course and story of ‘continuing me’.
It continues the work of the previous studies on memories related to childhood
(Andersson and Strander 2004; Lahelma 2002; McNicol 2007; Rosewarne et al.
2010; van Hook 2002) and concentrates on memories and autobiographical
narratives of starting school that recall happenings even decades after they occurred.

Memories about starting school are part of autobiographical narratives
which people construct to understand their lives as entities (Bruner 1990, 2001;
Polkinghorne 1988; Webster and Mertova 2007). Autobiographical narratives are
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places to establish a sense of personal history in the social world where other
people have their own histories. They are one way to explain to the self why certain
things happened the way they did and their significance for the present (Nelson
2003). Autobiographical narratives are complex forms of cognition in which
knowledge, emotions, identity and culture intersect during the process of remem-
bering (Conway 2004). In their stories, people make sense of their experiences and
memories, themselves, the world and their relationships. This process often begins
at about the same time as children start school. It contains awareness of self in the
past and future and the difference between self and others’ narratives. It is linked
to language development and the establishment of a unique and coherent life story
(Howe et al. 2003).

In this chapter, I integrate the theoretical foundations and examples from my
finished and ongoing research projects with memories about starting school in
Finland and Australia. In these projects, the participants were asked to tell their
story about starting school in autobiographical narrative interviews. The studies so
far include stories from Finland during the Second World War and the post-war
reconstruction (Turunen 2012). In Australia, the stories were told by early settle-
ment Australians, immigrant-background Australians who started school either in
Australia or first overseas and then in Australia and Indigenous Australians
(Turunen 2009; Turunen and Dockett 2013; Turunen et al. 2012). The extracts from
the stories are used to highlight the implications of the theoretical foundations for
research and practice.

11.2 Starting School as Autobiographical Knowledge

Following Conway’s (2004, p. 9563) statement, ‘the term autobiographical
memory refers to memory for the events of our lives and also to memory for more
abstract personal knowledge such as schools we attended, people we had rela-
tionships with, places we have lived, places we have worked, and so on’.
Memories of special events can be vivid and detailed, whereas personal knowledge
is more general.

In the following extract, the narrator first describes her personal vivid memory
about the event of not understanding and knowing what to do on her first day at
school and the strategy she used to cope with that situation. At the end of the extract,
she moves from this personal experience to more general knowledge about English
as a Second Language (ESL) programme in her school:

So I just had this sheet in front of me and I just looked over at the girl next to me and whatever
she did I would do. So I do remember writing down like ... Trying to ... Well I thought I’1l
justput ... So I just put ‘Carolyn’ on my sheet. I mean, I didn’t know how to write so I just did
my best. So I copied her. Basically I just copied her, whatever she did I did. That’s my memory
of the very first day. And obviously I kept returning to school and the school started to have an
ESL program for me. (Started school in Australia 1979, immigrant heritage)
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In the following extract, the knowledge about moving and the age of the baby
brother represent general knowledge which is accompanied with a personal experi-
ence of the uncle’s truck. This memory was told as part of a relocation story before
starting school.

But we lived at [the name of the town] till I was about two years old, I think, and then
moved down [to the place she started school]. So my baby brother was just born when
we ... Must have been six months old when we moved down. And that’s probably my
earliest memory, is coming in that truck. I can vaguely remember the truck, my uncle’s
truck with the furniture on the back and us sort of coming down. (Started school in
Australia 1956, Australian heritage)

These two examples illustrate how different kinds of memories are needed in the
construction of autobiographical narrative. The personal experiences and vivid
memories about them are placed in the context of general knowledge about one’s
life during the experience.

Autobiographical memories form a resource of autobiographical knowledge.
Conway and Pleydell-Pearce (2000) have identified three areas of autobiographical
knowledge: lifetime periods, general events and event-specific knowledge. Lifetime
periods are distinct periods of time with identifiable beginnings and endings, such as
the period of schooling. In the stories, starting school marks a new lifetime period —
schooldays — as can be seen in the following extract:

It’s just really bits and pieces but as I said we lived very close to the school. I just really have
very positive memories of all of the primary school years anyway. And I found most people
very, very helpful and I don’t remember, even though I couldn’t speak English at all when
I went, it didn’t seem to matter. (Started school in Australia 1959, immigrant heritage)

In the following extract, the narrator tells about her whole education from Year 1
to Year 9.

I don’t remember there being a kinder class, there may have been but I know I started in first
class. Yes, and so sometimes there might have been only two and three in a class. Some
classes I can remember there was probably up to five of us. The classes went from either
kinder or first through to intermediate, Year 9. And so yes, I was always last in the class
because I never had time to do homework. I had to milk the cows to start with before I went
to school and milk the cow when I went home. And was always sent to bed early because
I had to ride the bike I suppose, that and all the jobs I had to do. (Started school in Australia
1939, Australian heritage)

As can be seen from these extracts, in their stories, people constructed starting
school as part of a bigger lifetime period which contained primary school years, as
in the first example, or even the whole schooling experience as in the second
example. Previous studies have indicated that starting school is not something that
happens in one day but is a longer process occurring over six months to several
years, including preschool years and the first 2 or 3 years of school (Fabian 2002;
Karikoski 2008; Petriwskyj et al. 2005). In autobiographical narratives, starting
school is an even longer period than the previous studies have indicated.

Lifetime periods contain general events, which are more specific, but at the
same time more heterogeneous. They are usually repeated events like going to
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school every day, having a school lunch and playtime. They can be identified from
time-related words such as ‘ever’, ‘we used to’ and ‘always’. In the first one of the
following extracts, the word ‘ever’ marks a general event of not having a seat in
the school bus. In the second one, the narrator identifies the general event of lunchtime
by using ‘used to’ and ‘always’.

And I remember me starting school and I just didn’t like it because I was nearly the last kid

to get picked up at [place-name] and there was no seats, ever. (Started school in Australia
1993, Australian heritage)

We used to have this great big shed with chairs in it and you could have your lunch and that.
Yeah, playground was always fun. I always had a lot of friends. (Started school in Australia
1962, immigrant heritage)

Some general events contain event-specific knowledge. These are typically
characterised by vivid and detailed imagery. The previous example of copying a
schoolmate’s name on the first day at school is a good example of event-specific
knowledge. The narrator could vividly remember the details of the incident and
how she managed to overcome the difficult situation. Other examples of this
kind of autobiographical knowledge in the stories often contained strong
emotions.

In this extract, the narrator tells about her joy of learning and success:

At school everything was new: rules, lunch, kits and real crayons. We also moulded with
plasticine and that was the first success of my school work! (Started school in Finland 1953)

In the following example, the narrator tells a vivid memory about being separated
from her carer:

I can still remember those moments after 60 years. My stepmother had taken me to the
railway station and left me with a nurse. I clenched my doll in my arms and embarked onto
the train. There were plenty of children in the railway carriage, some of them crying incon-
solable. The destination was unknown. All the children had a cardboard nametag on their
neck. (A Finnish child who was sent to Denmark during the Second World War. She started
school in Denmark, 1942.)

The following memory was told in the very beginning of the interview. It was a
strong memory and the narrator told that it was the reason he wanted to participate
in the study:

I remember being chased through the, it must have been at lunchtime, I got chased, now
how they got, they used to call me Mount Kosciusko ... but to be chased by these people.
Of course once you start running that is it. I remember most vividly, I saw a nun and I was
running towards her and I was hiding behind her dress, you know the veil and everything.
I see her smile, but I don’t remember her face. (Started school in Australia 1954,
immigrant heritage)

This kind of event-specific knowledge can become part of self-defining
memories. They are the most significant memories that influence a person’s
emotions and behaviours and can often be referred as ‘turning points’ in one’s
life course (Conway and Pleydell-Pearce 2000; Singer and Salovey 1993). They are
important to understand a person’s life goals and essential conflicts and become
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repeated touchstones in one’s autobiographical narrative (Blagov and Singer
2004; Singer and Salovey 1993).

Blagov and Singer (2004) have studied self-defining memories and define four
dimensions of them: specificity, integrative meaning, content and affect.
Self-defining memories are specific episodic memories which a person uses as
integrative tools in the construction of his/her autobiographical narrative. They are
lessons about the self, important relationships or life in general. The content of
self-defining memories is associated with success in relationships or achievement,
personal adjustment and levels of distress, and they arouse positive or negative
feelings at the time of recall.

The following extract can be understood as a self-defining memory. Recalling
this memory of bullying was still seemingly stressful for the teller, over 70 years
after the event:

I hated being different. I had plaits, bucked teeth, Chinese so I didn’t have much going
for me. They used to tie my plaits, the ribbons on the chair and then ... And I used to
get taunted at the high school. It was really ... You wanted to make yourself this big
[showing a tiny space with her fingers] so people didn’t notice you. Anyway, I became
form captain, house captain. I played in school hockey teams. So I think that it was all
in my head, this inferiority complex, but it carried ... I carried that right through until
I was married, this inferiority complex. (Started school in Australia 1935, immigrant
heritage)

In her story, this person kept coming back to her ethnic background and how it
had affected her throughout her life course. In the following extract, the narrator
draws inferences from his childhood experiences to how he acted later as an adult:

[after telling about bullying] Then I decided: when I am an adult and the boss, I surely will
be in the side of the underdog and will not allow anyone to bully a defenceless person! I was
able to fulfil the promise when I worked as a regular in the army and later in a position of
responsibility. (Started school in Finland 1943)

Self-defining memories integrated the autobiographical narratives and narrators
often interpreted the meaning of them via the present and the future as we can see
from the previous example. They became repeated °‘touchstones’ in one’s
autobiographical narrative (Blagov and Singer 2004). The construction and integra-
tion process can be seen in ‘time travelling’ during the story. The following extract
is a good example:

I didn’t like reading so much and I found it really difficult. We used to have to stand up in
front of class and read out and I found that really difficult. That actually went right through
school. I even found that difficult in later years, until one of my teachers encouraged me to
join the debating team and that really helped. And I haven’t shut up since in public really.
But that was a challenge and yet I could ... We used to have morning talk and we used to
just have to stand up and talk about what’s happening and that I found really easy. (Started
school in Australia 1970, Australian heritage)

The narrator first describes her anticipation to read aloud and then jumps to her
later school years and from that to adulthood. When she has given an explanation,
she comes back to her starting school experiences.
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11.3 Starting School Within Life Course

According to Elder and Shanahan (2006), life course is a sequence of socially
defined, age-graded events and roles that define the contours of biography.
Individual life happens in a time and place and is linked with other people’s
lives (Elder 1998). Life courses consist of transitions combining a role exit and
entry, of leaving a state and entering a new state (van Gennep 1960). Transitions
in the life course and especially the first transitions in early childhood can affect
further transitions because the advantages and disadvantages tend to accumulate
(Elder 1998). Accordingly, Dunlop (2007) talks about “transitions capital” and
how a child can gain this through successful transitions. With transitions capital,
a person has more knowledge and skills to successfully address transitions later
in his/her life.

As Elder (1998, p. 1) puts it, transitions ‘are always part of social trajectories that
give them distinctive meaning and form’. Starting school represents an institution-
alised transition established by laws and educational policies (Elder 2004). It starts
a new trajectory, school days, and influences people’s identification of themselves
as learners and members of school communities. In the following extract, the narra-
tor tells about her feelings related to this new identity:

Tomorrow it finally starts, the school. I am allowed to visit my grandma to pick some apples
which are good snacks on the way to school. In the spring I had to sit in on my sister’s class
and now I was treated like a schoolchild. (Started school in Finland 1950)

Many transitions are age-graded and can be evaluated as a cohort status. People
are located in special cohorts, and there are expectations of timing and the order of
the transitions within that cohort (Elder and Shanahan 2006). Starting school is very
much linked to age. It happens to nearly all children when they are ‘old enough’.
The age of schoolchildren thus has a socially constructed meaning in the life course;
one needs to do it on time, not too early or too late (Elder and Shanahan 2006).

In the stories, the expectation of starting school at the right age was often
revealed:

I don’t know, it [starting school] was just something we all did. We all had to go to school
and once you turned ... [right age]. My birthday is in June but I know I would have proba-
bly started pretty much at the beginning of the year. But I was probably a bit young you see,
4 V2. (Started school in Australia 1944, Australian heritage)

The failure to start school at the right age can be a difficult experience:

Well I think it is important because it is different to most children’s story of starting school
where you automatically start school and there is no question whether you should or
shouldn’t go to school and you had a right to have an education regardless of your ability or
disability. Because of my disability I had to wait until my brother was four and a half and
I was six years old before the education department would allow me to go to school instead
of staying at home and not getting an education. (Started school in Australia 1942,
Australian heritage)

In the first of these two examples, the narrator first talks about the ‘right age’ of
starting school and then explains that he was not quite ‘old enough’. In the second
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example, the narrator was ‘too old’ when she started school. Because of her
disability, she had to wait for her young brother to grow up so that he could assist
her. This failure to fulfil the cohort status was a difficult experience for the narrator,
and she kept coming back to it throughout the interview.

11.4 Starting School in Context

Starting school happens in time and place, just like all the other transitions during
the life course. It is embedded in and shaped by the context (Elder 1998). Memories
are culturally framed, and the context is used to make sense of experiences (Nelson
2003). Autobiographical narratives are the places where individual memories and
sociocultural contexts meet and are linked to wider social narratives (Haynes 2006;
Markowitsch and Welzer 2009).

In the stories, starting school happens within numerous sociocultural contexts.
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model describes children’s development as
influenced by direct and indirect experiences within sociocultural contexts and
describes the interaction between individuals and contexts as the driving force
behind an effective transition to school. It provides a framework for considering the
ways in which different contexts, processes and people interact and intersect over
time. In the transition to school, the contexts of family, preschool and school inter-
sect and are influenced by broader community, political and social contexts and the
people and processes operating within these.

The macrosystem is shaped by home and school cultures and the historical
time, and it influences the narratives of starting school. For example, in Finnish
stories, the wartime narratives were more sombre than the post-war ones
(Turunen 2012). The narratives from the years 1937 to 1943 were affected by
war, and it was somehow present in all of them. In the wartime narratives, there
were many sinister events, including events that were not related to war, such as
accidents and sickness. Latvala (2006) has indicated that memory knowledge
related to home and school shows how children perceive the unusual everyday
life, for example, during wartime. Children see, hear, experience and sense the
war and the threat of death and loss. The war memories of childhood are not
forgotten (Latvala 2000).

Starting school in Finland between 1937 and 1957 was influenced by the Second
World War, the post-war reconstruction of the country and paying war debts to the
Soviet Union. These incidents influenced the sociocultural context in general and
starting school in particular during those decades and can be identified in the narra-
tives as can be seen in the following extract:

After walking about three kilometres, the road ended with a railway and a freight train was
greeting me. I was startled and panicked. I plunged for ‘a shelter’ behind the road and under
a fir. (Started school in Finland 1943)

This extract tells about a fear of bombing. During the Second World War,
Finland was heavily bombed. Because most people lived in rural areas where no
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bomb shelters were available, people ran to forests when they heard bombers coming.
For children, a stentorian noise was frightening, because it was a sign of a danger.

Transition to school is meeting an unknown school culture for the majority of
children (Brostrom 2007), but added to that, immigrant children encounter people
from the other culture, habits that they are not familiar with and often also a
language barrier. It appears that starting school is also often the first meeting
with the mainstream culture without the parents. In the following extract, the
narrator illustrates this:

Then when it was my time and I was given permission to go, even in primary school, it was
like I was going over a fence into another culture. Of course when I went over the fence my
language changed, my behaviour changed, my food changed-because if I was having lunch
at someone else’s place there was stuff I didn’t eat at home. (Started school in Australia
1957, immigrant heritage)

These examples of the influence of macrosystems on starting school experiences
illuminate how the narrators were required to cope with demanding macro-level
circumstances simultaneously with starting school.

The exosystem is the level where a child is not participating but which influences
his/her life indirectly (Bronfenbrenner 1979). From a child’s point of view, it is
usually the adults’ world. In the stories about starting school, the exosystem is noted
by the child and often interpreted by the narrating adult in the stories. For example,
it could be the absence of father because of the war or seeking work:

In Block 21 [Reception and Training Centre for immigrants, in Victoria, Australia] for a
few days until they were shifted to Block 15 that was the official hostel block for long
term people staying as we were. Meanwhile dad ended up walking or mostly hitch-hiking
all the way up to Sydney, all over the place trying to get some work. Poor old mum was left
to look after the four of us. (Started school in Netherlands 1950 and in Australia 1952,
immigrant heritage)

or financial challenges after the immigration:

So things were ‘pretty tight’ in those days. The joy of my life was when I was given a pair
of shoes, but they were school shoes —that was my Christmas present, [laughing] because
that was something special, you know. Parents could not afford things in those days because
we lived in poor, very poor circumstances. (Started school in Australia 1951, immigrant
heritage)

The microsystems are the systems where a child is personally involved
(Bronfenbrenner 1979), like home, school, friends and their homes. In stories about
starting school, microsystems were often intertwined. The life of the child is an
entity and school is part of it, and not always the most important part.

I think the best thing about school and the best thing about being in New Guinea was that
my mum came from a village and every weekend we would drive three hours to the village
and spend the weekend at the village and then come back for school. So I just liked being
there, a break, a mini-break and then coming back, it was good. (Started school in Papua
New Guinea 1980, immigrant heritage Australian)

My memory of that time was that we had a very free life, running around outside because I
can remember running around with my friends, all around [the name of the town]. (Started
school in Australia 1956, Australian heritage)
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In the following extract, academic learning was not recalled, and that seemed to
surprise the narrator:

I remember getting chastised for playing in the school garden, by the teacher, just silly
things really. But the actual schooling, subjects and such I don’t remember much, just that
I used to talk a lot in school. (Started school in 1949 in Germany, immigrant heritage
Australian)

In the stories, some of children’s microsystems were invisible for adults. They
were the children’s own places, which adults did not understand or have access.
Often this ‘secret world of childhood’ was explicitly expressed:

And if you wanted to swim above the water you held this ball, you held a ball and you could
sort of manage to keep your head up above water. Well my parents would have been ...
Mum would have been horrified to think that I'd let my children do that but she did it. She
didn’t know what we were up to. But we all survived. (Started school in Australia 1950,
immigrant heritage)

11.5 Future Directions and Policy Implications

According to Elder (1998), studying the life course is important in order to identify
and understand the impact of various changes in children’s lives. It is not always
possible or expedient to have extended longitudinal studies. Studying memories is
one way to use life course theory to investigate the past and interlocking trajectories
in human life. Transitions, like starting school, are substantial times of change and
can be represented as turning points (Elder and Shanahan 2006). Starting school is
an educational marker which may influence coming school years and even the
choices a person makes later in his/her life. In their stories, people construct starting
school as part of their autobiographical narratives and interpret it in their life course.
It becomes part of the story of ‘continuing me’ (Nelson 2003).

These autobiographical narratives are oral histories which mediate relationships
of individual and public life and provide insights into how macro-level social,
cultural, economic and political changes are experienced by individual people
(Clary-Lemon 2010; Portelli 2004; Schiffrin 2003). Portelli (2004) says that oral
history as a coherent narrative story does not exist in nature, but people tell pieces
and episodes about their lives. Thus, the stories about starting school told during
research interviews had usually never been told in that form before. They were sto-
ries about the past, interpreted and constructed in the present (Freeman 2007).

Studying memories is about studying things that happened in the past, and this
makes a question of historical methodologies relevant. Historical incidents need to be
taken into account, and that leads the researcher to historical resources like archives
and documents. These sources are important to illuminate the context of the stories,
even though the emphasis of this kind of study is to contribute understanding
of starting school memories as part of a person’s constructed autobiographical
narrative (Ghosh 2007).
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This study approach also arouses issues about ‘accurate’ and ‘inaccurate’
memories. Are the memories of starting school historically correct? The stories may
not be verifiable in terms of their correspondence to the actual event as it happened
at the time but are illustrative of how the past gets revisited and reshaped across
one’s life course. They are combinations of a person’s own experiences, stories told
in family and community, photos and other artefacts and the time and place of start-
ing school and recalling it. They represent experienced and recalled constructions of
an individual person’s self-history, unique to him/her (Nelson 2003). Following
Thelen’s (1989) ideas, this brings the constructed recollections into the centre of
study, rather than the accuracy of the memory.

Understanding transition to school in the autobiographical context can help
educators and parents to become more aware of the impact of their own experiences
and memories about starting school when working with children. There is some
research evidence that shows intergenerational trends in experiences from genera-
tion to generation (Barnett and Taylor 2009; Elder 2001; Turunen and Dockett
2011). Starting school experiences and memories through generations in the same
family are worthy of further study.

By understanding and reflecting on their own experiences, educators and parents
can move towards empathy and understanding around a child’s experiences
(Rosewarne et al. 2010). This can provide the basis for positive relationships — the
essence of asuccessful transition to school (Dockett and Perry 2007). Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological theory sets up some interesting scenes on starting school. Understanding
the meaning and impact of the macro- and exosystems requires paying attention to
the meaning of starting school for children, who nowadays live in critical situations
such as financial difficulties, violence, war or natural catastrophes. Elder and
Shanahan (2006) emphasise how sociocultural context and historical changes affect
the life course. They define them as exogenous processes in human development.
Children live in sociocultural contexts which influence their experiences and memo-
ries about starting school and will become part of their autobiographical narratives
and self-understanding. In difficult situations, starting school can represent a normal
and safe everyday life.

Beside the macro- and exosystems, children live their individual lives and have
their own microsystems. Some of them can be invisible for adults and represent “the
secret world of childhood”. Home and family, friends and their homes, lessons and
playtime at school are parts of children’s microsystems and are all intertwined.
An interesting question for further study might be what impact children’s own
microsystems have on transition to school.

References

Andersson, B.-E., & Strander, K. (2004). Perceptions of school and future adjustment to life:
A longitudinal study between the ages of 18 and 25. Scandinavian Journal of Educational
Research, 48(5), 459-476.



11 Experienced and Recalled Transition: Starting School as Part of Life History 155

Barnett, M. A., & Taylor, L. C. (2009). Parental recollections of school experiences and current
kindergarten transition practices. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 30(2),
140-148.

Blagov, P. S., & Singer, J. A. (2004). Four dimensions of self-defining memories (specificity,
meaning, content, and affect) and their relationships to self-restraint, distress, and repressive
defensiveness. Journal of Personality, 72(3), 481-512.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and
design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Brostrom, S. (2007). Transitions in children’s thinking. In A.-W. Dunlop & H. Fabian (Eds.),
Informing transitions in the early years. Research, policy and practice (pp. 61-73). Maidenhead:
Open University Press.

Bruner, J. (1990). Acts of meaning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. (2001). Self-making and world-making. In J. Brockmeier & D. Carbaugh (Eds.),
Narrative and identity. Studies in autobiography, self and culture (pp. 25—43). Amsterdam:
John Benjamins.

Clary-Lemon, J. (2010). We’re not ethnic, we’re Irish: Oral histories and the discursive construction
of immigrant identity. Discourse & Society, 21(5), 5-25.

Conway, M. A. (2004). Memory: Autobiographical. In N. J. Smelser & P. B. Baltes (Eds.),
International encyclopedia of the social and behavioral sciences (pp. 9563-9567). Amsterdam:
Elsevier.

Conway, M. A., & Pleydell-Pearce, C. W. (2000). The construction of autobiographical memories
in the self-memory system. Psychological Review, 107(2), 261-288.

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2007). Transitions to school: Perceptions, expectations, experiences.
Sydney: University of New South Wales Press.

Dunlop, A.-W. (2007). Bridging research, policy and practice. In A.-W. Dunlop & H. Fabian
(Eds.), Informing transitions in the early years. Research, policy and practice (pp. 151-168).
Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Elder, G. H. (1998). The life course as developmental theory. Child Development, 69(1), 1-12.

Elder, G. H. (2001). Families, social change, and individual lives. Marriage & Family Review,
31(1/2), 187-202.

Elder, G. H. (2004). Life course: Sociological aspects. In N. J. Smelser & P. B. Baltes (Eds.),
International encyclopedia of the social and behavioral sciences (pp. 8817-8821). Amsterdam:
Elsevier.

Elder, G. H., & Shanahan, M. J. (2006). The life course and human development. In W. Damon &
R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology. Theoretical models of human development
(6th ed., Vol. 1, pp. 665-715). Hoboken: Wiley.

Fabian, H. (2002). Empowering children for transitions. In H. Fabian & A.-W. Dunlop (Eds.),
Transitions in the early years (pp. 123—134). London: Routledge.

Freeman, M. (2007). Autobiographical understanding and narrative inquiry. In J. D. Clandinin
(Ed.), Handbook of narrative inquiry: Mapping a methodology (pp. 120-145). London: Sage.

Ghosh, R. (2007). Interdisciplinarity and the °‘doing’ of history: A dialogue between
F. R. Ankersmit and Ranjan Ghosh. Rethinking History, 11(2), 225-249.

Haynes, K. (2006). Linking narrative and identity construction: Using autobiography in accounting
research. Critical Perspectives on Accounting, 17(4), 399-418.

Howe, M. L., Courage, M. L., & Edison, S. C. (2003). When autobiographical memory begins.
Developmental Review, 23(4), 471-494.

Karikoski, H. (2008). Lapsen koulunaloittaminen ekologisena siirtymdnd. Vanhemmat informant-
teina lapsen siirtymisessd esiopetuksen kasvuympdristostd perusopetuksen kasvuympdristoon
[Starting school as an ecological transition. Parents as informants in the transit of children from
pre-school to school environments]: Vol. 100. Acta Universitatis Ouluensis E. Oulu: Oulun
yliopisto.

Lahelma, E. (2002). School is for meeting friends: Secondary school as lived and remembered.
British Journal of Sociology of Education, 23(3), 367-381.



156 T. Turunen

Latvala, P. (2006). Lapsuuteeni kuuluivat sota, siirtolaiset ja sankarihautajaiset [In my childhood
there were the war, evacuees and soldiers’ funerals]. Historiallinen aikakauskirja [The
Historical Journal], 104(2), 142—-152.

Markowitsch, H. J., & Welzer, H. (2009). The development of autobiographical memory. Hove:
Psychology Press.

McNicol, S. (2007). Memories of reading in the 1940s and 1950s. New Review of Children’s
Literature and Librarianship, 13(2), 101-116.

Nelson, K. (2003). Narrative and self, myth and memory: Emergence of cultural self. In R. Fivush
& A. C. Hayden (Eds.), Autobiographical memory and the construction of narrative self
(pp- 3-28). Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Petriwskyj, A., Thorpe, K., & Tayler, C. (2005). Trends in construction of transition to school in
three western regions, 1990-2004. International Journal of Early Years Education, 13(1),
55-69.

Polkinghorne, D. (1988). Narrative knowing and the human sciences. Albany: State University of
New York Press.

Portelli, A. (2004). Oral history as genre. In M. Chamberlain & P. Thompson (Eds.), Narrative and
genre: Contexts and types of communication (pp. 23-45). New Brunswick: Transaction
Publishers.

Rosewarne, S., White, J. E., Hard, L., & Wright, L. (2010). Exploring transition through collective
biographical memory work: Considerations for parents and teachers in early childhood
education. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 35(3), 24-32.

Schiffrin, D. (2003). Linguistics and history: Oral history as discourse. In D. Tannen & J. E. Alatis
(Eds.), Linguistics, language, and the real world: Discourse and beyond (pp. 84-113).
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.

Singer, J. A., & Salovey, P. (1993). The remembered self. Emotion and memory in personality.
New York: Free Press.

Thelen, D. (1989). Memory and American history. Journal of American History, 75(4),
1117-1129.

Turunen, T. A. (2009, August). Memories about starting school. What is remembered after
decades? Paper presented at the European Early Childhood Education Research Association
(EECERA) Conference, Strasbourg.

Turunen, T. A. (2012). Memories about starting school. What is remembered after decades?
Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 56(1), 69-84.

Turunen, T. A., & Dockett, S. (2011, October). Family members’ memories about starting school.
Paper presented at the Oral History Association of Australia (OHAA) Conference, Melbourne.

Turunen, T. A., & Dockett, S. (2013). Family members’ memories about starting school. An
intergenerational aspect. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 38(2), 103—110.

Turunen, T. A., Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2012, August). When I started school... Recalled traditions
of transition. Paper presented at the European Early Childhood Education Research Association
(EECERA) Conference, Oporto.

van Gennep, A. (1960). The rites of passage. London: Routledge.

van Hook, C. W. (2002). Preservice teachers reflect on memories from early childhood. Journal of
Early Childhood Teacher Education, 23(2), 143-155.

Webster, L., & Mertova, P. (2007). Using narrative inquiry as a research method. London:
Routledge.



Part 111
Critical Perspectives



Chapter 12
The Relation of Research on Readiness
to Research/Practice of Transitions

Elizabeth Graue and June Reineke

12.1 Introduction

It is only in the last 25 years that US researchers and policymakers have begun
looking beyond the child- and skill-centered notion of readiness to include ideas
about ready families, schools, and communities (Graue 2006; Kagan 1990; National
Education Goals Panel (NEGP) 1998; National Governors Association (NGA)
2005). This shift has paralleled the progression of transition research, framing tran-
sition as a process that is facilitated through an ecological systems understanding of
early childhood education (Pianta and Cox 1999; Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 2000;
Rous et al. 1994).

To better understand the ebb and flow of the relationship between readiness and
transition in research and practice, we contrast these two constructs across several
dimensions. By examining their theoretical foundations, their evolution over time,
and their inherent complementarity, we will illuminate how they have shaped and
are shaped by early learning initiatives in the past, present, and future. We ask that
the reader recognize that our approach is parochial, representing only our
experience in the United States. We are confident that our colleagues’ work in other
chapters will connect ours to global notions of transitions so that we are not quite
so isolated in the story we tell. We will begin by providing a brief historical
overview, working to define commonly used ideas in transition and readiness in the
United States, exploring the theoretical foundations of our research, the challenges
and resources these foundations have provided, and the future directions of our
research in the area.

E. Graue (>4)
University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI, USA
e-mail: graue @education.wisc.edu

J. Reineke
Winona State University, Winona, MN, USA
e-mail: JMReineke @ winona.edu

B. Perry et al. (eds.), Transitions to School - International Research, Policy and Practice, 159
International perspectives on early childhood education and development 9,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_12, © Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014



160 E. Graue and J. Reineke

12.2 Theoretical Foundations

Our intellectual work around transitions and readiness comes from a stance of
critical constructionism. From this perspective, these constructs are not self-standing
entities “out there” but are instead, products of historical, social, cultural, and
political forces. Rather than counting ready children or working to find the best
transition plan, we assume that readiness is socially constructed in local communi-
ties that differ in terms of their ideas about children, the role of schooling, and the
nature of development (Graue 1993). As a result, one child will be ready on one side
of town and not ready on the other.

The same is true of transitions — transition practices develop in response to, and
reflect, local values and power relations, typically serving the needs of some but not
of others. Looking closely at the interactions among people, places, and local
practices shows that children experience readiness and transition practices in real
time and in real life. Social constructs create material realities. Conversely, material
realities create social constructs. But it does separate to some degree the constructs
from the child and makes us, as capable adults, culpable for the consequences of our
measures and practices. Critical constructivism is a step away from the mainstream
developmentalism that has shaped so much of thought and practice in early
childhood education as it examines how children, families, and educators come to
think about readiness and transitions in particular social and historical contexts.
It leads us to look at how these ideas have historical legacies and to look carefully
at the consequences of our conceptualisations.

For example, readiness and transition did not exist until children and education
were placed into a life-stage framework. That is, neither construct was conceivable
until children moved from home to school. This life-altering transition has histori-
cally been wrapped around ideas about developmental maturation, environmental
opportunities, or the interaction of the two. In each of the perspectives, the role of
intervention is seen as a mechanism that can leverage success.

