How can we improve children’s emotional
well-being over primary-secondary school

transition?

C L Bagnall

PhD 2020



How can we improve children’s emotional
well-being over primary-secondary school
transition?

CHARLOTTE LOUISE BAGNALL

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements of Manchester Metropolitan
University for the degree of Doctor of

Philosophy

Faculty of Education Manchester
Metropolitan University in collaboration

with Keele University

2020



Abstract

Primary-secondary school transition is a major life event for eleven-year-old
children in the UK. During this time children face simultaneous discontinuity and
challenge, which can heavily draw on their ability to cope. However, support efforts to
improve children’s emotional experiences of primary-secondary school transition are
minimal, both in research and practice. Interventions that have been developed to
counter the negative outcomes children commonly experience during the transition are
limited in number, sustainability and reach. Furthermore, very few interventions focus on

supporting children’s emotional well-being.

Talking about School Transition (TaST), which is an emotional-centred support
intervention, was developed to fill this gap in the literature. To inform the design and
delivery of TaST, data were collected in both the UK and USA, in mainstream and special
schools, obtaining insight from multiple stakeholders. For Study 1, UK children’s, parents’
and teachers’ retrospective experiences of school transition and how they felt this period
could be improved were explored using focus groups. For Study 2, case study research
was conducted in the US to examine the ‘optimal time’ for school transition and examine
differences in transition preparations and experiences. For Study 3, case study research
was conducted in a special school to examine how children with pre-existing emotional
problems cope with the added apprehension and anxiety that comes with school
transition and how they are supported. Together this insight was used to develop TaST

which was evaluated in Study 4.

The evaluation of TaST consisted of a longitudinal follow up questionnaire-based
design and investigated the efficacy of TaST in improving children’s coping efficacy and
adjustment, assessed using the outcome variables Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems
and Transition Worries. Results suggested that TaST had immediate positive implications
for participating Year 6 children who showed a significantly greater reduction in
Transition Worries scores once at secondary school, compared to control children. TaST
also has implications for educational practice and policy in elucidating the importance of
supporting children’s emotional well-being over this period. Further research is needed

using larger sample sizes followed over time and contrasted with targeted approaches.
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Chapter 1: Literature Review

1.1. Background

Transition is an ‘inevitable part of life’ (Coffey, 2013, p. 261), and can be defined
as, ‘any episode where children are having to cope with potentially challenging episodes
of change’ (Newman & Blackburn, 2002, p. 1). During transition periods, children can be
at greater risk of poor adjustment (Neal & Yelland, 2014) as previously-learned behaviour
patterns need to be adapted to enable children to cope with new demands and more
challenging environments (Hanewald, 2013). Thus, transition periods are often
conceptualised as a ‘time of threat’ (Newman & Blackman, 2002, p. 17), especially when
concerning the development of mental health complaints (Topping, 2011). However,
transition periods can also set in motion chains of events that can have positive effects on
well-being over extended periods of time following adaptation (Rutter, 1989). Thus,
transition can also provide ‘windows of opportunity’ (Rice et al., 2015, p. 9) for growth

and learning (Sirsch, 2003).

School transition, which has received most attention empirically, is no exception,
and was first coined as a ‘status passage’ by Measor and Woods in 1984. Elaborating on
this definition, Hallinan and Hallinan (1992) positioned school transition as both a step up
and a step down for children, what they defined as a ‘transfer paradox’, as in order to
gain a level of autonomy and maturity reflective of the new school environment the child
is transferring to, the child must be willing to give up the support, familiarity and
protection of the school they are leaving behind. Whilst most children will have
negotiated changes that could be defined as a transition prior to school transition, such as
the birth of a new sibling, moving to a new house, and parental divorce, school transition
is the first time when the child is the sole focus of the transitional experience (Symonds,
2015). This again reinforces how school transition is a critical period in children’s

development.

Primary to secondary school transition (where children move from Year 6 in
primary school to Year 7 in secondary school in the UK), which approximately half a
million eleven-year-old children negotiate each year in the UK (Symonds, 2015) has been

conceptualised as a ‘challenge of living’ (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008, p.217) and argued



as ‘one of the most difficult (transitions) in pupils’ educational careers’ (Zeedyk et al.,
2003, p. 67). For example, coupled with primary-secondary school transition being the
first transition that the child will make alone (Symonds, 2015), the transition period also
coincides with the onset of biological pubescent changes (Ng-Knight et al., 2016) and
competing school-based pressures, such as academic national Standard Assessment Tests
(SATs). In addition to this, within a very short period, Year 7 children are required to
navigate simultaneous environmental (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008), academic (Anderson
et al., 2000) and social changes (Symonds & Galton, 2014). Navigating these simultaneous
changes can heavily shape children’s ability to cope. For example, research has shown
that adults are far more concerned by major life events, which, in the case of primary-
secondary school transition would be the transfer to secondary school, in itself. In
comparison, for children, although the move is a cause of significant anxiety, daily
hassles, such as disagreements with friends and getting lost, indicative of negotiating
simultaneous environmental, academic and social transition changes, are perceived as
more difficult (Akos & Galassi, 2004). This is in line with the Strength Model of Self-
Control (Baumeister et al., 2007), which posits that an individual’s ability to cope

deteriorates as the number of stressors in their life accumulates, co-exists and persists.

This literature review will firstly outline in turn the environmental, academic and
social changes children face over primary-secondary school transition to put this period
into context. Then, bringing together this research, there will be discussion of how
navigating these simultaneous changes over primary-secondary school transition can
significantly influence children’s emotional well-being. Finally, drawing on resilience
theory, there will be discussion pertaining to how both internal factors, (i.e. children’s
coping efficacy), and external factors, (i.e. social support obtained from parents, teachers
and peers), can protect children during this time. To enable a specific focus, literature
specifically relating to primary-secondary school transition in the UK will be prioritised

within the review.

1.1.1. Environmental changes

In the space of a year, eleven-year-old children transition from small and often
tight-knit primary school environments, where most children have very stable, personal
and close relationships with peers and class teachers, to enter larger and less familiar

secondary schools (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Repositioned as the youngest and



smallest children within a larger, older and anonymous school body, the transfer
unsurprisingly brings with it inherent changes in Year 7 children’s sense of self and
identity at school. This is summarised well by Summerfield (1986), ‘from being the oldest,
most responsible, best known and most demonstrably able - both academically and
physically - these children became the youngest, least knowing and least known members

of the community in which they find themselves’ (Summerfield, 1986, p. 11).

School transition also brings structural changes in the school environment. For
example, from the onset of Year 7, children must learn to navigate their way around the
newer, much larger secondary school building (Mowat, 2019). Whilst negotiating these
physical environmental changes, Year 7 transfer children are also required to adjust to
new customs and organisational structures, such as moving between classrooms,
different subjects and remembering to bring equipment for each lesson. This is far from
the ‘culture of care’ ethos children are accustomed to at primary school where children
spend most of their day in the same classroom (where all equipment is provided) with the
same teacher and the same group of peers (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Taken together
it is unsurprising to see how these disparities contribute to the ‘transfer paradox’ that is
school transition. This arises because Year 7 children negotiate many changes to fulfil
their new identity as a secondary school child that are often discontinuous with what they

were accustomed to at primary school (Hallinan & Hallinan, 1992).

Research has consistently shown that many of the problematic aspects of primary-
secondary school transition stem from formal and informal differences between primary
and secondary school environments (Mackenzie et al., 2012). Formal environmental
changes pertain to schools’ physical environments (e.g. school size, cohort, organisation),
and informal environmental changes refer to aspects of the schools that may not be

initially visible (e.g. school standards, learning styles and ethos).

Children’s appraisals towards formal and informal discontinuities, and their
adjustment towards these changes, can vary across time; therefore, it is paramount that
when investigating school transition experiences, researchers consider both formal and
informal discontinuities and use longitudinal designs. For example, in the lead up to
primary-secondary school transition, it is the formal environmental changes that are
shown to be at the forefront of children’s minds. As conceptualised by Symonds (2015) as

the ‘dual nature’ of school transition, children are shown to feel excited towards these



formal changes, many looking forward to moving between classes for different lessons
and having more opportunities (Zeedyk, et al., 2003), but formal changes also cause the
most anxiety, e.g. fears of ‘getting lost’ (Qualter et al., 2007). For example, between 10%
and 20% of children are reported to worry about formal environmental changes, such as

increased school size when they move to secondary school (Gray et al., 2011).

However, within the first term of secondary school, when the children become
more settled, the majority of formal environmental concerns (such as anxieties pertaining
to adjusting to new routines and the school size) dissipate (Rice et al., 2011), which
demonstrates the short-lived nature of these concerns. However, during this time is when
children begin to realise that they may have underestimated the significance of informal
environmental changes they will encounter at secondary school, such as changes in social
climate and negotiating new school standards, which takes more time to become familiar
with (West et al., 2010). In Rice et al.’s (2011) longitudinal study conducted in the UK,
new expectations and secondary school rules were shown to account for 40% of variance
in concerns at both primary school and into secondary school. Moreover, in Chedzoy and
Burden’s (2005) survey study, also conducted in the UK, when asked to comment on the
general ambience of the new secondary school environment six months into the transfer
period, 25% of Year 7 children reported the school to be an ‘unexciting place’ and 15% of
children indicated that it was ‘definitely not friendly’. Given that informal environmental
factors, such as perceptions of belonging and connection at school are shown to predict
children’s well-being, especially in the first year of secondary school and can be

longstanding (Lester & Cross, 2015), these findings are concerning.

Extending on the above findings, Chedzoy and Burden (2005) also asked the
children reasons why they felt secondary school was unfriendly and unexciting, and it was
clear that certain aspects of primary school were heavily missed, such as being the oldest
and having younger friends and siblings. This is unsurprising as while transfer children are
moving to often much larger secondary schools and given greater opportunities than they
had at primary school, they also become the youngest children in a much older and
mature school body. Year 7 children are also the least known children within secondary
school, which has the capacity to produce feelings of irrelevance and anonymity. This can

be a significant source of stress for children, and shape concerns about safety and making



friends (Booth & Sheehan, 2008), in addition to feelings of low self-esteem, worth and

competence (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008).

Changes in the school ethos and climate at secondary school are also a significant
contrast to the feelings of safety and a sense of belonging transfer children commonly
have about primary school (Prince & Hadwin, 2013). Unsurprisingly, it is common for
Year 7 children to miss primary school (Mowat, 2019), and poor transition experiences
are especially prominent amongst children who feel this way (Jindal-Snape & Miller,
2008). Nonetheless, for transfer children to move on and fulfil their new role as a Year 7
child, they must be willing to negotiate informal and formal environmental changes,
despite the former often taking greater time to adjust to (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012).
Psychological research has shown the significance of nurturing school environments,
especially during times of change such as primary-secondary school transition (Booth &
Sheehan, 2008). Thus, it is paramount that secondary schools strive to support Year 7
children who may be grieving the loss of their primary school (Jindal-Snape & Miller,
2008), and help them to build a sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness within
their new secondary school environment, as when these needs are met there is a
meaningful improvement in children’s psychosocial well-being (Lester et al., 2014) and

attainment (Gillison et al., 2008).

Support efforts around transition should begin at primary school, especially given
that Year 6 children often underestimate informal environmental changes (van Rens et
al., 2018), to help children set realistic expectations of what secondary school
environments will be like and establish strategies to cope with these changes. This can be
aided by familiarising children with their new school environment and people within it
(Ashton, 2008) prior to primary-secondary school transition, during taster, move -up days
and school induction, to decrease the amount of stress associated with school transition
(Booth & Sheehan, 2008). Moreover, research has shown that children who show
superior adjustment over primary-secondary school transition attended secondary
schools which had very close links and co-ordination with their primary school (Evangelou
et al., 2008). Thus, maintaining consistency through communication and collaboration
across primary and secondary schools is paramount, and where this is not possible,
greater support for the child within both schools is needed; this could take the form of

support groups such as nurture groups (Anderson et al., 2000).



In sum, children face both formal and informal environmental discontinuities over
primary-secondary school transition. While, the former can cause the most anxiety prior
to secondary school transition, once at secondary school, these concerns dissipate. In
comparison, informal environmental changes are often unanticipated prior to the
transition, and once at secondary school take longer to adjust to. As discussed above,
supporting children during this time, to negotiate both formal and informal
environmental discontinuities, is critical, both prior to school transition and when they

are in secondary school.

1.1.2. Academic changes

In addition to negotiating organisational changes within the school environment,
Year 7 children also face considerable academic changes, from what they are taught to
the way that they are taught. However, despite the National Curriculum being introduced
to provide continuity and a progressive trajectory of learning across all Key Stages
(Braund & Driver, 2005), problems pertaining to learning disjunction and curriculum
discontinuity are of significant concern over primary-secondary school transition (Galton
et al., 1999). This can be reflected in the commonly reported post-transfer academic
attainment ‘dip’, which can stretch from the end of primary school to three years into
secondary school (West et al., 2010). For example, Galton et al. (2003) found around half
of Year 7 children to make no gains in English and Science levels by the end of the
academic year. For 40% of pupils this was shown to be attributed to environmental

change and curriculum discontinuity.

Dips in academic performance over the transition year in the UK are commonly
attributed to curriculum disruption and academic narrowing influenced by increased
concentration on Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) in the Year 6 transfer year. However,
academic dips during the initial transition period are also shown cross-culturally, when
transition is made at different ages in different educational systems, including Australia
(Hopwood et al., 2017), the USA (Akos et al., 2015) and within Europe (Alexander, 2010).
These findings suggest that academic pressures in Year 6 may not be exerting as much of
an impact on adjustment as initially believed. Instead, the nature of school transition and
the simultaneous changes children face during this time may be a ‘weak link in the

education system’ (Hirsch, 1998, p.70).



School transition bears remarkable similarities cross-culturally and attainment
dips could be argued to be largely subject to the disparity between the cultures of the
school the child is moving to and the school left behind (Ashton, 2008). For example,
findings from the US demonstrate that the larger the High school and when schools take
in children from a number of feeder schools, the greater the dips in academic attainment
(Alspaugh, 1998). Nonetheless, while support for these findings are shown in the UK
(Symonds, 2015), it is worth noting that there is considerably less research examining
children’s achievement in the UK over transition in comparison to the US. This may be in
part subject to the grading system the UK uses. In comparison, to the US where children
are formally graded annually, in the UK, from completing their National Assessment SATs
in Year 6, children are then not formally assessed until their Gradual Certificate of

Secondary Education (GCSE) in Year 11. This is a large gap for researchers to trace.

Shedding greater light on this decline in academic achievement and considering
the grading system in the UK, declines in children’s progress over primary-secondary
school transition in the UK have been reported in numerous studies conducted in the late
1990s and early 2000s. Galton et al. (1999) reviewed a number of transition studies and
professional reports and found evidence for a post-transition dip during primary-
secondary school transition. For instance, it was found that 6.1% of children made no
achievement gains over the transition period and just under one third of transfer children
made achievement losses (Galton & Willcocks, 1983). These findings were concurrently
supported three decades later (Galton et al., 2002) and more recently by Cauley and
Javanovich (2006) who found declines in academic attainment amongst 38% of children
after the transition to secondary school, and West and Schwerdt (2012), who found
declines in reading abilities to be as large as seven months of learning. This suggests that

these findings are relatively robust.

These studies tend to dominate in many transition reviews (Evans et al., 2018),
often because they were conducted in the UK and used a longitudinal design (Jindal-
Snape et al., 2020). Yet, it is worth acknowledging that these studies were conducted
several years ago. Since then there has been vast changes within education systems and
technological advancements, which may additionally impact transfer children’s emotional
well-being and their learning environment (Males et al., 2017). Nonetheless, to date very

few studies have investigated the impact of these changes on emotional well-being and



achievement over primary-secondary school transition in the UK (Evans et al., 2018),

which highlights the need for more research in this area.

Attainment dip findings should be taken tentatively when considering the contexts
in which assessments are made. For example, when children’s attainment on ‘high-stakes’
tests at the end of KS2 in primary school are compared with their performance a few
months later on relatively ‘low-stakes’ tests administered in Year 7 by secondary schools,
it is plausible that children’s performance may have differed due to the different contexts
in which the two assessments were made. Furthermore, there is often greater focus
placed on academic attainment during Year 6. Thus, even when SATSs scores are not used
as a baseline measure, it is plausible that subject to the pressure children experience
towards tests in Year 6, dips in attainment would be shown on any academic test, if
scores are compared at a less stressful testing period. For example, in Year 7, greater
emphasis is often placed on children’s settlement into secondary school as opposed to
their academic performance, especially by children themselves, in comparison to in Year 6

when national assessments often take precedence (Zeedyk et al., 2003).