Early in US history, readiness took on a remedial tone, with interventions
provided for children from impoverished environments. Often children of immi-
grants or children living in poverty were provided socialisation so that they could
succeed not only in school but in life as well. This notion is observed in the
development of the US settlement house that served an explicit transitional
purpose in the nineteenth century (Bloch 1987). Through the settlement house,
immigrants (parents and children) were to be socialised to American ways of life,
taught hygiene and language, and given childcare for working mothers. The tran-
sition in this case was from one culture to another, from one set of norms to
another. The most relevant issue was leveling the playing field for children with
fewer resources at home than their more affluent peers. Readiness for these
children was framed from a deficit perspective as illustrated by the sparse
institutional surroundings in Fig. 12.1.

This can be contrasted to the other side of town shown in Fig. 12.2, where
children attended private nursery schools offering sandboxes, dress-up clothes, and
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Fig. 12.1 Settlement house nursery (http://www.google.com/imgres?q=settlement+house+nursery&u
m=1&hl=en&sa=N&rlz=1G1GGLQ_ENUS377&biw=1260&bih=790&tbm=isch&tbnid=bDNuvVj
QIJEZ_GM:&imgrefurl=http://americafrom1865.blogspot.com/2012/02/early-20th-century-struggle-
for-civil.html&docid=wwy YIc3z5vIxIM&imgurl=http://www.swarthmore.edu/Library/peace/
Exhibits/janeaddams/photoshullhouse/Nursery 1.jpg&w=900&h=577&ei=p6uXUMDf]_GgyAGmzo
Fo&zoom=1&iact=rc&dur=429&sig=103433073126969172997 &page=1&tbnh=141&tbnw=238&st
art=0&ndsp=25&ved=1t:429,r:0,s:0,i:71 &tx=79&ty=39) (Originating in the Jane Addams Collection,
Swarthmore)

a wide variety of freely chosen opportunities for play. Learning how to think and
create were desired skills for success in the real world.

Transition and readiness for more affluent children was respectful of the resources
that children had at home and was primarily a kind of bridge that facilitated the
move from home to school. Rather than the institutional perspective of the settle-
ment house, transition and readiness for these children was viewed as enrichment
that occurred through interaction with the natural world.

While we could trace the discussion on developmental patterns, ages, and stages
back centuries, the notion of readiness crystallised in the early twentieth century
when the Child Study Movement claimed the potential to map children’s passage
through the early years. Through careful and systematic observation of thousands of
children, scientists were able to describe patterns in development in samples of
young children. The following image (Fig. 12.3) shows Arnold Gesell, a key figure
in the empirical study of children in an observation room with multiple data collec-
tors recording interactions. This practice was replicated with thousands of children
to create a developmental map that was correlated with age.
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Fig. 12.2 Private nursery garden (http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3a25266/) (Library
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, DC. 20540 USA)

Fig.12.3 Arnold Gesell in the Child Study Center (http://www.childstudycenter.yale.edu/Images/
med337_101604Gesell%20Dome4.jpg) (Image courtesy of the Yale Child Study Center, Yale
University School of Medicine)
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Developmental mapping moved early childhood education from the realm of the
romantic and mystical (Froebel, Waldorf) to a practice informed by science. This
created experts who could identify what was normal and give advice about practices
to support children’s development. The creation of the expert gave some people
authority and minimized the expertise of others. Pediatricians rose in credibility as
individuals well acquainted with ages and stages, and parents deferred to them in
seeking advice.

Depending on how children were conceptualised, this empirical framing might
take on a maturationist flavor, arguing that development was primarily a biological
process that could not be changed. When this was the framework, a la Gesell, the
role of early schooling was to support the natural unfolding of children’s develop-
ment, keeping educational demands slightly lagging behind maturation. Biology
was the mechanism that shaped readiness, assuming that the home environment
provided sufficient support for learning. Transitions often focused on determining
whether children had sufficient maturity to benefit from schooling.

As the impact of environmental factors on readiness drew attention from
researchers, another interventionist approach gained prominence and was at the
heart of the development of Head Start, a key element of the US war on poverty in
the 1960s. Developed in a period of faith in the federal government to move people
from poverty to prosperity, Head Start included a comprehensive approach to child
development (Zigler and Valentine 1979). This was comprised of preschool for
children in poverty, health and social services, and a parent involvement program
that was designed to move parents to teaching positions in the program. This kind
of transition paired a deficit perspective with a community empowerment approach,
based on the assumption that children in poverty lacked the skills and dispositions
to succeed in school, while valuing the cultural cache that parents could bring to a
community preschool program. The picture below (Fig. 12.4) shows the president’s
wife, Lady Bird Johnson, chatting with children in a Head Start program.

Head Start’s introduction as a comprehensive program aimed at transcending
poverty through child and parent success triggered an influx of research that looked
beyond a child- and skill-centered view of readiness to thinking about the role of
transition in linking preschool and kindergarten programs. Longitudinal studies
began showing the benefits of targeted early childhood programs on school and
life success (Campbell et al. 2002; Ramey et al. 2000; Reynolds 2000, 2011;
Schweinhart et al. 1986, 2005). Economists used this information to show the eco-
nomic benefits of these programs (Grunewald and Rolnick 2003; Heckman et al.
2006; Reynolds and Temple 2008). In 1997, the US National Education Goals Panel
declared that “by the year 2000 all children will start school ready to learn” (NEGP
1997). Cumulatively, from this work, the role of early childhood program quality
has emerged as an organizing factor for state readiness and transition work. This has
resulted in attention on the ready child being coupled with thinking about ready
schools (programs) and communities.

Responsiveness to these ideas is seen in the recent introduction of the US Race
to the Top Early Learning Challenge Grants designed to support the state’s work of
building quality early learning systems. US Secretary of Health and Human
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Fig. 12.4 Lady Bird Johnson at Head Start (http://www.google.com/imgres?q=lady+bird+johnso
n+head+start&um=1&hl=en&rlz=1G1GGLQ_ENUS377&biw=1260&bih=790&tbm=isch&tbni
d=kYO2iyioBglloM:&imgrefurl=http://www.tumblr.com/ZI1-WXIEXFNy&docid=K4S4TSGkG
PermM&imgurl=http://25.media.tumblr.com/tumblr_mOjflkHZmZ1qjih9601_500.jpg&w=500&
h=333&ei=—6yXUL3Z0OsOYyAHv84DAAg&zoom=1&iact=rc&dur=453&sig=1034330731269
69172997 &page=1&tbnh=134&tbnw=226&start=0&ndsp=23&ved=1t:429,r:1,5:0,i:71 &tx=83
&ty=71) (OLBJ Library photo by Robert Knudsen)

Services, Kathleen Sebelius says, “The Race to the Top-Early Learning Challenge
takes a holistic approach to early education, promotes innovation, and focuses on
what it takes to help put young children on the path of learning, opportunity, and
success” (White House Press Office 2011). This effort is imagined to support con-
tinued construction of statewide systems of high-quality early learning and develop-
ment programs by aligning and raising standards for existing early learning and
development programs; improving training, support, and articulation for the early
learning workforce; and building evaluation systems that promote effective prac-
tices and programs to help parents make informed decisions about their child’s early
learning (LeMoine 2008).

A critical constructionist perspective reads these examples as historical moments
that created resources for thinking about children, their needs, and their education.
Rather than make an argument about their readiness over time or testing transition
practices for their effects in the long or short term, we are interested in how the
practices and processes related to readiness and transition came to be and how they
were taken up by parents, teachers, politicians, and even children. Each of these
moments reflected a particular set of social and cultural forces. The ability to know
patterns in development, particularly in a scientifically validated way, was made
possible because observational methods, including the development of scales and
the use of both still and action photography provided tools that supported the
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documentation of development as well as the very patterns themselves. The need to
close opportunity gaps, which were created when immigrants came to the United
States or when poverty was an enemy to be conquered, opened the window to pro-
grams that framed readiness in terms of deficits to be filled and transitions as critical
periods between contexts. The intervention was focused on changing the conse-
quences of poverty or immigration rather than eradicating the risk itself. It is not
clear yet whether the newest initiative will make any greater progress.

In the meantime, while these questions persist and early learning system work
continues, a growing body of research is influencing normative readiness and transi-
tion practices (Crosnoe 2007, Dockett and Perry 2009; Graue 1992, 2006; Kagan
and Tarrant 2010; Moore 2008; Pianta et al. 2007). This work is enhancing initial
transition research that presented a two-dimensional model looking at the vertical
(across time) and horizontal (across contexts) progress of children (Doucet and
Tudge 2007; Kagan and Neuman 1998). Publicly adopted documents, definitions,
and recent initiatives support a multifaceted understanding of readiness and transi-
tion. This encourages a perspective that moves from an individually child-focused
event to creating larger institutionally linked agendas looking at processes occurring
between contexts, stakeholders, and time.

This nested ecological systems perspective first described by Urie Bronfenbrenner
(1977) has been adopted by some researchers aiming to describe how ‘links among
child, home, school, peer, and neighbourhood factors create a dynamic network of
relationships that influence children’s transition to school both directly and indi-
rectly’ (Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 2000, p. 492). This can be understood by look-
ing briefly at the framing of transition goals that attempt to build synchronicity
between pre-K and kindergarten systems, thereby establishing ready schools.

Ready schools need to base transition on three related principles:

1. Reaching out. Schools reach out and link with families and preschools in order
to establish relationships and engage in two-way communication about how to
establish effective transition practices.

2. Reaching backward in time. Schools establish links particularly with families
before the first day of school.

3. Reaching with appropriate intensity. Schools develop a range of practices with
varying intensity (i.e., low-intensity flyers or pamphlets, high-intensity personal
contacts or home visits) (Pianta et al. 1999).

The continuity espoused by this model is rooted in the chronological links cre-
ated as the child moves from pre-K to kindergarten. Presently, it appears that little
readiness information from the model’s pre-K side is transmitted to teachers at
school during the transition to kindergarten. This correlates with transition
research studying ways that kindergarten reaches out to pre-K parents, which
indicates that schools often share information about kindergarten with parents but
seldom initiate relationships that encourage parents to share developmental infor-
mation about their children (Boethel 2004; Bohan-Baker and Little 2004). This is
particularly curious considering the emphasis placed on continuity in the transi-
tion research. In part, this may be due to the “reaching back” instead of “sending
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forward” conceptualization of transition often encouraged in transition work
guides (Pianta and Kraft-Sayre 2003; Sullivan-Dudzic et al. 2010). This research
has formed an institutional conceptualisation of the transition process, looking
primarily through a lens focused on elementary school practices informing par-
ents about kindergarten. Current NAEYC and Head Start program standards
require transition activities prior to kindergarten entry (Head Start 2012; National
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 2006). Compliance
with these standards is encouraging the pre-K community to collectively reach
forward to kindergarten classrooms. This change in momentum, with activities
being initiated by pre-K professionals, places greater focus on the types of rela-
tionships needed for school success rather than the informational emphasis found
in the institutional conceptualisation of transition. The relationship-based framing
of transition emerges from research highlighting the importance of relationships
in the teaching/learning process (Harrison et al. 2006), ways that children’s and
parent’s knowledge about school is constructed (Bohan-Baker and Little 2004;
Doucet 2008), and showing types of information and relationships that prove most
successful for children as they enter school (Boethel 2004; Weiss 2003). This
relational framing of transition seeks to understand readiness and transition impli-
cations for children from different backgrounds (Crosnoe 2007; Magnuson et al.
2006). Researchers studying readiness and transition from sociocultural perspec-
tives have provided insights about transitional triggers and relationships that are
needed between parents, classrooms, and communities to support transitions
(Arimura et al. 2011; Bohan-Baker and Little 2004; Corsaro and Molinari 2005;
Doucet 2008; Doucet and Tudge 2007).

From a more distant policy perspective, a layered, ecological systems approach
has emphasized intensified collaboration among education, health, and social ser-
vice agencies as they attempt to understand and address community readiness and
transition needs. This approach has led to increased interagency discussions as
organisations identify, pool, and blend limited resources for targeted projects.
Unlike previous Head Start work, which offered multiple services for children, cur-
rent efforts look for ways to collaborate in their support of families with comprehen-
sive programs under one roof. Kagan (2010) suggests that the diverse nature of this
work needs a more systematic focus that can be framed by looking at structure
through the lens of pedagogies, programs, and policies. These efforts, while deemed
essential, must find connections to the realities of the families that they are designed
to serve. This includes understanding transition through the eyes of children and
adults as part of the larger effort (Laverick and Jalongo 2011). Researchers who
recognize the potential for disconnect among children, provider, and policy system
layers are calling attention to the need for reflexive research and systems with mech-
anisms that are culturally and locally responsive (Brown and Gasko 2012; Patton
and Wang 2012).

In an attempt to understand the needed reciprocity between layers, a more mod-
ern ecological approach, as theorized by Bronfenbrenner (1995), is being suggested
(Graue et al. 2011; Tudge et al. 2009). This more comprehensive approach — known
as the Person-Process-Context-Time theory (PPCT) — provides a holistic means of
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understanding and building a dynamic framework for amalgamating transition and
readiness work. The complementary nature of these concepts becomes apparent as
readiness is viewed as a flexible construct that develops across time and contexts,
and transition focuses on the relationships and processes connecting preschool
years to kindergarten classrooms. This foundational reconceptualisation offers new
implications for our readiness and transition research.

12.3 Implications for Practice and Research

Using this framework from a critical constructionist stance makes it challenging
to give concise answers to typically asked questions about transition and readiness —
or even to frame a concise question. Questions like, “At what age should children
begin kindergarten?” or “How should we organize transitions to school?” elicit
very unsatisfying answers like “It depends” or “There isn’t.” Framing questions
is just as nebulous — you end up tripping over queries like, “Who is advantaged
by particular transition practices?” The implications or the “so what” are not
directly derived — there is something unsettling about an expert who does not
profess with certainty or who professes uncertainty with certainty. It tends to
undermine authority.

From this stance, readiness and transition are framed relationally — children are
always ready for something or they are transitioning to something. But just as
importantly, their readiness or transition is always in comparison to others — to other
children, to other families, and to other classrooms. This normative component puts
a kink in defining, building, or evaluating policy and practices that are responsive to
the assets that children bring — how do you make sense of something whose mean-
ing and implications are framed in absolutely relative terms?

Some of this tension may be eased by using an elongated and enmeshed view of
readiness and transition that provides a natural transparency with which to look
‘simultaneously forward and backward evaluating the adequacy of social, personal,
economic and educational resources afforded by communities’ (Graue 2006, p. 51).
The PPCT framework has the potential to shift from a deficit to an asset-based way
of thinking about children and their opportunity structures by focusing on how fam-
ilies understand, access, and use community-constructed readiness and transition
mechanisms. By understanding what children and families from diverse back-
grounds understand about schools and schooling, professionals have the opportu-
nity to be responsive in their construction of systems.

Unfortunately, policymakers who want easy answers to simple questions are per-
manently irritated by critical constructionist analyses. The best example of this is
the response to a recent grant proposal that said: “We don’t need any more research
that says, ‘It depends!”” For those without a willingness to deal with the relational
aspects of these constructs, the value of this approach is quite limited. However,
when given a different lens for asking those questions, the answers and subsequent
questions become influential in current readiness and transition work that is often
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initiated federally but enacted locally. Critical constructionism using social,
historical, and cultural analyses becomes a viable approach for encouraging
examination of ready schools and communities.

12.4 Challenges and Issues

We have come to this place in our research from different paths. Beth has spent
more than 20 years doing research related to readiness. She has actually been
trying to leave the readiness business for at least 5 years. One narrative would be
that her research interests have evolved to focus on other topics. But also true is
that she is tired — of feeling like Sisyphus, pushing a critical constructionist
perspective up a hill, and not going anywhere; of worrying that her research is
irrelevant; and of the deep dark fear that her perspective is just as arbitrary as
those who have competing views. She recognizes that as a social scientist, it’s not
supposed to be about her — it is supposed to be about the research. But from a
critical constructionist perspective, she is indistinguishable from her research, as
it is, in the very same way that transition and readiness are, a relational activity.
While Beth has tried to back away from this complex and very messy topic, the
historical, cultural, and social forces she depends on in her research are pulling
her back into the middle of this discussion during an unmatched time of intensity
in early childhood education and care.

June has spent more than 20 years working as a pre-K teacher and program
administrator of a campus-based early learning center enmeshed in local readi-
ness and transition practices. As a Ph.D. candidate, her emerging research agenda
is focused on the construction of local, non-urban, birth-to-grade-three early
learning systems. Her years of interactions with early childhood professionals and
deep relationships with children and families led her to methods that were contex-
tually and process based. Working in real time with real people provides the
opportunity for detailed understanding of complex questions that cannot be
gleaned from faceless methods. Understanding the questions from the outside-in
and inside-out creates challenges and opportunities for shaping emerging early
childhood education systems.

But from a perspective broader than our own, the US context provides unique
challenges and issues. The culture of individuality, particularly prominent in
middle-class white communities, frames the issues of readiness and transition in
very different ways than a more social or community perspective prevalent in
communities of colour and in poverty. The culture of individuality sees parenting as
concerted cultivation (Lareau 2003), with efforts by parents and educators focused
on the individual child. The point of parenting is to situate your child for success,
with success defined as a child who is a leader, emotionally secure, socially adept,
physically robust, and academically open to learning. Readiness for many middle-
class families has a competitive flavor, requiring children to be the biggest, oldest,
and most mature.



12 The Relation of Research on Readiness to Research/Practice of Transitions 169

In contrast, less affluent families seek to have their children in school as soon as
possible, often without a résumé of enrichment activities. The parents are no less
committed to their children, as they approach the task of caring for their children as
a natural task, one that emerges out of the interactions of family and community.

These different perspectives on readiness set up what seem to be parallel uni-
verses, where the roles and responsibilities for early education promote different
practices and different consequences. What is particularly vexing is the value placed
on concerted cultivation, often seen as the “right” way to raise children and approach
schooling. Further, when moving children to the top is seen as the goal of parenting,
any critical constructionist critique of concerted cultivation is met with disbelief or
even disdain as it conflicts with its central goal. “Do you mean I am supposed to
worry about the experiences of somebody else’s kid as I make decisions about my
child? And that somebody else isn’t willing to invest in the way that I am? Forget
it!” This view of parenting as investment with both short-term and long-term divi-
dends makes discussion of equity in readiness and transition a dead end for many
families.

From a systems perspective, significant challenges exist as more emphasis is
placed on the alignment and regulation of early childhood systems as part of the
pre-K and K-12 networks. The affordances created by this system also provide
possible constraints. The birth through five education system is the last educational
system for a professional that offers curricular freedom and responsivity to children’s
interests and abilities in a non-prescribed environment. The daily early learning cur-
riculum is integrated across content areas and offers choice and freedom to make
friends through each activity. By creating systems that seek to align practices, we
risk losing one of the most intrinsically motivated educational opportunities of one’s
life. The challenge that exists will be crafting a readiness and transition system with
accompanying research that is beneficial to the other. This notion has implications
for our future research agendas.

12.5 Future Directions

In the past, Beth has described the social processes and meanings that shaped
children’s, families’, and school experiences related to readiness. From these
descriptive accounts, she has suggested implications for enhancing transitions for
children and families through more equitable school entrance practices and less
normatively framed curriculum that put less mature children at risk.

She continues to view the world through a critical constructionist framework but
is shifting the focus of her work. Rather than study existing practices that vary by
social and cultural resources, she is currently working to build capacity for equity in
local pre-K programs. She is working very pragmatically on readiness and transi-
tion issues by designing and implementing a professional development program for
public pre-K teachers in Madison, WI. She has joined forces with mathematics
educators to develop a program that connects best practices in early education and
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funds of knowledge teaching through a focus on early mathematics. Her group is
working with multiple cohorts of teachers in both public elementary schools and
community childcare centers to help individual teachers enhance their knowledge
and skills in this area but also to develop a vibrant and well-educated community of
early educators. A natural part of this program will be considering systematically,
the transition practices at two points — the transition to kindergarten in which the
teachers will be intimately involved as they work with 4-year-olds and a new
transition which will occur as children come into the 4K (4-year-old kindergarten)
program. The collaborative nature of this program, which blends the public schools
with the early childhood community and the local university, provides an interesting
opportunity to think about transitions.

Using a critical constructionist lens and the PPCT framework, June is researching
readiness and transition issues in a midsized Midwestern community whose local
school board has charged a task force with the responsibility of studying and
implementing a seamless birth-to-grade-three early learning system. Working with
a group of community members and professional early childhood/elementary stake-
holders from the private and public sector, three areas of primary interest have been
identified: curriculum and assessment, transition, and professional development.
She is leading the transition subgroup charged with examining the current practices
and identifying areas of interest. As part of this work, she is hosting four ongoing
parent focus groups, each with membership from a diverse early childhood educa-
tional experience, Head Start, in-home childcare, center-based childcare, and family
providers. Through across-time conversations, she will analyze the mechanisms
accessed and used by diverse families to ready and transition their children into
kindergarten. The results will be shared with the task force so that the family voices
are integrated into institutional and community practices. This work models using a
structure that collects family feedback shares it with the task force and in turn guides
the construction of community readiness and transition practices. The reflexive
work of the task force, families, and evolving community practices offers an inter-
esting place to examine the notion of ready schools and communities.

Both of our projects are interventionist, strategically designed to enhance the
capacity of early childhood educators, study processes, and explore how programs
connect with local communities in meaningful ways. They also have the potential to
study student/family careers longitudinally so that we can develop a better under-
standing of the outcomes of our projects. A key element is designing our projects
from the perspective of what we are calling reciprocal funds of knowledge, working
to highlight the knowledge and practices that all families bring to their children’s
schooling. We hope to make information and expertise flow in a two-way manner so
that curriculum and school practice takes up the resources that children bring to
school and so that families have access to high-status educational knowledge and
relationships needed to succeed. Our projects are certainly critical in intention and
constructionist in practice. We are each just beginning this work, and we are full of
hope that it will provide useful knowledge locally and beyond.

We recognize that by taking up an interventionist agenda as part of our research,
we run the risk of being criticized by other researchers as we teeter between research
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and practice. We find the risk manageable as we see an ethical responsibility for
researchers and their research in this time of advancement and refinement of early
childhood practices and programs. It would be unconscionable to sit passively on
the side observing when we are convinced that there are structural changes that are
needed to create equitable opportunities for quickly growing populations of under-
served children and parents. It appears that researchers with some early childhood
education experience and knowledge can use their research as a tool to build the
capacity of a system for children and families.

In many ways, we feel that we have come full circle. We began our work in
early childhood teaching 3—4-year-olds and working with their families to
enhance their experience. On reflection, we did not come with an openness for
learning about what families had to give; instead, we came as parent educators,
full of supposed knowledge in our 25-year-old heads. We are now much less
certain of our knowledge but much more likely to be able to capitalize on families’
deep cultural knowledge and resources because we finally recognize that we have
much to learn from them. Our scenic trips through early childhood classrooms,
graduate school, parenting, positions in higher education, and advocacy in
political arenas bring us to our current readiness and transition questions and
activities. If this is not evidence of the value of critical constructionism, we are
not sure what is.
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Chapter 13
Social Justice Dimensions of Starting School

Bob Perry

13.1 Introduction

At a recent professional development evening with local early childhood educators,
I asked the question What do you understand by “social justice” in early childhood?
Most of the educators remained silent in response to this question, even though this
was the advertised topic for discussion. No doubt, they were concerned that they
would not provide the right answer or guess the answer that was in the professor’s
head. However, some did respond and mentioned matters such as equal opportunities,
equal outcomes, equity, cultural diversity, language diversity, poverty, reacting to
stereotypes, patience and respect. The participants continued to discuss social
justice largely in terms of the respect that needed to be shown to individuals,
particularly children and families, with whom they interacted. It was generally
agreed that such respect was most likely to arise from the building of positive
relationships with people. These two elements — respect and relationships — are
evident in broader discussions of social justice.

13.2 Social Justice

The term “social justice” is not well defined. Some argue that it fundamentally

rests on two overriding principles. First, social justice is viewed primarily as a matter of
redistributing goods and resources to improve the situations of the disadvantaged. Second,
this redistribution is not presented as a matter of compassion or national interest but as a
matter of rights of the relatively disadvantaged to make claims on the rest of society.
(Bankston 2010, p. 165)
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Others suggest an increasing focus on “identity politics”, moving away from the
central notions of redistribution towards emphasis on recognition of identity:

Many actors appear to be moving away from a socialist political imaginary, in which the
central problem of justice is redistribution, to a ‘postsocialist’ political imaginary, in which
the central problem of justice is recognition. With this shift, the most salient social move-
ments are no longer economically defined ‘classes’ who are struggling to defend their
‘interests’, end ‘exploitation’, and win ‘redistribution’. Instead, they are culturally defined
‘groups’ or ‘communities of value’ who are struggling to defend their ‘identities’, end ‘cul-
tural domination’ and win ‘recognition’. (Fraser 1997, p. 2)

Fraser (1997) promotes a critical approach to social justice that combines both
recognition and redistribution. North (2006, p. 514) continues this argument,
noting that

The remedying of recognition injustices therefore does not require eliminating group differ-

ences, as suggested in the redistributive model, but instead revaluing them or reinventing
conceptualizations of the human being that lead to oppression and domination.

As individuals strive for recognition within society, they become participants in
many different relationships both within and outside of their “groups” or “communi-
ties of value”. It is these relationships that provide the loci of social justice for the
individual, the groups and all the people involved, for social justice is not something
that can exist in isolation from society. Young (2011, p. 157) suggests that while
‘Enlightenment’ principles might declare that ‘people should be treated as individu-
als, not as members of groups; [and] their life options and rewards should be based
solely on their individual achievement’, ‘the very success of political movements
against differential privilege and for political equality has generated movements of
group specificity and cultural pride’.

While the notion of being treated as an individual and being free to choose
one’s own life is seductive, it is not particularly practical given that we all live in
social groups that will be affected by our choices and which, in turn, will affect
the wider society. Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998) labels
these social groups ‘microsystems’. So, while individuals might like to be treated
by society in ways that recognise and support diversity, there needs to be realisa-
tion that decisions made within society have a potential impact on all members
of that society; for justice to be genuinely “social justice”, benefits need to accrue
beyond the individual level. Issues such as the needs, interests, rights and power
(Blackmore 2006) of all involved need to be considered as we strive towards a
socially just society.

The position I take in this chapter is that social justice is about treating all
people with dignity and respect. It is about a community recognising and
acknowledging injustices and the development of both appropriate and collab-
orative actions and processes to address these injustices for individuals or groups
so that there is a degree of equality in the overall outcomes (Howard et al. 2011).
It is about the establishment of strong, positive relationships based on social
respect, personal regard, perceived competence and perceived integrity (Bryk
and Schneider 2002).
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13.3 Social Justice in Early Childhood

For the first time ever in Australia, there is a national curriculum framework for
early childhood (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEEWR) 2009). While there is no definition given for social justice in this
document, many of the aspects mentioned by the professional development par-
ticipants introduced earlier and by those scholars advocating a recognition theory
of social justice are apparent. For example, the document includes the following
statements:

Early childhood educators who are committed to equity believe in all children’s capacities
to succeed, regardless of diverse circumstances and abilities. (p. 12)

There are many ways of living, being and of knowing. Children are born belonging to a
culture, which is not only influenced by traditional practices, heritage and ancestral
knowledge, but also by the experiences, values and beliefs of individual families and
communities. Respecting diversity means within the curriculum valuing and reflecting the
practices, values and beliefs of families. Educators honour the histories, cultures, languages,
traditions, child rearing practices and lifestyle choices of families. They value children’s dif-
ferent capacities and abilities and respect differences in families” home lives. (p. 13)

To honour and value as suggested here is not straightforward. It does require
a consciousness and sensitivity, based on positive relationships and knowledge,
when interacting with children and families. Many early childhood educators do not
find this easy (Durand 2010). Most importantly, it requires the suspension of
judgement about cultural practices that may be different from those used by the
educators in their own families and communities (Rogoff 2003). Social justice in
early childhood requires educators to deal with situations in which

the beliefs, values, practices and socialisation goals for children are fundamentally different
across the home and school microsystems. ... we have to acknowledge that the children and
families we serve don’t start in the same place. They come from different places. They don’t
look the same. They don’t act the same. They don’t speak or use language in the same ways.
(Durand 2010, p. 837)

While the quality and nature of interactions among early childhood educators
and young children are important for the development of the children’s identities
within the diverse worlds in which they live and play (Brooker and Woodhead
2008), we must not forget that these same children are learning about social justice
in practice, through these interactions.

Children from very young ages internalize messages about power and privilege with regard
to gender, race/ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and language, which they perpetuate
through their play and talk ... classroom practices communicate and reinforce strong, sub-
tle, and repeated social messages about what is and is not valued. (Hyland 2010, p. 82)

Early childhood education can play a critical role in the achievement of social
justice. Success will depend on early childhood educators becoming critically aware
of the historical and contemporary roles of education in further marginalising disad-
vantaged groups, realising the potential for them to play a major role in this margin-
alisation and acting to counter this potential (Schoorman 2011) through practices
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such as those outlined in Australia’s national early childhood curriculum framework.
Indeed,

early childhood educators need to view themselves as leaders who possess insightful voices
regarding the growth and development of all children, regardless of ability, race, class,
gender, culture, or language. This type of leadership becomes increasingly important, as
early childhood education does not exist in isolation from the broader world. (Dana and
Yendol-Hoppey 2005, p. 191)

In the remainder of this chapter, the transition to school is considered as an
opportunity for the enactment of social justice. How this opportunity plays out for
all involved in the transition will determine whether the opportunity becomes
reality.

13.4 Theoretical Foundations

The work on transition to school that Sue Dockett and I (and a number of other
collaborators) have undertaken since 1997 began with investigations of the experi-
ences and expectations of children, families and educators as they engaged in the
transition to school. One of the key innovations in our work, particularly in the
Australian context, was the emphasis we placed on listening to children as they
explained their experiences. We established the theoretical foundations for our stud-
ies using the ecological model of Bronfenbrenner (Bronfenbrenner and Morris
1998) with its clear message that a child lives — and goes to school — within many
different contexts, all of which impact on the child and are impacted by the child. As
well, our research was designed to reflect the rights-based approaches established in
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations 1989)
and drew on commitments to strengths-based perceptions of children, where
children are regarded as competent social actors who are experts on their own lives
(James and Prout 1997; Rinaldi 2006).

Our understanding of transition to school is anchored in Rogoff’s (2003) concep-
tualisation of transitions across the life span as times when individuals ‘change their
roles in their community’s structure’ (p. 150). ‘“This view reflects both individual
and community influences on children’s changing participation in activities’
(Dockett and Perry 2012, p. 7) as children start school.

However, transition to school is not just about the child. Children prepare to start
school from within a very wide variety of contexts, most of which involve family.
Families come in all shapes and sizes but all influence, and are influenced by, the
individuals who are in the group. All families have rights and responsibilities,
derived from the grouping as well as the individuals that make up the family. All
families have strengths which determine what is possible for them, as well as chal-
lenges that establish some constraints on their actions. Our theoretical foundation is
strengths-based — we emphasise and build upon the strengths of families, while
recognising, but not being bound by, their challenges (McCashen 2005; Saleebey
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2006). In particular, we emphasise and build upon the strengths of children within
these families.

Other important players in a child’s transition to school include educators in
schools as well as prior-to-school educators. These people also have rights and
responsibilities derived from the professional role that they play in the transition
process. These educators bring much power to the transition to school endeavour,
both in terms of their ability to control transition practices and processes in their
own institutions and through their professional education which often leaves them
in a perceived position of knowing more about education than any of the other
stakeholders in the transition exercise.

Power differentials abound as children start school. Very often, there is a clear
power difference between educators on the one hand and families and communities
on the other, in terms of knowledge about education. Sometimes, this extends to
knowledge about children and their potential adjustment to school. This may be
evident when some educators indicate that they do not need to access family knowl-
edge about the child, or even information related to the children offered by prior-to-
school educators, preferring instead to observe the child as they start school and find
out for themselves (Dockett and Perry 2007a; Dockett et al. 2007). There can be a
very strong belief that because school educators hold power in the settings to which
the children are moving, they know best and that the structures within the schools
are the most appropriate to determine the approach to transition used. Referring to
this situation, Woodhead and Moss (2007, p. 40), note that

... relationships between primary education and the early childhood sector are often one-
sided. Schools and early childhood centres do not interact with each other sufficiently, often
because ECEC [early childhood education and care] tends to be viewed as the weaker
partner. This needs to change, and the educational role of the early childhood sector needs
to be recognised.