Dips in academic performance have also been shown in policy documents, such as
Ofsted inspections, which show proportions of schools where attainment was judged to
be ‘unsatisfactory’ between the end of Key Stage 2 (KS2) and the early stages of Year 7 to
have risen to 50% (OFSTED, 1998). However, again, measurement constraints need to be
considered. For example, different groups of inspectors (primary-oriented and secondary-
oriented) made assessments at the two time-points, which is concerning given that
perceptions from ‘sending’ and ‘receiving’ schools can differ in terms of what constitutes
progress. Thus, while it is acknowledged that there are dips in attainment over the
transition period, it is unclear how large these differences may be because of constraints

in test comparison in both policy and research studies (Galton et al., 1999).

Academic attainment dips have also been shown to be susceptible to both gender
and ethnic differences. For example, Riglin et al.’s (2013) longitudinal research found that
for boys only, school concerns and anxiety at the start of Year 7 predicted lower
attainment at the end of Year 7. Whereas for girls, school concerns and anxiety did not
adversely affect attainment, and for some girls correlated with higher attainment.
Together, these findings demonstrate the more complex relationship between children’s

psychological well-being and academic attainment across the transition period (Riglin et



al., 2013). Children who are from ethnic minorities are also shown to be more susceptible
to academic worries and decreased school bonding (Benner & Graham, 2007) and in turn
academic underachievement over the transition from primary to secondary school

(Symonds & Galton, 2014).

The Observational Research and Classroom Learning Evaluation (ORACLE), which
was published in two volumes: Moving from the Primary Classroom (Galton & Willcocks,
1983) and Inside the Secondary Classroom (Delamont and Galton, 1986), shed initial light
on the reasons for dips in academic attainment over the transition period. For this,
teachers and children were observed termly for three days using systematic observation
schedules and children’s attitudes and attainment were measured on three occasions
using self-report. (Galton & Willcocks 1983). It was concluded that lack of curriculum
continuity and the incompatibility of teaching methods in the feeder and transfer schools
were a major factor in shaping these declines (Delamont & Galton, 1986). This
observation research was followed up two decades later, where dips were also shown to
be attributable to differences in teaching methods (such as less interaction at secondary
school), learning styles and curriculum discontinuity, from primary school to secondary
school, in addition to falls in children’s motivation and learning disengagement
(Hargreaves & Galton, 2002). These findings have been corroborated more recently,
where motivation has been shown to peak in the first term of school transition, but after
this decline to levels sustained in the final year of primary school (Delamont & Galton,
2014). This was also shown through the robust evidence presented in Jindal-Snape et al.’s
(2020) international review, where, amongst negative educational transition experiences,
were lack of curricular continuity and progression. There was also shown to be a clear
decline in well-being and educational outcomes, including motivation to learn and school

engagement, following the initial transition period.

Decline of motivational behaviours initially following transition can also be
explained in line with the temporary ‘honeymoon transition period’ children experience
during initial transition, where anxieties are reduced in the short term as children
perceive their new secondary school environment through rose-coloured glasses
(Hargreaves, 1984). Originally attributed to transition anxieties which are shown to
temporarily reduce or disappear during the first term of secondary school, and then

increase again in the following term (Galton et al., 2000), it is plausible that an initial
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increase in motivation may similarly be short lived once the novelty of the transition
starts to wear off, and children feel settled in their new school. This can be shaped by
environmental factors. For example, teachers have been shown to be more permissive
during the early months of secondary school (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008), but as the year
continues this is no longer shown, which can be overwhelming for children to adjust to

(West et al., 2010).

Furthermore, and in line with Attentional Control Theory (Eysenck et al., 2007),
which outlines how children’s emotions, namely anxiety can interfere with selective
attention during learning, it is plausible that internal factors may also interfere with their
learning. In other words, children’s anxiety over the initial transfer period may result in
more energy placed on coping than learning. For example, Symonds’ (2009) longitudinal
research, which compared primary-secondary school transfer children’s adjustment
against a group of same-aged children attending Middle school, found children
negotiating primary-secondary school transition to report shifts in complex thought,
memory-loss, perceptions of work progress and learning enjoyment, post transition,
whereas children remaining in Middle school did not. This suggests that it is the negative
emotions associated with school transition and not children’s age which may interfere

with children’s learning.

Extending on this research, Jindal-Snape et al.’s (2020) recent systematic review,
found consistent robust evidence that educational and well-being outcomes decline over
primary-secondary school transition, and suggested a link between the two. However,
due to the limited longitudinal research in this area, and the many methods used to
assess well-being and academic outcomes across studies, it is difficult to arrive at firm
conclusions. Bailey and Baines’ (2012) longitudinal, self-report study found child-rated
academic progress over primary-secondary school transition to be predicted by protective
factors, such as support, in addition to emotional stability predictors, such as emotional
control and sensitivity. Taken together, and in line with Attentional Control Theory
(Eysenck et al., 2007), it is plausible that changes in children’s academic progress over
primary-secondary school transition are shaped by their ability to emotionally cope

during this time. However, further investigation is needed (Evans et al., 2018).

Despite experiencing curriculum continuity consistently expressed as a key

underpinning successful transition for children in governmental reports (Evaneglou et al.,
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2008), there is more that needs to be done to ensure that there is an ongoing dialogue
between and within primary and secondary schools to ensure that children receive
pedagogical and curriculum continuity as they transition schools (Jindal-Snape et al.,
2020). For example, when children transition to secondary school, it is common for
secondary schools to adopt a ‘fresh start’ approach to learning practices (Symonds &
Hargreaves, 2016), and as a result children can experience disjunctions in their learning
(van Rens et al., 2018). Workloads (particularly the volume of homework), expectations
(specifically in children’s learning autonomy), level of challenge, and even the way
subjects are taught, which is often more didactic and focussed on performance goals than
mastery goals, are subject to change (Symonds, 2015). Unsurprisingly, discontinuities in
education can result in some children feeling academically incompetent and lead them to
feel underprepared throughout the first year of secondary school (Coffey, 2013). It can
also lead them to exhibit negative attitudes towards school subjects and teachers (Jindal-
Snape et al., 2020). Thus, as suggested by Riglin et al. (2013), creating and maintaining
environments that reinforce and renew children's academic motivation during vulnerable
periods, such as primary-secondary school transition, is paramount. This can be facilitated
through the development and implementation of interventions that target children’s
academic attainment and psychological well-being side-by-side, which was shown to be

successful by Humphrey and Ainscow (2006), as discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.

Although primary schools do their best to prepare children for environmental
change at secondary school, as do secondary schools in anticipating capabilities of
primary schools, not all learning discontinuities can be anticipated, and the curriculum
can be taught to varying degrees within primary schools (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). Thus,
‘fresh start’ approaches help secondary school teachers establish a more level playing
field within their classrooms and establish smoother academic progression for more
disadvantaged children (Gray et al., 2011). However, while this ‘fresh start’ approach
serves the needs of lower achieving children or those who have little experience in that
subject area, it can also frustrate and demotivate more advanced learners (Davies et al.,
2018) and many transfer children have reported the work at secondary school to be too
easy (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006). Thus, it is important that a balance between recap
and progression is established, with teachers providing work that is challenging but

success achievable (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006).
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However, 65% of secondary teachers are believed to have never looked at KS2
schemes of work (Galton et al, 2000), or had adequate opportunities to see and
experience the teaching and learning in primary schools (Evangelou et al., 2008).
Furthermore, 66% of teachers argue that if they had awareness of practices and
programmes used by teachers in their feeder schools, this would aid curriculum
continuity (Hopwood et al., 2016). Thus, resources and time are needed to develop
communication and information exchange between primary and secondary schools in all
aspects of administration and curriculum (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020), as transition is
consistently shown to be successful when it is integrated fully into primary and secondary

school programmes (Evangelou et al., 2008).

In sum, an important marker of transition success is academic attainment. Yet, as
discussed above, declines in academic performance are common over primary-secondary
school and only shown to recover after a year or two into secondary school (Zeedyk et al.,
2003). However, what is often neglected is that children’s academic achievement is often
linked to their feelings towards secondary school (Symonds, 2015), especially their
motivation and relationships with teachers (Jordan et al., 2010). Thus, it is important that
both educators and policy makers take this into account when considering primary-
secondary school transition provision. While teachers preoccupied with dips in
attainment may neglect children’s emotional and social adjustment and focus more on
children’s academic attainment, it is imperative that they focus more on renewing

children’s motivation and positive appraisals towards school during this time.

1.1.3. Social changes

Social relationships are pivotal for children’s psychological well-being (Raja et al.,
1992) and this is no exception over primary-secondary school transition (Ng-Knight et al.,
2019). In fact, ‘developing new friendships’ is consistently positioned as one of the most
important factors underlying functional adjustment during this period in both
governmental reports (Evangelou et al., 2008, p.2), and in empirical studies (Zeedyk et al.,
2003). For Year 6 and 7 children, social disruptions are amongst their most prevalent
concerns both prior to and after the transfer period (Ashton, 2008), and continuity and
development of relationships with others (both classmates and teachers) perceived to be

more important than academic and environmental concerns (Jindal-Snape et al., 2018).
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Booth and Sheehan’s (2008) longitudinal mixed-methods study found 11- and 12-
year-old UK and US children’s happiness in school, especially their feelings of comfort and
satisfaction, to be influenced the most by their classmates, followed by their relationships
with teachers. These findings emphasise the significance of social relationships during this
time and provide concurrent support for many other studies (Coffey, 2013). However,
these findings should be taken with caution, due to the limited sample size, which is an
artefact of some of the challenges associated with conducting longitudinal research, see
Chapter 5. In addition, the sample reach in Booth and Sheehan’s (2008) study was
problematic, as within both the UK and US sample, children were selected from one
school district. Although, this allowed variances in social contextual variables and school
climate to be minimised, this also meant that differences across school models and
districts were not reflected in the findings, which have been speculated to impact

transition outcomes (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020).

In line with what has been discussed above regarding the ‘transfer paradox’
(Hallinan & Hallinan, 1992) that children face as they transition from primary to
secondary school, another inherent component children navigate during this time is
redefining relationships and social structures. For example, on entry to secondary school
transfer children are no longer the ‘big fish in the little pond’, and so they need to forge
new peer relationships and establish their place within their new secondary school
environment (Coffey, 2013, p. 264). Secondary schools are much larger than primary
schools and have an intake of children from many local primary schools. It is therefore
unsurprising that primary-secondary school transition can be marked by significant
relational instability (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016) as small primary school friendship
groups are commonly dispersed and dismantled (Rice et al., 2011) or overshadowed

within the larger school population.

Moreover, while some school concerns, particularly anxieties pertaining to the
formal school environment, diminish gradually following a few weeks at secondary
school, social disruptions persist well into secondary school as fears about losing friends,
but also making new ones dominate over the transition period and can shape other
concerns (Hammond, 2016). For instance, pre-transition concerns regarding friendships
are shown to be associated with informal environmental anxieties, especially fears

regarding older children (Rice et al., 2011). Making new friends during initial transition to



14

secondary school in this same study was also associated with fewer transition concerns
(Rice et al., 2011), which extends previous findings regarding the importance of
maintaining friendships from before school transition (Aikins et al., 2005). However, it
was acknowledged by Rice et al. (2011) that their findings may to some extent be
reflective of shared method variance as there were greater correlations between The
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (Goodman, 2001) self-reports and other self-
report measures, in comparison to peer assessment measures. Shared variance is a
problem when using the same method to assess both variables, which can result in
inflated correlations. Furthermore, the study mainly used a selective sample design, as
only a limited number of children were assessed pre and post transition which again

limits the generalisability of the findings, due to the effect of individual differences.

Building on the shortcomings of their previous work, Rice et al. (2015) investigated
2000 transfer children’s well-being, academic achievement, their views about school, and
their relationships with friends and teachers. The same measures were completed pre
and post primary-secondary school transition. This longitudinal research used socio-
cognitive maps of peer groups and full friendship networks, in addition to self-report. In
addition, survey data were also collected from children’s parents and teachers. In doing
so they shed greater light on friendship fluctuations over the transition period, finding
only 38% of transfer children to keep the same best friend from the end of primary school
to the beginning of Year 7, and 28% to the end of Year 7. However, amongst the children
whose friendships remained stable, these children exhibited lower conduct behavioural
problems and higher prosocial behaviours, and these effects were slightly higher for
children who kept their ‘very best friend’. As multiple assessments were used, these
findings are considered relatively robust and support previous research findings (Ashton,
2008; Coffey, 2013), demonstrating the positive outcomes of friendship stability over

primary-secondary school transition.

Furthermore, these findings have been concurrently supported more recently by
Ng-Knight et al.’s (2019) longitudinal study which explored rates of friendship stability on
children’s adjustment (assessed in terms of academic attainment, emotional and
behavioural problems) over primary-secondary school transition in the UK. It was similarly
shown that just over a quarter of children maintained the same best friend until the end

of the first year of secondary school (27%). Maintaining the same best friend was shown
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to have beneficial associations with academic attainment and emotional and behavioural
functioning at secondary school, whereas maintaining a greater number of lower quality
friendships was associated with increased emotional problems. However, what was
particularly interesting is that the stability of children’s friendships was also associated
with secondary school policy regarding how children are allocated to classes, in that the
two secondary schools which used friendship requests to allocate children to form
groups, tended to have higher levels of friendship stability. These findings have significant
implications for schools in demonstrating that these effects are not entirely driven by
characteristics of the child, such as previous academic success and mental health, and
instead presents the value in implementing procedures to assist children to navigate the

social changes inherent in primary-secondary school transition.

Social relatedness and feeling cared for by others, especially peers, are shown to
be pivotal for children’s well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000), but also to be a protective buffer
against peer victimisation (Williford et al., 2016), which is consistently shown as the main
reason for children not liking school (Booth & Sheehan, 2008). This is no exception over
primary-secondary school transition, where fear of bullying is shown to be the largest and
most frequent concern expressed by final year primary and first year secondary school
children (Rice et al., 2011), in addition to their parents (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008).
However, this concern is not unmerited, as bullying is shown to increase over school
transition periods. This is not surprising given that social affiliation is often an inhibitor of
victimisation, yet frequently shown to reduce during initial primary-secondary school
transition, as do perceptions of social ability and peer values (Rice et al., 2015). Combined
with the loss of old primary school friendships and support at the start of secondary
school, such behaviours can leave Year 7 children feeling vulnerable and unsupported

(Weller, 2007).

Moreover, in their US middle school sample, Pellegrini and Long (2002) argued
that changes inherent in the new school environment, from lack of supervision to school
size, can also account for increases in bullying behaviours during the initial transition
period. For example, in line with dominance theories, which have shown bullying to
temporarily act as a way for children to establish status and dominance within new peer
microenvironments and explore undefined social roles (Bjorklund & Pellegrini, 2000), it is

clear to see how initial primary-secondary school transition can be marked by such
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behaviours, as children strive to find their social place within their new environment.
Support for this theory was shown by Pellegrini and Long’s (2002) longitudinal findings, as
initial agonistic friendship behaviours were followed by reconciliation and co-operation
strategies as children settled into middle school. Both studies above were conducted in
the US; thus, findings should be taken with caution when considering UK primary-
secondary school transition subject to the cultural differences, specifically school
environment factors between the US and UK, as discussed in Chapter 3. However, similar
findings have been shown in the UK by Rice et al. (2015), who also found concerns about

bullying to reduce in the first term of secondary school.

Furthermore, as shown by Williford et al.’s (2016) longitudinal study, cognitive
empathy, which is characterised by an individuals’ capacity to understand and interpret
others’ emotional states, may also be driving children’s involvement in bullying and
victimization, over school transition. For example, it was found that over the transition
from Elementary school to Middle school in the US, cognitive empathy decreased, which
is surprising given prior evidence has found cognitive empathy to increase during
adolescence as cognitive skills develop (Van der Graaff et al. 2014). Bullying involvement
was also shown to correlate with lower cognitive empathy scores over time, suggesting
that as children participate in bullying, their ability, or, perhaps more accurately, their
interest in taking the perspectives of others (cognitive empathy), may decrease,

particularly during this school transition.

Taken together, and given the psychosocial and academic implications associated
with social vulnerability (Lester & Cross, 2015), addressing affiliative behaviour pre-
transfer by giving children the opportunity to develop social skills is invaluable. Reflecting
Williford et al.’s (2016) findings, interventions must also target the development and
application of cognitive empathy skills during the transfer, given that this a
developmental period where children tend to show relatively low empathy, particularly

among children who bully others.

In sum, the continuity and development of social relationships prior to and during
primary-secondary school transition is shown to override all else (Ashton, 2008); being
isolated, marginalised and even bullied is a significant concern for Year 6 children and
moving with pre-existing primary school classmates and the need to belong to a peer

group shown to be of great importance (Pratt & George, 2005). However, reports of peer
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affiliation are shown to be considerably low over the transition period, which is
concerning, as expected and perceived social acceptance is shown to significantly predict
children’s self-esteem over time, but can also have problematic ramifications within
primary and secondary schools both inside and outside of the classroom (Ganeson, 2006).
Nonetheless, within both school settings less attention is placed on the importance of
supporting children’s social adjustment, in comparison to children’s academic attainment.
This is despite the extra pressure that is placed on children’s social relationships during
this time and that children who experience social difficulties show lower behavioural,
emotional and academic adaption (Rice et al., 2015). Thus, as recommended by Jindal-
Snape et al. (2018), it is paramount that both primary and secondary schools strive to
support children’s social adjustment, whether that is through group work or assigning
incoming children a ‘buddy’ who is an older secondary school student. Given that fears of
older children are amongst transfer children’s largest concerns, but also as research has
shown that children who build relationships with older children exhibit greater self-

esteem, the latter can be very effective (van Rens et al., 2018).

1.1.4. Summary: environmental, academic and social changes

In summary, children face simultaneous environmental, academic and social
change over primary-secondary school transition. Children are shown to anticipate some
of these changes prior to the transition when in Year 6, such as formal environmental
changes and friendship disruptions. However, others are not anticipated, such as informal
environmental changes and academic learning disjunctions, from the way children are
taught, to what they are taught. Nonetheless, children who are prepared for the
challenge and change that primary-secondary school transition brings, and feel
sufficiently supported, show superior adjustment (West et al., 2010). Therefore, as raised
above, there is a need for all transition concerns children face to be addressed at both
primary and secondary school. As discussed below in Section 1.2. Children’s Emotional
Well-being, but worth noting at this point, is that each area of change (whether
environmental, academic or social), which so far in this thesis has been addressed
separately, are linked and together shape a child’s transitional adjustment, specifically

their emotional well-being, which is a focus of this thesis.
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1.2.  Children’s Emotional Well-being

As discussed above, the transition from primary to secondary school can have an
adverse impact on several social and educational variables, such as poor peer affiliation
and academic performance (White, 2020). In addition to this, there is consistent evidence
to suggest that most children experience some degree of stress and anxiety around
primary-secondary school transition (West et al., 2010), and the transfer can also have a
negative impact on emotional outcomes, including children’s self-esteem and ability to
cope. West et al.’s (2010) longitudinal research in Scotland found 68% of children in their
sample to report the transition from primary to secondary school as ‘hard’ to cope with,
of which 17% reported it to be ‘very hard’. These figures are concerning as children who
report experiencing a difficult transition are at an increased risk of experiencing poor
emotional well-being (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020) and mental health complaints in the long

term, including anxiety and depression (Lester & Cross, 2015).

Recognising that the transition from primary to secondary school is an unsettling
time for children that can pose a threat to their emotional well-being, this next section
focuses on children’s emotional well-being over primary-secondary school transition.
Emotional well-being is a critical component of our health, and underpins our experience
and expression of feelings, communication, and ability to establish and maintain
interpersonal relationships (Jordan & Graham, 2012). Emotional well-being has been
argued to be a core component of mental health, significant and prolonged changes to
emotional well-being in the here-and-now a key signifier of the emergence of early onset

mental health complaints (ONS, 2017).

To date, investment in supporting children’s emotional well-being lags formal
mental health provision (ONS, 2017). This is concerning, as efforts to improve children’s
emotional well-being could aid early intervention and prevention of mental health
complaints before they develop into diagnosable mental health problems, which is
becoming a growing policy priority as argued in the ‘prevention pays’ agenda (DfHSC &
DfE, 2018). For example, while one in ten children and young people have a diagnosed
mental health disorder, one in four show some evidence of poor mental health (Mental
Health Foundation, 2015). In recognition of the increasing number of children

experiencing mental health complaints, especially long-term conditions (Pitchforth et al.,
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2019), prevention and early intervention of mental health problems is paramount, and a

greater focus on emotional well-being can support this.

Emotional well-being is by no means a stable construct and can be shaped by
changing environmental and psychological conditions. Thus, critical periods, such as
school transition, where children are more likely to experience changing environmental
and psychological conditions, can present heightened risk to children’s short and long-

term emotional well-being (Bosacki, 2016).

In the short-term, especially leading up to and during immediate primary-
secondary school transition, children report struggling to cope and emotionally adjust to
the simultaneous changes in their academic, social and physical school environment.
Jindal-Snape and Rienties (2016) defines this as multiple transitions in multiple domains
(e.g. environmental, academic and social) across multiple contexts (e.g. home, school) in
their Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions theory. Unsurprisingly negotiating these
multiple simultaneous changes can undermine children’s ability to meet their basic
emotional needs, and during initial transition, many children report feelings of stress and
anxiety (White, 2020). Whereas, mild levels of anxiety are considered adaptive for
adjustment, excessive anxiety can be problematic for children and has been linked with

poor emotional well-being (Vassilopoulos et al., 2018).

However, to date, minimal research has specifically examined the impact of
primary-secondary school transition on children’s emotional well-being (Jindal-Snape et
al., 2020). For example, some studies have looked at specific mental health complaints
over primary-secondary school transition, such as anxiety and depression (Vaz et al.,
2014). However, findings from this research are limited in terms of their generalisability
and implications for the wider, general population of children transitioning from primary
to secondary school. This is because most children face anxieties and concerns over
primary-secondary school transition (White, 2020) which pose a threat to their emotional
well-being, but very few children experience mental health conditions. Thus, in this
section, there will be a focus on research that has taken a holistic approach and looked at
changes in emotional symptoms over primary-secondary school transition, as opposed to

individual mental health conditions.

In general, emotional symptoms are shown to increase over the transition period

and significantly correlate with school concerns (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012). The
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number of concerns about school transition (environmental, academic and social factors)
both before and after the transition to secondary school are shown to be significantly
associated with emotional symptoms (Rice et al., 2011). However, under the umbrella
term emotional symptoms, Rice et al. (2011) specifically looked at school-related and
generalised anxiety symptoms, and depressive symptoms. As discussed above, this is
problematic as these outcome variables could be seen as reductionist and too specific to
account for larger populations who may not show symptoms of diagnosable mental
health conditions but still show emotional complaints, indicating poor emotional well-

being.

Nonetheless, cross-culturally, similar findings are shown as Lester et al.’s (2013)
longitudinal research in Australia found that following the transition to secondary school,
children who experienced a ‘difficult’ or ‘somewhat difficult’ transition were more likely
to report greater emotional symptoms at the end of their first year of secondary school.
However, Lester et al.’s (2013) longitudinal research did not measure children’s emotional
symptoms prior to the transition to secondary school. This is problematic as children who
show greater emotional symptoms at baseline prior to primary-secondary school
transition, are also shown to find the transition harder. For example, Cox et al. (2016)
found that children with elevated emotional symptoms prior to primary-secondary school

transition expressed greater transition concerns immediately following the transition.

Long term negative implications have also been shown for children who are more
emotionally vulnerable pre-transition (Riglin et al., 2013; West et al., 2010). Moreover, in
the long term, poor primary-secondary school transition experiences can lead to
increases in symptoms of depression (Hirsch & Rapkin, 1987), anxiety (Benner & Graham,
2007), problem behaviour (Pellegrini & Long, 2002) and self-worth (Simmons et al., 1987),
which is concerning given that 15% of British school children annually are reported to be
in danger of never settling into the new secondary school environment (Evans et al.,

2018).

Thus, taken together, these findings attest to the importance of reducing
children’s concerns before critical events or turning points, such as primary-secondary
school transition, in order to nurture children’s emotional well-being in the here and now,
but also long-term (Stratham & Chase, 2010). For example, it is recognised that successful

navigation of school transition establishes the foundations for future and lifelong well-
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being and can thus be effective points to introduce and deliver intervention programmes
(Kessler et al., 2005). However, in order to do this, researchers firstly need to obtain a
clear understanding of how children’s emotional well-being is affected by school
transition and how to improve this, which this thesis has set out to do. The focus group
and case study research discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4 focusses on the former, by
obtaining insight from transfer children, their parents and Year 6 and 7 teachers to
understand their experiences of school transition and the challenges they face. This
research then informed the overarching intervention study, Study 4, which seeks to
improve children’s emotional well-being over primary-secondary school transition,

through a universal emotional-centred support intervention.

1.3. Resilience Theory

Several researchers have developed frameworks to define and operationalise the
concept of resilience. Resilience is a multidimensional concept (Olson et al., 2003) and
can be conceptualised as an outcome of adaption: ‘the maintenance of competent
functioning despite interfering emotionality’ (Garmezy, 1991, p.563), a personality trait
(in other words an individual’s internal ability to cope) (Leys et al., 2020), in addition to a
process of adaptation. In other words, resilience can refer to how an individual perceives
and interacts with a given stressor to cope, as depicted by Ungar (2008): ‘in the context of
exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of individuals to navigate
their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources that sustain their
well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to negotiate for these resources

to be provided and experienced in culturally meaningful ways’ (Ungar, 2008, p. 225).

Resilience literature aims to understand why some people can overcome risk and
maintain functionality, while others are not able to. To do this, it is important that a
distinction is drawn between the schools of thought, as when considering resilience as an
outcome, assessments are primarily concerned with investigating the maintenance of
functionality. In comparison, if we are looking at the process of resilience, greater focus is
placed on elucidating factors within the environment and at the individual level that are
protective or a risk (Olsson et al., 2003). Moreover, considering resilience as a personality
trait is less informing of practical solutions, such as the development of interventions to

improve resilience. Therefore, it is better to understand the underlying process of
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resilience and provide interventions that support protective factors (Leys et al., 2020),

which this thesis sets out to do.

Protective factors and risk factors can ‘modify, ameliorate, or alter a person’s
response to stressors’ (Armstrong et al., 2005, p.276). As outlined in Mandleco and
Peery’s (2000) Organizational Framework, protective factors and risk factors can reflect
internal personal qualities but can also be external to the individual, and stem from
within one’s environment, as depicted by Gilligan (2004), ‘the degree of resilience
displayed by a person in a certain context may be said to be related to the extent to
which that context has elements that nurture this resilience’ (Gilligan, 2004, p.94). This
dual focus, or ecological understanding of resilience, where equal attention is placed on
the individual’s personal agency, but also the individuals’ physical and social ecologies
(Ungar, 2008) suggests new directions for theory development, research, and
intervention (Ungar, 2011). For example, this understanding has the potential to resolve
definition constraints and measurement problems, by shifting the focus from a child-
centred individualised understanding of resilience as an outcome, to a process-oriented

and contextualized understanding of resilience (Ungar, 2011).

Some risk and protective factors, internal and external to the individual, are
relatively stable over time, whereas others are considered variable and can be susceptible
to change (Truffino, 2010). Thus, a robust theory of resilience needs to account for
changing environments and the facilitative function that each provides, in addition to
changing individual factors, as child development is dependent on environmental
facilitation (Ungar, 2011). This is especially prominent across childhood and adolescence,
where the impact of protective and risk factors can be dependent on when in time, these
factors are assessed (Riglin et al., 2013; Olsson et al., 2003). This is of particular concern
when considering school transition, a period of time when the internal resources children
draw on and their external environments, especially their social support networks, are
susceptible to significant change in response to discontinuities in their school
environment (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012), which Ungar (2008) described as a time
which presents ‘the confounding effect of environment on development’ (Ungar, 2008, p.
2). However, the onset of school transitions can differ across countries and educational
systems, meaning at times it may be navigated alongside other stressors, such as national

assessments in the UK, or even puberty. Thus, the timing of when internal factors are
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measured (specifically in relation to children’s age and the timing in the transfer year) can

heavily shape research findings (Riglin et al., 2013), as discussed in Chapter 3.

In line with Gilligan’s (2000) five key background concepts which underpin

resilience:

a) reducing stockpile of problems

b) pathways and turning points in development
c) having a sense of a secure base

d) self-esteem

e) self-efficacy

it is clear to see how protective and risk factors, external and internal to the child, are
susceptible to change over primary-secondary school transition and can affect children’s
ability to cope. For example, resonating to a) reducing stockpile of problems, it is
commonplace for children to navigate simultaneous, accumulating stressors over
primary-secondary school transition, which in itself is a “turning point’ for children in line
with b). Negotiating multiple changes or ‘stressors’ within such a short period of time can
have significant negative implications on children’s ability to cope, especially if there is a
‘mismatch’ between children’s developing needs and opportunities afforded to them by
their social environments (Eccles et al., 1993). This clearly maps onto c), d) and e) of
Gilligan’s model. For example, in line with c) having a secure base, the support children
can draw on from significant others, such as parents, teachers and classmates can be
crucial over primary-secondary school transition, but can also be susceptible to change
(Weller, 2007). In addition to this, resonating to d) self-esteem and e) self-efficacy,
children with a greater repertoire of internal protective resources such as self-esteem and
self-efficacy show greater adjustment over primary-secondary school transition, but also

the transition can threaten these resources (Evans et al., 2018).

However, while it is acknowledged that internal protective factors (e.g. adequate
coping skills), and external protective factors (e.g. social support) can help reduce
children’s response to the multiple stressors they experience over primary-secondary
school transition (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008), there are limited indications into the
trajectory of how internal and external protective factors shape children’s adjustment. In

other words, a cause and effect relationship is missing; it is unclear whether:
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a) the transition threatens or changes children’s ability to draw on external and internal
protective factors (Evans et al., 2018). In other words, children’s internal and external
protective resources are negatively affected by primary-secondary school transition,
meaning that children with protective resources prior to the transfer, show poor

resources following it.

b) children with poorer protective resources (whether this be lack of support or lower
coping efficacy) perceive the transition as more difficult (Lester et al., 2013) and do not
have protective resources to draw on during this time, leading to poorer outcomes. For
example, children with lower levels of self-control and emotional intelligence show
poorer adjustment, than children with high self-control and emotional intelligence (Evans

et al,, 2018).

c) the two are reciprocally related. In other words, children with pre-existing
vulnerabilities may respond to or interpret environmental stressors differently (e.g.
increased victimisation, capacity to draw on support), which then leads to a further
increase in difficulties following the transition. Thus, children get caught up in a vicious
cycle with one problem exacerbating the other. This latter preposition aligns with Lazarus
and Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Model, which outlines the dualistic, but also dynamic,
interplay between individual characteristics, particularly one’s appraisals, and the
environment in which the individual is situated, in shaping adjustment outcomes. This

model is the most plausible and will be focussed on in this thesis.

In sum, resilience theory has implications for practice, and shifts attention from
the individual and their capacity to navigate resources to adapt and sustain well-being, to
the interaction between the individual and their environment in facilitating or inhibiting
developmental paths (Ungar, 2008). This presents a challenge for resilience researchers,
to identify processes that are systemic and variable, while avoiding excessive focus on
individual characteristics that are not under an individual’s control (Ungar, 2011). Few
intervention studies have accounted for both internal and external protective and risk
factors in shaping adjustment over primary-secondary school transition, especially from a
long-term perspective. This means that it is difficult to ascertain the long-term impact of
primary-secondary school transition (White, 2020). Thus, in line with the research
discussed above, in this thesis selected internal and external protective factors were

assessed over time, using mixed methods, which is deemed essential to account for
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processes such as the above, which are interactive and variable (Ungar, 2011), see Study
4. Children’s feelings of efficacy in being able to carry out successful coping efforts, and
their social resources for coping (perceptions of social support) have been shown to
shape transitional adjustment. Thus, the internal protective factor that will be focussed
on in the present thesis is children’s coping efficacy. The external resilience factors that
will be focussed on are transfer children’s perceptions of parent, teacher and classmate
support. These resources have been shown to be powerful intervention levers in
preventing deleterious short and long-term consequences of stress, risk and adversity to
foster resilience (He & Wong, 2017), and will be discussed below in relation to previous

research in the context of primary-secondary school transition.

1.3.3. Coping efficacy

Proposed by Bandura (1997), coping efficacy is a protective internal factor that
refers to one’s appraisals and sense of control in being able to manage the demands of a
stressful situation, and emotions aroused (Sandler et al., 2000). Coping efficacy is a core
self-evaluation mechanism (St Claire-Thomas et al., 2015) or internal representation of
one’s belief in being able to cope and overcome perceived contextual barriers (Tate et al.,
2015). As with the construct emotional self-efficacy, which pertains to children’s
confidence in their emotional skills, coping efficacy pertains to children’s confidence in
being able to cope and interpret challenges in an enabling, as opposed to a debilitating

way.