For transition to school to be socially just for all, there must be ‘a strong and
equal partnership’ (Woodhead and Moss 2007, p. ix) among all stakeholders.

Finally, the theoretical and practical position that transition to school is an
opportunity for societies to enhance their social justice quantum has driven much
of our work. In Australia, as in many other countries, children and families do not
live in environments that provide equal opportunities and are not treated equally
by school systems or, even, by individual schools or prior-to-school settings.
Stereotypes abound as children start school. Children are judged on perceptions
of their families’ previous schooling (e.g. one boy was cautioned by a teacher
who had taught the boy’s mother that ‘He needed to be better than her at school’).
Some judgements are based on race (e.g. ‘She is Chinese so she will do well’ or
‘Those kids come from [an Indigenous settlement], so they will not be ready for
school’) or socio-economic class (e.g. “What can be expected from these kids;
their families cannot support them properly’ or ‘The parents are just not inter-
ested in the kids’). The theoretical stance taken in our work is that transition to
school must be seen as an opportunity to provide an excellent start to schooling
for all children.



180 B. Perry

The Australian Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR 2009) suggests that
transition to school offers both opportunities and challenges and that children, fami-
lies and educators all have roles to play in ensuring successful transitions between
settings. However, the emphasis is on preparing the children ‘to understand the
traditions, routines and practices of the settings to which they are moving and to feel
comfortable with the process of change’ (DEEWR 2009, p. 15). The Early Years
Learning Framework continues ‘Early childhood educators also help children to
negotiate changes in their status or identities, especially when they begin full-time
school’ and ‘Educators work collaboratively with each child’s new educators and
other professionals to ensure a successful transition’ (DEEWR 2009, p. 15). There
seems to be a lot more emphasis on what the children are to become rather than on
what they have been. Compare this with the following excerpt which highlights a
different way of considering transition.

For Aboriginal children, we not only use the term ‘transition’ which can imply a one-way
journey towards something better, but also the term ‘fire stick’ period (an Aboriginal term
for a stick that is kept alight to ensure the availability of fire). This highlights the way in
which culture is not something to be left behind, but is an integral part of their lives. The
“fire stick” period is particularly difficult for young Aboriginal learners, who need to adjust
to an extra range and layer of experiences, demands, and expectations relating to their cul-
tural, language, and social skills. If these children are to succeed in the school context then
they must know that it is safe and acceptable to move backwards and forwards between
these cultures. ... Such terminology can be applicable to children from many cultural
groups where the ‘fire stick” period equates with the time needed for them to learn how to
navigate between their home and school cultures. For young children beginning their school
lives, it is critical that this time is framed in a climate of mutual trust and respect. (Simpson
et al. 2001, p. 57)

These two perspectives on transition to school highlight the need for consid-
eration of social justice issues within the context of such transitions. Bourdieu
(1991) has described schools as institutions that are much more likely to repro-
duce existing social relations and inequalities than change these. Hence, schools
are more likely to serve the interests of children and families who have similar
values to those of the schools. In Australia, these values are still seen to emanate
from white, middle-class society, the source of most teachers and educational
administrators.

On the other hand, the “fire stick” philosophy places transition to school within
a context of cultural relationships where children and families are valued for
what they bring to the new setting and are encouraged to maintain those values
as they develop those of the school. For this to happen successfully, schools need
to change or adapt to the new entrants — both children and families — and seek to
meet their needs, just as children and families make adjustments to the new
setting. It is not assumed that in order for a successful transition to school to
occur, the children and families need to change to fit in with the school. Such
an approach requires the development of trustful and respectful relationships
among all the players in the transition enterprise and a social justice perspective
on transition to school.
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13.5 Some Examples

The following four examples are taken from earlier work in which I have been
involved (Dockett et al. 2011; Perry 2011). They will be used to illustrate the
opportunities and challenges to a social justice approach that can occur during the
transition to school process.

1. Julie was a single mother with five children — 4 older boys, two of whom were in
primary school, and Maddy who was old enough to go to school. Julie suffered
from a mental illness caused by a chemical imbalance. She felt that she was
engaged with her children’s school because she walked to the school gate every
morning and every afternoon to deliver and collect her children. ‘T would like to
know more about the school but no one comes out to talk with me’.

2. In Queensland, a new curriculum framework (Department of Education, Training
and the Arts 2007) has been introduced into Indigenous preschool classes in 35
communities. Among many other aspects, the framework emphasises the need
for young children to develop:

e Pride in their personal and cultural identities

e Their first language as well as standard Australian English
* Ability to actively participate in learning

e Literacy and numeracy skills

* An understanding of their roles, rights and responsibilities

All of these are seen as building upon the children’s strengths and preparing them
for school. The Director of one of these preschools expressed her frustrations about
the value of the approach once the children go to school ‘Why are they failing in
grade 1? Why aren’t they listening in grade 1? Why isn’t Gary [preschool child
from 2 years ago], who always gets in trouble, being an active participant ... Because
he just showed us he can be a learner, imagining and responding, investigating envi-
ronments. Why can’t he do maths?’

3. Tess is a single mother with two children — Astrid in Year 3 and Damien about to
start school. The family lives in a regional city without support from extended
family. Tess is looking forward to being able to get a job once Damien starts
school, both for her own sake and in order to bring in some extra money.

Damien attends a local preschool and has had a tough time with his behaviour.
He has been diagnosed with a conduct disorder, is on medication and is quite often
disruptive both at home and preschool. The family does not have support from
friends: ‘Every time we visit anyone, Damien plays up and I get embarrassed. So,
we just stay at home or go out to the local park when no one else is there’.

Tess decided that teachers at Damien’s new school, which is about 3 km from
home, should know about his behaviour. She talked with the Principal and with
the kindergarten (first year of school) teacher. They thanked her and told her that
they would let her know about plans for Damien’s school start.
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For the first term of kindergarten, Damien is placed on a “partial enrolment”.
That is, he comes to school in the morning and is sent home at lunchtime. Tess
needs to pick him up from the school. She also needs to be available during the
time he is at school ‘Just in case something goes wrong and we need to send
him home’.

4. Sarah’s son, Harry, had been diagnosed with Down syndrome. Harry was to
attend the local mainstream school, hopefully with support from a teacher aide.
To be eligible for this support, Harry needed to be assessed as having at least a
moderate intellectual disability. As a result of assessment, he was judged to have
a severe intellectual disability. While Sarah was pleased that this made him eli-
gible for additional support, she was upset about the process and the label:

...for his whole life we’ve been trying to build him up and working on his strengths and
everything and then all of a sudden it’s the exactly opposite, you want him to perform badly
and you don’t want him to do this and you have to tell them about all of his weaknesses and
so it’s the exact opposite to what we’ve been doing for the last five years with him.

One must assume that all people involved in the process of a child’s transition to
school have the best interests of the child at heart. Parents want the best for their
children, want them to learn at school and want them to be happy. Teachers want to
have children at school who want to be there and display positive learning disposi-
tions. Children want to learn at school, be with their friends and be happy.
Administrators, bureaucrats and politicians want children to be successful at school,
do well in national and international tests of literacy and numeracy and move
towards being productive citizens. However, in spite of all the best intentions, do we
sometimes make matters worse for the children and their families, especially for
those who are positioned outside the mainstream?

Julie in Example 1 just wanted someone from the school to talk with her. She did
not have the agency to commence the conversation and no one seemed to notice.
(This is not a criticism of the school or its teachers. Rather, it is a criticism of a
system in which such ‘noticing’ is constrained by the other duties required of teach-
ers.) Transition to school is about building sound, trustful and respectful relation-
ships (Dockett and Perry 2007a; Pianta and Cox 1999). In any relationship there are
gradations of power. With transition to school, it is much more common for the
locus of power to be with the school and its teachers than with the parents and chil-
dren. Care needs to be taken in exercising this power, and, at times, it is necessary
for those with power to take steps to ensure that those with less power are provided
with opportunities to show their strengths and express their needs.

I have often heard the lament that schools seem to destroy many of the ‘good
things’ that preschools develop in young children. While the situation is certainly
not as one sided as this might suggest, there are questions that need to be raised
about continuity and change as children start school. Prior-to-school settings,
including children’s homes, and schools have different purposes and different ways
of achieving these purposes (Dockett et al. 2007). Children want school to be differ-
ent from what they have experienced before. ‘Children expect to engage in tasks
that are different from those in prior-to-school settings and they expect to work
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rather than play in school’ (Dockett and Perry 2007a, p. 55). However, if things are
so different in school that a child moves from being proud and strong in his own
identity to failing, what has been achieved through a quality early childhood pro-
gramme? Example 2 reports a Director pondering this issue. Have things been made
worse for Gary just as they are supposed to be better? Has the gap between Gary and
the mainstream children widened? The chance that ‘differences between early edu-
cation and school may create new difficulties for children as they enter school’
(Woodhead and Moss 2007, p. 30) must be avoided because we know such a chance
will impact differentially on the most vulnerable within our societies.

The situation in which Tess finds herself in Example 3 provides evidence of
unintended consequences of efforts to meet the needs of children and other players
in the transition to school. The partial enrolment arrangement is designed to provide
Damien with as successful a start to school as possible; to provide Damien’s teacher
with an opportunity to work with him over shorter periods of time so that conflict
and tension can be avoided; and to provide the other children in Damien’s class with
a less stressful beginning of their schooling than might otherwise be the case. All of
these people have a right to be treated with justice in these ways, but what about
Tess and Damien? Is it reasonable for Tess to have to postpone even partial fulfil-
ment of her needs in order to fit into the system’s constraints? Is it just for her? Is it
reasonable that Damien is missing out on valuable learning at the very beginning of
his school career?

Sarah’s anguish in Example 4 shows how bureaucratic processes can impact on
the wellbeing of families as well as the children starting school. While no one will
deny the need for equitable processes in the allocation of scarce resources, one
wonders what might have happened in a family less confident in exercising their
agency than this one. It seems unnecessary for a family to be placed in such an
unenviable position, and it certainly impinges on the social justice quantum of the
community involved.

13.6 Conclusion

There are many challenges and issues that arise from the theoretical foundations for
researching transition to school that I have considered in this chapter. The first is to
convince other researchers and practitioners that in a diverse society such as
Australia’s, the potential for breaches of social justice as children and families start
school is high. There are many examples of expectations based on stereotypical
views of children and their families becoming self-fulfilling prophecies. Often these
occur around determinations of the readiness of children to start school. (For exam-
ple, shouldn’t we think it odd that all boys who are younger than five when they start
school or all Aboriginal children or all children from low socio-economic status
families are likely to struggle throughout their schooling?) A detailed commentary
on readiness is outside the scope of this chapter, but many colleagues have already
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written on the social justice aspects of this concept (Bernard van Leer Foundation
2006; Dockett and Perry 2009; Graue 2006; Meisels 1999).

My stance on the strengths and agency of children as they start school has caused
me to reconsider the appropriateness of my methodologies for researching with
children in this area. In fact, the topic of researching with children has, in some
ways, overtaken our work in transition to school. A social justice perspective that
respects children’s rights and recognises their strengths places in question many of
the traditional research approaches that I have used in the past (Dockett et al. 2009;
Dockett and Perry 2007b; Harcourt et al. 2011). As well, it means that researching
only mainstream, generalised transition approaches and programmes — where
Dockett and Perry began their transition to school explorations — is no longer ade-
quate. Since, 1997, our transition to school research programme has expanded to
include various groups in Australian society that are often described as vulnerable
or disadvantaged, including Indigenous Australians (Perry 2011; Perry et al 2007),
culturally and linguistically diverse families (Sanagavarapu and Perry 2005) and
families with complex support needs (Dockett et al. 2009, 2011).

From 2009 to 2011, I evaluated the implementation of a preschool curriculum
framework in Indigenous communities in Queensland (Department of Education,
Training and the Arts 2007; Perry 2011). I believe that it is an excellent framework
which recognises and celebrates the strengths and values of Indigenous children and
families. Even over the brief evaluation period, however, I have seen and heard of
many Indigenous children who have moved onto school following a successful
preschool experience only to be confronted with unreasonable and unsupported
expectations. As a result, these children are moving from seeing themselves as
successful learners in preschool to seeing themselves as failures in the first year of
school. Clearly, there is still much to be done to ensure that for all the stakeholders
in transition to school, social justice is paramount.

Many challenges and issues arise from a social justice stance. None is more
important, however, than the stance itself which ‘necessitates a commitment to
recognising and respecting the human rights of children whilst they are in school -
including respect for their identity, agency and integrity’ (UNESCO 2006, p. 2).

References

Bankston, C. L., III. (2010). Social justice: Cultural origins of a perspective and a theory. The
Independent Review, 15(2), 165-178.

Bernard van Leer Foundation. (2006). A framework for successful transitions: The continuum
from home to school. Early Childhood Matters, 107, 23-28.

Blackmore, J. (2006). Social justice and the study and practice of leadership in education: A femi-
nist history. Journal of Educational Administration and History, 38(2), 185-200.

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (1998). The ecology of developmental processes. In
W. Damon & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology: Theoretical models of human
development (5th ed., Vol. 1, pp. 993-1029). New York: Wiley.



13 Social Justice Dimensions of Starting School 185

Brooker, L., & Woodhead, M. (2008). Developing positive identities: Diversity and young children.
Milton Keynes: Open University Press.

Bryk, A. S., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in schools: A core resource for improvement. New York:
Russell Sage.

Dana, N. F,, & Yendol-Hoppey, D. (2005). Becoming an early childhood teacher leader and an
advocate for social justice: A phenomenological interview study. Journal of Early Childhood
Teacher Education, 26, 191-206.

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). (2009). Belonging,
being and becoming: The early years learning framework for Australia. http://www.deewr.gov.
au/EarlyChildhood/Policy_Agenda/Quality/Documents/Final%20EY LF%20Framework %20
Report%20-%20WEB.pdf. Accessed 5 June 2012.

Department of Education, Training and the Arts. (2007). Foundations for success. Brisbane:
Department of Education, Training and the Arts.

Dockett, S., Einarsdéttir, J., & Perry, B. (2009a). Researching with children: Ethical tensions.
Journal of Early Childhood Research, 7(3), 283-298.

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2007a). Transitions to school: Perceptions, expectations, experiences.
Sydney: University of NSW Press.

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2007b). Trusting children’s accounts in research. Journal of Early
Childhood Research, 5(1), 47-63.

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2009). Readiness for school: A relational construct. Australasian Journal
of Early Childhood, 34(1), 20-26.

Dockett, S., & Perry, B. (2012). “In Kindy you don’t get taught”: Continuity and change as chil-
dren start school. Frontiers of Education in China, 7(1), 5-32.

Dockett, S., Perry, B., Campbell, H., Hard, L., Kearney, E., Taffe, R., & Greenhill, J. (2007). Early
years curriculum continuity for learning project: Final report (Adelaide, Department of
Education and Children’s Services). http://www.earlyyears.sa.edu.au/files/links/final_lit_
review.pdf. Accessed 6 June 2012.

Dockett, S., Perry, B., Kearney, E., Hampshire, A., Mason, J., & Schmied, V. (2009). Researching with
families: Ethical issues and situations. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 19(4), 353-365.

Dockett, S., Perry, B., Kearney, E., Hampshire, A., Mason, J., & Schmied, V. (2011). Facilitating
children’s transition to school from families with complex support needs. Albury-Wodonga:
Research Institute for Professional Practice, Learning and Education, Charles Sturt University.
http://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/154899/Facilitating-Childrens-Trans-
School.pdf. Accessed 3 May 2012.

Durand, T. M. (2010). Celebrating diversity in early care and education settings: Moving beyond
the margins. Early Child Development and Care, 180(7), 835-848.

Fraser, N. (1997). Justice interruptus: Critical reflections on the ‘postsocialist’ condition.
New York: Routledge.

Graue, E. (2006). The answer is readiness — Now what is the question? Early Education and
Development, 17(1), 43-56.

Harcourt, D., Perry, B., & Waller, T. (2011). Researching young children's perspectives: Ethics and
dilemmas of educational research with children. London: Routledge.

Howard, P., Cooke, S., Lowe, K., & Perry, B. (2011). Enhancing quality and equity in mathematics
education for Australian Indigenous students. In B. Atweh, M. Graven, W. Secada, & P. Valero
(Eds.), Mapping equity and quality in mathematics education (pp. 365-378). Dordrecht:
Springer SBM NL.

Hyland, N. E. (2010). Social justice in early childhood classrooms: What the research tells us.
Young Children, 65(1), 82-87.

James, A., & Prout, A. (Eds.). (1997). Constructing and reconstructing childhood (2nd ed.).
London: Falmer.

McCashen, W. (2005). The strengths approach. Bendigo: St. Luke’s Innovative Resources.

Meisels, S. (1999). Assessing readiness. In R. C. Pianta & M. Cox (Eds.), The transition to kinder-
garten (pp. 39-66). Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.


http://www.deewr.gov.au/EarlyChildhood/Policy_Agenda/Quality/Documents/Final%20EYLF%20Framework%20Report%20-%20WEB.pdf
http://www.deewr.gov.au/EarlyChildhood/Policy_Agenda/Quality/Documents/Final%20EYLF%20Framework%20Report%20-%20WEB.pdf
http://www.deewr.gov.au/EarlyChildhood/Policy_Agenda/Quality/Documents/Final%20EYLF%20Framework%20Report%20-%20WEB.pdf
http://www.earlyyears.sa.edu.au/files/links/final_lit_review.pdf
http://www.earlyyears.sa.edu.au/files/links/final_lit_review.pdf
http://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/154899/Facilitating-Childrens-Trans-School.pdf
http://www.csu.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/154899/Facilitating-Childrens-Trans-School.pdf

186 B. Perry

North, C. E. (2006). More than words? Delving into the substantive meaning(s) of ‘social justice”
in education. Review of Educational Research, 76(4), 507-535.

Perry, B. (2011). Evaluation of the Implementation of Education Queensland’s Pre-Prep Curriculum
Strategy Foundations for Success in Cape York and Torres Strait Islander Communities.
Brisbane: ~ Education  Queensland.  http://deta.qld.gov.au/indigenous/pdfs/evaluation-
implementation-foundations-for-success-17112011.pdf. Accessed 12 July 2012.

Perry, B., Dockett, S., Mason, T., & Simpson, T. (2007). Successful transitions from prior-to-
school to school for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children. International Journal for
Equity and Innovation in Early Childhood, 5(1), 102-111.

Pianta, R. C., & Cox, M. (Eds.). (1999). The transition to kindergarten. Baltimore: Paul
H. Brookes.

Rinaldi, C. (2006). In dialogue with Reggio Emilia: Listening, researching and learning. London:
Routledge.

Rogoff, B. (2003). The cultural nature of human development. Oxford: New York.

Saleebey, D. (Ed.). (2006). The strengths perspective in social work practice (5th ed.). Boston:
Pearson.

Sanagavarapu, P., & Perry, B. (2005). Concerns and expectations of Bangladeshi parents as their
children start school. Australian Journal of Early Childhood, 30(3), 45-51.

Schoorman, D. (2011). Reconceptualizing teacher education as a social justice undertaking.
Childhood Education, 87(5), 341-344.

Simpson, L., Clancy, S., & Howard, P. (2001). Mutual trust and respect. In S. Dockett & B. Perry
(Eds.), Beginning school together: Sharing strengths (pp. 56—61). Canberra: Australian Early
Childhood Association.

United Nations. (1989). Convention on the rights of the child. New York: United Nations. http://
www.unicef.org/crc/cre. Accessed 5 August 2012.

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation). (2006). A Human-
rights approach to education for all. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001548/154861E.
pdf. Accessed 2 August 2012.

Woodhead, M., & Moss, P. (2007). Early childhood and primary education: Transitions in the lives
of young children. Milton Keynes: The Open University.

Young, I. M. (2011). Justice and the politics of difference. Princeton: Princeton University Press.


http://deta.qld.gov.au/indigenous/pdfs/evaluation-implementation-foundations-for-success-17112011.pdf
http://deta.qld.gov.au/indigenous/pdfs/evaluation-implementation-foundations-for-success-17112011.pdf
http://www.unicef.org/crc/crc
http://www.unicef.org/crc/crc
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001548/154861E.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001548/154861E.pdf

Chapter 14
Transition to School: Normative or Relative?

Sue Dockett

14.1 Introduction

It is the case that some children, in some contexts, find the transition to school
problematic. It is also the case that many children find it a time of excitement and
adventure, albeit tinged with some initial nervousness. The research focus on transi-
tion (to which my colleagues and I have contributed) has helped to identify the
nature of some of the problems experienced by children, families, communities and
school as children start school, as well as ways to assist in promoting a smooth
transition. However, the time has come to reflect critically on the impact of much of
this transitions research and to consider some unintended implications from this
approach. In our focus on ‘easing the transition” have we:

¢ Generated normative expectations, expecting that some children, but not others,
will find the time of transition to school problematic?

* Positioned some children and families — particularly those considered vulnerable
or disadvantaged — as necessarily needing support in order to meet these norma-
tive expectations?

* Sought to remove much of the risk and challenge children encounter as they start
school?

The aim of this chapter is to explore these questions.
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14.2 Political Interest in Transition to School

Political interest in managing transitions derives largely from broader economic
and social agendas. For example, much of the interest in early childhood education
stems from an investment perspective, emphasising the economic benefits of
intervention in the early years, particularly when compared with the substantially
increased cost of later intervention and remediation for children experiencing
difficulties (Heckman and Tremblay 2006). In addition, calls to develop a competi-
tive, globalised workforce underpin efforts to promote early education and engage-
ment with schools and schooling. In particular, there is reference to investment in
early childhood as ‘the ultimate long-term investment’, which results in ‘better
educated, more capable people for the workforce of tomorrow’ (Harvard Business
School 2008, p. 1).

These moves have been accompanied by concerns about social exclusion and
disadvantage and the impact of these on people’s ability to enter and remain within
the labour market (Australian Government 2009, 2010). For example, a positive
start to school education, leading to greater and ongoing connection with school,
has been identified as a factor in disrupting cycles of social and economic disadvan-
tage (Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 2009; Smart et al. 2008). Further,
the connection between a positive start to school and overcoming disadvantage has
been a core feature of the Australian government Closing the Gap strategy, which
aims to halve the gap between educational outcomes for Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Australians within a decade (Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 2009).

Underlying these policy approaches is the assumption that ‘improved transition
to school’ leads to ‘improved educational, employment, health and wellbeing out-
comes’ (COAG 2009, p. 4). This is coupled with the aim of reducing ‘inequalities
in outcomes between groups of children’ (COAG 2009, p. 6). These commitments
are underpinned by assumptions that the transition to school is problematic for par-
ticular groups of children and that more effective management of this transition will
lead to improved outcomes. These sentiments are encapsulated in statements such
as the following:

In Australia, the transition to school is likely to be more challenging for children from
financially disadvantaged families, Indigenous families, families with children who have a
disability, and culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) families. Children from these
backgrounds are also less likely to attend an early childhood education and care service
before they start school. (Rosier and McDonald 2011, p. 1)

Children in low-income families are more likely to have poor developmental outcomes,
make a difficult transition to school, and have reduced aspirations and to pass this risk on to
their children in a cycle of intergenerational disadvantage. (COAG 2009, p. 33)

The most common strategy outlined to overcome these challenges involves
managing transitions through transition to school programmes. While there is the
potential for such programmes to recognise and respond to the complexity of
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transitions to school (Dockett and Perry 2007; Fabian and Dunlop 2007), many such
programmes have a more narrow focus on preparing children for school and ‘help-
ing children settle into the school environment before they commence school’
(Rosier and McDonald 2011, p. 9).

The argument outlined in this chapter does not deny the existence of marked
inequities related to educational engagement and outcomes for different groups of
Australian children. Nor does it seek to dismiss the importance of a positive start to
school and the potential for transition to school programmes to promote successful
transitions. Rather I argue for critical reflection on the ways in which such evidence
has been transformed into general expectations that all children, families and com-
munities with particular characteristics will face problems as they experience the
transition to school. In urging critical reflection, I echo the calls of critical theorists
(Giroux 2005; Petriwskyj and Grieshaber 2011) and proponents of children’s rights
(Woodhead 2006), who seek to shift the focus away from categorisations of children
and ‘universalising discourses of early childhood that regulate children’s lives, nota-
bly expressed through “developmental norms”™ ...[that] have been strongly shaped
by goals and expectations for children’s “readiness” for the school systems that
dominate their childhood years’ (Woodhead 2006, p. 34). At the very least, I argue
that we need to consider what constitutes a “problematic” transition and a “non-
problematic” transition, who is expected to experience a problematic transition and
the ways in which these expectations influence policy and practice. A definition of
transition is needed in order to achieve this.

14.3 Defining Transition

Transitions occur across the life course as individuals ‘change their role in their
community’s structure’ (Rogoff 2003, p. 150). Educational transitions, such as the
transition to school, involve changes in the identity and agency of individuals, as
they engage in different educational contexts and adopt different roles. There may
well be increased demands as children change roles, identities and settings, such as
in the move to school. Indeed, Pianta (2004) describes the transition to school as a
time when such demands increase and supports decrease. The definition of transi-
tion as changing roles and identities within different contexts is drawn from a num-
ber of theoretical perspectives, including bioecological theory, sociocultural
perspectives, critical theory and strengths-based approaches.

Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bioecological theory described ecological transitions —
times when individuals changed their role and/or environment — as developmentally
significant because of their link to changed expectations. Within transitions research,
bioecological theory affirms a focus on contexts and recognition of the importance
of relationships and interactions across both contexts and time. This is encapsulated
in the statement that ‘transition to school is understood in terms of the influence of
contexts (for example, family, classroom, community) and the connections among
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these contexts (e.g., family-school relationships) at any given time and across time’
(Pianta et al. 1999, p. 4).

The defining properties of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model are processes,
people, contexts and time. In describing these elements, Bronfenbrenner and Morris
(1998) noted the role of developmental processes between the individual and their
contexts, the individual repertoire that each person brings to interactions and con-
texts, the nested system of contexts in which people engage and the impact of time,
in multiple dimensions including the past, present and future. Within this model,
microsystems, such as the family or school, consist of

pattern[s] of activities, social roles, and interpersonal relations, experienced by the develop-
ing person in a given face-to-face setting with particular physical, social and symbolic
features that invite, permit, or inhibit, engagement in sustained, progressively more com-
plex interactions with, and activity in, the immediate environment. (Bronfenbrenner 1994,
p. 1645)

From this theoretical perspective, transition to school recognises the importance
of the individual within a range of social contexts and the importance of interactions
with both people and contexts, over time.

As with bioecological theory, sociocultural perspectives of transition emphasise
both individual and social elements. The processes of transition involve both indi-
vidual and social experiences, actively constructed as individuals participate in
social and cultural processes that, by their very nature, are communal events.
Contexts overlap and individuals participate in many contexts (Corsaro et al. 2002;
Rogoff 2003). Different contexts can constitute different communities of practice
(Lave and Wenger 1991). As children start school, they are required to negotiate a
set of practices that are unique to schools generally and the school they will attend
specifically. This negotiation is influenced by children’s prior membership of differ-
ent communities (such as prior-to-school settings) and their experiences in crossing
other community boundaries. In this sense, the term ‘boundary’ describes a situa-
tion where individuals are required to participate in practices that are associated
with a new community of practice (Wenger 1998). Participation in different com-
munities of practice is influenced by individual identities (Lave and Wenger 1991).

It is important to note that at the time of transition to school, both families and
children can be required to navigate new communities of practice and negotiate
changing identities. For example, children become school students (Griebel and
Niesel 2003; Pollard and Filer 1999) and parents become parents of a school student
(Dockett and Perry 2007). Brooker (2008, p. 8) notes that ‘every transition into a
new group challenges our sense of identity’. Problems can arise when individuals
have to reconstruct their identity as they change contexts or communities, where
what constitutes a viable identity in one context is not transferable to another
(Pollard and Filer 1999). Children’s identities constructed around school participa-
tion are deeply embedded in personal understandings of capability and maturity. For
example, children often talk about starting school in terms of being ‘big’ and
describe their role at school as ‘learning to read and do numbers’ (Dockett and Perry
2007). A range of emotions can be involved, as children feel both excited and
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nervous about how they will manage the changes in identity and what these changes
mean in practice.

Each of the aspects of transition noted above considers children and families as
active contributors to transition experiences and outcomes. Critical theory
acknowledges that issues of power are central to interactions and expectations,
influencing the ways in which these are framed and valued (Giroux 2005). For
example, Petriwskyj and Grieshaber (2011, p. 81) note that critical theory ‘attends
to the unequal distribution of power according to social class, gender, race, dis-
ability, culture and language, and to the ways structural factors (e.g. low funding)
and low expectations can impede the achievement of minority groups’. In relation
to transition to school, critical theory underpins questions about who is expected
to have a successful, or problematic, transition to school and how these expecta-
tions are enacted.

Agency, and the exercise of agency, changes at times of transition. Biesta and
Tedder (2007) argue that agency is concerned with both the ways in which individuals
engage in contexts and their ability to shape or reframe these contexts. Other views
of agency consider structural factors — such as class, race, gender and socio-
economic status — and the ways in which these shape expectations and experiences
(Ecclestone 2009; Giroux 2005). In the case of transition to school, the recognition
and exercise of agency is changed not only for children but also for families. Where
there is substantial discontinuity and disconnection between prior-to-school
environments (including home, prior-to-school settings and schools), there is the
potential for transitions to be extended and precarious for both children and families
(Heinz 2009). This can be seen in the time taken by children and families to feel
comfortable within the new school environment and in the ways in which children
and families position themselves and are positioned by others. Agency is an important
consideration at the time of educational transitions, as it implies competence to under-
take planning and make appropriate decisions (Heinz 2009). Children’s perceptions
of their own agency influence their transition to school; so, too, do the perceptions
of others about agency. Judgements are made about children’s agency such as their
ability to make appropriate decisions within the school environment — as well as
family agency — including what decisions the family has made about school and
how they support children as they start school.

How children and families are positioned across the transition to school is a
core feature of identifying the outcomes of transition. Underlying much of my
current work (with Bob Perry) is a commitment to strengths-based approaches,
recognising the strengths of children and families as well as the challenges they
may face (Munford and Sanders 2003). Strengths-based approaches regard chil-
dren and families as experts on their own lives, capable of exercising agency and
achieving positive change (Saleebey 2006). Respect and collaboration are essen-
tial elements of strengths-based approaches — respect for individuals and families
and a commitment to building collaborative relationships based on rapport and
trust (Berg and Kelly 2000). This approach is summarised by Beilharz (2002,
p. 4) as ‘a way of working with people, based on social justice values, that
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recognises people’s and communities’ strengths and facilitates their application to
achieve self-determined goals’.

These theoretical perspectives contribute to a definition of transition as a time of
individual and social change, influenced by communities and contexts and, within
these, the relationships, identities, agency and power of all involved.

14.4 Successful and Problematic Transitions

Defining what makes a successful transition to school is an interesting challenge,
not the least because there are many different answers, often depending on who is
asked to make the judgement. Children have identified successful transitions when
they know the rules of school and have friends; parents have reported a successful
transition when they and their children are comfortable in the school environment;
and educators have focused on children’s adjustment to the social and organisa-
tional elements of school as the keys to a successful transition (Dockett and Perry
2007). Problematic transitions are described as the opposite of these, with the result
that children are described as unsettled, lonely or disengaged; parents feel disen-
gaged or not valued; and educators describe children in terms of the problems they
seem to present or the disruptions they seem to cause.

The potential for successful transitions is often linked to perceptions of
school readiness: when children are considered ‘“unready” for school, the
changed context of school, the increased demands and changed practices of
school, coupled with children’s perceived lack of preparedness, flag transition
as a time of difficulty. In one US study (Rimm-Kaufman et al. 2000), 46 % of
teachers reported that half or more of their class were unprepared (unready) for
starting school. Problems cited by teachers included children’s reported inabil-
ity to follow directions, lack of academic skills, disorganised home environ-
ments, difficulty in working independently, lack of preschool experiences and
difficulty in working as part of a group.