Coping has been defined as a regulatory process that serves to prevent, avoid, or
control emotional distress (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). In line with Lazarus’s (1966)
Transactional Theory of Stress and Coping, emotion and coping are bidirectional
processes, one’s ability to cope is shaped by how an individual appraises a given stressor
within their environment and their antecedent emotions. Coping is therefore ‘constantly
changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal
demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person’ (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984, p. 41). Following appraisal, individuals can then engage in a) problem-
focused coping, where they look to change the stressful situation, or b) emotion-focused
coping, where an individual would place greater focus on regulating maladaptive
emotions towards the stressor (Lazarus & Folkman 1984). However, as mentioned above,

prior to coping processes, an individual must have appraised the situation as a challenge
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and engaged in secondary appraisal where they assess what they can do to change the
stressful situation (Folkman & Lazarus, 1988). This is where one’s coping efficacy is drawn

on, in other words, the individuals’ appraisal of their own coping capability and resources.

Coping efficacy has been investigated in various contexts including depression
(Mosher & Prelow, 2007) and divorce (Sandler et al., 2000). Although, to date, the role of
coping efficacy has not been investigated over primary-secondary school transition.
However, coping efficacy is closely related to constructs such as self-esteem, locus of
control (the extent to which an individual feels that they can control events that affect
them) and emotional stability (on average r= 0.64) (Judge et al., 2002) and conceptually
linked to self-efficacy, which have been investigated over primary-secondary school
transition. For example, children with low-levels of self-esteem are shown to be
particularly vulnerable to poor transition experiences, both in the context of primary-
secondary school transition in the UK (St-Clair Thompson et al., 2017) and Elementary-
Middle School transition in the US where children also transition schools at age eleven
(Seidman et al., 1994). Moreover, children with higher self-efficacy at primary school
show greater adjustment at secondary school (Bailey & Baines, 2012), as do children with

an internal locus of control (Shepherd et al., 2006).

Whereas some protective internal resources such as emotional intelligence are
shown to be relatively stable across childhood and early adolescence (Qualter et al.,
2007), self-perceptions, such as self-esteem, self-efficacy and self-control, are subject to
change. This is especially prominent over adolescence, which is often conceptualised as a
period of identity-crisis, where children struggle to establish a stable sense of self (Riglin
et al., 2013). Primary-secondary school transition not only co-exists with early
adolescence, but also puberty (Ng-Knight et al., 2016), which can additionally exacerbate
negative self-image perceptions (see introduction in Chapter 3). Thus, assessing self-
perceptions can be more problematic over school transition, as it can be unclear whether
changes are attributable to general disturbance associated with transitioning to a new
school (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Simmons et al., 1973), puberty-particularly onset age
(Ng-Knight et al., 2016), developmental age-related changes, or their interaction (see
Chapter 3 for further discussion). Subsequently, longitudinal, as opposed to cross-
sectional research designs, are best when assessing self-perceptions, ensuring that

multiple assessment points are employed to assess temporal precedence and causation.
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There is need for these design considerations to be implemented in further research

projects, in order to shed light on the above research gaps.

The timing of when self-perceptions are measured over the transition period,
especially pre and post transition, is likely to shape adjustment outcomes. In Bailey and
Baines’ (2012) longitudinal study, the higher pupils rated their self-efficacy at primary
school, the better adjusted they were at secondary school, especially in terms of their
peer relationships and their ability to adopt problem solving abilities. This demonstrates
how self-efficacy prior to transition periods can shape children’s adjustment to secondary
school. However, a limitation of Bailey and Baines’ (2012) research is that the Resiliency
Scales for Children and Adolescents (Prince-Embury, 2006) were used to measure risk and
resilience factors including self-efficacy, which in this study pertained to ‘how able
children are to use problem solving attitudes and strategies’ (Bailey and Baines, 2012, p.
51). This sub-scale could be viewed as reductionist as self-efficacy is domain specific, in
other words, individuals can hold different beliefs about their capabilities dependent on
the ability being evaluated, e.g. an individual can have high problem-solving efficacy, but
low emotional efficacy. When considering primary-secondary school transition, a period
which can heavily draw on children’s emotional resilience and ability to cope, considering

children’s appraisals towards their emotional competencies is important.

Extending the above research, Nowland and Qualter’s (2020) longitudinal study
found that children with higher emotional self-efficacy (children’s perceptions of their
emotional skills) also expressed lower social threat sensitivity (children’s sensitivity to
potentially socially threatening situations connected to school transition) prior to the
transition to secondary school. These children also coped better with transition concerns
and demonstrated greater social adaptation four months following the transition than
children with lower emotional self-efficacy. These findings demonstrate the potential
impact schools can have in promoting emotional self-efficacy skills both prior and during
primary-secondary school transition to reduce anxiety and improve social adjustment

side-by-side.

Moreover, self-perceptions can not only change over time, and are domain
specific, but are also sensitive to contextual factors, especially changes in environment,

meaning that individuals can exhibit high self-efficacy in one context and low self-efficacy
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in another (Schunk & Pajares, 2009). A recent study by Madjar and Chohat (2017)
developed an eight-item transition self-efficacy scale to examine children’s transition self-
efficacy over the transition from Elementary to Middle school in Israel, where children
also transition schools at age eleven. The authors focussed on two major areas of concern
shown over school transition which are shaped by a change in context: coping with high
academic expectations and adjusting to new social settings. Findings demonstrated that
children could distinguish between the two self-efficacy contexts and provide different
assessments of their abilities to cope with each. For example, prior to the transition,
transition self-efficacy towards social aspects of the move predicted both emotional and
behavioural engagement following the transition and was stronger than their self-efficacy
towards coping with higher academic expectations. In comparison, transition self-efficacy
towards coping with higher academic expectations, pre transition, was only related to
teacher emphasis on mastery goals, post transition. These findings were also shown to
differ by gender, as boys reported greater transition self-efficacy in relation to their
academic adjustment to Middle school compared with their social adjustment, whereas
girls reported the opposite. However, all variables, including contextual factors, were
assessed using self-report in Madjar and Chohat’s (2017) research, and therefore
represent subjective perspectives. Whilst subjective self-perceptions are believed to
mediate the relationship between contextual factors and behavioural and emotional
outcomes (Bandura, 2001), perceptions are also subject to individual differences. This
may account for why some children cope better and find transition easier than other

children.

Drawing on Madjar and Chohat’s (2017) research and in contrast to Baumeister et
al.’s (2007) Strength Model of Self Control, it is plausible that rating the number and
frequency of stressors over primary-secondary school transition, which has been shown
in many research studies (Rice et al., 2011), is too simplistic, and disregards children’s
appraisals of these challenges, and perceived ability to cope with them, which are child-
specific and often dependent on their past experiences (West et al., 2010). However,
while there has been research which has looked at coping efficacy within educational
contexts (Sandler et al., 2000), to date there is no research that has specifically
investigated transfer children’s coping efficacy over primary-secondary school transition.

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, this raises the issue that in future research it
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would be worthwhile assessing coping efficacy, specifically related to primary-secondary

school transition, as opposed to general coping efficacy.

Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that the accumulation of simultaneous stressors
children face over primary-secondary school transition significantly impacts their ability to
cope (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Moreover, children who have positive expectations
prior to transition show greater transitional adjustment (Waters et al., 2014a). Thus,
taken together with Nowland and Qualter’s (2020) research, it is plausible that children
with higher coping efficacy scores have more confidence in their ability to cope and feel
less vulnerable in response to transition challenges. Thus, these children are more likely
to persevere and draw on coping skills to think in a enabling as opposed to a debilitating
way during the transition to cope. It is therefore important to understand children’s
appraisals of stress and how this shapes their behaviour and adjustment. This is informing
of practical solutions, especially interventions to support children expand and strengthen
their coping efficacy to cope successfully with stressful experiences. Thus, significant
research is needed in this area to reconcile gaps in knowledge. Addressing this gap in the
literature, Study 4 investigated the trajectory of children’s coping efficacy pre, during and
post primary-secondary school transition, and assessed whether an emotional-centred
intervention focussed on improving children’s emotional well-being, by supporting

children’s coping efficacy, can aid this.

1.3.2. Social support

Theoretical perspectives on resilience typically consider social support, such as
that provided by parents, teachers and classmates, as an important protective factor
(Ungar, 2011) which can scaffold coping processes, and protect individuals’ mental health
and social functioning (Ng-Knight et al., 2019). This is no exception over primary-
secondary school transition, despite this period typically marked by disruption in
children’s social networks as they change schools. For instance, van Rens et al.’s (2018)
systematic literature review, concluded that positive relationships between all
stakeholders, including children, parents and schools, over primary-secondary school
transition, can help to improve children’s perceptions of the challenges presented by the
transition. More specifically, Zeedyk et al. (2003) found that children who exhibited poor
coping skills depended more on support from others. Extending this research, van Rens et

al.’s (2019) longitudinal study, which looked at Dutch children’s perceptions of primary-
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secondary school transition, found that children who lacked coping skills and felt
insufficiently prepared to cope successfully with the social and emotional aspects of
primary-secondary school transition pre-transition, which was not uncommon, depended
on greater support from mentors within the school, post transition. In this section of this

thesis, the protective role of the external factor social support will be discussed.

Social support is a multifaceted construct that can be conceptualised,
operationalised and assessed in various ways. For example, social support can be
perceived, received and given (Malecki & Demaray, 2003). Individuals can also receive
four different types of social support: emotional (e.g. trust and love), informational
(advice), instrumental (resources, such as time) and appraisal (in other words feedback).
Social support can also be elicited differently dependent on the source of support (e.g.
the provider of support, in this thesis, parental, teacher and classmate support will be

focussed on), the situation (Brittain, 1968) and the individual’s age (Cobb, 1976).

In the context of primary-secondary school transition, parents, teachers and
classmates have both unique and collaborative roles in preparing children before, during

and after the transition to secondary school, which are discussed in turn below.

1.3.2.1. Parent support

Parental support can not only protectively buffer children from the impact of
stressful life events, but also help children overcome maladjustment (Gilligan, 2000).
Newman et al. (2007) argued that more than any other support system, parental support
is directly related to academic success, positive self-image (self-esteem, confidence) and

overall psychological well-being.

Similarly, during adolescence support from parents has been shown to be the
most consistent and significant protective factor in shaping both behavioural (Galambos
et al., 2003) and emotional adjustment (Helsen et al., 2000), and has the most long-
lasting influence (Benard, 1991). However, as will be discussed below, this can be
dependent on whether parent support is responsive to children’s needs during a given
time, and underpinned by age-appropriate autonomy, closeness and reciprocity (Pratt &
George, 2005), which can be a fine balancing act, especially when parents need to reduce

support to help children’s developing maturation.
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Moreover, support obtained from parents can differ depending on the type of
support the child is seeking to elicit (Malecki & Demaray, 2003) and the context,
particularly the availability of other support figures (Yeung & Leadbeater, 2010). In the
context of school transition, children are more likely to elicit emotional support from
parents, and informational support from teachers, particularly if the concern pertains to

the new school environment (Chedzoy & Burden, 2005).

Unlike relationships with classmates and teachers which are interrupted over
primary-secondary school transition, parents can provide a crucial source of continuity for
children, while other arenas of their life and sources of support are uncertain. This can
have significant consequences on children’s academic, social and emotional adjustment
(White, 2020). As outlined in Jindal-Snape et al.’s (2018) review, factors external to the
school, such as ‘having a secure base’ (outlined in item three of Gilligan’s (2000) five
resilience background concepts) at home through strong parent-child support
relationships can be more predictive of adjustment outcomes than factors within the
school, especially when concerning the development of children’s resilience. For example,
according to transfer children, the people who helped them most to prepare for
secondary school transition were their family (Topping, 2011). In addition, the pivotal
importance of parental support over the transition period in providing good quality
relationships, consistency, and a paramount ‘arena of comfort’ when many other aspects
of the child’s life are unstable, is consistently delineated (Zeedyk et al., 2003).
Nonetheless, schools rarely recognise the significance of parental support in helping
children to adjust to primary-secondary school transition (Coffey, 2013), which is

significant and useful involvement that could be harnessed in support interventions.

In part, this absence in provision may be subject to the fact that some children can
be disadvantaged if parents cannot provide sufficient support during this time, whether
that is subject to familial socio-economic status or language barriers (Topping, 2011; West
et al., 2010). For example, Graham and Hill’s (2003) retrospective study used
guestionnaires and focus groups to examine ethnic minority children’s perspectives and
adjustment over primary-secondary school transition in Scotland. Reflecting on their
experiences it was found that 77% of children from ethnic minorities felt that their
transition to secondary school was more difficult due to the fact that they spoke another

language than English when at home. These findings were corroborated by secondary
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school teachers in the same study who reported a higher proportion of ethnic minority
children to negotiate a greater number of academic and environmental changes.
Nonetheless, recognising how helpful parents can be in providing much needed
emotional support for children over primary-secondary school transition, and as
suggested in Graham and Hill’s (2002) research, it is paramount that teachers and schools
build on the strengths in families. This should include families where children may be
more vulnerable to poor transition experiences subject to language barriers and/or
familial disadvantage. For these groups additional targeted support approaches are
needed to attend to matters that may hamper children’s adjustment and provide extra

support for their parents so that they can best support their child.

One way in which parents can support their child over primary-secondary school
transition and in line with ‘facet a) - reducing stockpile of problems’, of Gilligan’s (2000)
resilience background concepts, is that parents can help to reduce the number of risks
their child is exposed to by selecting a school that exhibits the best ‘goodness of fit’
(Eccles et al., 1993) with their child’s individual developmental needs. This is something
that is of considerable concern for parents, potentially more so than children, as 79% of
parents, in comparison to 21% of children begin contemplating school choice decisions
from as early as Year 5, and 55% of transfer parents are believed to make the final school

choice decision as opposed to the transfer children (McGee et al., 2003).

Nonetheless, while parents are ultimately responsible for their child’s education
(Bosch et al., 2008), by making this decision without input from their child can undermine
the core principles of maturation inherent in Hallinan and Hallinan’s (1992) ‘transfer
paradox’, which recognises primary-secondary school transition as both a step-up and
step-down. In other words, in order to gain a secondary school child’s level of autonomy
and maturity, transfer children must be willing to give up the support, familiarity and
protection of their primary school. As a result, parent over-involvement can do little to
support children’s growing autonomy and can have a negative influence on ‘facet b) -
pathways and turning points in development’, ‘facet d) - self-esteem’ and ‘fact e) - self-

efficacy’ of Gilligan’s (2000) resilience framework.

Moreover, children’s self-reports of autonomy and competence are consistently
shown to predict adaptation following the transition to secondary school (Duchesne et

al., 2017). For example, leading up to the transfer parents can scaffold and support their
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child’s resilience and mitigate transfer stress by adapting to their changing role in
supporting their child’s maturation (Pratt & George, 2005). When parents fail to do this
over the transition period, and provide too much unneeded support, feelings of
disconnection and incompetency are elevated amongst both parties (Eccles & Harold,

1993).

As shown in West et al.’s (2010) longitudinal research, for children who report
their parents as over-controlling on the Parental Bonding Instrument (PBI) questionnaire,
school and peer concerns are greater than those with the reverse and higher parental
care. For parents, they can feel as though they no longer have a role in their child’s
development and do not belong in the new secondary school community (Eccles &
Harold, 1993). Nonetheless, primary to secondary school can be an apprehensive and
stressful period for all parents, especially if this is their first time, and establishing this fine
balancing act of providing support but not too much so that children push them away,
can be incredibly difficult. This can be elevated when support and communication
between parents and schools is neglected, which is often common (Topping, 2011). Thus,
it is important to acknowledge the social, emotional and procedural changes parents are
also negotiating, alongside the feelings of loss inherent in saying goodbye to the support
and protection of the primary school and in some ways their child’s period of childhood

(Zeedyk et al., 2003).

A strong degree of similarity has also been shown between concerns voiced by
parents and transfer children, especially when considering classmate and school
concerns. In addition, miscellaneous concerns such as anxieties pertaining to their child
being overlooked and loss of communication can also be worrisome for parents (Zeedyk
et al., 2003), especially if parents receive limited support from the secondary school
(Coffey, 2013). Nonetheless, parent anxieties can also unintentionally rub off on their
children, as parent and child anxieties are shown to be bidirectional and transmissive. For
example, as outlined by Lucey and Reay (2000), it is often difficult to separate children's
and adults’ anxieties, and parents have been shown to pass on their concerns to their
child and increase their anxieties. In Zeedyk et al.’s research (2003), too much sharing and
ruminating was discussed as a significant factor in shaping these concerns, which had also
been raised three years earlier in Lucey and Reay’s (2000) qualitative study. In addition to

this, Lucey and Reay (2000) also raised the significance of partial and fragmented
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discussions from elders, especially pertaining to their experiences and perceptions, in
forming unnecessary negative impressions amongst Year 6 children regarding the changes
they will encounter at secondary school. This resulted in many children, once at
secondary school, discussing the transition to secondary school as not being as bad as
they had been led to believe. Nonetheless, as shown by Jindal-Snape and Foggie’s (2008)
qualitative study which examined parent perspectives over primary-secondary school
transition, in addition to other stakeholders, this is not always the case and parents who
had negative experiences themselves were shown to want their children to enjoy school
and not have the same experiences as them, and thus took efforts to avoid transference

behaviours.