Different theoretical perspectives promote different definitions of, and approaches
to, readiness (Dockett and Perry 2002). Contemporary explorations of readiness
recognise the importance of child, family, community and school factors (Dockett
and Perry 2009). Despite this, many perceptions of readiness, and unreadiness, rely
on normative constructions of children, their abilities and backgrounds. In many
cases, these norms are derived from developmental discourses and stage theories
(MacNaughton et al. 2007). Drawing on these perceptions, discourse and theories,
it is possible to construct a checklist of expected or normal behaviours to be exhib-
ited by children who are ready for school. Failure to demonstrate these, by defini-
tion, labels a child as not ready for school. Automatically, this positions the child,
and often the family, according to perceived deficits and establishes the need for
remediation of some form, in order to move the child from unready to ready.

Defining readiness in relation to a set of normative characteristics ignores the
diversity and strength of children’s backgrounds and experiences and has the
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potential to restrict children’s rights to participate in education (Woodhead 2006).
A contrasting argument holds that
‘Lack of readiness’ is not a problem of children being insufficiently skilled to learn at
school, but instead is it where there is a mismatch between the attributes of individual

children and families, and the ability and resources of the school and/or system to engage
and respond appropriately. (Dockett et al. 2010, p. 1)

It is noticeable that certain groups of children are routinely identified as likely to
be unready for school and hence to experience a problematic transition. Much of the
current national and international agenda around promoting positive transitions to
school is framed in terms of “closing the gap” between these groups of children and
those judged more likely to make a successful start to school. In some cases, this
involves the framing of transition programmes as interventions, aimed at improving
children’s readiness, which, in turn, is proposed as the means for smoothing the
transition to school.

14.5 Managing Transitions

The aim of smoothing the transition to school is an admirable one. It focuses on the
wellbeing of children and seeks to promote positive early engagement with school.
Much research, policy and practice is directed towards identifying groups for whom
the transition is likely to be problematic and trying to rectify this through the
provision of additional or specialised support. Within this frame, it is possible to
identify specific groups who require such support. Both in Australia and overseas,
these groups include children whose first language is not the language of school
instruction, Indigenous children, children with disabilities or developmental delays,
children with additional health needs and children in vulnerable circumstances
(Brooker 2002; Dockett and Perry 2005; Janus et al. 2007; McTurk et al. 2008;
Petriwskyj et al. 2005; Rous et al. 2007; Smart et al. 2008).

In some instances, children who have not accessed prior-to-school services also
fall into same category of needing additional support to make a successful start to
school (Magnuson et al. 2004; Rosier and McDonald 2011). Other groups often
regarded as needing additional support are those children described as young or just
meeting the age cut-off date for school entry (Stipek 2002) and boys (Childs and
McKay 2001).

There is a fine balance between providing appropriate support and a deficit
approach which identifies specific groups of children (and their families) automati-
cally, as having insufficient background, experiences, skills or knowledge to make
a positive transition to school without expert assistance. A deficit perspective
assumes that there is a normative' pattern of transition where, given specific

!'This use of the term normative in relation to transition contrasts with Bronfenbrenner’s reference
to normative transitions as the predicted and expected transitions that will be experienced by the
majority of people within a life course.
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preparation and experiences, children will progress into school with minimal
problems. Normalisation of transition also assumes homogeneity and equality in
opportunities before school, and that all children will enter similar educational
programmes and contexts (Meisels 1999). Yet, there is considerable evidence that
children have diverse backgrounds and many different opportunities for learning, as
well as access to different resources and experiences before school (Bradley et al.
2001; Siraj-Blatchford 2010). It is also clear that there is variation among schools
and educational programmes, even when they are guided by the same curriculum.

Such diversity is often not captured in policy documents, which tend to represent
transition as specific, ‘discernable events, experienced in a linear sequence’
(Ecclestone 2009, p. 19) and with predictable patterns and normative expectations.
Often, normative expectations are framed by measureable outcomes, which are, in
turn, linked to funding and quality assurance. All of these combine to ‘narrow what
it means to make a successful transition’ (Ecclestone 2009, p. 19) and who is likely
to make a successful transition. Normative expectations assume that a specific pro-
gression can be mapped out and, where problems are identified, these can be reme-
diated along the way — in essence, eradicating transition problems.

Yet, such expectations can also create problems, including the following:

» Establishing a specific time frame for transition. Transition is often framed as a
process that occurs before school begins, culminating in the first day at school.
Many transition programmes operate on this time frame, consisting of a series of
events in the lead up to school start. However, if transition is dependent on
participation within a specific community, managing the new practices of that
community and changing identities within a new community — in this case, the
school — it must continue beyond the first day of school, well into the school year.
For some children, constructing the identity of a school student, exercising
agency and forming relationships within the school context will take considerable
time. Nominating a specific cut-off point for transition will ensure that some
children will never make a successful transition.

* Identifying transition as a set of activities to be delivered. Such activities may
contribute to the transition process, but they are unlikely to be sufficient to
embrace the range and nature of changes experienced by all children, or their
families, as they start school. Enacting one set of activities for everyone making
the transition assumes homogeneity in prior experiences.

* Nominating a set of ‘best practices’ in transition. While it may well be possible
to suggest a range of practices that support transition, nominating any of these
as suitable for all children, in all contexts, neglects the diversity that exists
among young children as they start school, as well as the diversity of schools and
educational programmes.

e Assuming that successful transitions can be quantified and measured, through
strategies that establish targets for transition programmes, such as the number of
participants, groups represented or measures of children’s academic or social
achievement on completion of the programme. Different groups will have different
perspectives about what constitutes successful transitions. These perspectives are
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not immune from external pressures, including pressure for improved educational
outcomes and participation rates.

* Increasing focus on assessment as part of transition — in various guises, such as
portfolios, statements, checklists, school entry assessments and measures of
readiness. Assessment may be undertaken as a means of promoting continuity
between settings — by establishing what children know and can do — but also has
the consequence of generating a range of artefacts that, in turn, contribute to
norms, by establishing what most children can do or know.

» Narrowing the focus of successful transitions, through assessment, has the poten-
tial to target specific skill or knowledge sets and to make the sort of comparisons
that affirm the likelihood of poor transitions for certain groups. The narrow focus
mitigates against a view of transition as a time of broad adjustment to a changed
context and the changes in identity and agency that accompany this.

» Focusing on perceived deficits or problems, rather than recognising the strengths
and competencies each child and family bring with them to school. This has the
potential to position those with these perceived problems as passive — in the
belief that things can only improve with the intervention of external experts,
agencies or programmes.

» Eliminating challenges or difficulties in transition, with the potential consequence
of diminishing participants’ sense of efficacy in addressing these. The interven-
tion of others to solve or remove problems, sometimes even before problems are
identified, positions participants as unable to manage change themselves.

e Locating problems in transition within the child, or family, rather than the transi-
tion process, institutional structure or broader community and society. If there is
a well-established transition programme and most children progress through this
to make a successful transition to school, children who do experience problems
can be considered abnormal, with any problems therefore located outside the
programme and within the child or family.

Normative expectations of transition assume that children, families and schools
are all motivated to engage in transition experiences. Such experiences are usually
devised and delivered by experts. There may be specific programmes developed for
certain groups. For some groups, there is a noticeable increase in the formalisation
of transition support and an increased expectation that families and children will
engage with such support. Those who choose to opt out are automatically consid-
ered to be disinterested, disaffected or disengaged with schooling.

14.6 A Critical Look at Transition

Regardless of how we define transition, we need to exercise caution in the ways we
represent it. For example, representing transition as a time-limited process,
occurring prior-to-school entry, promotes a linear progression that diminishes the
importance of children developing roles and identities while participating in
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school. Further, Ecclestone (2009, p. 23) cautions that representing transitions as
times that are ‘unsettling, disruptive, daunting, anxiety-inducing and risky’
contributes to the potential for generating ‘normative assumptions about how to
manage them’. For example, if we focus on the transition to school as a time of
great anxiety for children, we expect children to be anxious and develop a range of
resources and strategies to address this. We also then position children who are not
anxious as unusual in some way. Similarly, if we expect that children from specific
groups will find school unsettling and unfamiliar, we also set up expectations
around appropriate ways to manage transition and what constitutes a normal
transition for these children.

As one example, a school developed two transition programmes for children and
families. One targeted Aboriginal children, and the other targeted all other children.
There was a relatively small uptake among Aboriginal families for the transition
programme designed specifically for them. School staff interpreted this as a sign of
disengagement with education; Aboriginal parents said that they wanted their
children to be treated like everybody else’s children (Dockett et al. 2007).

Once a set of practices or procedures have been established, there is an expecta-
tion that children and families will respond by engaging in these. Failure to do so
further adds to the perception of abnormality. However, engagement in these activi-
ties also confirms the expectations underpinning them and affirms participants as in
need of such support.

While it seems reasonable to provide a range of support as children (and their
families) make the transition to school, it is important to do so in ways that build on
existing strengths, promote positive identities within school contexts, encourage the
recognition and exercise of agency, embrace diversity and difference, recognise the
importance of respectful relationships, promote a sense of value and belonging at
school for children and families and reject notions of deficit or blame. Failure to do
so sets up a situation of assumed incompetence. Formalising levels of support has
the potential to stigmatise specific groups, labelling them as unable to manage the
transition without such help. The presence of formal support also reinforces
concerns that transition is a time of difficulty that needs to be eased or smoothed.
In other words, it is not an experience that individuals or groups of individuals are
expected to be able to manage on their own. Ecclestone (2009, p. 23) argues:

the idea that people cannot deal with transitions without formalised help sits uneasily with
the possibilities of creative risk, opportunity and change that transitions can create. It also
erases the positive effects of difficulty, challenge and overcoming problems and risk, attrib-
uting ‘problems’ to particular groups so that people become a problem to be supported and
managed more effectively; the combination of ‘supporting and managing’ only serves to
mask the management.

In contrast, we can be challenged to consider transitions as times of opportunity,
where children, families, educators and other stakeholders can build relationships
and where transition experiences and expectations can be shaped by those involved.
Support, where offered, can be relevant, contextual and changing as those involved
change. Relevant support recognises the strengths of participants and builds their
capacity to identify areas for ongoing development, whether they are adults or
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children. Identifying appropriate support can be achieved by working with people,
rather than making decisions for and about them. Available support recognises the
importance of changing identities, agency and context, but also acknowledges the
impact of structural factors on the nature of transition experiences. While recognising
that some participants may experience problems at times of transition, this view
does not assume that problems will exist. In summary, appropriate support positions
individuals as active participants, capable of identifying issues of relevance,
proposing changes to address these issues and enacting potential solutions.

Considering transition to school as a time of opportunity rejects the focus on
binary distinctions such as “ready” or “unready”, replacing these with acknowledge-
ment of children’s rights to participate in education (Woodhead 2006). It challenges
us all to move away from normative expectations in order to embrace transition to
school as an opportunity for ‘differentiated transition processes and ongoing
pedagogic provision that capitalise on the lifeworld experience and strengths of all
school entrants [and] offer opportunities for all children to feel valued and develop a
sense of belonging’ (Petriwskyj and Grieshaber 2011, p. 82).

14.7 Conclusion

I have argued that many current approaches to transition have generated a range of
normative expectations and positioned some children and families as necessarily in
need of support. In addition, approaches that seek to smooth the transition to school
could well remove levels of challenge and mask the discontinuities that exist
between prior-to-school and school settings, in a sense “papering over the cracks”.

Does this mean that we should ignore efforts to facilitate a positive transition to
school and dismiss efforts to bridge prior-to-school and school contexts? Such a
response would be simplistic and ignore the significance of the transition to school.
Somewhere between ignoring the importance of transition to school and assuming
that any problems associated with it can be solved by intervening with specific tran-
sition programmes is an approach that acknowledges the relative and individual
nature of transitions. No two people will experience transition to school in exactly
the same ways; no one set of transition practices will ensure that every child and
every parent feel comfortable in a school community. When we consider what
makes a successful transition, we are making a relative judgement. However, in
many instances, such judgements are treated as normative. We know that children
have many diverse experiences prior to starting school. We know that children grow,
develop and learn in different ways and at different rates, particularly in relation to
the opportunities they are afforded. Why then do we expect children to start school
with similar competencies and capabilities? Why do we expect children to experi-
ence transition in similar ways? What assumptions do we have about families and
their role within the transition to school? How do we acknowledge discourses of
power and inequality? Do we encourage all involved in transition to consider it a
time of opportunity? How do we provide opportunities for all involved to reflect
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critically on their assumptions and practices, critiquing the labels and language
used? Do we aim to engage a language of critique and possibility, moving towards
‘pedagogical practices that not only heighten the possibilities for critical conscious-
ness but also for transformative action’ (Giroux 2005, p. 72)?

The definition of transition offered earlier in this chapter promoted transition as
a time of individual and social change, influenced by communities and contexts and,
within these, the relationships, identities, agency and power of all involved. This view
recognises the social element of transition and accepts that children and families
experience transition in different ways. Underpinning successful transitions is a
focus on relationships, whether they be existing relationships such as those between
parents and children or new relationships such as those between children and teachers.
These relationships provide the contexts in which identities are constructed and
assessed and where agency and power are recognised and exercised. Further, this
view of transition suggests that it is possible to develop and offer supports for
children and families, but cautions that the institutionalisation of that support has
the potential to position individuals as passive and unable to manage transitions
without such support. This view also recognises that the transition to school will be
unsettling and challenging for some children. Most importantly, this view argues
that children and families have the competence to manage such changes, particularly
in a context of appropriate support that recognises the strengths and the diversity of
experiences they already have.
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Chapter 15
Critical Theory and Inclusive Transitions
to School

Anne Petriwskyj

15.1 Introduction

Traditional expectations of children’s readiness for school are inconsistent with
current definitions of inclusion that are framed by appreciation of the diversity of
children’s abilities and backgrounds as a reality and resource, rather than a deficit.
Inclusion in Australia is defined not just by the placement of children with disabili-
ties and children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds in regular
schools and ECEC centres, but by children’s ongoing achievement and their sense
of belonging and being valued. Therefore, contemporary constructions of transi-
tion to school as a collaborative process of supported change are being framed by
theories that emphasise respect for diversity. Ecological and sociocultural frames
have offered opportunities to consider broader stakeholder involvement in transi-
tions and wider influences on children although their potential for supporting
inclusive transitions has some limitations. Critical and post-structuralist theories
offer an alternative frame of reference for interrogating current practices to identify
ways in which children, families and communities are marginalised and to high-
light more inclusive strategies for transition to school. This chapter considers these
shifts in thinking and their application to transition practices that are more inclu-
sive of the real diversity of children entering schools.
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15.2 Theoretical Foundations of Inclusive
Transition Research

While transition models based on ecological systems theory consider children
within their family and community context, they do not account sufficiently for
longer-term trajectories or the diversity of children’s cultural background and social
circumstances. Reliance on ecological theory has been criticised on the grounds that
it may mask differences in individual and cultural experience and so oversimplify
real complexities in the lives of children, families and communities (Vogler et al.
2008). Further, assumptions that the central place of the individual child in ecologi-
cal theory is universally appropriate are open to debate. Such assumptions overlook
the multiple priorities of families and communities in group-oriented cultures and
divert attention from the role of culture on children’s learning (Vogler et al. 2008).
This is a key consideration for Australian refugee, immigrant and Indigenous
children, families and communities whose cultural perspectives have not yet been
accorded sufficient priority in the development of transition programmes (McTurk
et al. 2011; Millar 2011; Sanagavarapu 2010).

Sociocultural perspectives take into account both the influence of the cultural
context on children and the impact of children’s participation in events as a means
of negotiating transitions (MacNaughton 2003). Minimising the contrasts in
expectations between contexts would offer greater continuity of experience and
enhance children’s self-confidence. Continuity of experience during transition to
school involves continuity between both ECEC and school settings and between
home and school. In the context of inclusion, home-school continuity requires sen-
sitive negotiation of transitions to maintain children’s learning and sustain their
sense of self-confidence, as children from culturally diverse backgrounds may not
understand the expectations or language of the school (Millar 2011; Sanagavarapu
2010). Relationships amongst stakeholders (e.g. amongst children, between children
and teachers, families/communities and teachers, teachers in different settings)
offer a secure base for more seamless transitions and for supporting continuity
through shared understandings (Bowes et al. 2009; Dockett et al. 2011). However,
the effectiveness of relationships and communication amongst stakeholders is
dependent on mutual respect, trust and shared power. Critical and post-structuralist
theories offer alternate frames for addressing power issues that are often invisible
and for interrogating the assumptions that underlie transition practices.

Critical theories draw attention to the unequal distribution of power according
to social class, gender, race, disability, culture and language and to the ways
structural factors (e.g. category-targeted funding) and low expectations can impact
on the outcomes of less powerful groups (McLaren 2007). In contrast to develop-
mental and ecological perspectives, critical theories represent social behaviour as
being organised around the group or community (e.g. local family community,
community of learners in a school or centre) rather than the individual and
conceptualise it as an ongoing conflict over power and resources (Giroux 2006).
Critical theories identify inequalities in power relationships as a central concern
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and define diversity categories as social constructions that reinforce inequalities
(MacNaughton 2003). Application of critical theories in transition research implies
attention to participation rights, social rather than medical models of diversity and
inclusive educational language.

15.2.1 Refocus on Participation Rights

Normative developmental notions about children reinforce stereotypes, rather than
attend to children’s right to a quality education. Re-conceptualisations of diversity
move away from normative ideas that underpin categorisations of children to
recognise the right to participation of all children (Woodhead 2006) and the role of
social institutions such as schools in creating circumstances that enable children to
succeed, regardless of their characteristics, abilities and backgrounds (McLaren
2007; Slee 2000). Thus, instead of learning difficulties or socio-economic
background in school entrants being identified as risks or deficits requiring reme-
diation, they would be reframed as indicators of a requirement for more equitable
access to resources, more effective continuity of experience or more respectful
recognition of child and family strengths (Dockett et al. 2011; Terzi 2005). This
shift has refocused attention towards ready schools: that is, schools that are
prepared for the reality of a complex range of school entrants (Graue 2006). Ready
schools are not expecting children to enter as a homogeneous ready group, but
address participation rights and the reality of diverse class composition through
changed organisation, supportive transition practices, stronger relationships and
more inclusive curriculum and pedagogy.

15.2.2 Reconsider Medical-Model Social Constructions

The inadequacy of traditional categorisations of groups within education
(e.g. children with disabilities, gifted children, refugees, low socio-economic
status) and their tendency to support marginalisation of groups are highlighted by
critical theories. Such theories identify the ways in which socially constructed dis-
tinctions between categories of difference, such as gender, race, social class and
disability, draw attention away from the social impact of circumstances. Such cat-
egorisations support a medical-model focus on children’s deficits as a reason for
failure to meet normative educational expectations rather than focusing attention
on changes that might be made to improve education and social circumstances for
these children, their families and communities. The focus on separate specialised
categories fails to include the “in-betweens”; that is, the children who do not have
a diagnosis but who are not progressing well across the transition to school. It also
fails to recognise the multiple overlapping aspects of diversity that may exist within
any group or individual and impact on their education. For example, a child might
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be gifted, Indigenous, female and belong to a particular regional community
(Cronin and Diezmann 2002). These multiple identities all represent resources (not
challenges) for transition, and no single category can indicate an appropriate
transition process.

15.2.3 Reframe Educational Language

Post-structuralist theories draw attention to the limitations of both traditional
structural ways of thinking (e.g. stage of development, category, readiness for
school) and of cultural structures such as language. Taken-for-granted notions such
as children being “at risk” are considered as social constructions and deficit labels
that may serve to restrict or marginalise some children. Unexamined assumptions
about categories (e.g. low socio-economic status, disabilities) are reconsidered from
the perspective of the power imbalances and inequities that might be supported by
such categorisation and language labels. Slee (2000) drew attention to the cultural
politics of educational language and the importance of interrogating professional
language as the first step to achieving social justice. Thus, deficit-focused categori-
cal language such as “special needs” or “additional needs” comes under criticism
for failing to acknowledge the strengths and resources a child with a developmental
disability or language other than English may bring to an educational setting. Terms
such as “readiness for school” imply deficit in those children who do not meet
anticipated norms and may encourage approaches to these children that reinforce
low expectations, negative interactions or disrespectful relationships with children,
families or communities (Tayler 2011; Terzi 2005). Such terms, Slee (2000) and
Smyth (2010) have argued, turn the cultural politics of academic failure back on
those who educational services have failed: that is, the language serves to blame
children, families and communities for any difficulties rather than directing atten-
tion to questioning educational practice and social conditions.

15.3 Implications of Critical Theory Frames
for Policy and Practice

The value of these alternate theories for transition to school lies in their potential for
prompting critical reflection by teachers, principals, policymakers and curriculum
designers on unexamined biases and inequities and on considering more socially
just and inclusive transition approaches. Changes to policies, curricula and pedago-
gies must be considered from the perspective of their positive support for transition
of a range of children and their framing of respectful partnerships between teachers,
children, families and communities so they share confidence in education pro-
grammes and transition processes.
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15.3.1 Align Inclusive Curriculum Content

The development of national curriculum frameworks in Australia has offered
opportunities to adopt contemporary theoretical perspectives, embed inclusive prac-
tices and frame transition to school as an important process. The national coverage
of these documents has the advantage of reducing educational discontinuities for
geographically mobile children and families who move across state borders within
Australia. However, the two national curriculum documents focus differently on
transition and inclusion. The principles of the Early Years Learning Framework
(Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) 2009)
include equity and respect for diversity, and its definition of inclusion considers a
wide range of child characteristics, abilities and backgrounds. It makes explicit the
importance of shared responsibility between stakeholders and provision for conti-
nuity during transition to school. However, the Australian Curriculum for schools
(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA] 2011) con-
tains limited attention to transition to school and frames inclusion as cross-curricular
priorities (e.g. Indigenous perspectives) and services for target groups (e.g. children
with disabilities).

Alignment between the new Australian national curriculum documents would
support more seamless transition to school and reduce unnecessary discontinuities
that potentially interrupt the progress of some children. The shared use of learning
outcomes in the Early Years Learning Framework for ECEC and the Australian
Curriculum for schools represents an effort towards alignment, yet differences in
content and emphasis are evident. The Early Years Learning Framework frames
practice around play-based yet intentional pedagogies and holistic outcomes. In
contrast, the Australian Curriculum is structured around skills and knowledge out-
comes under subject categories (e.g. mathematics, history) and makes limited refer-
ence to pedagogies. Although Connor (2011) identifies some content coherence,
pedagogic misalignment represents an area of potential discontinuity. Improved
continuity between ECEC and schools could involve both more intentional teaching
towards clear learning outcomes in programmes for younger children (e.g. DEEWR
2009) and incorporation of learning-oriented play in the early years of primary
school (Petriwskyj 2010).

15.3.2 Form Equitable Partnerships with Stakeholders

Partnerships among teachers in sending and receiving settings to share informa-
tion about children and about teaching would facilitate continuity and graduated
change. Similar partnerships between teachers, families and communities offer
valuable opportunities to enhance continuity of learning and draw upon local
cultural resources. Continuity of approach between home/community and school
offers more seamless transitions that sustain children’s sense of confidence and
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self-worth. The importance of incorporating pedagogies that build upon the
cultural capital that children bring while introducing them to the culture of
schooling has been highlighted as a key avenue for assisting children from
marginalised communities (Mills and Gale 2002). Pedagogies and policies based
on critical theory seek to avoid blaming children, families and communities for
difficulties in adjusting to the culture and academic demands of school (Giroux
2006; Smyth 2010). Critical pedagogy in early education involves critical reflec-
tion on Western European normative developmental assumptions, unequal power
relationships with families and the underlying cultural frames for curriculum and
pedagogy (Hyun 2007; Kilderry 2004). Early educators in Australia have been
challenged to reframe practice around theories that go beyond traditional Western
developmentalism and to transform pedagogies such that equity and the educa-
tional participation rights of all children are considered (Grieshaber 2009).
Transition pedagogies, therefore, must be redesigned to ensure provision for the wide
range of children, avoid stigmatising normative comparisons, demonstrate respect
for all stakeholders and share power in decision-making. The challenge for teachers
is to critically reflect on current practice, so that concerns about power and equity
are examined and transition pedagogies redeveloped with, rather than for, diverse
children, families and communities.

15.3.3 Develop More Inclusive Transition Processes

A shift from medical models of provision for diversity, focused on remediation
of deficits, to social models, focused on provision of circumstances that support
all children, frames the development of inclusive transition processes (Stephen
and Cope 2003). In the context of inclusion policies, Australian transition studies
have drawn attention to a wide range of separate diversity considerations such as
gender, disability, cultural and linguistic experience, Indigeneity, social circum-
stances, giftedness, complex circumstances, rural location and refugee back-
grounds (Boardman 2006; Cronin and Diezmann 2002; Dockett et al. 2011;
MacDonald 2008; McTurk et al. 2011; Millar 2011; Tayler 2011; Whitton 2005).
These studies have highlighted the real complexity of classrooms, the variation
in family expectations and developmental provision and the individual nature of
children’s learning. Therefore, transition planning must include both structural
changes (e.g. age of school entry, curricula, educational system organisation,
ongoing support services) and pedagogic provisions (Dockett et al. 2011; Thorpe
et al. 2005). Planning must consider pedagogic contributions to diverse children’s
successful school entry (e.g. alignment between settings, culturally respectful
strategies, flexible learning environments, social supports such as buddy pro-
grammes). In addition, inclusive transition processes need to take into account
the multiple forms of diversity existing within any individual child. Considering
a child’s transition to school in relation to a single category (e.g. disability) is
inadequate, since it does not capture the richness of the child’s multiple identities
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(e.g. gender, culture, social experience, learning style, specific abilities) and the
consequent aspects of transition requiring deeper thought. Rather than emphasis-
ing individual readiness, transition planning should consider multifaceted
processes that would support school entrants with a wide range of abilities and
backgrounds and involve collaborative partnerships between ECEC, school,
families and communities.

15.3.4 Attend to Multiple Overlapping Transitions

Interactions between transition to school and the multiple horizontal transitions
that Indigenous children, and children with disabilities, itinerant family lifestyles,
complex family circumstances or chronic illness make (e.g. regular classroom
and learning support; school and hospital, school to school, more than one family
home) also require more extensive consideration since these overlapping transi-
tion experiences impose additional pressures on children and families (Dockett
et al. 2006, 2011; Henderson 2004; Shiu 2004). Home-school transitions include
not only a single school-commencement change event but also the daily transi-
tions to school that some children and families find challenging, resulting in
compromised adjustment or school refusal (Thamirajah et al. 2008). An
Australian school study of transitions showed that teachers made changes in both
sending and receiving classrooms, considered ongoing cycles of transition from
year to year and shared information amongst staff to improve continuity, yet they
gave more limited attention to the equally important aspects of home-school con-
tinuity and overlapping multiple transitions (Petriwskyj 2010). Inclusive transi-
tion processes need to be non-stigmatising yet provide support to individual
children and families in negotiating their changing circumstances and multiple
transition experiences. Consultation with families and communities is essential
to take local circumstances into account and cross-sectoral professional collabo-
ration to coordinate ongoing provision of support services for those children and
families who utilise them.

15.3.5 Use Strengths-Based Inclusive Language

In early childhood contexts, Davis et al. (2007) argue that the development of
more socially just pedagogies requires transformation of discourses, as well as
policies and practices, based on significant shifts in thinking about diversity.
The naming of practices frames thinking about children’s abilities, the potential
contribution of children and families and the roles of teachers, schools and
communities. Referring to “transition to school” rather than “readiness for school”
directs attention to educational processes rather than the characteristics of children.
Referring to “children with diverse learning rights” (Organisation for Economic
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Cooperation and Development [OECD] 2006) or “children with diverse abilities
and backgrounds” rather than “special/additional needs” highlights more positive
aspects of diversity including those that may be less visible, such as giftedness,
gender and geographic location. The adoption of a “strengths-based”, rather than
“deficit-based”, discourse of transition supports the development of more equitable
relationships and of practices that build on the personal and cultural resources
children and families bring to school transition. Consideration of children’s
“transition capital” (Dunlop 2007) offers a more respectful incorporation of child
perspectives and strengths into transition approaches, based on awareness of the
ideas, abilities and experiences that children bring to the learning situation at school.
For example, Australian Indigenous children, whose cultural experience supports
the development of resilience and collaboration, may feel more confident if these
personal cultural resources are celebrated and built upon during transition to school.
Since the range of children’s characteristics and background indicates that these
transition resources will be individual and contextual, more nuanced transition
strategies are required.

15.3.6 Address Power Imbalances in Relationships

Early educators whose work has been re-conceptualised using critical and
post-structuralist theoretical perspectives have moved away from approaches
framed by static notions of best practice (e.g. developmentally appropriate
practice), to integrate multiple voices into dynamic decision-making and to
consider the complex daily realities of children and their families (Soto and
Swadener 2002). Involvement of families and communities in the development
of transition processes offers an important avenue for ensuring that the range of
perspectives are considered and for providing for the real, rather than assumed,
requirements of children (Petriwskyj 2010; Tayler 2011). However, rhetoric
about partnerships with families and communities may mask the power imbal-
ances that often form part of these relationships. Davis et al. (2007) argue that the
development of more socially just pedagogies requires self-conscious awareness
of power in pedagogic decisions. If teachers position themselves as experts and
families and communities as novices to be advised, then the power imbalance
impacts on genuine partnership (Slee 2000; Smyth 2010). Respectful reciprocal
relationships with families and communities form a key part of an inclusive tran-
sition approach within which the different kinds of contributions of families and
communities to decision-making are accorded due respect and value. Critical
perspectives have also drawn attention to the agency of children, through which
children feel empowered to value themselves and others, and to have a voice in
decisions that impact upon them directly (Kilderry 2004; McLaren 2007). This
indicates that involvement of children in decision-making around transition to
school would be fruitful, since they are the people most familiar with the realities
of their transition experience.
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15.3.7 Critically Reflect on Transition Teaching Decisions

Teachers’ reflection on the effectiveness of their transition approach could be
extended to incorporate critical reflection on whether transition practices were
inclusive of the perspectives of a range of stakeholders. Critical reflection involves
reconsideration of transition decision-making regarding whose voices were heard
and who held power in decision-making, to assist teachers in reframing transition
approaches so they become more inclusive. It should lead to transition action plans
that encompass improved social justice and equity (DEEWR 2009; Grieshaber
2009). Ongoing professional learning for teachers (e.g. cultural education pro-
grammes to reduce home-school mismatch) would assist teachers to understand
recent theories, inclusion and transition and ways to enact action plans arising from
critical reflection. Critical reflection may identify children whose perspectives have
been overlooked (e.g. gifted children) or transition practices that may marginalise
some children or families (e.g. readiness testing).

15.4 Implications of Critical Theory for Research

Work based on critical theory examines the perspectives of groups outside the
mainstream, asks whose interests are served by current educational approaches
and seeks to identify more socially just alternatives for the least advantaged in the
community (Mills and Gale 2002). In inclusive transition research, the voices of
teachers, families, communities and the children themselves are important sources
of information. In particular, the voices of groups beyond the majority social and
cultural community are considered.

15.4.1 Voices of Children

Transition research has tended to consider evidence from adult stakeholders, but has
not always attended to the voices of children themselves. Discrepancies between the
views of children on their transition to school and those of adults have been identi-
fied (Dockett and Perry 2007; Thorpe et al. 2005) highlighting the value of research-
ing the views of children, not just adults. In a study of preparatory/kindergarten
education (Thorpe et al. 2005), interviews of children highlighted concerns that
children held about transition to school (e.g. separation from family members, miss-
ing friends, feeling incompetent) and their preferences for schooling (e.g. active and
outdoor activity, social interaction with peers, engaging learning environments).
This evidence from children themselves offered insights into challenges children
encountered or anticipated encountering (e.g. playground bullying) and potential
enabling circumstances that could form part of a transition process (e.g. buddy
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programmes, gradual withdrawal of families, graduated change in pedagogy).
Further research into the perceptions and preferences of children with diverse
characteristics, abilities and backgrounds would extend current understandings of
what constitutes helpful transition practice from their viewpoints.

15.4.2 Voices of Families and Communities

Research involving families and communities has drawn attention to the varying
experiences of children who have not attended a high-quality ECEC programme
because of illness, Indigenous lifestyle, rural isolation, family circumstances or
family choice (Dockett et al. 2006, 2011; MacDonald 2008). The voices of families
and communities are important sources of information in inclusive transition
research, as they highlight the challenges confronted by groups whose concerns
may differ from those of the majority. Australian families from culturally and lin-
guistically diverse backgrounds (Millar 2011; Sanagavarapu 2010; Thorpe et al.
2005) have identified school adjustment concerns for their children, such as anxiety,
peer problems, boredom and internalising behaviours, that teachers failed to note or
identified as lack of school readiness. The families of children with disabilities have
also identified exclusionary practices or limited consideration for the structural and
attitudinal difficulties faced by these children during transition (Rietveld 2008;
Walker et al. 2012).

Research with families and communities has tended to be focused on the views
of parents, particularly mothers, rather than taking into account the wider construc-
tions of family and community evident in cultures in which there is a communal
responsibility for children. For example, in Australian Aboriginal contexts, family
has a broader meaning than the Western nuclear family, so other kinfolk and com-
munity members such as Elders may be involved in shared decisions and support
regarding transition to school. Further research into the perspectives of varying
cultural and linguistic communities has the potential to offer alternate approaches
to supporting transition. Framing research using critical theories would mean
incorporating more culturally sensitive approaches to research that incorporate the
voices of participants more effectively (Smyth 2010). Thus, co-researching with
groups should be considered: that is, involving community members or other
respected people as co-researchers.

15.5 Challenges and Issues Provoked by Critical
Theory Frames

Two key challenges attend application of critical and post-structuralist theories
to inclusive transition. The most difficult is that of the retention by stakeholders
of traditional notions of children’s readiness for school and accompanying
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understandings of diversity as deficit. Such notions infer a continuing reliance on
developmental theory and a construction of inclusion as mainstreaming or integra-
tion; that is, expectations that homogeneous classes of school entrants will require
only minor adjustments to the regular teaching programme. Thus, children’s
variations in characteristics, abilities or background are deemed to constitute a
readiness problem requiring a remedial solution, rather than a reality requiring
change in structural provisions and in transition pedagogies. The other challenge is
the negotiation of competing agendas around school entry and subsequent outcomes
and negotiation of shared approaches.

Notions of school readiness as a characteristic of children persist amongst
teachers and in some public literature despite efforts to shift the focus to the shared
responsibilities of families, children, schools and communities in transition to
school (Dockett and Perry 2007, 2009). The persistence of readiness notions
indicates reliance on traditional Western developmental stage theories, despite the
lack of evidence of their relevance to non-European cultures (Grieshaber 2008).
Stage theories imply deficits in children with delayed developmental progress or
culturally diverse experience. Graue (2006) has criticised this emphasis on
children’s readiness and grade retention on the grounds that providing additional
maturational time alone does not address the learning challenges some children
face. Developmental stage theories may also incorrectly imply that gifted children
do not require support or pedagogic variation or that accelerated timing of school
entry is adequate provision for gifted children. In studies of transition in Australia,
teachers consistently emphasised children’s readiness for school, were unaware of
gifted children and reported continued use of retention in grade or the use of
remedial services for children who were deemed “unready” (Petriwskyj 2010).
Such constructions have been supported by government literature for families,
containing titles such as “preparatory” or highlighting the role of ECEC in readiness
for school despite the Early Years Learning Framework (DEEWR 2009) presenting
an alternate position.

These tensions draw attention to the second challenge — that of negotiating the
competing agendas, pressures and voices in the debate around school entry and
subsequent adjustment and achievement. In the context of inclusive policies, it is
surprising to see two forms of readiness assessment — at an individual achievement
level and a community level — in use in Australia because of accountability pres-
sures. Performance Indicators in Primary Schools [PIPS] (Wildy and Styles 2008)
assess individual readiness in reading, mathematics, vocabulary and phonological
awareness. The Australian Early Development Index [AEDI] focuses on predictors
of adult outcomes such as physical health, emotional well-being and communication
skills to identify communities as “vulnerable” for allocation of support funding.
Although these initiatives have value in addressing inequalities in community
resourcing, they have been criticised for their potential to position groups as being
in deficit (Agbenyega 2009). Differences from the norm are still likely to be
constructed as family or community problems or child-related deficits requiring a
remedial solution. Programmes to support school entry in the past have often been
specifically preparatory or remedial, particularly for children from socially and
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culturally diverse backgrounds or for children with developmental delays. However,
such approaches are not fully compatible with inclusive views of diversity as a
resource (e.g. cultural contributions children bring from their home background,
individual strengths of children) and of children and families as competent
co-contributors to learning (Kilderry 2004; Tayler 2011). Research is required on
effective ways to enact new thinking about diversity and transition in order to offer
evidence on inclusive approaches.

15.6 Future Directions

Since traditional readiness notions are so persistent, research into alternate transition
approaches is limited by the availability of examples of transformative practices.
The development in Australia of schools utilising educational reform approaches
such as Productive Pedagogies (Lingard and Mills 2003) offers opportunities to
investigate whether such approaches are associated with improved continuity and
whether children’s outcomes are supported by such continuity. The finding in the
Queensland school reform study that early years teachers deemed outstanding by
peers adopted more Productive Pedagogies elements than other teachers and that
there was a significant correlation between such pedagogies and children’s outcomes
(Lingard and Mills 2003) indicates that links are worth investigating. Since
Productive Pedagogies emphasises inclusion, this research offers examples of
strategies for transition that are informed by alternate theories and inclusive policies
in practice. Clearer policy settings on transition to school that are linked to inclusive
approaches would also reduce slippage between policy and practice.

Continuing transition evidence of concern linked to categories (boys, children in
challenging home circumstances, Indigenous children, non-English speakers,
children with disabilities) (Boardman 2006; Walker et al. 2012) indicates that transi-
tion approaches relying on structural provisions, school orientation and preparatory
practices are insufficient. Policy revisions are required to attend to transitions into
school and to clarify approaches that are respectful of the views of stakeholders and
are consistent with inclusive policy. Research into teacher education, links between
ECEC and schools, school-community relationships and differentiated transition
approaches would inform more effective policy. While research into separate cate-
gories indicates perspectives that may have been overlooked, broader non-
categorical research on diversity and transition is required to inform inclusive policy
and practice on transition.

An additional avenue for research has arisen from the development of new
national curriculum documents for prior-to-school and school settings. The limited
linking of these documents on issues of content, transition and inclusion serves to
heighten tensions between the sectors, potentially impacting on transition to school
across Australia. This research area is important because of the potential impact on
continuity of learning during transition between sectors. Policy revision is required
to frame better pedagogic continuity and curricular alignment between ECEC and
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schools and between home/community and educational programmes, as well as
across states of Australia. This indicates the value of a consistent transition to school
policy that is non-stigmatising, reflects Australia’s diversity and focuses on peda-
gogic strategising as well as on structural provisions.
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Part IV
Connecting Theory, Research,
Policy and Practice



Chapter 16
Starting School: Synthesis and Analysis

Amy MacDonald, Wendy Goff, Kathryn Hopps, Cathy Kaplun,
and Susanne Rogers

16.1 Introduction

At the 2010 Starting School: Research, Policy and Practice conference, higher
degree research students were asked to consolidate the critiques of individual papers
into an overview that could inform the ongoing development of the Transition to
School: Position Statement (Educational Transitions and Change (ETC) Research
Group 2011). This group of students—some now graduated—has undertaken a
similar task in developing this chapter.

16.2 Considering Context in the Research

The preceding chapters offer insights into the importance of context in transitions
and transitions to school research. Indeed, the chapters themselves and the research
they represent are a lesson in context and demonstrate the impact of physical, social
and political contexts on both the ways in which children experience transition and
the ways in which transitions research is conducted.
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A provocation raised in these chapters is the varied ways of considering con-
text—both at the theoretical level and in more pragmatic ways. At the theoretical
level, the predominant stance across many of the chapters is that of Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological model, with its nested spheres of influence and proximal processes each
impacting upon children’s transitions in diverse ways. As Murray (Chap. 4) explains,
utilisation of an ecological model positions the child at the centre as an active agent
in the transition process. Be it Turunen’s (Chap. 11) consideration of macrosystem,
exosystem and microsystem influences upon individuals’ culturally framed
biographical narratives of starting school; Murray’s (Chap. 4) examination of the
chronosystem and changes in perceptions and understandings over time (in this
case, the first year of school); or Mackenzie’s (Chap. 7) recognition of ecological
influences upon emergent writing, the enduring influence of Bronfenbrenner’s
model of context is clear.

However, an important contribution made in this book is the theorising of
transition beyond Bronfenbrenner. Petriwskyj (Chap. 15) encourages readers to
consider how a critical theory perspective, with its interrogation of power
relationships and its questioning of assumptions, may provide a more effective
framework for supporting the diverse needs of all children during transitions
and provide a more inclusive approach to the development of transitions
programmes. A critical theory perspective on context shifts the emphasis away
from Bronfenbrenner’s notion of “child as central” to instead emphasise the
centrality of the role of culture and the priorities of families and communities.
Petriwskyj argues that this shift in emphasis enables transitions programmes to
better support the needs of children and families from diverse backgrounds,
including refugee, migrant, Indigenous, rural and remote, and other contexts
often constructed as “disadvantaged”. A critical theory approach to transitions
shifts the focus away from the perceived disadvantage of these contexts to
instead consider the resources, priorities and strengths of these communities
during transition to school.

Also thinking critically about the theorisation of transitions in context, Graue
and Reineke (Chap. 12) outline a critical constructionist perspective on transition,
reflecting on how current positions on transitions and “readiness” have developed
over time in response to social and cultural forces. This critical perspective on
context-driven notions of readiness demonstrates how the perception of a child as
“ready” for school is socially constructed in local communities, and how this per-
ception is informed by the communities’ different ideas about children, the role of
schooling and the nature of development (Graue 1993). Indeed, as Graue and
Reineke (Chap. 12) so candidly put it, ‘as a result, one child will be ready on one
side of town and not ready on the other’.

A counterpoint to Graue and Reineke’s thinking is the notion that children and
families need not be passive recipients of their contexts; rather, it is possible for
them to be “agents” who actively shape transitions. As Dockett (Chap. 14) argues,
‘the processes of transition involve both individual and social experiences, actively
constructed as individuals participate in social and cultural processes that, by their
very nature, are communal events’. Furthermore, children and families bring with
them what Dunlop (Chap. 3) has termed “transitions capital”. This notion has been
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informed for the most part by Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model—in tandem
with a variety of other perspectives—because from Dunlop’s perspective, ‘the eco-
logical systems theory works’.

Despite some views to the contrary, it seems the consensus is that the founda-
tional elements of Bronfenbrenner’s model—the acknowledgement that a child
affects and is affected by the settings in which time is spent, the recognition of the
importance of family, settings and community, the immediacy of interaction and
interrelation between individuals and contexts—continue to have a core role to play
in transitions research. Rather than move away from Bronfenbrenner entirely, Peters
suggests researching and understanding transitions using a combination of ecologi-
cal and sociocultural lenses, in particular, the notions of habitus, social and cultural
capital as described by Bourdieu (1997), and Thomson’s (2002) notion of “virtual
school bags”. This complementarity of theoretical perspectives allows examination
of multiple factors which impact upon interactions between the individual and the
environment and allows researchers to keep the “bigger picture” in mind when
focusing on particular points bounded by time, place and culture. Einarsdottir
presents a similar blending of theoretical perspectives in her chapter, explaining
how postmodern constructions of culture, time and space and an emphasis on
complexity, irregularity, diversity and individual differences (Albon 2011; Dahlberg
et al. 1999; Elkind 1997) cannot be separated from the social environment and
Bronfenbrenner’s notion that children are part of their environment; they are
influenced by it, and it by them.

Despite some differences in how transitions and their contexts are theorised,
there are some common themes across the research described in this book. In the
next section, we explore these themes more closely.

16.3 Common Themes Across the Research

A key similarity across the chapters in this book is their recognition of theory as a
tool for understanding children’s experiences in transition. Although the chapters
represent a diverse range of theoretical and conceptual bases from which to examine
and understand transition, they are unified in their stance that theory is useful in
determining what to research, how to research it and how experiences of children
can be understood.

Another similarity which is clear from the previous section is the emphasis on
context. All of the chapter authors agree that children’s experiences must be
considered, measured and understood with regard to the context, immediate and
wider. Furthermore, there is agreement that transition should be understood “in
context”, and contextual factors which influence transition need to be identified
and investigated. Social contexts are viewed as very important influences on
children’s transitions, and there is consensus that, as Lam, in particular, discusses
in Chap. 10, transition contexts and practices are crucial factors affecting children’s
responses and adaptation. These include, but are not limited to, the individual, the
systemic and the wider political contexts and practices that work in symbiosis to
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shape the transition to school. Harrison (Chap. 5) asserts that particular elements
of social contexts such as student-teacher relationships in school classrooms ‘are
likely to have direct or indirect influence on children’s experience of school tran-
sition’ and further offers that these can be examined through statistical analysis in
large-scale studies ‘to explain children’s different outcomes and developmental
pathways through school’.

Across the chapters, the importance of relationships in transitions consistently
emerges as a core theme. As outlined by Peters (Chap. 8), the underpinnings of
successful and effective transitions to school have a central theme that recognises
the experiences of the individual and the interactions that occur within the
relationships that exist in home and school environments. Positive and respectful
relationships form the basis for more positive, effective and successful outcomes in
transition to school. Margetts (Chap. 6) argues that relationships form the basis of
effective communication and transition programme design and suggests building
collaborative partnerships between home, school and community to develop
transition programmes which are relevant to the needs of the school community.

Another common thread across several of the chapters, namely, Harrison
(Chap. 5), Lam (Chap. 10), Mackenzie (Chap. 7), is the examination of continuity—
or indeed, discontinuity—of children’s experiences from prior-to-school settings to
school settings. Mackenzie asserts that transitions may be complicated by a mismatch
between what happens in preschools and schools in regard to standards, curricula,
assessment processes, teachers’ beliefs and different pedagogical approaches. She
argues that the shift from preschool to school may disrupt children’s learning
(Stephenson and Parsons 2007) and that the challenge for children is successfully to
make the transition from the preschool environment where they have a great deal of
agency to the tighter, more controlled, school environment. Lam suggests that the
process of children adapting to the new environment is important to study, while
Harrison, in a similar vein to Mackenzie, argues that it is what happens before school
as well as at school that is important for transitions.

While there may be some who lament the differences between preschools and
schools, Perry (Chap. 13) emphasises that prior-to-school settings, including
children’s homes, and schools have different purposes and different ways of achiev-
ing these purposes (Dockett et al. 2007). As Perry explains, children want school to
be different from what they have experienced before and expect to engage in tasks
that are different from those in prior-to-school settings. The challenge, though, is in
determining how different these settings should be. Lam (Chap. 10) suggests that
the gap should be just big enough so that it is suitably challenging for children and
promotes ongoing learning, but not so big ‘that a child moves from being proud and
strong in his own identity to failing’ (Perry Chap. 13).

A suggestion for supporting transitions “across the border” from preschool to
school is provided by Peters (Chap. 8). She suggests that the key to successful tran-
sitions across the border lies in creating shared understandings (the “borderlands’)
in educational environments which support children’s continued learning and enjoy-
ment of school, and build and sustain a sense of belonging. Much like Perry
(Chap. 13) and Petriwskyj (Chap. 15), Peters argues that a social justice perspective
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can assist in building these shared understandings by acknowledging the social and
cultural capital of each child in their transition to school, thus creating the context
for building shared meanings across prior-to-school and school contexts.

While social justice perspectives promote the notion of “ready schools”—that is,
the schools being positioned as welcoming and accommodating of the unique
strengths and needs of children and families—readiness of the child is still a
discourse in transition influencing research and is a topic of discussion across
several chapters in this book. With a growing awareness by governments of the
importance of early years education comes a renewed interest in the “readiness” of
children for school. This has been a persistent issue in the United States where, as
Graue and Reineke (Chap. 12) describe, there has been strong emphasis on “readi-
ness” since the early twentieth century. Harrison (Chap. 5) also describes the current
emphasis on children being “ready to learn”, particularly in the United States, which
has resulted in research emphasising the identification of predictors of success so
that preventative interventions can be employed. Lam (Chap. 10), in describing the
Hong Kong context, discusses a similar emphasis on assessing children’s
“preparedness” and measuring children’s adaptations. Einarsdottir (Chap. 2) exam-
ines the Icelandic media’s construction of “school readiness”, and describes the
advice provided by the media to parents to assist their children in preparing them for
starting school—advice such as training children to be self-reliant and follow
instructions and preparing children for reading and mathematics instruction.

Graue and Reineke (Chap. 12) describe a complementarity of readiness and
transition, in that both are social and cultural constructs developed in local commu-
nities. However, within the US context, the positioning of “readiness” of some
children—resulting from differences between values and social/community
practices of middle-class white families and those of colour or economic poverty—
meant deficit views and the establishment of interventions. Of some concern is that
in looking across the chapters in this book and the international contexts they repre-
sent, cultural divides and resulting deficit views are evident in most of the developed
world and are a growing phenomenon in Australia. As Perry (Chap. 13) suggests,
‘in Australia, as in many other countries, children and families do not live in envi-
ronments that provide equal opportunities, and are not treated equally by school
systems or, even, by individual schools’. Children are judged on the perceptions of
their families’ previous schooling, their race or their socio-economic class. Such
views impact directly on children and their families.

16.4 Implications for Research, Policy and Practice

A strong theme throughout this book is the argument that children’s perspectives on
transitions are important, but have been under-researched. Murray (Chap. 4) has
emphasised the importance of children as active contributors in transition to school
research but has also acknowledged that there are challenges inherent in this,
namely, the question of how to engage children in transitions research in authentic


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_10
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_12
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_4

224 A. MacDonald et al.

and appropriate ways. Dunlop (Chap. 3) has asserted that children need to be at the
centre of our thinking in relation to transition, and a challenge arising from this
assertion is how to establish the central position of children in transitions research,
policy and practice.

The Transition to School Position Statement described in Chap. 20 provides a
means of achieving this, as it encourages transitions researchers, policymakers and
practitioners to consider the opportunities, aspirations, expectations and entitlements
of children during the transition to school. This child-focused discourse supports an
inclusive approach to transition programme development and provides a moral
imperative for all transitions stakeholders to consider the unique strengths and needs
of individual children as they make the transition to school. Furthermore, the
Position Statement reinforces Dunlop’s notion that children are not just products but
producers of their experiences—and that transitions are transforming. This is a cru-
cial consideration for transition to school policy and programme design, in the sense
that planning should, as Dunlop describes, occur with rather than for children and
families. Graue and Reineke (Chap. 12) suggest that there is significant work to be
done on incorporating the ‘reciprocal funds of knowledge’—that is, the knowledge
and practices that all families bring to their children’s schooling.

Taking a slightly different (though complementary) perspective on the issue, Lam
(Chap. 10) has suggested that future research, policy and practice around starting
school needs to focus on what educators do to support children’s transitions, that is,
examining what teachers do in the new setting, as well as in the previous, that
determines children’s success (or otherwise) in adapting to the new educational
environment. Harrison (Chap. 5), too, suggests that what happens in the school envi-
ronment, including the teacher’s pedagogy and the teacher’s relationships with the
children, is important and should be a focus of transitions research, policy and practice.

Graue and Reineke (Chap. 12), in considering the nexus between transitions
research, policy and practice, have recommended the implementation of research
collaborations of prior-to-school and school-based educators working with
university personnel to inform starting school policy and practice. This suggestion
by Graue and Reineke is in keeping with Peters’ notion of constructing shared
understandings and developing partnerships between educators in prior-to-school
and school settings so as to better understand the borders that are crossed
(Mulholland and Wallace 2000) and the borderlands (Britt and Sumsion 2003).

16.5 Recommendations for Development and Sustainability

Work presented in this book highlights that following children through the journey
of transition to identify patterns which make children successful at adapting to the
new environment is important for developing transitions research. Longitudinal
studies present opportunities for sustained research on transitions—over time—as
well as reflecting on both past, present and future transitions practices. Indeed,
significant longitudinal studies such as the Longitudinal Study of Australian
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Children (LSAC) (Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), 2012) present many opportunities for comprehen-
sive, large-scale explorations of transitions, and the work carried out by Harrison, in
particular, is testament to the possibilities these sorts of studies provide for transi-
tions researchers. As Harrison (Chap. 5) describes, large-scale, longitudinal research
studies have so far provided important information about children’s transitions to
school, and there is a need to continue this type of research to understand the
complexities of the interactions between child, family, educator and school/early
childhood setting variables that impact upon children’s success at school. There are
unanswered questions that longitudinal studies can address, particularly as they
look at outcomes over time. Furthermore, the examination of existing data sets such
as those generated from studies like LSAC promotes sustained research in this area
with the accessibility to large amounts of data. This sort of meta-analysis enables
researchers to explore contextual and temporal elements of transitions without some
of the constraints of initiating new data gathering on these issues. Indeed, data
mining is a sustainable approach to research which provides many opportunities for
new modelling and theory building in this field.

Peters (Chap. 8) introduces the notion of “borderlands”, and this provides an
interesting area of development for transitions to school researchers. Considering
perspectives on both sides of the preschool-school border in order to create shared
understandings has the potential to better support children’s transitions to school.
Sustaining the key ideas presented in Peters’ chapter will involve further exploration
and understanding of the borderlands that exist between early childhood settings
and school, with a focus on developing partnerships to assist families and children
as they cross the border and negotiate the borderlands between these educational
contexts. With Margetts (Chap. 6), Dockett (Chap. 14) and Perry (Chap. 13), Peters
suggests that a social justice perspective on acknowledging and gaining the perspec-
tives of those whose voices may not be sought or heard is important in researching
experiences of transition to school to build social and cultural capital and develop
shared understandings for all transition to school stakeholders.

Another area for development proposed by authors in this book is the use of
historical perspectives on transition. The work of both Dunlop (Chap. 3) and
Turunen (Chap. 11) illustrates how we can learn about the impact of transitions by
“looking back”. The historical implications of transitions are significant, and the
experience of starting school may have a lifelong impact. Turunen’s chapter, in
particular, highlights how the examination of recalled transition demonstrates that
starting school is a part of an individual’s “life course” (Elder 1998). Starting school
is, as Turunen describes, one of the key life events an individual experiences and
might contribute to a person’s identity and life trajectory. Turunen (Chap. 11)
explains how recollections of starting school are event-specific knowledge that can
become part of a person’s self-defining memories; and ‘the content of self-defining
memories is associated with success in relationships or achievement, personal
adjustment and levels of distress, and they arouse positive or negative feelings at the
time of recall’. The message of Turunen’s research is that there may be a lifelong
impact of the transition experience, and further exploration of recalled and historical
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perspectives on starting school will make an important contribution to the transitions
field of research.

Looking back on transitions also raises questions about the nature of the transition
experience. Garpelin (Chap. 9) poses a question as to whether transition should be
viewed as an individual practice or a social practice. Indeed, is transition a social
practice that is individually experienced or is it an individual experience that is
socially constructed and practiced? Further examination of Garpelin’s provocation
seems warranted.

16.6 Future Directions

The chapters in this book demonstrate that a considerable amount of significant
research on transitions to school has been undertaken internationally, and this work
should be celebrated. However, the chapters collectively also represent a call for
further research in this area. Drawing on the preceding chapters in this book, the
following would seem to be the key areas for consideration for future programmes
of transitions research:

e Use of a variety of theoretical and conceptual frameworks to help understand
children’s experiences from a range of perspectives

* Examination of the features of home, early childhood service and school contexts
that support children’s transitions

* Amplification of children’s and parents’ voices in transitions research

e Development of a philosophy of transition

* Consideration of historical implications of transitions

e Continued exploration of large data sets to examine factors which impact on
transitions

» Investigation of the influence of temperament characteristics and child-teacher
relationships on outcomes for children’s transitions

* Interrogation of transition policy and practice through the lens of inclusion

e Further reflection on how to define and assess a successful and effective transi-
tion to school for families and children

In addition to pondering future avenues for transitions research, we must also
consider the policy and practice initiatives which might result from such research.
Indeed, some examples of research-informed practice and policy are presented in
the chapters which follow. In essence, the synthesis presented in this chapter pro-
vides the “bridge” between the research presented in Chaps. 1, 2,3,4,5,6,7, 8,9,
10, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15 and the policy and practice in Chaps. 17, 18, 19, and 20
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Research, Policy and Practice conference in 2010 were integral to the early planning of this
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Chapter 17

The Wollongong Transition to School
Experience: A Big Step for Children,
Families and the Community

Tracey Kirk-Downey and Shabnam Hinton

17.1 Introduction

Wollongong is a highly multicultural city of 200 000 people, located between the
mountains and the sea on the east coast of New South Wales (NSW), Australia,
approximately 80 km south of Sydney. Children under the age of 5 constitute more
than 7 % of the population. There are 55 primary schools and 94 prior-to-school
education and care services within the city boundaries.

In 2003, transition to school was identified as a priority area for funding
through the NSW State Government. To consider the opportunities this provided,
initial meetings of early childhood professionals were held in Wollongong and the
neighbouring Shellharbour local government area. These meetings resulted in the
formation of the Illawarra' Transition to School Reference Group. Over the next
12 months, this group focused on goals, objectives and a funding application to
Families NSW (the relevant state government authority) in order to support the
network. Interim funding was provided by Wollongong City Council and the
NSW Department of Education and Training.

Tllawarra is the name of the region containing both Wollongong and Shellharbour.

T. Kirk-Downey (P<)
Wollongong City Council, Wollongong, Australia
e-mail: TKirk-Downey @wollongong.nsw.gov.au

S. Hinton
Big Fat Smile, Wollongong, Australia
e-mail: shabnam.hinton @bigfatsmile.com.au

B. Perry et al. (eds.), Transitions to School - International Research, Policy and Practice, 229
International perspectives on early childhood education and development 9,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-7350-9_17, © Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014



230 T. Kirk-Downey and S. Hinton
17.2 Initial Progress

Funding was obtained to appoint a project officer (although it took a considerable
time for recruitment), and it was decided that there would be two networks —
Wollongong and Shellharbour — although both would have access to the project
officer and undertake some activities jointly. Research was commissioned to survey
early childhood educators in all schools and prior-to-school services covered by the
networks about the current state of knowledge and practice around transition to
school (Kirk-Downey and Perry 2006; Einarsdéttir et al. 2008).

This research provided direction for the reference group about where to focus
their energy. In particular, it was ascertained that most schools were operating
what they called “orientation” programmes and that these differed from school to
school. Survey results indicated that the concept of “transition to school” was
relatively new to most schools and that schools felt their orientation programmes
were generally satisfactory. However, most schools and prior-to-school services
had little or no contact with each other in relation to children moving from one
environment to the other, and many prior-to-school services reported attempting
to make contact with schools to ensure their children had a smooth transition but
gaining little response.

There was an identified need for professional development for staff in both
schools and prior-to-school services. As a result, a series of presentations and work-
shops were planned and undertaken during 2004 and 2005. The two networks took
slightly different tasks at this stage, and what is reported here derives mainly from
the Wollongong Network.

17.3 Becoming Established

The Wollongong Transition to School Network invited all schools and prior-to-school
services in the local government area to become members of the network. The
invitation outlined the aims of the network as developing a group of interested
people who were willing to assist in promoting the importance of quality transition
to school programmes that met the needs of each community and developing and
supporting initiatives to assist schools and prior-to-school services achieve this
goal. Over a period of several months, a network of more than 15 staff from public
schools, Catholic schools, not-for-profit prior-to-school services, Wollongong
College of Technical And Further Education, University of Wollongong, Illawarra
Children’s Services, Illawarra Area Child Care, NSW Department of Education and
Training, and Wollongong City Council was formed.

Workshops were implemented during 2004 and 2005 and included both research-
and practice-based materials on the following topics:

e What is transition to school?
e Children’s voices in transition to school.
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Transition versus orientation.

Transition to school in a community with very low prior-to-school attendance.
Using children’s portfolios for transition to school.

Understanding children’s friendships.

The NSW Curriculum Framework.?

Transition to school and parent mentoring.

Key learning areas.

Brain research and the NSW Curriculum Framework.

Indicators of progress in transition to school.

Aboriginal transition to school.

In addition to these professional development workshops, the Wollongong

Network undertook a variety of other initiatives and activities, including the
following:

Regular monthly meetings to discuss local issues regarding transition to school
Providing feedback on Guidelines for Effective Transition to School Programs
and Indicators of Progress matrix® (Dockett and Perry, 2006) and encouragement
for schools and prior-to-school services to use these

Strategic planning leading to a Wollongong Network Action Plan

As a result of the work on the Indicators of Progress matrix, the network
identified community involvement as an area for future development. This led
to initiatives such as:

e The mascot Billy Backpack

* The introduction of the School Starters Picnic

*  Wollongong City Council’s Kids Garden Groove — a children’s festival held
in the Wollongong Botanical Gardens — at which the network held a stall to
promote the importance of transition to school and provided information to
parents and children on how to assist their children make this transition
successfully

» Transition to school stalls at shopping centres and other community events

Promotion of the NSW Department of Education & Training Starting School
information booklets and posters (NSW Department of Education and Training
2003)

Development of a Wollongong Transition to School brochure

A number of these activities led the way in transition to school practices in

Australia. Details of some of these initiatives are provided below.

2At the time, this was the early childhood education curriculum framework used in NSW
settings.

3Both the Guidelines for Effective Transition to School Programs and the Indicators of Progress
matrix derived from the Starting School Research Project (Dockett and Perry 2006). The Indicators
of Progress matrix outlines different levels of attainment for each of the Guidelines and encourages
groups to map their current practice as well as planning for improved transitions practice.
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17.3.1 School Starters Picnic

The School Starters Picnic grew out of discussion at one of the regular monthly
meetings about how to increase community awareness and participation in transi-
tion to school programmes. It was decided to organise a picnic, inviting all children
in the local government area who were starting school the following year. Corporate
sponsorship provided special hats for all the children who attended. These hats were
a major attraction for the children as they designated them as special ‘school start-
ers’. Information bags were provided, containing materials for children, such as
writing pads, pencils as well as relevant information for parents about helping their
child make the transition to school. Activities at the picnic were run by schools and
prior-to-school services. As well, local community groups and performers provided
some gym fun activities, live music, bubble blowing and arts and crafts. All activi-
ties were free and the day finished off with a sausage sizzle run by various commu-
nity groups. The picnic has always been supported by the Wollongong Lord Mayor,
who attends and, in opening the picnic, typically describes the importance of school
transition. The School Starters Picnic is regarded as a major event by the entire
network and by the local community. The first picnic in 2005 was attended by about
60 people. The numbers have increased steadily considerably over the years with
more than 400 people now attracted to the event every year.

The purpose of the School Starters Picnic is to raise awareness of the importance
of a positive transition to school and to show that the City Council and the commu-
nity support this important time for children. The parents and children love the
picnic and line up for photos. The parents are hungry for information and keen to
talk about their child starting school. The School Starters Picnic is a special event
and can be quite emotional. It is a key plank in the Wollongong Transition to School
Network’s agenda (Figs. 17.1, 17.2, and 17.3).

17.3.2  Starting School in Wollongong School Brochure

While the Wollongong Transition to School Network promoted materials from a number
of sources, it was decided that individual schools in the network might like to develop
their own brochures featuring their own children, uniforms and routines. A generic
brochure (Fig. 17.4) was developed by the network, and schools were invited to insert
photos relevant to their particular context. Many schools took up this initiative with
excellent results, judging from feedback from prior-to-school settings and families.