Therefore, as raised by Jindal-Snape and Foggie (2008) it can be concluded that
‘the responsibility for smooth transition lies not only with the school but with the child,
parents and community as well’ (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008, p. 16). Nonetheless, as
discussed above, the importance of parental support is rarely recognised by schools,
despite recommendations (Jindal-Snape et al., 2019). For example, Jindal-Snape et al.’s
(2019) longitudinal mixed methods study concluded that transition planning and
preparation by schools still do not consider the naturally occurring support network in the
home and community, and the need for practice to be informed by effective collaboration
between all stakeholders, including parents. For example, transition support provision
and pastoral care strategies, involving parent support, already provided within primary
schools are shown to be beneficial in school transition preparations (Hanewald, 2013);

however, this needs to continue into secondary school after the transition.

In fact, due to concerns regarding transmission of anxieties, primary-secondary
school transition parent-led and parent-teacher partnership intervention programmes are
rarely considered by schools. This is especially avoided if this provision is to start before
the child transitions to secondary school, which is acknowledged as a vulnerable period
for both parties (Jindal-Snape et al., 2018). This is coupled by the minimal research in this
area despite recognition of the importance of parental involvement in the transition
process and support programmes, which has been raised for over a decade now. For
example, Newman and Blackburn (2002) cautioned transition interventions to not neglect
the beneficial impact of informal support from families, and instead utilise this natural

protective factor.
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In sum, when parents are involved during initial primary-secondary school
transition, there is a greater likelihood that this partnership will persist throughout
secondary school, demonstrating the longevity of this relationship (Coffey, 2013).
Nonetheless, adolescence is a period where social structures and supportive relationships
are subject to change, parental support consistently shown to weaken and be less salient
than classmate support (Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). Thus, establishing supportive
parent-child relationships early on in a child’s education can have paramount
ramifications for children’s future academic, social and behavioural functioning (Mizelle,
2005). While classmate support is shown to be most influential leading up to the transfer
period, during transition it is parental presence which is most predictive of children’s
adjustment, and has the most long-lasting implications, especially with respect to
children’s academic attainment (Waters et al., 2014b). However, as discussed above,
primary-secondary school transition can also be a difficult time for parents and ensuring
that parents feel empowered to become and remain engaged in their child’s schooling
during the transition and throughout secondary school is important. Nonetheless, as
discussed later in this thesis, see Chapter 2, parents are the least researched stakeholder
within the field of primary-secondary school transition, and insight into the challenges
they face during this time and the support they provide for their children, but also receive
themselves, is rarely explored. Thus, as recommended by Coffey (2013), there is a need to
carefully consider both children’s and parents’ concerns when designing intervention
programmes. The structure of this thesis models Coffey’s (2013) recommendation as
TaST, see Study 4, was informed by focus group research conducted with transfer parents,
see Study 1, which explored their experiences of primary-secondary school transition and

how they felt this period could be improved.

1.3.2.2. Teacher support

As depicted by Greenberg (2010), schools play a ‘central role’ in nurturing the lives
of children and their families and are considered the ‘primary setting’ in which ‘many
initial concerns arise and can be effectively remediated’ (Greenberg, 2010, p. 28). In fact,
three quarters of parents report approaching a teacher with worries concerning their
child’s mental health in place of a family doctor (Barrett & Turner, 2001). Nonetheless,
given that young people spend a substantial amount of their time in school, the findings
above are unsurprising and relationships with both teachers and classmates are shown to

have a significant impact on children’s development (Crosnoe & Benner, 2015).
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Interactions with non-parental authority figures are important for children’s
developing maturation and autonomy (Wit et al., 2011) and primary-secondary transition
is no different. During this time there is a greater need for support from non-familial
adults and support from teachers cannot be underestimated. Teachers are pivotal over
the transfer period, not only in helping children prepare for the transition to secondary
school, but also to settle into their new environment and navigate the simultaneous
challenges posed (Coffey, 2013). For example, teacher support can be helpful in the short
term, whether this support is simply being available to children, or encouraging coping
processes (Demaray & Malecki, 2002). Teacher support can also be integral for children in
the long term, particularly in nurturing academic success (Martin et al., 2007) and
suppressing the initiation of health risk behaviours (Mcneely & Falci, 2004). For instance,
Hallinan (2008) found that children who felt that their teachers cared about them,
respected them and praised them, reported liking school more and performed better
academically. Symonds and Galton (2014) also found that children who receive greater
emotional support from teachers, report greater self-esteem and lower depressive

symptoms.

However, as children move to secondary school, perceptions of teacher support
are shown to decrease (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016); children commonly report
teachers as less friendly, supportive and caring, and more critical which can predict later
maladjustment problems such as misbehaviour and poor attendance (Reddy et al., 2003).
These findings are shown to not differ by age suggesting that this reduction is not subject
to developmental changes, and instead the transition itself (Bokhorst et al., 2010). For
example, Bokhorst et al. (2010) found that twelve-year olds attending primary school
reported significantly higher teacher support scores than twelve-year olds attending
secondary school. Wit et al. (2011) found similar declines in perceptions of teacher
support over primary-secondary school transition in their Canadian sample. Nonetheless,
the timing of when support is measured in the transfer year and the dimension of social
support being assessed have been shown to also shape findings. For example, Bru et al.
(2010) found that prior to secondary school transition, primary school children were
largely optimistic about the academic and emotional support offered by their teachers.
However, when they transitioned to secondary school, children felt that they had
overestimated the availability of support they could obtain from their secondary school

teachers. As a result, perceptions of emotional and autonomy teacher support declined
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significantly once at secondary school. Bru et al. (2010) suggested that deteriorations in
perceptions of teacher support, but also feelings of anonymity inherent in this, may also
be due to a mismatch between children's needs at the start of secondary school and the

support teachers provide.

Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) Stage Environment Fit (SEF) theory, which outlines the
importance of the match between children’s developing needs and opportunities
afforded to them by their social environments, provides a useful theoretical framework to
guide investigations into understanding developmental processes, such as primary-
secondary school transition and has been referenced in several articles pertaining to this
time (Symonds & Galton, 2014). In line with SEF, and the research discussed above, it is
plausible that declines in children’s perceptions of teacher support over primary-
secondary school transition are subject to a lack of fit between children’s developmental
needs during this time and their social and learning environment. In line with this theory
it has been suggested that disjunctions in teacher-child relationships across primary-
secondary school are shaped by: a) different perceptions and understandings of child-
teacher relationships across the transition period (Symonds, 2015), and b) changes in

schools’ organisational and learning environments (McNeely & Fali, 2004).

In line with a) when children move to secondary school the multitude of
secondary school teachers and the more formal approaches to teaching can be at odds
with pre-existing practices, standards and the culture of care ethos children are
accustomed to at primary school. For example, primary school teachers are often
perceived by children as more nurturing and providing of more emotional support than
secondary school teachers (Symonds, 2015). This can result in transfer children having
difficulties forming similar close relationships with secondary school teachers (Bru et al,
2010). For example, transfer children are shown to commonly report secondary school
teachers to be less approachable and available than their primary school teachers; 26% of
Year 7 children report feeling that their teachers do not know who they are (Chedzoy &
Burden, 2005). Children are also shown to rate relationships with teachers more
negatively at secondary school, common characteristics of secondary school teachers
being that they are stricter, more distant and less supportive than primary school

teachers (Newman et al., 2000).
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Opportunities for relationship formation between teachers and children can also
be influenced by b) changes in schools’ organisational and learning environments. For
example, transfer children are taught by more teachers for short periods of time each day
within secondary schools. Secondary schools’ preference for didactic teaching styles, in
addition to restricted curriculum opportunities subject to the ‘high-stakes’ testing ethos,
can also limit opportunities for teacher-child interaction (Symonds, 2015). Similarly,
secondary school’s surveillance culture ethos, where teachers adopt a ‘policing mentality
rather than support mode’ (Powell & Marshall, 2011, p.15), have also been shown to
undermine relationship formation between teachers and children (McNeely & Fali, 2004).
Taken together, it is clear to see how these changes can shape children’s appraisals

towards their teachers and learning once at secondary school.

Nevertheless, children who perceive that their teachers care about them and
respect them, enjoy school more and perform better academically (Hallinan, 2008). This
can be especially important given that most transfer children miss primary school
(Symonds, 2015), and are often grieving the loss and support of primary school teachers
at the start of secondary school. This is often not compensated for by feelings of
anonymity on entry to secondary school (Chedzoy & Burden, 2005), whether this is
subject to the inequitable emotional support transfer children receive from secondary
school teachers (Bru et al., 2010) or the larger and older school climate which Year 7

children may not feel they belong in (Hanewald, 2013).

Nonetheless, this impacts children’s socio-emotional functioning, which is
concerning, and thus more attention needs to be placed on bridging discontinuities in
teacher-child relationships across schools. For example, children who receive more
support from teachers immediately following primary-secondary school transition
experience better adjustment (Evangelou et al., 2008). This has been shown cross-
culturally, more recently, as Virtanen et al. (2018) found decreased support from teachers
during the transition to lower secondary school in Finland to be associated with lower
psychological well-being. It was concluded that there is a necessity for lower secondary
school teachers to support children’s well-being in the new school environment by

focusing on creating close relationships with them.

Recommendations endorsing effective communication between primary and

secondary schools have been made since 2001 (Hawk & Hill, 2001) and continue to date
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(Jindal-Snape et al., 2019), and transition programmes could also benefit from bridging
across primary and secondary schools. For example, Jindal-Snape et al.’s (2019) mixed
methods longitudinal study, found an overall lack of shared understanding and
conceptualisation of school transitions between both primary and secondary school staff,
which led to differences in views regarding the optimum timing for transition preparation
and planning. It was concluded that there is need for effective collaboration and

discussion across schools so that practice is informed by shared understanding.

On the other hand, for teachers, Year 7 and 8 children are frequently reported to
be the most challenging age group to teach (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008), and it is
important to note that whilst children have to adjust to new teaching styles, teachers
have to also recognise discontinuities (especially expectations) between institutions and
adjust their teaching accordingly (Hargreaves & Galton, 2002). Communication
disjunctions between primary and secondary schools, and lack of awareness of
differences in practices across schools can also often contribute to children negotiating

greater change when they transition to secondary school (Hopwood et al., 2016).

Moreover, teachers are shown to have different priorities, namely attainment
dips, over the transition period, in comparison to children and parents who are primarily
concerned with socio-emotional aspects of the transition (Zeedyk et al., 2003). This was
shown by Hammond’s (2016) qualitative case study, which used Forum Theatre to
explore children’s and teachers’ perceptions of challenge over this period. A notable
disparity was found between teachers’ and children’s perceptions of challenge, especially
concerning systemic and emotional challenges, which children were more likely to
identify. It was suggested that teachers’ misconceptions concerning children’s relatively
‘small’ concerns, relating to peer relationships and environmental changes, could play a
fundamental role in creating unnecessary relationship challenges between teachers and

children.

Primary school teachers also have a part to play in primary-secondary school
transition preparations. Regular transition preparation in Year 6 and helping children to
gain an understanding of the routines and structure of secondary school can help to
reduce children’s anxiety and prepare them for the challenges Year 7 brings (Hopwood et
al., 2016), as long as primary school teachers are mindful to not be overly protective,

cautious or anxious, (Hammond, 2016). However, across primary schools, transition
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preparations are variable (Ofsted, 2015), as discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, and
secondary schools need to be receptive of this within their provisions (Symonds, 2015).
Thus, it is important that discontinuities across primary and secondary school systems are
bridged, and this should include expectations pertaining to changes in child-teacher
relationships. Nonetheless, it is also possible that declines in teacher support from
primary to secondary school may simply reflect changes in children’s developing
maturation. For example, as children grow older, the value placed on classmate support is
consistently shown to exceed that of teacher support (Bokhorst et al, 2010). For example,
Longobardi et al.’s (2016) longitudinal study, which examined changes in children’s
perceptions of child-teacher relationships over the transition from Middle school to High
school in Italy, found children’s perceptions of the quality of child-teacher relationships,
to be higher at High school. This improvement was not linked to changes in children’s
perceptions of the level of closeness and sharing with the teacher, but to a reduction in
the dimension of conflict and negative expectations. Children transition to High school at
age 14 in Italy, which suggests that children’s perceptions of child-teacher relationships

may vary as children grow older.

Moreover, it may be that the support teachers offer is constrained to time and
place, in that teachers may fulfil different needs and offer specific support at different
time points, dependent on children’s needs. For example, prior to and during initial
transition, teachers may initially be important in helping children to build skills, such as
emotional regulation and social competence, but also provide informational support, and
a sense of security, as a steppingstone for children to then explore their surroundings and
build similar relationships with classmates. However, once these other supports are in
place, teacher support may decline. For example, Longobardi et al.’s (2016) longitudinal
study also found child-teacher relationship quality, particularly the closeness and conflict
dimension, to be linked to children’s prosocial attitudes, problem behaviour, individual

adaptation in class and academic achievement.

In sum, support from both primary and secondary school teachers can be pivotal
for children over primary-secondary school transition (Hopwood et al., 2016);
relationships with teachers are consistently shown to be a stronger predicter of children’s
enjoyment within school and mental health than relationships with classmates (Symonds,

2010). However, as children move to secondary school, perceptions of teacher-child
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support are shown to decrease (Bru et al., 2010; Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016), which in
turn can destabilise perceptions of communal school environments and trust between
both parties (Tonkin & Watt, 2003). Given the discontinuities children and teachers face
over primary-secondary school transition, these declines in child-teacher relationships are
unsurprising (Tobbell & O’Donnell, 2013), but nonetheless there is need to mitigate them.
To do this, and as depicted by Hopwood et al. (2016), greater work is needed in this area
to ensure transition is a smooth and successful process. Obtaining a deeper insight into
teachers’ perceptions of school transition, particularly how they feel it is best to support
Year 6 and 7 children, is important in order to improve this period, as it is teachers who
primarily prepare and guide children during this time. This thesis set out to do this, and
Study 1 explored Year 6 and 7 teachers’ experiences of primary-secondary school

transition and how they felt this period could be improved.
1.3.2.3. Classmate support

Although, parents and teachers continue to play a major role in children’s
development through late childhood (Brown & Larson 2009), adolescence marks a period
of time where social support networks are restructured, and the central position of
parents and support from non-parental adult figures such as teachers weakens and
gradually becomes overshadowed by relationships with classmates, who exert a greater
role in defining adolescents’ feelings of self-esteem and self-efficacy (Wit et al., 2011). As
depicted by Pratt and George (2005), the school is central in the formation of classmate
relationships, which, in turn, helps children make sense of their environment, develop a
sense of identity and promote adjustment (Ashton, 2008). However, the start of
adolescence also coincides with primary-secondary school transition, which is marked not
only by change in school environment, but also disruptions in classmate relationships.
Stable friendships that are also high in quality can provide emotional support in
challenging situations such as primary-secondary school transition, especially given that it
is the social aspects of the new secondary school environment and losing old friends
which are common and persistent concerns amongst transfer children (Rice et al., 2011).
Nonetheless, it has not been until recently (Ng-Knight et al., 2019) that the extent to

which these concerns are borne out by reality has been known.

Pre, post and during primary-secondary school transition relationships with

classmates are shown to be in a state of flux (Rice et al., 2015) and lack stability (Ng-
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Knight et al., 2019). Such social fragmentation and reconstruction is not only subject to
children moving to different schools, as transfer children often transition from several
small-knit primary schools to one much larger secondary school, but is also influenced by
emotional and identity changes reflective of changing pressures in the new secondary
school environment. For example, close primary school classmate relationships are shown
to become fractured and overshadowed within the secondary school environment as
children strive for dominance (Pellegrini & Long, 2002) and autonomy (Jindal-Snape &
Miller, 2008). Curson et al.’s (2019) interpretative phenomenological analysis which
explored nine pupils’ retrospective experiences of primary-secondary school transition,
found that the issue that impacted children most over primary-secondary school
transition was the changing nature of friendships, which continued for many of them ten

months into their transition.