17.3.3 Big Schools Parents Expos

Initial research identified the potential to bring a stronger community aspect to local
transition to school programmes. As a result, the network decided to implement
parent meetings in public, non-school venues, inviting all primary schools in a local
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When: Sunday

e M

School Starters
2005

Calling all children starting school in 2005
Bring your families to a picnic to celebrate starting
school

To ensure we have
enough gifts for all the
2005 school starters

RSVP: Tracey Kirk-Downey
Phone:
Fax:
Email:

Proudly Sponsored By
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Fig. 17.1 Our first invitation went out to every school, prior-to-school service, doctor’s surgery,
community centre, library and various other child-focused organisation in the Wollongong area,
(OTracey Kirk-Downey, Children and Family Services Coordinator, Wollongong City Council)

district to present information about their school, display their school in a positive
light and meet parents. The specified objectives of the Big School Expos were to:

Reach as many parents as possible, particularly those whose children did not
attend a prior-to-school service
Have teachers and schools come to the one non-school venue, thereby making it
accessible for parents whose images of school were not positive
Allow parents to have access to all the schools in their area at the one venue

Provide support for parents to fill out enrolment forms, ask questions, look at
uniforms and talk about policies and practices in schools
Achieve a coordinated approach to transition to school with everyone getting the
same message

The expos were held in the first half of the school year, with parents and families

targeted if they had a child starting school in the following year. Wollongong was



234 T. Kirk-Downey and S. Hinton

Fig. 17.2 Lord Mayor at the
first School Starters Picnic,
(©Tracey Kirk-Downey,
Children and Family Services
Coordinator, Wollongong
City Council)

Li’'l Dayna
packed and
rarin’ to go

DAYNA Branskill has more
reason to be eager about going t
school than mest five-year-olds.
She will be attending Unanderra
Public; &hmlnenyeu where
twin sister Taryn has been for the
paut year, Dayna could net sart
school nt the same time because of
serious health problems she has
suffered since she washorn,
Yesterday Dayna, Taryn, old
aluercnd.v 4,and mmheﬂaham.-
EBrunskill jpart in a commumity
ylmkalsumh:t“ullyhmu

mmmm«u‘o anunlr;
e e
i
i'ou-ehLIdn:f:ﬂsd
Dayna's father -lul !nuukil-l
said she welghed only 740¢ when

“Itwas something called cord
retardation andshe-wmﬂ gelting
encugh food,” b

D!!'na still hld a Mlngwbu in

Elwnadl.

She alsowore hearing aidsand
had suffered breatking problems.
Butnow Dagna’s health was the
best ithad ever been.
b can't wail. She has been
going to sehood for one boar a week
with Sharee, a parent helper.”

Fig. 17.3 Positive media coverage began with the first picnic and has continued ever since,
(©Hank Van Stuivenberg, Fairfax Media)
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Starting School
In Wollongong

2006

Things parents and children can do
together to prepare for school.

%+ Ei your child"s early

Talk 1o each other about
why children go to school.

Talk to cach other about

what you think school will

be like.

Visit the school together - &3 -

part of the organised orientation and by yoursell — after
contacting the school.

Both you and your child walk with adults and children who
slready go 1o school.

Be reasonable in the expectations you build up in your child
sbout starting school: once you stant, keep going — it is not just
for one day; get excited about uniforms but do not go overboard;
do not suggest that your child will learn 1o read the first day.

Both you and your child should get to know the teachers who will
e taking Kindergarten when your child stanis school.

1o send your
«child"s records on to the Kinderganen teacher.

4 Tell the Kindergarien
teacher
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# Parents never stop being educators.
<4 Teachers and parents are active and sensitive observers,
and in this most and si

initiators

schooling. z

year of

4 Parents and teachers are partners in cnhancing the child's
experiences.

» Early Learning Program
*  Your local school

Department Education
and Training Illawarra and South Coast Region 42249219

This brochure is an initiative of lllawarra Families First,
City Council and

Wollongong
Waollongong Transition To School Network
4

Fig.17.4 Starting School in Wollongong generic brochure, (©Tracey Kirk-Downey, Children and
Family Services Coordinator, Wollongong City Council)

divided into five districts and an expo held in each in community centres and service
clubs. The Big School Expos were scheduled for evenings to facilitate participation

by working parents.

All primary schools in each district were sent invitations to attend and bring
enrolment forms, school uniforms and anything else they would like, to show
parents about their school. Local community speech and occupational therapy, and
nutrition units also attended with displays and presentations for parents.
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Each expo began with input from a transition to school researcher on the
importance and content of a good transition to school programme. This was followed
by a teacher presentation on some very practical things parents can do to help their
children make a positive transition to school. A speech therapist spoke on the
importance of getting the children’s eyes and hearing tested and encouraging parents
to arrange an assessment if they had any concerns about their child’s speech.
Following a time for questions, parents were free to visit the displays organised by
the schools they were considering for their child, meet staff (often including the
principal), and ask questions. Parents also received a bag of information about
transition to school from the network.

Parent feedback on the Big School Expos was that they appreciated having the
opportunity to meet some of the staff from the school their child would attend and
also valued the opportunity to talk in a relaxed atmosphere and ask questions about
enrolment procedures, uniforms and other detailed matters.

17.3.4 Billy Backpack

Perhaps the most amazing achievement of the Wollongong Transition to School
Network is the development of Billy Backpack. Billy is the mascot for the network
and has done marvellous work in the community to establish the transition to school
as an important process and something to be celebrated. Even the design of Billy
Backpack was seen as a community event, highlighting the importance of transition
to school. The objectives for this network initiative were to:

* Involve the broader community in the Transition to School Network by engaging
school age children

e Create a character who could be identified with transition to school by children,
families and communities throughout the Illawarra region

* Celebrate children’s creative and imaginative talents through the design of the
mascot

e Provide Illawarra children with a ‘sense of ownership’ of the character

The Transition to School Network ran a competition involving all the local
primary schools. Information about the competition asked children to design a
character to represent transition to school in the region. Local business and local,
state and federal government organisations were involved in the process through
sponsorship and membership of the competition judging panel. Wollongong City
Council provided a marketing team to develop a design brief that would transform
the selected design into both a logo and a mascot for the transition network.

Hundreds of entries were received and the judging panel chose the top ten.
Wollongong City Council held a reception for these children and their parents and
teachers with the members of the panel. All ten children received their drawing back
in a frame with a certificate, and the top three finalists received gift certificates for
their schools for a local bookshop and a gift voucher for themselves from a local
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Fig. 17.5 The winning entry o

in the design a mascot ifs nelite je - . 1‘_; ;
competition, (©Tracey - -
Kirk-Downey, Children and
Family Services Coordinator,
Wollongong City Council)

Fig. 17.6 Mitchell Prior,
designer of Billy Backpack,
on Billy’s debut at the 2005
transition to school picnic,
(©Liz Depers, Intern,
Wollongong City Council)

electrical retailer. The winning entry (Fig. 17.5) was announced and there was a
celebratory afternoon tea. Not only was this a wonderful culmination to the compe-
tition but it also received much media attention, further celebrating the importance
of transition to school.

Using this design, Billy Backpack came to ‘life’ as a mascot (Figs. 17.6 and 17.8)
and as a highly recognisable logo (Fig. 17.7).
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Fig. 17.7 Billy Backpack
logo (©Tracey Kirk-Downey,
Children and Family Services
Coordinator, Wollongong
City Council)

Fig. 17.8 Billy Backpack and members of the Wollongong Transition to School Network at the
2005 transition to school picnic (©Tracey Kirk-Downey, Children and Family Services Coordinator,
Wollongong City Council)

17.4 Setting a Strategic Direction

The first few years of the Transition to School Network had achieved many important
initiatives that had raised the profile of starting school in the Illawarra region.
However, strategic planning was needed to ensure that the network continued to
flourish. This was a major task during 2005 and was a critical process in the success
of the project as it gave all clear directions in which to head and also gave each of
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the Shellharbour and Wollongong networks the freedom to develop initiatives that
reflected the communities in which they worked.
The strategic plan was developed in answer to the following key questions:

1. How can schools and prior-to-school services build on existing transition to
school programmes?

2. How can we ensure that Aboriginal children have a successful transition to
school?

3. How can we ensure that children who do not experience a prior-to-school setting
have a successful transition to school?

4. How do we improve parent and community knowledge about the importance of
a successful transition to school?

5. How do we promote and extend our Transition to School Networks?

The strategic plan was implemented and has been evaluated and reviewed each
year. Both Shellharbour and Wollongong networks have used the strategic plan to
develop a Local Action Plan.

17.5 Consolidation and Expansion

The Illawarra Transition to School Network is dedicated to promoting an optimal
transition for children entering formal schooling by providing current research-
based information, available avenues of practical support across the Illawarra and
links to related resources for children, parents and families and educators in both
prior-to-school settings and schools. Networks were established in Wollongong,
Shellharbour (including Kiama), Nowra* and for transition to school for Aboriginal
children. Since 20009, all activities have been coordinated by Big Fat Smile (formerly
Illawarra Children’s Services).

17.5.1 Website Development

The Transition to School website (http://www.transitiontoschool.com.au/) was
launched in 2006 by the NSW Minister for Community Services. The high-profile
launch raised awareness of the overall Illawarra project, the website and the
importance of a successful transition to school.

The website was set up to achieve several objectives:

» To promote transition to school to the broader community
» To provide a place for parents and families to find up-to-date information about
transition to school in their local community

“Shellharbour, Kiama, and Nowra are cities south of Wollongong.


http://www.transitiontoschool.com.au/
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e To provide a forum for parents and staff to share their transition to school
experiences and programmes

The website offered unprecedented access to starting school information and
resources for children, parents and educators. It was the first of its kind in the sector
and rapidly became a popular tool within the Illawarra and beyond.

17.5.2 Voices of Children Starting School Project

During 2007, Wollongong City Council — as key drivers of the network — sought to
enact the commitment to children’s participation in transition to school planning.
Children had been involved in the design competition for Billy Backpack, but the
network was keen to extend children’s participation beyond this. The Voices of
Children Starting School project provided an opportunity to achieve this. It also
provided yet another way to develop further the relationships between prior-to-school
services and schools in the Wollongong area.

A successful application for funds was developed and invitations were sent to all
schools and prior-to-school services in the Wollongong area seeking expressions of
interest from those wishing to participate in the project. These expressions of inter-
est had to come from clusters of at least one school and at least one of its feeder
prior-to-school settings. Very few details were given in the call for expressions of
interest beyond that the project was about prompting children’s participation in
transition to school.

Several expressions of interest were received and educators from the chosen
schools and related prior-to-school services were invited to a meeting to discuss the
project brief. Much to the horror of some of the participants, the brief was very
‘BRIEF’. The overall aim of the project was to review and improve the transition to
school programme that currently existed in the cluster, and the instructions given to
the participants were as follows:

* The schools and prior-to-school services in their area had to work together.

* They had to take on board some of the children’s ideas and thoughts.

e Children had to be involved in the implementation of the programme.

e They were to document their processes.

* They had to present their process and outcomes at a forum to other schools and
prior-to-school services and include children in their presentation.

Some of the educators were concerned that they were not told how exactly how
they might undertake the project. They were told that they could go about this project
differently in each cluster, so long as all of the above instructions were covered.
A time limit of 3 months was set before the final presentation and celebration day.

The outcomes of this project were outstanding, with all educators reporting the
significant strengthening of relationships between the school and prior-to-school
services in their area. They all reported that the children had come up with ideas,
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issues and thoughts that the educators had never considered and their input and
participation was invaluable.

There were many tangible products from the project including books, DVDs,
PowerPoint presentations, social stories and the final presentations by children and
educators to about 90 people at the Wollongong City Council. Other reported
outcomes arising from the involvement of children included the following:

e More inclusive transition to school programmes.

» Stronger relationships between the children starting school with the current first
year of schoolchildren.

» Significant improvements in transition to school programmes stimulated by the
many great ideas generated by the children.

e Children having a sense of ownership of and commitment to the transition to
school programme.

* The children developed skills in planning, implementing and evaluating a transi-
tion to school programme as well as developing and delivering a presentation to
a large audience.

* Increased self-esteem in the children.

* Vibrant and flexible transition to school programmes that were responsive to the
needs of the children and families.

e Strong, cooperative and mutually respectful relationships between the two
educational sectors.

For further information concerning this innovative project, see Perry and Dockett
(2007, 2011).

17.5.3 State Forum on Transition to School

Towards the end of 2007, the Illawarra Transition to School Network was privileged
to host the 2007 State Forum on Transition to School. Some 120 participants travelled
from across NSW and interstate to participate with presentations from children
involved in the Voices of Children project, high school students, helpers from the
School Starter Picnics, Indigenous educators and university researchers. The forum
was also an opportunity for each region of the network to celebrate their achievements
and to discuss variations across NSW in transition to school processes and funding.

17.5.4 Starting School Booklet

In 2008, a resource for parents and educators, titled The Starting School Booklet,
was developed (Illawarra Transition to School Network 2008). The booklet was
able to be individualised for each school in the Illawarra. It has been translated into
several languages and contains information about starting school, offers tips to
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parents and doubles as an orientation booklet for school starters. The booklet has
been reproduced and updated annually since the initial version and continues to
assist parents and educators across the region.

17.5.5 Professional Development

From its inception, professional development has been a strong focus for the
network. For example, a workshop exploring notions of resilience attracted 400
educators and parents. Another set of very successful workshops for educators and
parents around child health and physical development in the lead-up to school high-
lighted a need for the project to work more closely with the Area Health Service.
This has resulted in strong partnerships with the South Eastern Sydney & Illawarra
Health Service which continue to the present day.

17.5.6 Other Developments and Change

Although popular as events, evaluations of the School Starter Picnics and Big
School Expos showed that they were not reaching those families that would benefit
most and particularly those families in the typically hard-to-reach categories —
Indigenous families, families from a culturally and linguistically diverse back-
ground and families with a child who had not attended a prior-to-school service.
With the intention of extending the programme’s reach to all families, events were
trialled in shopping centres. This proved very successful in ensuring contact with all
families, in sharing important information and in creating awareness of the benefits
of preparing for the transition to school. For example, five Shopping Centre Expos
were held in 2009. Local schools were invited, along with health professionals (den-
tal, paediatric and speech pathology). This partnership with health professionals
assisted with early intervention and parents were able to access advice free of charge
and in a non-threatening environment. Free entertainment and activities for the
children offered great incentives for parents to attend. Shopping centre events
continue to be the best means so far devised of reaching ‘hard-to-reach’ families.

School Starter Picnics initially raised awareness about the importance of a
successful transition to school. This was positively reinforcing for many middle
class families, but did not connect with other families that would benefit most from
the project’s services. Over time and with a variety of new connection points in
place so that all families can be reached, the picnics have become celebrations rather
than channels solely for distributing information.

In 2008, a 6-week Koori® playgroup was established, leading up to the inaugural
Koori School Starters Picnic. These activities were conducted in partnership with

5 “‘Koori’ is a term used by some Indigenous Australians as a generic descriptor of Aboriginal peo-
ple living in certain areas, including the Illawarra region.
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the local Aboriginal Cultural Centre and the Aboriginal Child, Youth and Family
Strategy (NSW Government 2011). Transition to school for Aboriginal children has
been a major project for the network and continues to be so.

In 2012, the programme continues with the focus of informing parents and edu-
cators in a number of settings such as prior-to-school services, TAFE colleges and
universities. Events at smaller, suburban shopping centres are now included in the
programme of annual events.

The Transition to School website and Starting School Booklets have been
revamped to include more relevant information and up-to-date research. Recognising
that social media offer a fast, effective, low-cost and popular channel for many
families, a Facebook page has been introduced.

Much work has been done to foster community partnerships that can encourage
and facilitate links to families in the target group. One very successful initiative has
been the introduction of Centrelink parenting workshops. These workshops are
targeted at parents with children aged 4 and 5 and cover a range of topics including
child health, development and socialisation.

17.6 Building a Sustainable Future

The Illawarra Transition to School Network has come a long way since its initial
days in 2004. Transition to school is now seen as a community event in Wollongong
and the other Illawarra areas. Inevitably, as the network has diversified and come
under the governance of an organisation rather than a group of enthusiasts, some of
the ideals informing those enthusiasts have had to be reconsidered. Nonetheless,
there are many achievements and many forms of recognition for the Transition to
School Network.

The work has become known nationally and internationally. For example, the
network attracted prior-to-school and school educators from New Zealand who
shared how they approached transition to school and then were enthralled to
hear the network’s achievements in the field. The New Zealand visitors attended
a Starting School picnic. On their return home, they began developing plans for
their own picnics and made other changes to their approach. The Wollongong
Network also took some of their ideas and approaches, and several services and
schools included them in their programmes. International publications (Kirk-
Downey and Perry 2006; Kagan and Tarrant 2010; Perry and Dockett 2011)
have reported aspects of the work of the Wollongong Transition to School
Network.

There are a number of reasons why the Wollongong Transition to School
Network has achieved so much and will continue to do so. Firstly, there is the
ongoing strength of support from the Wollongong City Council through both its
Children’s Services Coordinator and its Lord Mayor. The involvement and com-
mitment from the Lord Mayor and his personal and organisational support has
helped display the importance of transition to school within the community. His
agreement to encourage the Council’s Children’s Services Coordinator to run with
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the project, especially in the first 2 years, meant that there was an on-the-ground
‘driver’ for the project. Secondly, the model of having local people making local
decisions about the transition programmes in their community was critical.
However, it would not have worked without passionate teachers and other staff
from both schools and prior-to-school settings who were creative; were willing to
think outside the square; had a strong connection with, and understanding of, their
community; were willing to step outside their safety zones and take risks; were
content to be challenged and take on new ideas; were able to learn about each oth-
ers’ teaching environments; and showed respect for each others’ skills and talents.
Thirdly, finding a champion in each setting or school is critical to the success of
the programme. This champion does not have to be the principal — it can be a
teacher or a parent. There were many people in our network who went into the
school at which their child was about to start and offered to organise a picnic for
the new school starters and help out with the transition to school programme.
Several schools have made significant changes in their programmes as a result of
this ‘championing’.

These amazing people created something quite special from very little. Billy
Backpack is now famous; he has his own song and CD; he has his own Facebook
page and is highly sought after both locally and elsewhere — he is very well trav-
elled!! Billy is a transition to school ‘rock star’. The children LOVE him and he
creates excitement wherever he goes. All this because we had an environment where
new ideas were encouraged and nothing was impossible. We had a formula that
worked well and from that first meeting of our Wollongong Network, we went from
strength to strength achieving many great things that made a difference for many
children starting school in our community.

17.7 Final Words

The Wollongong Transition to School Network has been the most rewarding project
I have ever worked on. The relationships formed during that time with the amazing
people in the network have been long standing, and we love to reminisce when we
see each other. There are now champions for transition to school all over the
Illawarra as they have moved schools or gained promotions and taken with them
their commitment for ensuring children have the best start to school possible.

The programme was a slow burn and sometimes very frustrating because it
seemed that things were not happening fast enough, but it was all worth it and we
are all very proud of the outcomes we have achieved over the years. Whilst some
things have gone by the wayside and no longer happen, some things have remained.
We have learned the following:

e Every school and prior-to-school service needs a champion for transition to
school and a leader that is supportive.
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* Programmes with a strong child focus that value parents and educators as partners
work the best.

* Programmes that foster strong relationships with parents, educators and children
and encourage commitment to and participation in the school have the most
beneficial impact.

The Network has made a difference for many children, families and educators as
children start school. We can be very proud of what we have achieved and need to
continue with the good work.

Appendix

This poem was inspired by the John Lennon song ‘Imagine’ and the ways in which
Carter and Curtis (2010) have used it to inspire visionary thinking about the ways
we want education (or in this case, transition to school) to be. It has been written by
Margaret Gleeson and Michele Kicks, in collaboration with the Wollongong
Transition to School Network.

A.l1 Imagine a Transition Program

Imagine a transition program

Where children are respected and their feelings are important

Where children’s voices are heard and their questions explored

Where learning is motivated by children’s sense of wonder and their capacity for joy
And the magic of childhood infects families, teachers and educators

Imagine a transition program

Where the measures of success are smiles on children’s faces and their eagerness to return
rather, than the number of worksheets they bring home

Where play and collaboration are recognised as primary vehicles for learning

Where children are active participants in their learning rather than passive recipients

And the importance of developing positive relationships is not overlooked

Imagine a transition program

Where cultures are valued and respected and influence the life of the classroom
Where the strength and capabilities of children are recognised and valued

Where their individuality is celebrated and allowed to shine

Where their eagerness to meet this new challenge is nurtured

Where they feel competent and confident in themselves as learners

Where children can attempt challenges without fear of the consequence of failure
And are valued as contributing members of the school community

Imagine a transition program
Where families are recognised as the child’s first and most important teacher
Where the doors of prior-to-school settings and classrooms are always open
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Where the strong foundations of early childhood are recognised and built upon
And the collaboration between families, teachers and educators focuses on the best interests
of the children

Imagine a transition program

Where the mixed feelings of families are seen as valid and can be shared

Where it’s okay to cry and tissues and tea are always on hand

Where parents can linger and feel supported by mentors

And the hopes of families for their children are translated into the goals of teachers
Where families, teachers and educators form close partnerships

Where this important step for families is acknowledged, families are supported
and barriers are broken down

Where families are empowered to ask questions and voice opinions,

Where feedback is viewed as a chance to grow and improve

Imagine a transition program

That evolves in response to research and best practice

That is personalized by each school and its community

That is embraced as an essential component of the whole school

Where buddies share the excitement of school starters

Where the wider community acknowledges the significance of transitions
And their positive contribution to community wellbeing

Imagine a transition program

Where teachers have the time and resources to be creative

Where teachers have strong networks for collaboration and support

Where their hearts and minds are nourished through professional development
Where their passion and commitment to children is embraced and infectious

Imagine a transition program
Validated by the Government through the provision of resources!
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Chapter 18
Transitions, Inclusion and Information
Technology

Bronwyn Glass and Margaret Cotman

18.1 Introduction

Transitional actions are recognised internationally as being a vital component
underpinning quality practice in early childhood and primary education (Dockett
and Perry 2007; Dunlop and Fabian 2007; Hartley et al. 2012; Margetts 2007; Peters
2010) with the emphasis in both settings firmly embedded in the importance of
building a feeling of belonging and a feeling of being valued. Peters believes that
successful transitions enhance children’s engagement in the learning process and
their view of themselves as learners by building a strong bridge from the existing
funds of knowledge from home and from their early childhood setting to the new
primary school setting. As well, when there is a commitment to a climate of inclu-
sion, attention to transitional actions becomes even more vital. Attention to detail,
focus on the individual and an openness to different or new possibilities lead to the
path to success (Glass et al. 2008). There are numerous ways in which transitionally
inclusive actions can take place between an early childhood setting and a primary
school. In this study, Skype was chosen as the preferred method for interactions
between kindergarten and school. Skype is a free application that can be added to
computers for the purpose of written, verbal and video communication using a voice
over the Internet programme (VoIP), that ‘converts voice signals into data streams
that are sent over the Internet and converted back to audio by the recipient’s
computer’ (EDUCAUSE 2007).
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This Skype project arose from the commitment of two teachers wanting to make
a difference to children’s transition to school, and in particular the transition from
Botany Downs Kindergarten to Botany Downs School. Botany Downs is a sessional
kindergarten, with 45 children attending the morning session and 45 children
attending the afternoon session. The kindergarten shares a back boundary with
Botany Downs Primary School and looks out onto the playing field. The children
can see their siblings at play or they can gather at the fence to say hello. Many of
the kindergarten children move on to Botany Downs School, yet children exit to as
many as eighteen local primary schools. Botany Downs Kindergarten has a
commitment to inclusion and a strong community base, enriched by a wealth of
parent involvement.

Prior to the Skype initiative, a number of transitional and inclusive actions were
embedded in the kindergarten programme. For example, the children and teachers
would attend assembly at Botany Downs School at least once a term, visit the school
library a couple of times a year, attend Jump Jam (an aerobics programme designed
for schoolchildren) a couple of times a year and attend some special events at the
school. It was a relatively formal relationship mostly initiated by the kindergarten
head teacher (Glass et al. 2009).

Many transitional actions take place daily at kindergarten. When the children
arrive at kindergarten in the morning, they put their photograph up beside the
primary school they are going to attend. The children then sign in and put their name
on their magnetic board and their photo beside the tidy up job they will do for that
day. In the book area, the kindergarten has books with photographs provided by
most schools telling of the activities and expectations of new entrant children at
their school. Every 6 months the teachers take photographs of children who will be
going to the same school so that children and their families can make connections
with other children and families going to the same school, and these photographs
are placed in each child’s portfolio.

Botany Downs School caters for children from Years 1 to 6 and has an enrolment
of around 500 students. As is traditional in many New Zealand primary schools,
preschool children visit a teacher’s class for a morning session once a week in the
month leading up to starting school. On these visits, kindergarten children take part
in the regular classroom programme alongside the schoolchildren getting to know
the children, the teacher and becoming familiar with the school and classroom envi-
ronment. One particular child’s visit strengthened the commitment to build a stron-
ger meaningful relationship with the kindergarten.

On one such morning a sunny and enthusiastic boy from Botany Downs Kindergarten
visited the classroom. He was the younger brother of a girl the Room 9 teacher had
previously taught and had talked about being in “Miss Cotman’s class” like his sister
from the age of three. On that particular morning visit he explored the classroom and
animatedly asked questions about school. He already had his school uniform and was
wearing it every chance he could. Just 48 hours after this school visit the kindergarten
and school communities were in immense shock after learning that this beautiful young
boy had passed away and would never attend his first day at school. We were all the
poorer for that, and we became even more aware that there were no certainties in
tomorrow.
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The following week the Room 9 teacher attended the Learning@School confer-
ence in Rotorua as part of a school-wide professional development focus in Information
Technologies. As a result of these two experiences, the teacher developed a vision to
strengthen the relationship between the school and the kindergarten at this difficult
time, and she realised that information technology could be the tool. Soon after the
conference she arranged to meet with the head teacher of Botany Downs Kindergarten
and proposed using the ‘voice over the Internet programme’ (VoIP) Skype as a way to
develop a closer relationship between the two communities.

18.2 The Skype Project

From the floating of an idea, a path forward emerged. The teachers recognised that the
success of the Skype project would depend on the ease of operation and it sitting
comfortably within existing curriculum programmes in both settings. What was the
vision for this project? How would it be introduced? How would it be managed and
how would we measure success? Two members of the Skype teaching team had
Skyped privately and two had no previous experience of Skyping. The kindergarten
often Skyped with children and their families when they were on holiday in other parts
of the world or they had moved away from Botany Downs. While most were very suc-
cessful, one concerning case remained embedded in the minds of the teachers.

A four year old had moved to England with her family. With a view to continuing the per-
sonal contact with the family it was decided that they would Skype. After much attention to
differing time zones, the moment arrived to Skype. There was a sharing of news and photo-
graphs, and introductions to family. A couple of weeks later the kindergarten received an
email to say that the child had been very distressed after the call. She wanted to come back
to New Zealand to be with her friends.

This was a cautionary tale that led to a commitment to do no harm in the Skype
project.

18.2.1 The Vision

The vision that drove this project was to strengthen relationships between children,
teachers and communities of Botany Downs Kindergarten and Botany Downs School.

18.2.2 The Planning

The Room 9 teacher came to the kindergarten for what was to be the first of many
planning meetings with teachers at Botany Downs Kindergarten. The Skype team
(three teachers at Botany Downs Kindergarten and the Room 9 teacher from Botany
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Downs School) were deeply committed to making the Skype project a success and
recognised that the initial planning would be crucial to the success of the project.
It was decided that:

* The children, teachers and parents would visit each other’s settings to establish
context.

e They would Skype at 10:20 a.m. on a Thursday morning for twenty minutes.

* They would project the images onto a big screen.

e They would use external microphones and speakers.

* The whole class would be involved in each setting.

e They would start every session with a greeting in Maori as is customary in NZ.

e They would alternate who started the Skype session each week.

* They would evaluate by email after each session to begin with.

* Success would be determined by the quality of subsequent relationships.

18.2.3 Validating the Project

The school timetable ‘was already tight’ and so the Skype project was required to fit
into the existing classroom programme. The Year 1 (called Room 9) class timetable
included daily oral language sessions, and so once a week Skype became the
medium for oral language learning. The Room 9 teacher had to consult with other
classroom teachers. At the time, several classrooms were receiving new entrant stu-
dents, and organisational questions arose. Why should one class of children in the
school have this experience? Would five-year-olds arriving from the kindergarten
expect to be placed into that classroom?

18.2.4 The Project Begins

At the first meeting it was decided that the project would begin with visits to
each other’s classrooms so that introductions could be made in context and the
children would not be distracted by the environment. After attending assembly
one Friday morning, the kindergarten class of 45 children, teachers and accom-
panying parents followed Room 9 back to their classroom. As everyone squashed
into the classroom, it was an opportunity to compare classroom and class size,
check out the environment that they would be seeing in the background on
Skype and meet the Room 9 Skype participants. Many of the children in Room
9 had attended Botany Downs Kindergarten and some had siblings currently
attending. Room 9’s teacher welcomed the kindergarten children to their space
and each of the schoolchildren introduced themselves. The following week the
children from Room 9 came to the kindergarten where the same introductory
processes took place.
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These visits were an opportunity to introduce the children to the technologies
that they would be using in the Skype project. The teachers turned on the data
projector and the webcam so the children were able to see themselves as they
would appear on Skype.

The first Skype sessions required a steep learning curve for teachers and children
alike. The teachers in both settings had to deal with sound and visual challenges, and
the children had to learn how to speak into a microphone and how to position them-
selves in front of the webcam. The initial response from the children was to talk
excitedly to each other about who they were seeing on the forefront and background
of the screen and wave to their friends. While this was a delightful response, it proved
to be quite a distraction to the processes of talking and listening. Upon reflection the
teachers decided to have a couple of sessions at other times during the week they
called open Skyping where the children were able to talk to each other freely and
wave to their heart’s content. For some children this process allowed them to experi-
ment with the possibilities of Skype and build upon inter-class relationships.

Choosing which children would share during the Skype session was a point of
discussion amongst the teachers. It seemed logical that children closest to going to
school should get preference so that closer links could be forged as transition to
school approached. If these children who were nearly five did not have news on that
day, they could share happenings at kindergarten or lead a song. At school, the
Room 9 teacher kept a class list and recorded when each child shared to ensure
every child had an opportunity.

18.2.5 A Typical Skype Session

A typical Skype session would start with the children greeting their buddy class
with Kia Ora, a Maori greeting. Two or three children in each setting would be
chosen to share their work on Skype that week. The kindergarten children would
share their work, news items, new songs or upcoming events. The children in Room
9 often shared pieces of schoolwork (e.g. writing, poems, artwork, handwriting).
Often the children would sing waiata (songs) together or teach each other action
songs. Here are some examples of the sharing:

From kindergarten Lauren took the opportunity to share a tomato from home. When her
Mum had cut their tomato open they had found that the seeds were already growing inside
the tomato. The children could see the seeds growing and share Lauren’s delight in the
discovery.

Lauren’s sharing required that the teachers initially focus the camera on Lauren,
then position the tomato so that the seeds growing inside the tomato could be seen
on the screen. As the teachers used the built-in camera in the computer, it required
the tomato to be held up to the computer for good vision. It was a disjointed way to
present the news item. This experience prompted teachers to use a separate webcam
that allowed more flexibility in planning and capturing events.
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Annaliese was excited to show the kindergarten children her new school shoes and held her
foot up to the camera. “These are my new school shoes,” she said.

Annaliese had only been at school a couple of days, and it was evident that her
new school shoes were very important to her. It was a short, animated, excited,
relevant sharing. Annaliese was beaming with pride.

Liam read the short story he had written at school.

Liam is a really quiet child who said very little when he was at kindergarten.
There was huge pride in seeing him read his story to the kindergarten children, a
great role model for the kindergarten children.

18.2.6 Creating Possibilities

For all situations in which challenges arise, the kindergarten teachers encourage the
children to engage in possibility thinking (Cremin et al. 2006). Through reflection
the children identified new possibilities for the use of Skype and helped problem
solve when there were difficulties.