Weller (2007) argued that reorganisation in children’s relationships with
classmates over primary-secondary school transition can be compartmentalised into
three main trajectories, in that relationships can be: enduring (survive the transition
through children moving to the same secondary school and class), ruptured (fractured by
the transition, subject to children moving to different schools, or separated within the
same secondary school by different classes or interests), or transitional (short term bonds
of support to overcome early stages of school transition). Whilst enduring and ruptured
relationships can have more long-term ramifications on children’s adjustment (Ashton,
2008), transitional relationships are of significant interest in the short-term during the
early stages of school transfer, especially when considering the role of social support.
Leading up to the transfer period, classmate support has been shown to be the most
powerful and influential predictor of positive transition expectations for children,
specifically amongst children transitioning schools with a cohort of primary school

classmates (Waters et al., 2012).

Nonetheless, transitional relationships can pose significant challenges up to a
year prior to the transfer when children are in Year 5 at primary school and start
considering secondary school choice decisions. For example, although school choice
decisions are instrumental in ending or constraining enduring relationships, for children,
the outcome of such decisions can pose significant problems for their immediate primary

school classmate relationships. In fact, leading up to the transfer period, primary school
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classmate relationships are shown to become strained, and even rupture, as transitional
relationships prevail and children instrumentally utilise social capital to grow closer to
classmates going to the same secondary school as an attempt to cope with feelings of
anxiety and apprehension (Weller, 2007). For example, Bloyce and Frederickson’s (2012)
intervention research found a reduction in pro-social behaviours, assessed by items such
as ‘I try to be nice to other people’ between the penultimate term of primary school and
the end of the first secondary school term (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012). Shedding
greater light on this disruption, Waters et al. (2014b) found that strains in friendship
groups leading up to the transition can be particularly upsetting for children and garner

fears concerning friendships at secondary school.

Taken together, these findings are concerning as children who move to secondary
school without any friends from their primary school, or who have had negative
experiences with friends at primary school, show poorer outcomes (Jindal-Snape et al.
2018). This has led scholars to conclude that social stability in friendships is a protective
factor over primary-secondary school transition, helping children to cope with challenges
associated with the move during early adolescence (Symonds & Galton, 2014). For
example, Ng-Knight et al. (2019) found children who maintained their best friendships
across primary-secondary school transition to show better academic progress and fewer
behavioural and emotional problems. Thus, while children should be encouraged to
develop new friendships at secondary school, they should also be supported to maintain
friendships with children who might be going to a different secondary school, who can

provide support, albeit from afar.

Peer acceptance and reciprocated friendships are also reported to be considerably
low at the start of secondary school (Jindal- Shape & Miller, 2008), subject to being
compromised and overshadowed within the older and more mature secondary school
environment, as children strive for emotional and behavioural autonomy (Pellegrini,
2002). For example, only three-quarters of primary school classmate relationships are
expected to be maintained at the start of secondary school (Weller, 2007). Nonetheless,
transitional classmate relationships are shown to have significant short-term implications
in helping children adjust to their new environment. Such support can be vital when
reassurances from old primary school friendships are often lost and grieved, and replaced

by anticipation, fear and sometimes loneliness during initial transition (Jindal-Snape &
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Miller, 2008). For example, transitional classmate relationships are shown to help children
build confidence, cope, and establish a sense of belonging (Weller, 2006). Such

relationships are also linked with peer affiliation, can buffer children against victimisation
(Pellegrini & Long, 2002) and reduce the manifestation of mental health problems such as

symptoms of depression and social anxiety (Wit et al., 2011).

Thus, providing methods to reassure or assuage social concerns while children are
still in primary school is important, especially given that secondary schools are shown to
vary in the degree to which they support friendships as part of their transition work (Rice
et al., 2015). As discussed in 1.1.3. Social Changes, cognitive empathy is shown to
decrease over the transition period, which can also limit affiliative behaviour over school
transition. Thus, addressing affiliative behaviour pre-transfer and into the secondary
school transition period by giving children the opportunity to develop and test cognitive
empathy skills is paramount (Williford et al., 2016). Furthermore, secondary schools can
also aid friendship stability over primary-secondary school transition through endorsing
policies that group children based on friendships, such as including children’s friendship
preferences into the configuration of their secondary school form groups. Such
procedural amendments have been shown to aid prevention of mental health problems

in children (Ng-Knight et al., 2019).

However, Ng-Knight et al.’s (2019) longitudinal study only assessed children’s top
three friends, which was acknowledged as a limitation in only partially capturing
friendship groups. This is because when using unlimited nomination procedures, the
average number of nominations usually exceeds three. Moreover, while transitional
classmate relationships are shown to provide some degree of continuity, they are also
shown to rarely result in enduring friendships which predict the likelihood of developing
solid and stable friendships in later life (Ashton, 2008). Instead, transitional classmate
relationships simply symbolise a shared past, common experience and similar anxieties,
and provide a means to widen one's social network. In addition to this, moving with
primary school classmates can make primary-secondary school transition easier as this
support can aid children’s resilience, confidence and even emotional intelligence, which
in turn provides children with the social skills to make new friends (Hanewald, 2013). For
example, Qualter et al. (2007) found children with higher levels of emotional intelligence

were more likely to cope with the challenges associated with primary-secondary school
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transition, encounter fewer problems and exhibit greater self-worth. This research
presents the case for the development of intervention programmes that help children
build social skills and appropriate coping strategies side by side, to in turn facilitate

greater peer acceptance over primary-secondary school transition.

In sum, children’s perceptions of support from classmates, as with parents and
teachers, are linked with positive perceptions of school, feelings of competence and
academic performance. However, children’s relationships with classmates are impacted
by school transition - a time where pressure to attain high social status is important, and
when support from the peer group can become strained. Thus, bridging the gap between
teachers’ prioritisation of educational achievement and children’s preoccupation with
relational aspects of the transfer, is imperative, to put strategies into practice, to ease

adjustment difficulties, that are receptive and attuned to children’s social concerns.

1.3.2.4. Summary: parent, teacher and classmate support

As discussed in this section, parents, teachers and classmates can have unique,
but also collaborative protective influences over primary-secondary school transition. For
example, while good relationships with parents, teachers and classmates are necessary
for the development of self-esteem and identity in adolescence, classmate support has
been shown to uniquely act as a protective buffer against internalising problems,
especially leading up to the transfer period, through helping children set positive
expectations. In comparison, parents and teachers can exert a greater influence during
the transition in helping children to adjust, which can have more long-lasting effects,
especially in preventing externalising problems (Demaray & Malecki, 2002) and academic
unfulfillment (Mizelle, 2005). However, as discussed above, and worth noting again, over
primary-secondary school transition parent-teacher collaboration is shown to decrease
markedly, which can be subject to school-based barriers, but also personal barriers,
specifically parents’ sense of efficacy. Nonetheless, this lack of cohesion can leave
stakeholders feeling vulnerable, unsupportive and powerless (Hanewald, 2013) and there
is a need to consider the collaborative supportive role of parents and teachers to

understand how to best equip them support young people in practice.

It is also important to acknowledge that social relationships are embedded in
context. For example, primary-secondary school transition is a period of substantial

change for all three stakeholders and it is not only transfer children who adjust to new
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identities, expectations, roles and interactions, but also parents, teachers and classmates.
Thus, each stakeholder also faces competing demands, which can at times inadvertently
shape supportive relationships. Nonetheless, as discussed in Chapter 2, these three
stakeholders’ perspectives and experiences over primary-secondary school transition are
rarely considered in research studies, which can limit our ability to fully understand and

improve this period.

1.4. Other Theoretical Perspectives Review

It is worth noting that there is no one underlying theory underpinning research on
primary-secondary school transition, and various theoretical perspectives have been used
to explore school transitions. Drawing on wider educational and developmental
psychology literature, Resilience Theory was selected as the overarching theoretical
framework underpinning this thesis in order to both account for, and provide a holistic
understanding of internal and external protective and risk factors, which shape children’s
ability to cope over primary-secondary school transition. The three preliminary qualitative
studies, discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, and the intervention study, discussed in Chapter
5, all draw on Resilience Theory (discussed in more detail in section 1.3) from different

angles, reflected by the distinct research designs and methodologies used.

However, there are alternate theoretical perspectives which have accounted for
adjustment over primary-secondary school transition. Key examples include Eccles and
Midgley’s (1989) Stage-Environment Fit (SEF) theory, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-
Systemic Model of Development, Rimm et al.’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic model of
Transition and Jindal-Snape et al.’s (2016) more recent Multiple and Multi-dimensional
Transitions (MMT) theory, which are discussed in turn below. Eccles and Midgley’s (1989)
Stage-Environment Fit (SEF) theory and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-Systemic
Model of Development, are also discussed in further detail in the preliminary qualitative
research study chapters, and provide additional theoretical frameworks for the study

designs used in these chapters.

1.4.1. Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) Stage Environment Fit (SEF) Theory

Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) Stage Environment Fit (SEF) theory, which outlines the

importance of the match between children’s developing needs and opportunities
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afforded to them by their social environments, provides a useful theoretical framework to
guide investigations into understanding developmental processes, such as primary-
secondary school transition and has been referenced in several articles pertaining to this
time (Symonds & Galton, 2014). School transition has been recognised as a critical and
challenging period in children’s development, that can heavily impact their ability to cope.
SEF theory attributes this to a developmental mismatch between changes in psychological
characteristics (e.g. pubertal development, self-consciousness, desire for autonomy) and
the lack of a stable, safe environment for children to enact these changes (Eccles &
Midgley, 1989). For example, during school transition, transfer children are required to
navigate simultaneous new environmental features of post-transition schools (e.g. older
children, more specialised teaching), which are likely to be harder to cope with and adjust

to, in comparison to the consistency inherent in remaining in pre-transition schools.

Symonds and Hargreaves (2016) extended SEF theory, and argued that as transfer
children adapt to the post-transition school environment, they hold contradictory
schemas towards their school experiences, in other words, children enjoy and dislike
school at the same time. As a result, SEF interactions are subject to change at different
points in time as children adapt to the new secondary school environment, which extends
initial SEF theory that solely focusses on the mismatch in pre and post transition
experiences in shaping appraisals. Further discussion of SEF theory is outlined in Chapters

2 and 3.

1.4.2. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-Systemic Model of Development

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-Systemic Model of Development, posits that a
child’s development is influenced by characteristics of the child and their environment.
These influences are nested, and it is through reciprocal and dynamic interactions
between the developing child and components of the child’s environment, that increase
in complexity and become multifaceted over time (Bronfenbrenner & Morris 2006), which
influences development. Through acknowledgement of the environment and changes in
social context in shaping development, Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Eco-Systemic Model of
Development encourages a shift in focus away from the child and their individual
characteristics to the interaction (or ‘goodness-of-fit’) between the child and their

environment in shaping developmental outcomes.
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Reflecting this and given the many environmental and social changes children
negotiate over primary-secondary school transition, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-
Systemic Model of Development, provides a useful theoretical framework for
understanding this developmental period, and has been referenced in several articles
pertaining to primary-secondary school transition (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006). For
example, primary-secondary school transition has been conceptualised as a ‘multi-
dimensional process’ (West et al., 2010, p.45). Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Eco-Systemic
Model of Development draws attention to the role of environmental context, considering
both proximal and distal factors, which are subject to significant change during this time.
In the context of primary-secondary school transition, proximal processes include
children’s relationships with significant others such as teachers and classmates, whereas
distal factors may include educational policies and practices. Both proximal and distal
factors can influence the child’s experiences during this time and are subject to change.
Further discussion of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-Systemic Model of Development

is outlined in Chapter 2.

1.4.3. Rimm et al.’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition

Rimm et al.’s (2000) Ecological and Dynamic Model of Transition is based on
ecologically oriented system theories, such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-
Systemic Model of Development and outlines how micro-, meso-, exo-, and
macrosystems have direct, indirect, and dynamic influences on children’s transition
experiences. The model provides a framework to specifically conceptualise risk inherent
in the transition to school; although the model’s emphasis on change during this

transition also has implications for primary-secondary school transition.

The model firstly outlines how the transition to school must be conceptualised in
terms of relationships between children and their surrounding contexts, such as schools,
peers, families, and neighbourhoods. Secondly the model outlines how the quality of
these relationships and the interactions among social contexts (e.g. between the home
and school) can have both direct and indirect effects on children, throughout the school
transition period, which presents increased demand and challenge. Finally, the model
acknowledges that relationships within contexts change over time, and especially during
the transition to school, which takes place in an environment characterised by change in

patterns of interactions between individuals, groups, and institutions (e.g. home, school,
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child, and peer contexts). Over time, children’s school trajectories are likely to become
increasingly stable; but until then, during early schooling, the degree of change and
stability in these relationships, can either support or challenge children’s adjustment into

school and predict children’s subsequent relationships in school.

This model also shares parallels to primary-secondary school transition, also a
period of time where children face simultaneous changes, not only in their social
interactions, but also school environment and learning environment. Thus, consideration
of the bidirectional influence inherent in dynamic interactions between the child and
context could also have implications for primary-secondary school transition support
provisions delivered through social systems (e.g. by teachers within schools), often

shaped by local-level resources and policies.
1.4.4. Jindal-Snape’s (2016) Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT) theory

In line with the models discussed above, Jindal-Snape’s (2016) Multiple and Multi-
dimensional Transitions (MMT) theory similarly conceptualises transition as a ‘dynamic
and ongoing process of psychological, social and educational adaptation over time due to
changes in context, interpersonal relationships and identity’ (Jindal-Snape & Cantali,
2019, p.1257). MMT theory outlines how individuals inhabit multiple domains (e.g. the
home, school, and within each different social relationships and environmental
structures), which presents unique challenges during times of transition, but also nested
complexities. This means that at any one given time, an individual may be negotiating

multiple transitions.

Primary-secondary school transition presents multiple changes across
environmental, social, academic, emotional and even physiological domains as children
negotiate discontinuities in their school environment, social interactions, academic
expectations, sense of self, often alongside pubescent changes. This means that children
are experiencing educational and social transitions, through changes in school and social
contexts, in addition to a developmental transition and systemic transition through a
complex process of ‘becoming somebody’ but also ‘unbecoming’ as outlined by
Ecclestone et al. (2009). These changes can be both exciting and worrying, which can vary
across time, and are susceptible to individual differences, meaning children require

ongoing support from a range of significant others (Jindal-Snape, 2016).
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The latter is particularly important as MMT theory also discusses the ongoing and
dynamic nature of group transitions, outlining the complex interactions between different
individuals’ transitions. For example, in the context of primary-secondary school
transition, it is not only the transfer child negotiating multiple transitions, but also
significant others in the child’s ecosystem, including their parents and classmates. This
presents multiple layers of transitions and their interactions. Through several individuals
negotiating different transitions, at the same time within the same or different domains,
it is inevitable that this will impact others within the individuals’ ecosystem. In the context
of primary-secondary school transition, transfer children and adults, will be experiencing
similar and different positive and negative transition experiences at similar and different
times, in the same and different domains. These transitions will trigger changes for
significant others within ecosystems, which can inadvertently interact with or instigate

other transitions for the child.

In sum, MMT theory highlights the multiple layers of transitions and their
interactions. Thus, it is important to acknowledge the multiple transitions individuals may
be experiencing at any one time to understand the complexity of their experience,
whether in one domain or several. In addition, it is equally important to consider
significant others within the individuals ecosystem and transitions they also may be
making which can inadvertently interact with or instigate other transitions for the
individual, especially when considering group transitions, such as primary-secondary

school transition.
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Chapter 2: UK Focus Group Study (Study 1)- ‘You’re in this world now’: Children’s,
teachers’, and parents’ experiences of school transition and how they feel it can be

improved

N.B. The research presented in this chapter has been published, see: Bagnall, C. L.,
Skipper, Y., & Fox, C. L. (2019). ‘You're in this world now’: Students’, teachers’, and
parents’ experiences of school transition and how they feel it can be

improved. British Journal of Educational Psychology. DOI:10.1111/bjep.12273

2.1. Background

As discussed above in Section 1.3.2, parents, teachers and classmates can provide
the most salient sources of support over adolescence, especially during times of change
(Eccles & Harold, 1993) and vulnerability (Stadler et al, 2010), such as primary-secondary
school transition. During this time, children who report good relationships and
communication with these support figures express fewer adjustment difficulties
(Hanewald, 2013). Nonetheless, understanding the protective roles of parents, teachers
and classmates over primary-secondary school transition can be complex. Coinciding with
puberty and early adolescence, primary-secondary school transition is marked by rapid
change, as discussed in Chapter 1, and children’s social support networks can also be

challenged and restructured during this time, see Section 1.3.2.

Moreover, primary-secondary school transition can also be a period of substantial
change for support figures, as it is not only transfer children who adjust to new identities,
expectations, roles and interactions, but also parents, teachers and classmates
(Hanewald, 2013). Thus, changes in pre-existing support structures, particularly those that
pertain to the loss of the primary school, are common. In addition, cohesion between
sources of support is not always practical, subject to the additional challenges these

stakeholders face.