A number of the children from Room 9 come into kindergarten at the end of the day to meet
their parents as their parents come in to kindergarten to collect their siblings. On one
occasion Mia lamented that she would not be able to Skype that week as Skype day fell on
a teacher only day. As she processed what she was saying she came upon an idea. “I know,”
she said, “We could Skype from home.” What a great idea. A time was fixed with her Mum
and Mia Skyped the kindergarten children from home, sharing what she was doing on her
day oft school.

On another occasion as the kindergarten was trying to Skype they discovered the school
network was down. By chance they discovered that the ex-chairperson of the kindergarten
committee was online ... so they Skyped her. Without batting an eyelid she listened to the
children’s news, asked questions and offered engaging comments. It was a fabulous
animated Skype session with a difference.

As the time came for Jake to leave kindergarten and go to school he became quite
fixated upon the fact that he was going to a different school and would no longer be part of
the Skype process. After watching and listening to his despair over a number of days the
kindergarten teachers had an idea. Why not set a time for Jake to Skype kindergarten from
home each week after school? And so it came to be. Every Tuesday afternoon the teachers
at kindergarten would huddle around the computer and listen to Jake’s school and family
stories. In return we would share what was happening at kindergarten, who else had left and
gone to school and outings we had been on. In a few weeks Jake’s need to Skype had been
fulfilled and the Skype sessions came to a natural conclusion.

Further opportunities for the use of Skype as a collaborative transitionary
opportunity emerged during the year. Some of these are outlined below.

18.2.6.1 School Assembly Collaboration

Each week at Botany Downs School, a class is responsible for the organising and
facilitating of assembly for the whole school in the school hall. As Room 9’s turn
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approached, the classroom teacher had the idea of presenting items together with
the kindergarten and their Year 5/6 buddy class for the assembly. As the kindergar-
ten was strengthening their skills in waiata, it was decided that three Maori waiata
would be presented. There were many challenges around setting times and finding
a place for such a large group to rehearse their items, and so the three groups of
children rehearsed via Skype. When the day arrived there was a flawless perfor-
mance although the children had never once rehearsed face to face.

18.2.6.2 Franklin the Turtle Turns Five

The kindergarten turtle Franklin is a most popular member of the kindergarten
community. Pets are renowned for their ability to smooth transitions (Donowitz
2002), and Franklin is instrumental in settling children as they transition into Botany
Downs Kindergarten. Each year there is great excitement as his birthday is cele-
brated in fabulous style. As the preparations were discussed with Room 9 via Skype,
a plan was hatched. In the next Skype session, the kindergarten children would
invite Room 9 to come over and join in Franklin’s 5th birthday celebrations. There
was much anticipation and preparation on both sides ‘of the fence’ in the lead-up to
the birthday celebrations. In New Zealand, most children leave their early childhood
setting and start school when they turn five... so where was Franklin the day after
his birthday? At school, of course! The Room 9 children and teacher documented
his time at school, adding a page to Franklin’s portfolio so the children at kindergar-
ten could revisit the event.

18.2.6.3 The Ghostbusters Movie Premiere

Through their emergent curriculum, the kindergarten children had been pursuing their
fascination with Ghostbusters and had ventured into the field of movie making. With
the movie in the can, a red carpet premiere event was organised for the community of
Botany Downs. Room 9 was invited via Skype to attend the event. Upon arrival at
kindergarten, they joined the kindergarten children in drawing and cutting out their
money, queuing to purchase their ticket from the ticket office and positioning them-
selves for good viewing beside the red carpet. After the viewing, they were able to
partake in a Ghostbusters-themed morning tea before returning to class.

18.2.6.4 Occupations

As part of the school curriculum, Room 9 studied occupations. The children were
invited to think of their future career path and write a letter to someone who was
employed in their occupation of choice. A letter came to the kindergarten asking
what does a kindergarten teacher do? This was answered with an outline of the diver-
sity of kindergarten teaching, returned by post and shared in class and on Skype.
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18.2.6.5 The Elections

As the time for the general elections in New Zealand drew near, the children in both
settings were studying the finer points of electioneering, voting and electing a government
to power. The teacher in Room 9 decided to hold Fairy Tale Elections in her classroom,
and the children chose fictional characters as their candidates — Little Red Riding Hood,
The Woodcutter, The Big Bad Wolf and Rapunzel. The Year 1 children developed mani-
festos for each candidate and made posters and voting papers. They explained their
upcoming election to the kindergarten children via Skype. The kindergarten children
received their voting papers via email. The completed forms were returned by special
delivery mail to Room 9. The Big Bad Wolf’s win was celebrated via Skype.

18.2.6.6 The Disco Invitation

On another occasion the kindergarten children shared that there would be a disco at
kindergarten on Friday night and invited Room 9 to join the kindergarten children if
they wished. For the first time, schoolchildren with no affiliation to the kindergarten
other than through the Skype project attended the disco.

18.2.6.7 End of Year Picnic

By the end of the year, there was a strong connection between the kindergarten and
Room 9. These links prompted the organisation of a joint picnic on the school field
complete with shared food and games. The kindergarten children were allowed to
bring a school lunch. It was a natural interaction with familiarity.

18.2.7 Other IT Interaction

At the same time as the Skype project was in progress, the kindergarten and Room
9 maintained their own blog sites where they posted comments about the learning in
their setting. As a result of the Skype project, Room 9 added a link to the kindergar-
ten’s blog page on their own blog, and so Room 9 children were able to read the
kindergarten’s blog page during class time and at home. The kindergarten children
would look at Room 9’s blog during their group time giving further insights into life
at Botany Downs School.

18.2.8 Insights from Children

Teachers interviewed a number of the children involved in the Skype project. Their
comments had very similar themes.
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Kathleen 1 like seeing the kindergarten each Friday after library. I saw all different
people that I don’t know but then I saw Mia’s sister. I like sharing stories from my folder
cause I like the kindy seeing what I am doing at school and I liked finding out what they
were doing.

Connor 1 like getting to talk to Bronwyn because it’s fun. I like telling everyone about the
election and the score. I made something and Miss Cotman put it up outside our class. I like
to see the kindergarten. I like listening with what they say. I like the news.

Mia 1 like that you get to meet your friends that you haven’t seen for ages. I get to see
people from around the world when I Skype. I saw Bronwyn and the kindy kids. Sometimes
when my sister is there I get to see her.

Stacey 1 like to see all the kids that are my friends and also my old teachers. It’s fun because
we get a turn to talk. I get to see my old kindy and that’s nice.

The children valued the connections made to their past and their memories.

Oliver It was cool cause I liked it talking to the kindy. I talked about the spider. It’s a chart
I brought in from Australia. I saw the children. I liked their songs.

18.3 Challenges

The Skype project was exciting and opened many doors of communication.
However, it was not without its challenges. EDUCAUSE (2007) talks about Skype
not being as stable as other forms of communication, and the teachers in this project
would attest to that. Most challenges centred around viewing and sound. The desire
to project the images onto the big screen multiplied the challenges. The teachers
found that the microphones on the computers were not sufficient to pick up the
sound of individual children’s voices so they moved to an external microphone and
speakers. If the child speaking sat too close to the speakers, there would be feedback
through the speaker system and the talking was impossible to listen to. As well,
teachers experimented with the use of headphones. The sound was so much clearer
for those in the ‘other’ classroom; however, for the children in the speaker’s
classroom, there was a loss of interest as they could not hear the verbal responses
from the other members of the listening class. Room 9 remedied this by only
plugging in the microphone plug on the headset. The teachers experimented with a
mixture of both options, but this was complicated by the need to readjust the
settings in Skype for each format.

As the challenges occurred, the teachers would endeavour to sort them out at the
time and then debrief with the Skype team later in the day. They felt that it was
important for the children to see teachers role modelling the disposition to persist
with challenges and problem solving and observe that in practice.

From time to time the teachers at kindergarten were approached by a concerned
parent stating that their child was not going to be in Room 9 or attend Botany
Downs School and could we Skype with the class or school their child would be
attending. We decided early on that there would be only one Skype experience at
this point in time. It would not be possible to Skype with all eighteen schools,
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especially as most schools had more than one new entrant class. It was assumed
that, just as with the experience of attending assembly, children would be able to
generalise what they were seeing and hearing to their own setting as they transitioned
to school.

With a class of 45 kindergarten children, it was vital to have contingency plans
in place and to work as a team as timing and challenges were sorted out. A song or
two to fill in the gap, a discussion about who they might see or a prediction about
what Room 9 might share were all strategies employed to fill in the gaps. Room 9
also had to employ poems and songs to fill in these moments.

There were a couple of occasions early on where the kindergarten, not so used to
structured routines, forgot to Skype. It was just that the programme was busy and
the time just passed. Fortunately Room 9 phoned a reminder. From then on, the
teachers set a reminder on a phone so this would not happen again. While the
delayed Skype sessions worked well after the hiccup, the teachers in both settings
felt a little frazzled rushing to get everything set up for the session.

18.4 Discussion: Implications for Practice

The process of using information technology as a transitionary and inclusive
experience offered opportunities to enhance relationships, support children’s
sharing of knowledge about school and expanding children’s multiliteracies as they
entered school.

18.4.1 Relationships and Inclusion

Skype started out as addition to existing transitional inclusive actions. Little did
we know that it would become much more. It became a development of
relationships: a depth of connections between children and children, children and
teachers and teachers and teachers. As the project evolved, so did the relation-
ships. The children were eager to see children they had seen previously. When
the children from both classes met together face to face, there was an eagerness
to be together to share, show each other around, mentor and enjoy each other’s
company. The Room 9 teacher noticed that children who had recently started
school came up to her in the school playground, seeking her out because they
knew her. Having some knowledge of the children before they transitioned to
school started the new entrant relationship on a new level. Room 9 children were
able to prepare for the children starting, tapping into the interests they had shared
on Skype. Peters (2010) found that knowing made children feel valued and gave
them a sense of belonging as they navigated the landscape of transition to school.
‘Relationships can empower the new entrant in their new role as a school pupil’
(Hartley et al. 2012, p. 55).
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18.4.2 Sharing Knowledge and Problem Solving

Skype opened the doors of discussion with the kindergarten children and between
kindergarten and Room 9 children. The children became the holders of the knowledge.
On more than one occasion, children could be heard explaining Skype and the
experience of Skyping. The children could also be heard engaging in conversations
about which class they were going to go to and who their teacher would be.
Knowledge is a powerful factor in the feeling of self-worth. Dockett and Perry (2007)
recommended the use of what if games so that children could gain understanding
of the school setting. Skype enabled a similar problem solving sharing, enhancing
children’s sense of competence and confidence about school. The teachers felt that it
was important the children see their teachers as problem solvers and that sometimes
things do not go as planned but there are other ways the same result can be achieved.
Most importantly, the children could see that their teachers do not give up.

18.4.3 Multiliteracies

There was a tremendous amount of pride felt by the teachers at kindergarten as the
schoolchildren stepped up to the microphone and read the stories they had written
at school. What great role models these children were. The children at kindergarten
could see the literacy possibilities that come to be at school. However, literacies in
contemporary early education go beyond print literacies to incorporate information
technologies (Zevenbergen 2007). Skyping is just one of the technologies that these
children are exposed to in their daily lives. They already use and understand many
of the literacies associated with these technologies. Teachers have a choice to join
the children in their technological world and explore the possibilities, building on
the children’s own lived experience in the family and community (Glass et al. 2008).
The Skype project was an addition to internal blogging and podcasting in both set-
tings — a tool for meeting and enhancing the objective of building transitional actions
and emerging multiliteracies.

18.4.4 Things to Do Differently

Of all the challenges that the participating teachers identified, they would sort out
the sound quality issues before starting the project. Sharing clearer information
regarding the details of available information technology quality (e.g. Internet
speed, video quality) emerged as important to the smoothness of the Skyping
process. Teachers also reflected that they would supply each other with lists of the
children’s names so that they could greet the children properly and in a manner that
was personal, so children felt a sense of belonging.
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Sustaining a project across staffing changes emerged as a barrier to continuation
of the project. However, its success indicated the value of re-establishing effective
relationships between kindergarten and Year 1 teachers. Perhaps sharing the project
with other Year 1 teachers may have permitted other teachers with less information
technology experience to engage in the project in subsequent years.

18.4.5 Where to Next?

Although the Skype project drew to a close, while it operated, it successfully bridged
the divide between kindergarten and school and in turn created a whole new community
of learners with a life and vitality all of its own. As Room 9’s participating teacher left
Botany Downs School, the Skype project drew to a close. The teachers discussed
whether they would continue the project with this teacher’s new class in Havelock
North but decided that it was possible but would not have the same strength of
connection that existed at Botany Downs because of the lack of physical proximity. It
would alter the notions of inclusion and transition. It would take another teacher at the
school to commit to the programme and at the point of writing this has not happened.
Nevertheless, it was a hugely successful experience building reciprocal relationships
for the children and teachers involved. Perhaps there will be other possibilities.
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Chapter 19
Building Connections Around Transition:
Partnerships and Resources for Inclusion

Marge Arnup

19.1 Introduction

Gippsland is a rural region of Victoria, Australia. Located in the south-east of the
state, it has a population of approximately 230 000, dispersed throughout large and
small towns, farms and allotments. In this region, over 3000 children start school
annually at one of 165 government or non-government primary schools. The
Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD), Gippsland,
is responsible for the operation of all government schools in the area. During the
period of the project (2004—2009), DEECD was responsible for establishing and
maintaining connections across a number of government initiatives operating in the
area, all of which were designed to enhance outcomes for young children. Various
projects operated under the auspices of local, state and federal government and
included Best Start (DEECD 2007), Communities for Children (Edwards et al. 2009),
Neighbourhood Renewal (Latrobe City Council 2009) and Municipal Early Years
Plans (Municipal Association of Victoria 2006). Several of these projects promoted
the importance of a positive start to school. This was matched by interest across the
early childhood field, with some school communities reporting that up to 30 % of
children arrived at school with significant additional needs not identified prior to
school entry.

Through the DEECD, a project officer was appointed to work collaboratively
with early childhood services, schools, government and non-government agencies,
parents and the broader community to develop strategies to promote children’s suc-
cessful transition to school. A key role was to establish links across projects, with
the aims of enhancing transition to school practices for children with additional
needs, increasing opportunities for preschool children to engage in activities to
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support their literacy development and building partnerships between DEECD and
the wider community. This project had two major outcomes: collaborative partner-
ships and, through these, the development of resources and strategies that were
responsive to local needs.

19.2 Network Partnerships

19.2.1 Why the Partnership Approach?

Leading transition to school researchers acknowledge the importance of partner-
ships between children, parents and educators (Centre for Equity and Innovation
in Early Childhood 2008; Dockett and Perry 2006; Fabian and Dunlop 2006;
Peters, 2010).

In implementing the project, it was hypothesised that the establishment of a local
network of practitioners representing the range of early childhood, education and
family services would support strategic and collaborative planning that would result
in the provision of programmes to address local transition needs. Local networks
could also provide a vehicle to build relationships, share knowledge and under-
standing of the range of services and programmes operating and build opportunities
for future learning and development. Further, it was believed that children, families
and professionals would benefit from the increased collaboration and cooperation
among services promoted by the networks.

The importance of collaboration across services and supports has been high-
lighted by Dockett and Perry (2006). Seven of their ten Guidelines for Effective
Transition to School Programs incorporate the importance for partnerships through:

e The establishment of positive relationships between children, parents and
educators

e The involvement of a range of stakeholders

» Strong planning and evaluation

* Flexibility and responsiveness

e The need for mutual respect

e Reciprocal communication among participants

e The need to account for local community context and the needs of individual
families and children within that community

19.2.2 How Did the Networks Operate?

Like transition, local community networks were not “one size fits all”. Some
networks were created with the sole purpose of supporting transition to school;
other networks met to address issues across the broader early childhood service
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system, with transition to school as a priority issue. Networks were town, district or
municipality based, with memberships ranging from 10 to 40. The more isolated
areas had smaller networks whose membership was drawn predominately from
preschool educators and school staff with a focus solely directed towards school
transition. Networks servicing large towns and municipal regions had a larger
membership base representative of a broad range of education, children and family
services. The DEECD project officer initiated the majority of the networks while
consolidating or supporting those networks already functioning.

Meetings of the local networks were facilitated, in collaboration with local
government and community agencies providing children and family services. These
networks met at least once per term. The initial meeting utilised an invitation to the
broad range of staff involved in services for children aged from birth to 8 years,
including maternal and child health staff, childcare educators (home-based, centre-
based and out-of-school hours care), preschool (administrators and educators),
school (principals and/or teachers), allied health staff (speech therapy, occupational
therapy, psychology), disability support services, cultural support services (includ-
ing those supporting Indigenous families) and other family services organisations.

Invitations were sent collaboratively under the combined banner of key organisa-
tions and projects operating in each local area—asking people to come together to:

* Develop a shared vision

* Provide better opportunities and improved outcomes for children, parents and
professionals

* Support networking and professional learning for staff

* Improve the local service system

A positive response to the concept of networks was always received. People were
most willing to come together, driven by a desire to see improved outcomes for
children, opportunities to meet with and learn from others and/or to be informed of
the many changes and opportunities available in birth-to-8-year services. In all net-
works, the steps taken were:

» Establishment of a local network open to all professionals providing services for
children from birth to 8 years

* Identification of shared issues and concerns

* Agreement to work towards shared goals

e Meeting regularly (minimum of once per term)

e Brainstorming ideas to achieve goals

e Creating timelines

* Implementing strategies

* Reviewing, evaluating and refining practices

These steps reflect the cycle of transition recommended by Dockett and Perry
(20006).

A successful early action was the brainstorming of local transition to school
issues for children, parents and professionals with network members. This was
beneficial as it provided a forum for participants to recognise their shared beliefs,
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provided an opportunity to develop a shared understanding of terms and identified
possible barriers to establishing positive collaboration in the future.

The operation of the Gippsland networks reflects the ecological model of transi-
tiondescribed by Dunlop and Fabian (2002). This model is based on Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological theory and highlights the nature and importance of connections across
and between different systems, as children start school. (A revised version of this
model is discussed by Dunlop in Chap. 5 of this volume.)

19.2.3 Common Transition Issues Identified by Networks

When discussing the transition needs of children, families and professionals, it
became most apparent that:

e Confusion existed around the terms orientation and transition—most people
when talking about transition were describing orientation experiences only.

» Families, service providers and educators lacked information and resources to
guide their practices, particularly when supporting children with additional
needs associated with developmental delay, disability and cultural diversity.

» Therapists working with children prior to school entry often were a neglected
resource.

* There was a need for creativity and new approaches to engage with families
whose children did not participate in playgroup, childcare, preschool or school
orientation activities. This was raised as an issue particularly when children who
had not attended prior-to-school services started school with needs, such as
developmental delay that had not previously been identified.

e There was no shared understanding of the concept of school readiness between
families and educators in prior-to-school settings and schools.

» Early childhood and school educators had limited knowledge of each others’
needs or practices. For example, many early child educators were unaware of the
need for the majority of school enrolments to be received 3—4 months in advance
to permit whole school planning.

e There was limited knowledge of curriculum across the preschool and school
settings, with the result that discussions about continuity were hampered.

» Educators reported being time poor and needing support and resources in order
to be better equipped to enhance current transition practices.

e Transition planning focused on individual schools rather than the local
community.

* School familiarisation was often the only focus of transition planning.

e There was a tendency to overlook engagement with other professionals and ser-
vices who worked with families whose children were making the transition to
school.

Addressing these issues became the springboard for network goal setting and
strategy implementation.
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19.2.4 Network Achievements

A broad range of achievements were attained across the many networks including:

1. Forums, which served to:

Develop shared understandings of school readiness between parents and early
childhood/school/community services professionals

Provide transition to school information for parents, including forums specifi-
cally for families with children with disabilities and/or developmental delay
and for Indigenous families

Promote shared understandings of school transition between parents and
early childhood/school/community services professionals

2. Resources, including:

Resources for sharing with parents, including school transition brochures and
early childhood literacy and numeracy information sessions, brochures,
DVDs and activity packs

Service directories for professional networking, planning and supporting
children and families

Transition directories for families—Ilisting all local early childhood services
and schools, addresses, contact details, transition coordinators and any dead-
lines for enrolments

3. Community collaboration and planning through:

The development of transition protocols for individual communities
(agreeing when and how enrolments would be sought and when orientation
activities would commence)

Information sharing and joint planning at community level to support children
with additional needs as they made the transition to school

Development of an information template for sharing individual child infor-
mation between home, prior-to-school settings and schools

Local enrolment campaigns aimed to get information to families who were
not accessing prior-to-school services

Central enrolment initiatives on behalf of all local schools

The generation of transition programmes for Indigenous families and
children to encourage timely school enrolment, participation in transition
activities, identification of developmental delays and to support schools be
culturally inclusive

Provision of playgroups in schools for families not accessing other
programmes

. Professional learning opportunities to:

Foster shared understanding of early childhood literacy, oral language
development and the implications for literacy learning
Foster the identification of children at risk of language development delay
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e Discuss and foster shared understanding of early childhood and school
curriculums for those working with children from birth to 8§ years

e Facilitate participation in transition research activities to inform future
practice

19.2.5 Network Benefits

The establishment of transition networks created many positive benefits for
local communities. Networks led to early childhood professionals learning about
other services and programmes that could support their own work with children
and families and identified potential partners to enhance transition practices.
For example, many schools had tended to overlook childcare services, particularly
home-based childcare when promoting transition activities within the community.
Local networks provided knowledge of, and the opportunity to meet and talk with,
childcare providers.

Local networks also provided a reason for people to meet together. While indi-
viduals supported the concept of collaboration and networking, their own priorities,
workloads and lack of opportunities had been barriers to meaningful networking.
Having someone to facilitate and lead a network that was adequately resourced
assisted in gaining and maintaining commitment to the network.

Feedback from network members indicated that they saw benefits in the oppor-
tunity to meet staff from other sectors, visit other schools and early childhood
services, access professional learning and be an influence for positive change.
Comments from participants included:

My understanding is much broader now — transition doesn't just affect kindergarten and
school but also families and other agents.

This has given me more hope that we can all work out a better system for our children
and families.

The Gippsland networks became a powerful tool for engaging local people in
strategic projects and taking responsibility for planning and delivering transition
programmes in their community that resulted in improved outcomes for children,
families and professionals.

The collaborative partnerships developed through the networks were seen as an
important factor in contributing to successful planning and provision of transition
programmes. While this was evident in the DEECD project, it is also evident in
research, such as that undertaken within the Better Beginnings, Better Futures
Project in Canada (Corter and Peters 2011, p. 2), which identified the benefits of
community partnerships in promoting:

* Increased levels of activities and programmes for children in the community
* Increased visibility of projects in communities over time
» Joint planning and delivery of services and/or activities with other agencies
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Increased funding for programmes
Changes in attitudes and practices of service providers
Increased collaboration among partner agencies

19.2.6 Lessons Learnt: Networking

Based on experiences throughout the project, the following factors have been
identified as contributing to effective transition networking:

Understanding of the value and commitment to networking from school
leadership, service managers, government agencies and others managing staff
and programmes

Collaboratively planning for partnerships including early childhood, school and
community services representatives coming together to plan and promote the
establishment of a network

Leadership and facilitation of the network, where someone is responsible for the
organisation and ongoing management of the network

Drawing on the expertise of local people and services to plan, coordinate and
champion networks

Clear articulation of the network purpose

Ensuring personal contact with services to explain and promote the network
concept—emails and letters are not enough

Shared identification of goals, timelines and responsibility for implementing
strategies

Some actions achieved within the first 3—4 months

Strong leadership and administrative support, with all potential network
members receiving invitations to and notes from all meetings

Creation of an environment where all parties feel their opinions are heard and
respected

Scheduling of meetings outside of contact time with children

Alternating meeting venues amongst the range of services, schools and agencies
involved in the network

Provision of food, drink and name tags at all meetings

Scheduling informal networking/information sharing time prior to or immediately
after meetings

Adequate resourcing

Activities to support professional learning of the network participants held in the
early stages of the group’s development. This can help participants feel that they
belong and that the network is beneficial for them personally

Adpvice for those developing transition networks (Astbury 2009, p. 21) includes:

Being patient, taking a personalized approach and recognizing that individuals and agencies
are often at different stages in terms of their understanding of transition and readiness to
adopt new strategies.
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In keeping with other recommendations from Astbury (2009), it has been
important to:

» Foster shared understandings and agreement on values and goals

* Ensure that networks are broad based including families, early childhood education
and care, schools, community agencies, maternal and child health care services
as well as any of the relevant stakeholders or community members

* Prepare, monitor and evaluate local action plans

* Ensure that power is equally distributed and balanced among partners
(decision-making should not rest solely with one agency/person)

19.3 Resources for Supporting Children with Additional
Needs

In addition to the local networks described above, an additional network to
support children with disabilities and/or developmental delay also operated
across the Gippsland region. Known as the Gippsland Early Childhood
Intervention Advisory Network (GECIAN), this network was established in 2002
as a partnership between early intervention service providers and DEECD, with
a charter to develop and implement an integrated service system for families
whose children experienced disabilities and/or developmental delays. Working
parties were formed to address service collaboration, strategic planning and early
childhood/school transitions.

The “transition” working party began in earnest in 2005. Using the partnership
model, it drew its membership from a broad range of service providers. Parents
were also represented. Facilitated by the DEECD project worker, the activities of
this group and the other aforementioned networks were interlinked.

After extensive local research and a literature review, it was determined that
strategies were needed to:

* Provide timely information to families

» Establish procedures to ensure collaboration between the early childhood,
education and community services sectors

* Establish procedures and practices to meet the needs of all children, not only
those who were identified as having a disability or developmental delay

* Ensure information was provided to early childhood, schools, community
services and all others managing or providing services to children from birth to
8 years

* Ensure families received timely information about eligibility for disability
supports once their child was no longer eligible for early intervention services

e A “best practice resource kit” to:

e Assist professionals to develop a shared understanding of the range of service
families may use;
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* Provide access to resources available for sharing with families and to further
professionals reading

* Showcase procedures that supported effective transition and the implementation
of consistent best practice through all early childhood services and primary
schools

was deemed the most effective and practical way to address the needs identified in
Gippsland.

While the development of a resource was supported, several issues needed to be
addressed in order to make sure that any resource was relevant and useful within the
network. The first priority was to develop a set of agreed terminology for use within
the resource. As in other parts of the world (Brostrom 2002; Fabian and Dunlop
2006), anecdotal evidence from the existing local networks and the diversity of
working party membership indicated that, while people used the same terms, there
was not a shared understanding of what those terms meant.

The second issue is related to the focus of the resource. It was perceived that early
childhood educators would be most likely to use the resource if it related to a range
of educational transitions, rather than just the transition to school. It was decided to
address transitions info early childhood services as well as transitions into school.

Anecdotal evidence also indicated that staff new to a service/school or to the
process of transition needed practical support and information to be aware of the
many issues to be addressed when planning and supporting transition. This was
particularly true for therapists, foster care staff and services supporting cultural
diversity. However, the importance of embedding practice with theory was recog-
nised, and as a consequence, the resource was to have both theoretical and practical
components.

To support the development of linkages between services a section referencing
the full range of services and supports available, contact details and information on
protocols for sharing information were included in the resource.

19.3.1 Shared Understandings: Transition Terminology

In general terms, it was acknowledged that transition involved:

* The psychological process people go through to come to terms with a new
situation

e A gradual process which takes differing amounts of time for different people

e Starting with endings (Bridges 1995).

In keeping with the definition used in Transition: A Positive Start to School
Initiative (DEECD 2008), school transition was defined as a process that involves
children, families, early childhood services, schools and the broader community.
It is not a single activity; it is a range of strategies, approaches and practices that
occur during the year before and the year of entry into primary school.
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19.3.2 Shared Understanding: Best Practice

The GECIAN transition working party agreed that the following actions would be
considered best practice in supporting the transition to school of children with
additional needs:

e Family members have the information they need as decision makers and feel
confident that all options have been considered.

* Family members are involved in developing a plan that meets their needs and the
needs of their child.

* Family and staff from the sending and receiving settings jointly develop transition
plans.

* Sending and receiving settings work cooperatively.

* Any services that may be needed by the children and the family after transition
to the next setting are organised before the move occurs.

e Planning to be undertaken with sufficient time to achieve all steps and minimise
stress for families.

* Time to prepare the child for any difference in the next setting.

The term “additional needs” was deemed to be inclusive of children with
disability and/or developmental delay, cultural diversity (with an emphasis on
Indigenous children) and those living in foster care situations.

19.3.3 Professional Resources: Best Practice Transition Kit

Initially the focus of the working party was on producing a school transition guide
and a parent information resource specific to the Gippsland area. As these were
completed, it became apparent that guides were needed for childcare and preschool
and that these resources needed to be packaged in a way that made them easily
accessible to all relevant parties.

Consisting of a large folder with sections dedicated to childcare, preschool and
school transitions, a trial version of the kit was produced in 2007. The information
included had been sought from parents, practitioners across Gippsland and key
personnel from childcare, preschool and school sectors, including government
departments, Catholic Education Office, the Independent Schools Association and
other peak organisations. People from each sector were invited to working party
meetings where information was exchanged. Ongoing communication with peak
organisations representing parents, early childhood services and schools also
assisted in the identification of what information needed to be included in the kit.
The DEECD project worker was responsible for collating, editing and preparing
information for review and endorsement by the working party representatives of
government departments and those services featured in the kit, prior to publication.
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Feedback such as the comment below from a member of the working party inspired
the working party to move from pilot to final edition.

This is an excellent resource kit and is a valuable tool for teachers and parents at every step
in the transition process. All childcare, Maternal and Child Health Services, Kinders, and
Schools should have a copy on their shelves as soon as possible.

The final kit contained sections relevant to:

e Transitions into childcare, preschool and school

e Children from Indigenous and other culturally diverse backgrounds

* Supporting children in child protection (foster care)

* Linking with other professionals

* Professional reading, other resources and space for readers to add their own
resources in time

Each section contained pertinent transition information for professionals working
within the sector or wishing to learn about the sector, a list of resources available in
the community (other staff, services, printed material) and benchmark guides to
relevant transition practices.

The information for the final edition (Gippsland Early Childhood Intervention
Advisory Network (GECIAN) 2009a) covered 134 pages. This factor, combined with
a limited budget and a desire to keep all information current into the future, led to the
production of the kit online and in CD format. These formats allowed readers to go
directly to sections or pages of relevance. To promote awareness and use of the Kkit,
small folders containing a CD, step-by-step guide to using the CD, print copies of Best
Practice Transition Guides and a booklet providing a guide to parents/carers of children
with a disability and/or developmental delay were distributed at network meetings.
There were also presentations to explain the content of the resource and how it worked.
The kit was distributed widely to all early childhood education and care services,
schools, local government and all Gippsland services promoted in the kit.

19.3.4 Professional Resources: Best Practice Guides

Best practice transition guides were included in the kit to provide a benchmark for
families and professionals supporting transition to childcare, preschool and school.
Additional guides specifically to support children in foster care make the transition
to preschool and school were also included in the kit.

The Best Practice Guide: Transition to School (Fig. 19.1) identifies tasks,
services and people involved in transition. The guide aims to promote discussion,
planning and implementation of a cycle of transition activities within local networks.
It showcases the range of people who may be involved in transition, tasks to be
completed and timelines.
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Fig. 19.1 Best Practice Guide: Transition to School (Reproduced with permission (GECIAN
2009a), Copyright owned by the State of Victoria (Department of Education and Early Childhood
Development). Used with permission)
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19.3.5 Professional Resources: Moving to School

The resource also included a booklet entitled Moving to School (GECIAN 2009b)
which aimed to support parents of children with a developmental delay and/or dis-
ability. It provided families with information relating to:

e School options

e Enrolment and planning for educational support
e Transition suggestions

» Parent support services

e Other support services

19.3.6 Resource: Benefits

A wide range of anecdotal feedback from users of the kit identified a number of
benefits, including:

* Focus on addressing the needs of local children, parents and professionals

e Parents receiving timely information to support decision-making for their chil-
dren’s early childhood and school transitions

e Parents and professionals working collaboratively to provide information to
assist educational planning and the use of appropriate strategies to support the
transitions of children with additional learning needs

e The development of shared understandings of transition and school readiness
between parents, early childhood, school and community services professionals

 Increased provision of positive practices that support the successful transitions of
children with additional needs.