Thus, understanding the protective roles of parents, teachers and classmates over
primary-secondary school transition can be complex, yet, to date, we have a limited
understanding of their first-hand emotional experiences of primary-secondary school

transition. Shedding light on this research gap, this chapter reports a study that examined
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parents’, teachers’ and children’s retrospective experiences of primary-secondary school

transition and how they felt this period could be improved.

2.1.1. Parents’ perspectives

To date, apart from Jindal-Snape and Cantali’s (2019) mixed methods longitudinal
study (which was published after Study 1 was published, and places greater emphasis on
children’s perspectives), there is limited research which explicitly focuses on parents’
experiences of primary-secondary school transition in the UK. In fact, amongst the few
studies which have investigated school transition from a more bottom-up approach and
considered parents’ perspectives, most are used to support findings from transfer
children (West et al., 2010) or teachers (Keay et al., 2015). Nonetheless, despite facing
their own challenges during this time, which to date have been understudied (Coffey,
2013), parents are crucial over primary-secondary school transition. For example,
supportive parent-child relationships characterised by autonomy and reciprocity are
elemental in mitigating transfer stresses (Pratt & George, 2005). Thus, obtaining first-
hand insight of parents’ experiences over primary-secondary school transition and
understanding how to best support them is of fundamental importance, especially when

designing intervention programmes.

2.1.2. Teachers’ perspectives

Teachers are natural implementers of school-based interventions, but also face
competing pressures within the school environment. This includes academic and
procedural demands, such as national assessments and school choice decisions, in
addition to heavy staff workloads and overcrowded curriculums (McGee et al., 2003),
which researchers often fail to acknowledge when designing school-based transition
interventions. This can limit the longevity and sustainability of transition support
programmes and only add to the marginalisation of pastoral care support programmes
within schools (Tucker, 2013), which will be discussed in Chapter 5. Thus, understanding
individual and system level pressures within the school environment that influence
teachers’ practice, is important to bridge the research to practice gap and make

significant and informed change to school transition (Reinke et al., 2011).
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However, few studies have explored teachers’ perspectives and experiences in
supporting children over primary-secondary school transition, especially in the UK, taking
a more open qualitative approach (Kim et al., 2014). Teachers have a pivotal role during
primary-secondary school transition not only educationally, but also in supporting
children’s emotional needs (Hopwood et al., 2016; Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016) and
therefore it is vital that we shed light on this research gap by investigating what
provisions primary and secondary school teachers currently employ in their classrooms to

support transfer children, and the barriers these stakeholders may face in doing this.

2.1.3. Children’s perspectives

Despite consistent recommendations endorsing the importance of valuing transfer
children’s first-hand insight and involving them in decision-making (Paris & Paris, 2001),
especially over primary-secondary school transition (McGee et al., 2003), there is a clear
paucity of children’s voices in UK transition studies. For example, van Rens et al.’s (2018)
review found only thirty articles published between 1987 and 2011 that focussed on
children's perceptions of school transition. Amongst these articles, just two studies
explicitly asked transfer children to share their first-hand thoughts and experiences and
few made recommendations based on the content of what was said and translated this

insight into practice.

Nonetheless, transfer children have first-hand insight into what primary-
secondary school transition is like, and research has shown that children perceive school
environment factors differently that adults (Bailey & Baines, 2012) and express different
concerns (Pratt & George, 2005). Children’s valued participation in research can also have
a positive impact on their self-confidence and social competence, factors which are

shown to protectively buffer children over primary-secondary school transition.

In sum, given that embedding pupil participation into school systems is not only
considered an educational standard (DfHSC & DfE, 2018), but also a right of young people
(UNICEF, 1989), by neglecting children’s valuable first hand insight, studies not only lack
context-specific evidence (Rossiter et al., 2018), but do little in terms of valuing children’s
voices. Taken together, these findings raise the importance of eliciting children’s first-
hand insight, as without direct consultation with transfer children, our understanding of

primary-secondary school transition will only ever be partially informed.
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2.1.4. Rationale

In sum, school transition can be a challenging time for children, which can have
negative implications on their short- and long-term emotional well-being and mental
health (White, 2020). The transition is especially difficult for children if the challenges of
the transition exceed the child’s coping capabilities and they lack social support, from
significant support figures, such as parents, teachers and classmates at critical points
during this time. Moreover, primary-secondary school transition is also a key concern, not
just for transfer children, but also for parents and teachers who provide significant
support for children making the transition to secondary school (Jindal-Snape & Cantali,
2019). However, to date we have a limited understanding of parents’ and teachers’
experiences in the lead up to and during primary-secondary school transition in the UK, as
their voices are often overlooked in research studies. Thus, it is unclear what additional
support these stakeholders may need to effectively support transfer children (Bailey &
Baines, 2012; Hanewald, 2013). In this study, focus on these significant stakeholders has

been prioritised to answer the research question outlined below.

In part, this uncertainty is due to methodological constraints, particularly the
dominance of research conducted in the US, where children transition schools at a later
age there than in the UK (as discussed in Chapter 3). Therefore, it is important that more

research is conducted in the UK where children transition at a younger age.

In addition, the general reliance on top-down quantitative survey-based designs
(Riglin et al., 2013) where participants are asked to respond to predisposed quantitative
facets of adjustment, as opposed to directly asking participants to share their transition
experiences is also a limitation. While longitudinal quantitative designs are best when
testing temporal precedence of developmental outcomes, qualitative methods can help
us to better understand complexities and lived experiences inherent in the process and
experience of primary—secondary school transition (Ashton, 2008; Graham & Hill, 2003).
Given, that adjustment can be subject to individual and environmental characteristics
(Adeyemo, 2005), which cannot be obtained when studies are reliant solely on
guantitative closed questionnaire items (Zeedyk et al., 2003), qualitative studies can
evoke more in-depth insight. For example, qualitative studies, have shown transition to
be a more profound experience than quantitative studies, especially with regards to

stakeholders’ well-being (Pratt & George, 2005). This may be subject to the
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decontextualized and unmediated nature of qualitative methods, which can shed unique

insight on quantitative findings (King et al., 1994), evoking more honest declarations.

Nonetheless, while there has been a considerable number of qualitative studies
investigating primary-secondary school in the UK (Rens et al., 2018), most are limited in
terms of the conclusions that can be drawn. One limitation is that many studies are small
scale, such as Green’s (1997) interview research, which included only ten participants
(Green, 1997), or vague with regards to reporting participant numbers. For example,
Coffey (2013) did not indicate exactly how many participants took part in interviews
following survey data collection, meaning the sample size for the qualitative data is
unclear. Additionally, many studies simply collect qualitative data to supplement
quantitative findings, without conducting separate analyses (West et al., 2010). Some
research in this area has used unstructured and unmoderated class activities as a data
collection method, as opposed to focus groups and interviews (Ashton, 2008), which can
result in data being contextualized, less personal and honest. Other studies employ
biased participant selection, such as Evaneglou et al.’s. (2008) longitudinal research
where only participants who reported positive experiences of school transition were
selected to participate in interviews, which means that findings cannot be generalised to
all children. Longitudinal research is also limited and, instead, qualitative data has often
been collated before or immediately following the transition during the ‘honeymoon
period’ and, as a result, has not captured the complexity of school transition (Ashton,

2008).

Furthermore, many qualitative studies assessing primary-secondary school
transition are disparate in terms of focus (Mellor & Delamont, 2011; Pratt & George,
2005), which creates indiscriminate lists of strategies to improve this period, but with no
clear method of prioritisation (Evaneglou et al., 2008). Thus, as recommended by previous
scholars, understanding children’s, parents’ and teachers’ perceptions and especially their
emotional experiences of the process of primary-secondary school transition is more
important than unravelling individual factors that shape adjustment (Ashton, 2008;
Graham & Hill, 2003). It has consistently been acknowledged that there is a great deal of
work to be done in this area to fully understand this period from these stakeholders’ key

perspectives and insights (Hopwood et al., 2016). Moreover, without understanding how
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children’s, parents’, and teachers’ views of transition are related, efforts to improve the

transition period can only be superficial.

Several environmental and individual factors are associated with primary-
secondary school transitional adjustment, and there are limited links between theoretical
and intervention transition research (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2005). Thus, the present
research takes a holistic approach to understanding primary-secondary school transition
by unravelling children’s, parents’ and teachers’ retrospective experiences in the lead up
to and over the transition period. Bronfenbrenner’s Eco-Systemic Model of Development
(1979, 2005), which acknowledges the multifaceted dynamic interactions between an
individual and environmental systems, provides a useful theoretical framework to guide
investigations into understanding developmental processes, such as primary-secondary
school transition and has been referenced in several articles pertaining to this period of
time (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006). Primary-secondary school transition has been
conceptualised as a ‘multi-dimensional process’ (West et al., 2010, p.45) and drawing on
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) theoretical framework, the present research adds to
contemporary theory by looking deeper into both proximal (children’s relationships with
their teachers, parents, and classmates) and distal (educational policies and practices)
influences, which impact children’s, parents’, and teachers’ experiences in the lead up to

and over the transition period.

The present research investigates children’s, parents’ and teachers’ experiences of
primary-secondary school transition using focus groups. Focus groups have been used
minimally within this context, in comparison to one-to-one interviews (Rens et al., 2018).
This is despite consistent recommendations endorsing their usefulness not only in
evoking honest and decontextualised insight, but also for enabling individuals to talk
about their feelings in an open, friendly and non-judgemental space (Williams et al.,

2012).

In the present study, while Year 7 children (ages 11-12 years) participated in face-
to-face synchronous focus groups, parents and teachers participated in asynchronous,
online focus groups. To date there are no studies which have utilised online,
asynchronous focus groups to assess parents’ and teachers’ experiences of primary-
secondary school, despite the practicalities of this methodology for otherwise hard to

reach and busy participants. While it will still be the case that those who are interested in
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the topic will self-select to participate in the study, allowing participants to dictate when
they will participate is likely to lead to higher levels of participation from a wider variety
of participants. In addition, the anonymous nature of online formats has been shown to

be non-confronting and stimulate honest sharing around sensitive topics (Coulson, 2005).

Thus, using focus group methodology, the present research aimed to answer the

research question:

1. What are Year 7 children’s, Year 7 parents’ and Year 6 and 7 teachers’
retrospective experiences of primary-secondary school transition in the West

Midlands in the UK and how do they feel it could be improved?

2.2. Method

2.2.1. Participants

Forty-five Year 7 children (twenty-three females and twenty-two males), aged
eleven and twelve, from three different UK West Midlands secondary schools participated
in seven child focus groups. This surpasses recommendations that between three to six
focus groups are likely to identify 90% of the themes and reach data saturation for a given
topic (Guest et al., 2017). Within one school, participants were split into three groups of
eight (one of these focus groups was all male, another all-female, the other mixed). In a
second school participants were split into two groups of six (mixed gender), and in the
final school two groups of five and a group of four (mixed gender). The varying gender
compositions of the focus groups reflects mixed evidence concerning the discussion of
sensitive topics at this age under certain group conditions (Horner, 2000). To recruit a
stratified purposive sample, local secondary schools’ demographic and performance
Ofsted Reports and NCOP (National Collaborative Outreach Programme) statistics were
reviewed, and a top, medium and low scoring secondary school were selected which
were situated in a range of areas across the city. Thus, it is assumed that a representative
coverage of demographic characteristics and socio-economic status was included within

the present sample.

Eight Year 7 parents (seven females, one male), eight Year 7 teachers (six females,

two males) and eight Year 6 teachers (six females, two males) participated in three online
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asynchronous focus groups (each participant group participating in a separate focus
group). Parents and teachers were recruited from five secondary schools in the West
Midlands and five primary feeder schools and were aged between 25 and 40 years old
(mean age bracket 30—40). Primary schools were identified using schools’ demographic
and performance Ofsted Reports and NCOP statistics and where possible Year 7 parents
and teachers were recruited from the three secondary schools in the West Midlands
participating in the child focus groups. However, to provide an in-depth insight and good
coverage of local primary-secondary school transition provisions conducted in schools
across the area, an additional two UK secondary schools in the West Midlands were

represented in the focus group discussions.

2.2.2. Materials

Focus group semi-structured questions were developed to guide both face-to-face
and asynchronous discussions (see Appendix 2.1). The child, Year 6 and Year 7 teacher
semi-structured focus group guides contained ten questions and the parent semi-
structured focus group guides contained eight questions. All questions focus on
stakeholders’ experiences of transition, addressing their thoughts and feelings about the
past and present, relationships, support, individual-level qualities, behaviour, identity and

recommendations.

The content and structure of the semi-structured focus group questions were
informed by the research question, in addition to Resilience theory (Ungar, 2008) and
previous research. For example, in line with both, the semi-structured focus group
guestions addressed both internal and external protective factors, e.g. teachers were
asked to comment on the qualities of well-prepared transfer children (see item seven), in
addition to teacher-child relationships and school support (see item three and six).
Moreover, all focus group questions were positively worded, and children were asked
what they were excited about but also what they were not looking forward to (see items
three and four). This is in line with recommendations from previous research (Symonds,
2015) and research since (Jindal-Snape & Cantali, 2019) pertaining to the importance of

reframing the discourse around primary-secondary school transition.

Prompts and follow up questions (mainly ‘can you tell me more about that’) were

used where necessary. An additional two warm-up questions were used within the child
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focus groups, to encourage the children to feel safe, confident and comfortable sharing
experiences within the focus group environment, as informed by previous research

(Heary & Hennessy, 2002).

2.2.3. Procedure
2.2.3.1. Child face-to-face focus groups

Following ethical approval from Keele University’s School of Psychology ethical
review panel (Appendix 2.2), headteachers from the selected schools were contacted via
email with an attached covering letter providing a brief overview of the project (all
components: child, parent and teacher focus groups). In the email headteachers were
asked whether the school would be willing and available to participate in the research
project and a meeting was arranged to discuss the practicalities. During these meetings,
in addition to discussing the research, a convenient time during the Spring Term was
arranged to deliver the recruitment presentation and facilitate the child focus groups. A
ten-minute recruitment presentation was then delivered to all Year 7 children in class or
assembly to discuss the research project; a PowerPoint presentation and script were
followed to ensure that all information was conveyed and consistent across all three
schools. Following the presentation, all Year 7 children were given a parent information
letter and opt-in parental consent form with an attached headteacher covering letter to

send home to parents.

From the children who returned the parental consent form indicating that they
would like to take part and had parental consent to do so, class teachers randomly
selected children for the focus groups, and where possible organised the children into
groups of eight (this was not possible on the day of data collection in two of the schools,
and children were grouped into two groups of six, a group of five and a group of four).
This second tier of judgement was to control for individual differences such as personality
characteristics and friendships groups, which have been shown to influence maximum

output from discussions (Heary & Hennessy, 2002).

Once participants had been selected, two audio recorders were set up in a
suitable room to capture the interaction. All participants were briefed prior to data
collection using the same information and instructions. The children were also asked to

adhere to key ground rules and informed assent from each participant was obtained. A
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trained facilitator (DBS checked and experienced in facilitating focus groups with children
around sensitive topics) and the principal researcher delivered all seven focus groups
following the same semi- structured focus group schedule to maintain consistency. Once
the allotted time ended (one hour) participants were thanked, debriefed and offered the
opportunity to ask questions. They were also pointed to sources of support and were
informed that they had a one-week time frame if they would like to withdraw their own

data.

2.2.3.2. Parent and teacher online focus groups

Following the recruitment presentation all Year 7 children were handed a
separate letter to take home containing information regarding the parent online focus
groups. Headteachers from local primary and secondary schools were also contacted via
email, providing a brief overview of the project, asking for the schools’ willingness and
availability for their parents and/or teachers to participate in the online focus groups.
Parent and teacher letters were then distributed. In this letter, the research project was
explained, and participants were asked to email the principal researcher within a week
time frame if they were interested in participating. Self-selected participants who emailed
indicating interest were then sent an information sheet containing details regarding how

to access the online focus group and when.

On the first day of data collection, all participants were emailed a link to a
Qualtrics survey and were then presented with a short section of information and
consent form to electronically sign. Until consent was elicited participants were unable to
go any further and participate in the study. Participants who had given consent were then
directed to the website: www.focusgroupit.com and presented with all eight/nine semi-
structured focus group questions. As the focus groups were asynchronous, the questions
were online for one week and parents and teachers could log in at any time during the
week to respond to the questions. Participants were made aware in the information
sheet that they could withdraw from the focus group at any time, without giving reasons,
and could do this by exiting the browser. However, they were also informed that as an
anonymous username was used, they could not withdraw consent for the use of their
data once participation had begun as all data was unidentifiable. The principal
investigator also moderated responses using prompts and follow-up questions (mainly

why) where necessary and her supervisor was added as an observer to the group as a
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second set of eyes to oversee the discussion and ensure a comfortable and conductive
environment was maintained (and moderate if needed). Once the data collection week
had terminated, participants were presented with an online debrief, pointed to sources of

support, and an email address for parents and teachers to ask further questions.
2.2.4. Data analysis

Audio-recordings were transcribed by the principal investigator using verbatim
transcription. Following a process of repeated reading, the transcribed data and
recordings were read and listened to several times in isolation to ensure the
transcriptions were accurate. This also enabled immersion and familiarisation with the
depth and breadth of the dataset, adhering to Braun and Clarke’s (2013) first phase of

Thematic Analysis.