19.3.7 Lessons Learnt: Resources

The provision of easy to access transition to school information is desired by fami-
lies, early childhood, school and community services professionals supporting all
children transitioning to school. There is an even greater demand for information
and resources to support the transitions of children with additional needs. This was
the gap the GECIAN resource aimed to fill.

19.3.7.1 Families

Families with children with disabilities and developmental delays were most
interested in what educational options were available to their children, timelines
to be met and recommended actions to support a successful transition to school.
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These parents often reported feeling hurt when receiving information that detailed a
list of skills and attitudes perceived as necessary for making a successful start to
school. They were already aware that their children would be severely challenged at
school, by not having achieved developmental milestones regarded as the norm for
their age. The concept of schools being ready for the child rather than the child
being ready for school was highly regarded by these families. (This concept has
emerged in recent years from the National School Readiness Indicators Initiative
in the United States and draws on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.
This concept implies that schools are ready to meet the educational needs of all
individual children. For more information see Rhode Island Kids Count (2005)).

Indigenous families had a much higher engagement in transition programmes
when these were respectful and supportive of cultural differences and were jointly
facilitated by an Indigenous community member. In one service, staff reported that
because of the transition programme, all eligible Indigenous children had attended
on the first day of the school year. In previous years this had not been the case.
Parents also reported feeling comfortable about participating in transition
programmes because they had support from a community member.

19.3.7.2 Professionals

Feedback from professionals indicated that resources being sought included
templates for sharing information, guides for action and timelines, strategies to
access resources for families and other professionals who may assist children with
additional needs and access to current research and evidence.

Providing resources for both transition “into” and “from” early childhood services
assisted in engaging early childhood services in transition to school planning and
building trust and respect. Utilising local “transition champions” to participate in the
development of benchmark guides ensured local needs were addressed and assisted
in the readiness of the community to use the guides. For example, one of the working
party groups reported that children with physical impairments often started school
without ramps and other building modifications to assist mobility. The school transi-
tion guide highlights the timeline for submitting funding applications for building
modifications. It was also the case that the resources were particularly well received
when it was noted that they had been developed specifically for Gippsland, by people
who worked in the area. Network meetings proved an effective tool to showcase,
discuss and advocate for the use of the resources.

When making recommendations for resources for school policy and implemen-
tation, Astbury (2009, p. 38) identified the need for:

the provision of clear information (e.g. resource kits, templates, manuals, and research
evidence) on how to develop local transition programs, complete transition statements and
implement promising practices. This could be followed-up with training as well as technical
assistance where required to provide early childhood educators, schools and community
agencies with the necessary knowledge, skills, and confidence to implement enhanced
transition processes and practices.

These elements are reflected clearly in the GECIAN Kkit.
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19.4 Conclusion

In summary, a number of implications for future planning and policy development can
be gleaned from the Gippsland experience. These lead to recommendations that:

e Governments, schools and services consider embedding the role and place of
networking into transition to school policy and practice

* Broad-based networks servicing early childhood, schools, community services
and families be established in local communities to plan, implement and evaluate
transition to school practices

» Early childhood services, schools and community services allocate funding to
support effective networking and the implementation of transition plans

* Networks be utilised as a means to promote available resources

* Resources that:

* Provide transition to school information for families and professionals

e Benchmark transition practices and timelines

* Promote access to locally relevant networking, planning and support information
* Provide coordinated supports for children with additional needs

* Are based on relevant research and evidence

be readily available to all families and professionals supporting transitions into
early childhood services and schools.
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Chapter 20
Research to Policy: Transition
to School Position Statement

Sue Dockett and Bob Perry

20.1 Introduction

In October 2010, 14 researchers from seven countries met in Albury, New South
Wales, Australia, to explore their research and current directions in transitions
research. They exchanged information with six research higher degree students who
were also investigating specific aspects of transition; 35 policymakers representing
local, state and national organisations with direct responsibilities for transition to
school; and approximately 100 practitioners, employed in both prior-to-school and
early years of school settings.

One of the aims of this transitions conference was to synthesise the wide
range of transitions research, policy and practice into a position statement which
would, in turn, inform and guide future research, policy and practice in the area
of transition to school. While the conference was undertaken in Australia, the
contributions of research participants from Australia, New Zealand, Iceland, the
United Kingdom, the United States, Sweden and Hong Kong ensured that the
discussions encompassed issues and approaches of international relevance and
significance. In addition, the involvement of both practitioners and policymakers
promoted a focus on not only the research but the ways in which it was, and could
be, interpreted and applied. Collaborative involvement in the development of a
position statement offered the opportunity for researchers, policymakers and
practitioners to generate a common language around issues related to transition,
consider ways in which research could influence policy and practice and create
pathways such that issues of transitions policy and practice could generate new
approaches to research.
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20.2 Research, Policy and Practice

The everyday worlds of practitioners, policymakers and researchers are often far
removed from each other. The contexts in which they work have been described as
different cultures (Cadigan 2012). Yet there are regular calls for research to be
utilised in both policy and practice and for research to be built upon professional
knowledge.

The ways in which research influences policy and practice, and the ways in
which issues within policy and practice inform research, are often not well under-
stood. In some instances, there has been the assumption that ‘researchers should
produce high-quality research, make it clear and accessible, and then practitioners
should apply it to their work’ (Tseng 2012, p. 4). Embedded assumptions in this
linear model are that the research that is generated is closely linked to practice and
policy and is usable in these contexts and that policymakers and practitioners are
users of the research that is produced. Recent investigations of the ways in which
research is accessed and used indicate the flawed nature of these assumptions
(Nutley et al. 2007; Tseng 2012).

Rickinson et al. (2011, p. 5) outline a more complex model, describing user
engagement with research in terms of ‘knowledge exchange processes that involve
different players, are multi-directional and have strong personal and affective
dimensions’. This model emphasises the importance of relationships and interac-
tions as those who engage in research and those who engage with research ‘bring
their own experience, values, and understanding to bear in interpreting research and
its meaning for local contexts’ (Nutley et al. 2007, p. 305). This approach recog-
nises practitioners, policymakers and researchers as experts in their own fields and
provides opportunities to promote both the application of research and input from
policy and practice to ‘ongoing problem formulation and data analyses within
research projects’ (Rickinson et al. 2011, p. 24).

Interactions between researchers, policymakers and practitioners are required if
research is to have an impact on practice and if issues relevant to policymakers and
practitioners are to become the focus of research. The importance of linkages in
promoting the exchange of knowledge and ideas across these groups has been
highlighted (Amara et al. 2004; Lavis et al. 2003), leading to the conclusion that
research is most likely to be adopted and used by those who have been involved in
its development and/or interpretation (Easton 2012; Lomas et al. 2005).

Developing genuine interactions and ongoing conversations between practitioners,
policymakers and researchers requires both relationships and a common means of
communication. Relationships act as the conduits for the sharing of information — as
practitioners and policymakers turn to researchers to translate or interpret research in
ways that are relevant for them and as researchers respond to the ways in which
research impacts on policy and practice (Tseng 2012). Communication about
research has often involved the development of research briefs or research summa-
ries. Though useful, these rely on the unidirectional sharing of information. Effective
communication across groups of researchers, policymakers and practitioners can
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require the generation of new ways of naming and talking about particular issues.
This was one of the aims underlying the development of a position statement about
transition to school.

20.3 Position Statements

Position statements offer a clear statement of a position on an issue, particularly
when varying or controversial opinions exist. They act as a form of advocacy, argu-
ing for a position that is supported by research and/or professional practice. Position
statements are often developed and adopted by organisations and professional
groups as a means of interpreting research and sharing it in a form that is readily
available and accessible to practitioners and policymakers. The most effective posi-
tion statements are developed through processes of consensus, where there are
opportunities to canvass ‘diverse perspectives and areas of expertise related to the
issue and ... opportunities for members and others to provide input and feedback’
(National Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC] n.d.). The
Transition to School Position Statement provided a focus for sharing a wide range
of research; recognising the expertise of all involved — practitioners, policymakers
and researchers; generating a document that outlined a common position; using
language that was relevant and meaningful for all involved; and outlining a path for
the development of research, policy and practice into the future.

20.4 Diverse Perspectives of Transition to School

As the contributions to this book attest, there are many views related to transition to
school. There is consensus about the importance of a positive start to school, with
research from around the world indicating that a positive start to school is linked to
later positive educational and social outcomes (Alexander and Entwisle 1998;
Dockett and Perry 2007; Dunlop and Fabian 2007; Margetts 2007; Peters 2010).
However, there is considerable diversity about what constitutes a positive start to
school, how this might be achieved and what it looks like in practice for all involved.
Further, there is a range of ways in which transition in general, and the transition to
school in particular, is theorised and conceptualised. The commitment to promoting
a positive transition to school, as well as recognition of the diverse perspectives,
approaches and issues that surround it, has provided the impetus for the develop-
ment of the position statement.

In Australia, as in other countries, an increasing focus on children’s readiness
for school has emerged, coupled with perceived pressure to push down school
curriculum to prior-to-school settings. Anecdotally at least, such pressures are
related to the increased focus on national testing (Dockett et al. 2007). The same trends
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have been reported in the United States and the United Kingdom (Fisher 2010;
Wesley and Buysse 2003).

At the same time as an increased focus on children’s readiness, there is evidence
that many children start school without having accessed high quality early child-
hood programmes or other services that support their optimal growth, development
and learning. This situation gives rise to concerns that children are not well prepared
for school and that they will not obtain maximum benefit from engagement with
school. For example, the recent roll-out of the Australian Early Development Index
(AEDI) in Australia (Centre for Community Child Health and Telethon Institute for
Child Health Research 2009) indicates that significant numbers of Australian chil-
dren are considered to be “developmentally vulnerable” across at least one develop-
mental domain at the time they start school. In many instances, these children are
considered to be “unready” for school.

In much public commentary, the conflation of research related to readiness and
the transition to school has meant that transition is often described in terms of the
characteristics of individual children. While broad definitions of readiness have
been promoted (Ackerman and Barnett 2005), there remains a focus on children’s
readiness, rather than on ready schools, families or communities. The focus on tran-
sition — as a broader construct — reflects efforts to direct research, policy and prac-
tice away from a deficit approach (as is indicated by definitions of readiness or
“unreadiness”) towards strengths-based approaches (Saleebey 2006) that acknowl-
edge the knowledge, understandings, skills and abilities of all involved in the
transition to school.

20.5 Developing the Position Statement

Fourteen researchers from seven countries working in the area of transition to school
met in 2010 to share their research perspectives and to collaborate in the initial
development of a draft position statement on transition to school. Six higher degree
students researching specific elements of transition also participated in this collabo-
ration. These researchers engaged with a range of policymakers with responsibilities
at local, state and national levels and a group of approximately 100 practitioners,
primarily educators employed in prior-to-school services and schools. A modified
Delphi method was employed to generate a position statement that reflected consen-
sus among these participants.

Since their development in the 1950s, Delphi methods have been used across a
variety of fields — including education — to generate consensus from experts around
a specific topic or issue, particularly where there is contradiction or controversy
(Baumfield et al. 2012; Pollard and Pollard 2004; Vernon 2009). Franklin and Hart
(2007, p. 238) note that

in selecting a Delphi approach, researchers are interested in collecting the judgements of

experts on a particular topic to (a) document and assess those judgements (Stewart 2001),
(b) capture the areas of collective knowledge held by professionals which is not often
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verbalised and explored (Stewart & Shamdanasi 1990) and (c) force new ideas to emerge
about the topic.

Delphi methods provide a structured framework for accessing and filtering the
information contributed by a range of experts, through an iterative cycle of ques-
tioning, feedback and refinement of views. Several different types of Delphi meth-
ods have been identified, as well as a number of variations (Day and Bobeva 2005;
Powell 2003). The core features of Delphi methods are the expert panel, iteration
with controlled feedback, statistical group response and anonymity (Vernon 2009).
Variations in the ways in which these elements are adopted or adapted lead to the
many different applications of Delphi methods. For example, several studies have
included a group meeting as part of a Delphi approach (Baumfield et al. 2012;
Heimlich et al. 2011).

The development of the Transition to School Position Statement reflected some,
but not all, of these elements and is therefore considered to be an example of a
modified Delphi approach. Elements that were critical to the development of the
position statement were the involvement of experts and the iterative process of seek-
ing input and providing controlled feedback. As the position statement was devel-
oped through face-to-face meetings, anonymity was not possible, and the need for
statistical responses related to elements of the draft statement was replaced with
further consultation. Indeed, it was considered important for the identity of at least
the group of expert researchers to be known and associated with the final statement,
as this enhanced the credibility and perceived relevance of the final statement.

While there are many variations of the Delphi technique, each typically consists
of three phases (Dutta et al. 2010):

Stage 1: Harnessing the expertise of an identified group of experts in order to explore
an issue

Stage 2: Understanding how the group of experts views the issue

Stage 3: Establishing consensus where the information gathered is analysed and
provided back to the experts for review and potential agreement

These stages guided the development of the position statement and are outlined
below.

20.5.1 Stagel

A group of experts was identified and invited to participate. Part of the rationale for
involving experts was to draw on the latest possible evidence, including that which had
not yet been published. Experts included researchers, policymakers and practitioners —
each with an interest and/or involvement in some aspect of transition to school.
The purposive selection of transition to school researchers identified 20 international
researchers who had recently researched and/or published in the area, whose work
reflected diverse perspectives and experiences, and who were considered to have
credibility in the research area (Vernon 2009). Fourteen experts from seven different
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countries accepted the invitation to be involved. Research expertise was supplemented
by six research higher degree students whose substantive research focus involved
aspects of transition to school. As in other studies using Delphi approaches in
education (such as Rice 2009), groups of policymakers and practitioners also pro-
vided expert advice. All participants attended a meeting hosted by the Educational
Transitions and Change research group in Albury, Australia, in October 2010.

20.5.2 Stage 2

Several strategies were used in order to understand how the group of experts viewed
transition to school:

* Each of the expert researchers was invited to write a paper outlining their current
research approach to transition to school, exploring the theoretical foundations
of their work and implications of this for policy and practice.

* These papers were submitted before the Albury meeting and each paper was
reviewed by two members of the expert panel.

* During the Albury meeting of the research experts, these reviews — but not the
papers — were presented to the group. Open discussion followed these presentations.

e At the conclusion of the presentations, the research students synthesised the
papers, presentations, review comments and discussion. This synthesis was
shared with the group of researchers as a means of prompting the identification
of elements to be incorporated in a draft position statement.

e A draft position statement was developed to reflect this synthesis and the con-
sensus from the group. This draft was returned to the group for refinement and
modification.

e The draft statement was shared with the policymakers’ group, which consisted of
35 representatives of local, state and national organisations and government
departments.

* During a series of workshop sessions, small groups of policymakers worked with
researchers, sharing their expertise, commenting on the draft, suggesting revisions
and reviewing the content.

* The draft statement was shared with a group of approximately 100 early child-
hood practitioners. A further series of workshop sessions provided opportunities
for practitioners to share their expertise and suggest revisions and refinements of
the statement.

20.5.3 Stage 3

Several of the latter strategies in Stage 2 paved the way for the focus of Stage 3,
where the information gathered was used as the basis for establishing
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consensus. All of the information gathered from the various expert groups was
recorded, collated and analysed. The draft statement was amended to reflect
consistent suggestions. The inclusion of the workshop sessions provided oppor-
tunities for individuals to share views, raise concerns and make suggested
changes. As a result, there was a great deal of consistency in the suggestions
made. After modification of the draft statement, a further two rounds of consul-
tation with the group of research experts were undertaken before full consensus
was attained.

The Transition to School Position Statement (Educational Transitions and
Change (ETC) Research Group 2011) was launched in August 2011. It has been
included as an Appendix to this chapter and can be downloaded from http://www.
csu.edu.au/research/ripple/research-groups/etc/Position-Statement.pdf.

20.6 Consensus About Transition to School

The Delphi approach resulted in a document that refocuses and repositions atten-
tion to transition to school. The following statements, taken from the document,
outline this:

The position statement reconceptualises transition to school in the context of social justice,
human rights (including children’s rights), educational reform and ethical agendas, and the
established impact of transition to school on children’s ongoing wellbeing, learning and
development.

Transition to school is taken to be a dynamic process of continuity and change as children
move into the first year of school. The process of transition occurs over time, beginning
well before children start school and extending to the point where children and families feel
a sense of belonging at school and when educators recognise this sense of belonging.

Transition to school is characterised by:

* opportunities
e aspirations

* expectations
* entitlements

The Transition to School Position Statement aims to promote increased recog-
nition of the important role of transition to school and ongoing engagement in
education and to provoke changes in the ways in which transition to school is
researched, represented in policy and enacted in practice. It has been developed as
an aspirational document, targeted to all concerned with the education, care and
wellbeing of young children, their families, educators and communities. It is pre-
sented as a “living document” to be used and updated as appropriate. While its
initial formulation represents the context in which it was developed — Australia — it
is an international document to be adapted for different audiences and different
contexts. To this end, a number of the expert group of researchers have already
adapted the research overview section to reflect their contexts and translated the
core elements into a number of languages.


http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ripple/research-groups/etc/Position-Statement.pdf
http://www.csu.edu.au/research/ripple/research-groups/etc/Position-Statement.pdf
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20.7 Limitations

While the Delphi approach used to produce the Transition to School Position
Statement proved to be a very effective means of engaging a wide range of experts
and harnessing their collective wisdom, as a process it also has a number of limita-
tions. By outlining the processes used in some detail, we aim to provide a clear
overview of the ways in which the experts were chosen, the data were generated and
consensus was reached. Dissemination of the position statement in Australia and
internationally suggests that it has relevance and resonance in a number of different
contexts. Such transparency is important in determining the credibility and applica-
bility of the statement produced, which in turn, contributes to the validity of the
document (Day and Bobeva 2005).

Experts who participated in this process were not randomly chosen, and it is clear
that they represent a selection of those whose work encompasses transition to school,
whether it be research, policy or practice, or a combination of these. The strength
and applicability of the position statement largely depends on how it is adopted and
used in a range of contexts and by a range of people.

The position statement reflects a concerted effort by those who engage in research
and those who engage with research to share their expertise and to collaborate in
ways that promote the transfer of research to policy and practice and the incorpora-
tion of professional knowledge into research directions and agendas. In offering
new ways of conceptualising and communicating about transition to school, the
position statement encourages continued conversations among all stakeholders as
they promote a positive start to school for all involved.
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TRANSITION To SCHool

Position Statement

Preamble

Wiridwide recognition of the significance of the early
«childhood years for later develbpment and wellbeing and the
importancs of i in high cuality early chidhood
eduation (CECD, 2006) has promoted a great deal of interest
in transition research, policy and practica, This trend is seenin
Austraka, particubirly in COMG 1o early
chidhood aducation (C thof Australia, 2000b),
including the Early Years Leamning Framework
{Commonwealth of Australia, 200%a). These commitments
are baing enacted at the same time as the Australian

iculurn is being develbped and imph 1 I is timely
to consdler the transition to school as the point at which
different contesds. systems, curriculs, philosophies and
approaches meat. Beginning school is also a time when all
imohed have responsibiites to promote a positive transition,

The i of a positive 1o school has been
emphasised n research around the world. It is well
established that a successful start 1o school is linked to later
positive educational and social outcomes. Children who have
a positive start to school are likely to regand school as an
important place and to have positve expectations of ther
ability to learm and sucosed at school (Alsandar & Entwisle,

1998, Doclett & Rerry, 2007, Dunlop & Fabian, 2007;
Margatts, 2007; Peters, 2010},

A successiul transition to school is marked by children’s
positive approach to school and a sense of belonging and
engagement. Familes hawe critical roles to ply in supporting
pasitive trnsitions. as do educators®, heakh and other
professionals, as well as communities. Soceties benefit
when children and families view school as a positive phee to
be and when education is regarded a3 vahuable, relevant and
attainable. & positive start to school, leading to greater and
ongoing connection with school, has been identified as a
factor in disrupting oycles of social and economic

disachvantage and in ing MONG Young
people (Commonweakh of Australia, 2009b; Smart, Sanson,
Baxter, Echwards, & Hayes, 2008).

This position statement has been developed by a group of

national and l 1on to school chers who
have baen working in the arsa over the kst 20 years. An

of the hers’ seminal h is included at
the end of this do . Th hors have been assisted in

this task by a wide range of educators and policy malkers,
who have rev i the o and ent |
it throwgh their constructive criticism.

Charles Sturt
University

AW 35 O WU W " VOU) N Frise SeTngE.
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Purpose

This postion staterment has been develbped 33 an
i 1 6 d1oall dwith the
aduation, cam and walbeing of young chidren. This
hock . L N
dossonal, amies and

hoalh and ath

The postion

#ion to schaol inthe contesd
of social justion, human nghts Grcluding chidren’s nghts),
dumstioral reform ard sthical sgendas, and the
mpact of transition to schodl on deideen’ s ongoing welbaing,
Inarni o v These principies support 3 range
of educationsl enttiements arourd the transtion to school,

This position statement has been
developed as an aspirational
document targeted to all concerned
with the education, care and
weltbeing of young children.

The positon statement is based on national and ntermational
i firgs of the { the transition 1o school.
It provades a strong basis for acton for government,
organoations snd indiiduals 33 all strve for polices and
practions that suppont the bast possble stan to school for all

In this document, tansition 1o school & taken 10 b a
dymmic process of continuty and change a3 children mowe
into the first year of school. The process of trnsition occurs
ouer time, beginning wel betore chikdren start school and
extendrg to the pont where chidren and farmilies feel s
sarse of belonging 3t school and wh | i
this sense of belonging. This means that transition may
oocur over a longer pencd of time for some children.

Tansiion o 3chool i che ised by:
+opportunies;

s axpactytone,

*aspistons, + enttlamants.

Opportunities

Opporturstias are afforded to chidren when they are
recognised a3 compatent and capable, when ther cultural
heritage and histores are respacted, and when they are

poorted in their s 10 now and challenging
Zose s The 3 -]
for childron to shaping ther dertitias
and to extend ther masting knowledye, skl and
c cings through i g with adulls, peors and

famiy. Chikdren sre well plaad 10 respond to these
oppontunites when they leel secure, valued and respected
for who they are and the hotones they bring = when thay
fonla sonse of belongng at school The tansiton to school
provides opporturitns for childran to bacome ctisens within

chidren and thesr famies. ghaat ) M -. the fighizand
responsbilties associated wih this,
" : . ol
e % by ihe : Transiton to school provides cpp for famibes 1o
+ urdorstandings of 3l childen 33 apmble ard with ech rd cehor professiorsls in ways
croative, who have already learmed 3 great deal belone they that strengthen and suppont aach child's ongoing baming
anter school regardiess of ther conted or background: o ook It provides 3 10 reflect on
- ah iy and children as actne d‘mnl' y i3 and to shane L for
s in their own ardd bearning: future schemmmants,

+ mecognising and walung the strengths of all inohed n
transtions 1o school,

+ genune 9
raspectiul eiatonshps;

« eritually rofincting blished policms and
and their undertyi wns; and

» currculum and padagogy relevant 1o chidren's
< NP andci =

Children are well placed to respond to
these opportunities when they feel!
secure, valued and respected for who
they are and the histories they bring -
when they feel a sense of belonging
at school.
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The ition to school o an opp
in positie, ful colaboration b
mi school contecds that sets 3 pattem for ongoing
on Famies have cpp 10 buid Iinks for thesr
chidren between promo-schoal and school expenences.
Durirg the to school, ed hawe
10 build relationships with chidren, Bamibes and communites
|mwdnh-mm o Inarning and teaching
Edh P ties to share thair own
ise, whils recognising the is0 of others, 33 they
» and make ora wih chikdron, other
tamiles and tins. The to school
© 3 apacific opportunty for protto-school and school
educators, and the systerns n which they am employed, to
work together and to daw suppon from each other.

y to establoh and
home

Educators have opportunities to share
their own expertise, while recognising
the expertise of others, as they
communicate and make connections
with children, other educators, families
and communities.
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Familms aspire to positive educational outcomes for their
childron, 33 wol inulty b the early chidhood
sattngs = at times of transition and beyond. They would like
|mdidnnwbthpwu\dsumlulua&mlwhw
frends and be 4 and | chvidual
within the vanous groups of wh.o- they are members.
Famims also aspire 1o contribute 1o ther chikdren’s

ducation through the devel of trusting, ful
and maprocal relytionships.
Ed aspire 1o the ck of strong

with famibes, other educators, mumbm!

a3 part of strong and supp ol
environmeants in the frst mrota&ml Mumd-mn
10 learn to ther ful linan i Fall and
supportve envirorment.

Communitias 33pire 10 provide ongoing support and
resources to promote chidren's positive engagement n
schooland to reap the socal culunl educational and

n: bareiins of ed that are
valuble, relewant and attanable. Communities also aspire to
pm-do the support, resources, servioes and Iving

that p the welbeing of chidren and

famies, Commurites with strong ml mtworks and
Baon3s 1o resources that can be mobilsed to support
children and famibes are well pastoned to promote pasitive

C ¥ gnition and suppont for 10 school transtions to school.

rrarks this transiti nun Hufnm.' tonto Within educatioral organisations and syst ooy vmhers
o o bt aspre to all chid: n posiive ed |

chicken and famies and 1o demorstete the walue of A : s

:’dy.&calm::dlu.mspmhﬂrmmnhﬂm This is ¢ disn 10 rockacing i Sios in

1 ordnm‘ . lmmnml::dm“ :moppm::vt\r = z . Qnategios 1o achi

2 Stk posite educatorl outccres forafinchxe continuiyof

prmwdmvlammmth pixce of these nstitutions PR and sts0ng 000N

within commuritios,

Aspirations

As thery stant schoal cheldren are enthusiastic leamers, keen
10 edend ther lbaming in a sale and fnendly enviconment,
They seok to mantain easting frendships and buld new
{rmndships a3 they engege in play and baming. They hope

Ilvlidnolwilbn bie conteod which thedr
daveks parg and thair sctive in
Imnng Children warnt their laming to be rcogresed and
walued in both proosss and product.

the prioro-school and schocl sectors.

Educators aspire to the development
of strong partnerships with families,
other educators, professionals and
communities as part of strong and
supportive educational environments
in the first year of schoo!

j M Transition to School 2 Position Statersent
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Expectations

Transition to school is atime of changing expectations
for all involved.

Chidren and farmibes start schocl witha range of exp

Communitios expect schools to be stes where dhidren are
regarded as compatent and capable learmers, expenence a
sorve of bebngng, and eract the nghts and responsibiities
of citonship. Effective schools attend to the welbeing of
all mvolved, o postive and ctiul bearming

about what school wil be lle and what & means to be a8 school
shudent of pamnt of 3 school student, Chidren statt school
epacting 10 learn and 1o be recognived a3 leamers. They
epedt o Falenges and 1o be i in their
approaches to these. Chidren expect to engage with ther
{nends, farmily ard community at school and sbout school,
Chidren seek continuity of support as they change
ullmslansdm\ dangas nthemselws, ther
and theit r ;

Children and families start school
with a range of expectations about
what school will be like and what it
means to be a school student or
parent of a school student.

Famsbos epect thot ther knowledge of their chidren will be
respacied ot school They expect that their chidren's ed

and hawe regard to the communities in
which they are located.
Withn educatiorsl and ong there are
eocpectations that all chidren will benefi from sducation.
Fuﬂhsr education is identiied 33 3 ﬂmﬂ' foroe for reducing

I 3 deadvantage and 2 brgterm social
and aconomic product vty
Policy makers within oral ongari and syst
expect that specific wiill be required to

L and for all chidren One

hery are for such focus © the transiton to school.

Entitlements

All chidren are active participants in ther transiton, entitled
10 5con33 high quolity edusstion thet s respactiul of, snd

to, ther existing culural haritage
and histores.

bul:b upon these n3 by

will devw on this, 33 wel a3 their own expantise and thet of
cther protessionals, to create the best possible kearming
environmments for their chidren. Famies epect © 1

that pmhu. g
ando*braloudl chid's learming potental These
environmernts acknowladge the central roles of farmiles and

n children’s educstional Thare i

1o ther chidmn's education, endm.,... dance from

ol for 'L to school to provade 3 ste for the

about how te effoctivel of these ertith from the very beginning of
hmbm&nmawhrardwhthaﬂml children's school careers.
fostures n ch sbout educatonal son They expect

schocls 10 recognise the strengths their chidren bring, 33 well
2310 be responsive to their diverse leaming needs. Familes
excpect 10 be advocates for their duldmn, ard to be supported
in this by the advacacy of cther pofessonals.

Educators expact 1o enqgege with chidken, farndies. other
educators ard professionals n tl\e cmaton of positive learring

and teaching anvi during th 10 school They
mwowmﬂmﬂmmbmbd\am
i for all chald Ech expact to

work mhd-khu famibes and other professiorals to
mcognize chidren's strengths and to provide appopriate
support. They eopact L ]
regprd for ther rokas in promoting each child's lumng
developmernt and welbeing during the transition process,

Familms are ontitled to be confident that ther chidren will
hawe aconss 10 education that quity 3
eocnlienos and that attends to the wellbeng of all chidren.
Familes are entithed to be respected 33 partnars in their
children's education.

High quality education builds upon
these competencies by creating
educational environments that
provoke, recognise and celebrate
each child’s learning potential.

j M Transition o School 2 Position Statersent



Educators are entiled to professional recard and respect for
their work with children, families and communiies during
the transition process. They are ertithed to levels of

tessional support and ing that facilitate the
creation of the best passible learning and teaching
environments for all chidren, and to opportunities for
ongoing professional devebpment and critical reflsction,
both individually and collaboratively.

Communities are entitled to be regarded as essential
contributors to chikdren's education, and to have a major role
and place within education institutions. Policy makers are
entitied to expect that education systems will work towards
banment and inuity, iding otz and

provocations to promote high quality education for all,

Communities are entitled to be regarded
as essential contributors to children’s
education, and to have a major role and
place within education institutions.

Educational syst and organisations ane entithed to expect
that educators, families and communities will be actie
contributors to the welbeing, leaming and development of
young childmn.

Recommendations

This position has been devebped as a cali o
acton for all with an interest in the wellbeing, devebpment
and learning of yourg children, This includes policymakers,
educators, health and other professiorals, families and

20 Research to Policy: Transition to School Position Statement 289

3. Approaches to ensure that all chidren, families and
communities have acoess 1o appropriate support across
the processes of transition.

4. Focus on the compatencies, strengths and ach it
of children and famiies as they make the trnsition
to school.

E. Acknowledgement of the central role of reltionships in
positive transitions and opportunities for those imolved
to build and maintain these relationships,

6. Recognition of childen's actiwe roles in shaping their
transiti i and the i of
thern about transition,

7. Enaciment of the principles of family engagement in
aducation, based on trusting, respectiul and reciprocal
reftionships.

8. Appropriste support for educstors whase roles
encompass transition to school induding support for
the deel t of curriculum and pecagogy that
supports positive transitions, opportunities for critical
reflection on policies and practices and appropriate
professionsl developrment,

9. Recognition of the transition to school as an opportunity
to build positive connections between the many

systems and sectors that engage with young children
and their families.

10, Acknowledgement of the major roles in transition played
by those outside school . including priosto-school
ducators, spechl educators and other professional
families and communities.

. Opportunities for systems and sectors to define

ities. In urging individuals, groups, 3
ions, syst and o 1o recognise the lig
of 3 positive ionto school for all childnen,

we recommend the development of processes, practi

transition approaches and to consider constructive
of iculim and ped: s BCr0ss

educational contexts.

and policies that incorporate the folbwing:

1. Recognition of transition to school a3 an integral
component of quality educational provision.

2. Commitrment to equity and excellence in the develbprrent

of transition evident in the of
children, famibes, professionals, educators and
¥ bers in the impl ionof relwant,
and ireyful ache

12, Ongoaing to the entith of all chilcren,
families and educators in positive trnsitions to school.

This position statement has been
developed as a call to action for all
with an interest in the wellbeing,
development and learning of
young children.

ﬁ ﬁ_ﬁ Transitionto School 4 Position Statement
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