As the intent of the analysis was to describe, summarise and interpret surface
level patterns in semantic content from the sample as a whole, a semantic and data-
driven approach was taken, using inductive Thematic Analysis. This method was deemed
appropriate for the present study as the ‘rigorous thematic approach can produce an
insightful analysis that answers particular research questions’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006,
p.97). Characterised by critical realism, a contextualist framework was chosen, as this
epistemology was deemed necessary in order to acknowledge essentialist reports of
individual experience, meanings and reality, but also recognise that broader
environmental contexts, such as social influence and the school, can also impinge on such
meanings. This approach was chosen, as the present study was not theory-driven,
instead, the research purpose was to understand children’s, parents’ and teachers’
experiences of school transition, what factors contribute to this and how this period can

be improved.

Thus, taking this epistemological framework into account, following on from data
immersion of individual transcripts, each individual transcript was coded to compare
semantic similarities and differences across each group of transcripts (i.e. child or
teacher). Codes were made thoroughly and consistently, to highlight and describe the
content of phrases and sentences within the data that were considered pertinent to the
research question and that stakeholder. This provided a condensed overview of the main
points and common meanings. The codes were then analysed and combined at a broader

level, using thematic mapping, to develop themes. These themes from each group of
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transcripts were then brought together to create overarching themes which reflected

discussions across the three groups, and three overarching themes were produced, see

Table 2.1. The themes’ external and internal homogeneity were then reviewed to ensure

that they were accurate and valid representations of the dataset, exhibiting clear and

identifiable distinctions between groups, but that they also cohered meaningfully.

Themes were refined through discussion between the author and two of her supervisors.

Table 2.1

A thematic table to show themes and sub-themes

Child

Parent Teacher

2.3.1.1. Awareness of
conflicting emotions

2.3.1.2. Feelings of Loss

2.3.1.3. Repression (of
feelings in self and others)

2.3.1.4. Management of
emotions (in self)

2.3.1. Recognition of emotions

2.3.1.1. Awareness of conflicting
emotions (their own and child’s)

2.3.1.2. Feelings of Loss

2.3.1.3. Repression
(management of
repression in
children)

2.3.1.3. Repression (of feelings in
self and management of
repression in their child)

2.3.1.4. Management of
emotions (in children and
parents)

2.3.2.1. Friendships

2.3.2.2.Reconfiguration (in
seeking support)

2.3.2. Managing relationships

2.3.2.2.Reconfiguration
(relationship with
school and child)

2.3.2.3. Relationship
building

2.3.3.1. Managing
expectations (exposure-

2.3.3. Managing expectations

2.3.3.1. Managing
expectations (of

2.3.3.1. Managing
expectations

acceptance) their children) (conflicting views
of when is the
optimal transition
time)
2.3.4. Academic pressure
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2.2.4.1. Qualitative trustworthiness

Recognising that qualitative research can be open to subjectivity and bias, at the
outset of the project, steps were made to establish epistemological and personal
reflexivity, which is paramount ‘to explore the ways in which a researcher's involvement
with a particular study influences, acts upon and informs such research’ (Willig, 2001, p.
10). Considering epistemological reflexivity, and adhering to the Joanna Briggs Institute
Critical Appraisal checklist, there is congruity between the stated philosophical
assumptions and the research methodology, the research methodology and the research
guestions, the research methodology and data collection methods, and the research
methodology and the interpretation of results. All of these elements were informed by
psychological theory and prior research, and, as shown above in the method section, data

collection and analysis are transparent.

Considering personal epistemology, at the outset of the project, the author wrote
a personal reflexivity statement, outlining her experiences, perspectives and values
pertaining to this research topic, in addition to outlining her ontological and
epistemological philosophical assumptions. The author also kept personal notes
throughout data collection and analysis. This documentation of reflexivity was to
establish credibility and ensure that any biases held as a researcher did not skew the

interpretation of what the research participants said to fit a certain narrative.

To further strengthen the integrity and trustworthiness of the research project,
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) framework, which outlines four quality criteria: credibility,
dependability, confirmability, and transferability, was followed. Credibility refers to the
‘adequate representation of the constructions of the social world under study’ (Bradley,
1993, p. 436) and is improved when there is a ‘transparent process for coding and
drawing conclusions from the data’ (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2016, p. 6). To ensure the
present findings were credible, during data analysis, the author kept an audit trail,
highlighting every step of data analysis. This audit trail was then checked by the
researcher’s two supervisors, establishing dependability. Focus groups were also ran until
saturation was met, and the detailed audio-recordings were transcribed using rigorous

verbatim transcription to further enhance the credibility of the present findings.

Identified themes were also triangulated for congruence through discussion

between the author and two of her supervisors, establishing confirmability, or ‘the extent
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to which the characteristics of the data, as posited by the researcher, can be confirmed by
others who read or review the research results’ (Bradley, 1993, p. 437). The principal
researcher also facilitated all focus groups using the same semi-structured focus group
guide, to ensure that there was consistency. Document quality enhancement measures
were taken such as the narrative, which is grounded in examples, and provides a
coherent, convincing and authentic interpretation of the data. The analysis also provides
impactful, evocative and descriptive data, enabling readers to evaluate the applicability of

the data to other contexts, and establishing transferability.

2.3. Results
Four main themes: 2.3.1. Recognition of emotions, 2.3.2. Managing
relationships, 2.3.3. Managing expectations, and 2.3.4. Academic pressure were identified
across the ten focus groups. As shown in Table 2.1, each theme has a differing number of
sub-themes, which is a direct reflection of the naturalistic data, as is the final
miscellaneous theme, 2.3.4. Academic pressure. The themes are explored separately
below, as are their corresponding sub-themes, using illustrative quotes from participants,

see Table 2.2.
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Transcript Stakeholder Pseudonyms
A Parent focus group Angela, Rachael, Jenny, Laura, Chloe, Kevin, Gaynor
B Primary school Kylie, Donald, Sally, Mathew, Lucy, Holly, Millie, Jane
teacher focus group
C Secondary school Jessica, Gail, Karen, Simon, Brenda, Sally, Stephanie,
teacher focus group Harrison
D Mixed gender child James, Nora, William, Georgia, Alisha
focus group
E All male child focus Simon, Edward, Ken, Fred, George, Joseph, David, Grant
group
F All female child focus Sarah, Rowshi, Charlotte, Hannah, Jane, Lucy, Victoria,
group Jackie
G Mixed gender child Joanna, Tobias, Carol, Simon, Tyson, Thirangi, Clarissa,
focus group Daniella
H Mixed gender child Thomas, Jacob, Jodie, Lydia

focus group

Mixed gender child
focus group

Mixed gender child
group

Peter, Molly, Miley, Dennis, Annie, Harry

Kirsty, Aron, Leighton, Nissa, Rajat, Sophie

Key: (Child focus group H) equates to transcript H and (Parent focus group) equates to

transcript A.

2.3.1. Recognition of emotions

Stakeholders’ recognition of emotions in the self and others was dominant and

reoccurring across focus groups and shaped by stakeholders’: Awareness of conflicting

emotions, Feelings of loss, Repression and Management of emotions.

2.3.1.1. Awareness of conflicting emotions

Although acknowledgement was made to primary-secondary school transition as a

‘rite of passage’ (Parent focus group, Angela), in the lead up to and during the transfer

period almost all children and parents expressed experiencing conflicting emotions and
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strong feelings of loss. Stakeholders could recognise these emotions, in addition to

strategies employed to manage them (i.e. repression) in themselves and others.

Children. Children reported feeling unsettled in the six-week holidays prior to the
transition to secondary school. During this time children faced mixed, conflicting
emotions, such as nervousness vs. excitement: ‘Erm it’s a bit of excitement and a bit of
stress and anxiousness’ (Child focus group E, Joseph) and loss vs. progression: ‘l was sad
because | was leaving all my friends behind but then | was happy because of like, because
a new beginning’s happening in your life’ (Child focus group |, Peter). These emotional
conflicts were equally prevalent amongst girls: ‘l was like really nervous and really excited
at the same time’ (Child focus group F, Sarah) and boys: ‘some days you’re excited and
some days you are nervous’ (Child focus group D, William) and shown to follow a
trajectory, in that once one emotional conflict had been overcome, children were faced
with another: ‘at the start of the holidays | felt dead sad because none of my friends from
my primary came here and then throughout the holidays got really excited and then the

last bit | got really nervous’ (Child focus group I, Molly).

Parents. Parents appeared to recognise their child’s conflicting emotions: ‘I
ensured the conversations were positive and acknowledged his nerves/worries’ (Parent
focus group, Rachael), and the trajectory in which these feelings manifested leading up to
the transition period: she felt a ‘mixture of emotions, one day really excited and the next
day nervous, then that turned to fear so reassurance stepped in, then back to excitement’
(Parent focus group, Jenny). Verbal reassurance was deemed best to support children
manage these conflicting emotions, although this was acknowledged as difficult: ‘I think it

is harder with the emotional side’ (Parent focus group, Angela).

Parents were also negotiating their own emotional conflicts in accepting that their
child was growing up and ‘no longer in the primary school bubble’ (Parent focus group,
Laura) and letting go: ‘I definitely agree that it is a process of letting go’ (Parent focus
group, Rachael). Similar to the trajectory in which children manage conflicting emotions,
for parents, coupled with feelings of loss: ‘It is obviously an end of an era, | think we were
both sad to leave such a good primary school’ (Parent focus group, Kevin), were feelings
of apprehension: ‘we were apprehensive about the move’ (Parent focus group, Gaynor).

The process of letting go was also shown to get easier with time and shaped parenting
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behaviours: ‘| have had to learn to ask questions in a different way, so they don’t think

I’'m overprotective’ (Parent focus group, Chloe).
2.3.1.2. Feelings of loss

The motif of loss was shown to be dominant and reoccurring across all focus
groups, and central to parents’ and children’s experience of primary-secondary school
transition and for this, merits its own sub-theme, to reflect the complexity and depth of
the participants’ feelings. For example, throughout the child and parent focus groups
many closing motifs were used, the end of Year 6 frequently depicted as an upsetting
time. This was often accentuated by primary schools’ preoccupation with leaving: ‘it
always gets up to the leaving things and the end of year plays and assemblies and the
SATs and things and it is all about leaving primary school and | don’t think it is ever about
starting a new school’ (Child focus group G, Tobias), where the transition was portrayed

as a sad parting, as opposed to a progression, or step-up.

Children. Children have spent a significant amount of time at primary school and
grown up there, and it was common for children to depict leaving primary school as a
personal loss: ‘like you were leaving part of like your family behind, and you were leaving
part of like yourself behind’ (Child focus group H, Thomas). Losing support, especially
from primary school friendships was a significant concern: ‘like some friends they’ve been
through with you since Nursery, all the way here, so you don’t really want to lose them’
(Child focus group I, Nora), although children felt that this loss could not always be
understood by adults: ‘they didn’t understand as much erm because like when they were
younger it is different and now you just really need friends to do well’ (Child focus group

F, Lucy).

Parents. Parents not only acknowledged their child’s loss: ‘I think as soon as they
start Year 6 they are thinking about leaving’ (Parent focus group, Laura), but also
experienced feelings of personal loss that their child was growing up, which was reported
more subtly through anecdotes: ‘the apron strings slowly get longer’ (Parent focus group,
Gaynor), or masked as frustration: ‘this year the primary school even made the decision
to drop the Year 6 leavers assembly which was very upsetting as it is important for

children and parents to be reminded how far we’ve all come’ (Parent focus group, Jenny).
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Feelings of personal loss were enunciated the more parents viewed their child as
too young: ‘he also seemed much younger than he seemed before because he is still my
baby and he had to step into big boy shoes’ (Parent focus group, Angela) and unprepared
for the transition: ‘He needed to be dependent for longer simply because he had freedom
and wasn’t mature enough to use it responsibly’ (Parent focus group, Kevin). This was
also shown when support was lacking from the school: ‘There was a number of visits, but

| don’t think this was enough’ (Parent focus group, Jenny).
2.3.1.3. Repression

For children and parents, the notion of repressing emotions either from
themselves or others, shaped their experiences and interactions over primary-secondary
school transition. For children, repressive behaviours had a more self-care and coping
purpose, especially in the lead up to the transition period. In comparison, for parents,
concealing expressions of pent-up emotion from their child had a more protective
purpose, specifically to prevent the transference of their transfer anxieties onto their
child. These behaviours were reinforced environmentally in schools’ transition provisions,
particularly within primary schools where the delaying of transition support preparation
was shown to implicitly encourage children to suppress their feelings towards the move

to secondary school.

Children. For children, repressing feelings of apprehension and anxiety towards
primary-secondary school transition was used as a method to protect the self: ‘I made
myself forget so | wasn’t worried’ (Child focus group G, Daniella), and mask feelings of
vulnerability around classmates, ‘I think like if it is mainly a personal thing that | should
deal with it, | wouldn’t open up to any teachers or anybody at school’ (Child focus group
E, Fred). However, this strategy was also shown to be maladaptive and led to perceptions
of being alone in feeling anxious about the transition: ‘if you have a problem there is no
point not saying because it will get worse inside you’ (Child focus group G, Carol), and
children acknowledged that a better solution was to acknowledge these concerns: ‘You
need to learn to face your problems, don’t run away from them’ (Child focus group E,

Ken).

Nonetheless, children acknowledged that repressive behaviour was often
motivated by feelings of powerlessness: ‘we had to be happy because we can’t change

anything’ (Child focus group G, Clarissa) and a lack of control: ‘It was a fresh start and at



69

the same time like you don’t have full control of it’ (Child focus group F, Rowshi). The lack
of and delaying of emotional support provision within the school environment was shown
to reinforce these feelings and children emphasised the need for more open discussion: ‘I
think that if we had someone to talk to about how we felt about secondary school then it
would have been a bit better’ (Child focus group F, Charlotte). Children also felt the same
approach was taken at home, through parents attempts to take their child’s mind off the

move during the holidays: ‘because the first couple of days of the holidays | was really

nervous’ (...) ‘so my family were taking me to different places’ (Child focus group I: Miley).

Children were also shown to be aware of adults’ feelings of loss. Children
discussed primary school teachers’ feelings of loss as being more explicit, which children
felt should have been avoided as it portrayed the transition negatively:

Maybe try not to show lots of like emotion on sadness, like instead of saying oh no
you’re moving to High school you’re not going to see me, um, and like instead of
doing that say you’re moving to High school, like you’re going to meet new friends
and put a positive spin on it (Child focus group J, Sophie).

In comparison, children perceived parent anxieties to manifest more subtly through
changes in their behaviour towards them: ‘your parents are like really worried and always
asking loads of questions so it is better if your parents relax because then you can relax’
(Child focus group G, Thirangi). This was shown to not only influence how children were
feeling and their emotional self-management: acting differently ‘will make them a bit
more nervous’ (Child focus group J, Leighton), but also impacted child-parent
relationships: ‘My Mum she’s more strict now, she’s like, she was calm before, but now
she’s like angry’ (Child focus group F: Rowshi). Thus, common advice resolved around
wishing adults would suppress their emotion, to prevent children feeling worried: ‘not
stress like the children out to make them worried about what’s going to happen to them

at school’ (Child focus group E, David).

Parents. Parents recognised children repressing feelings of apprehension towards
the move to secondary school: ‘They love the independence, but it is harder with the
emotional side’. (...) ‘If they have a bad day now it can be more difficult to find out why’
(Parent focus group, Gaynor). One of the main and most reoccurring repressed anxieties
parents depicted managing was their child’s fears of being alone in feeling anxious about
moving to secondary school: ‘My child seemed to get upset during bedtime the last
couple of weeks of the summer holidays and seemed to think they would be the only one

who was worried’ (Parent focus group, Chloe). To help with this, parents emphasised the



70

importance of talking: ‘Instil in your child that they are not the only ones who are scared,
nervous, going to get lost, some friends might say they aren’t when it’s highly likely they
are’ (Parent focus group, Chloe). However, parents also emphasised the need for Year 6
teachers to supplement the emotional support work they do at home, within the
classroom: ‘I think more talking about feelings about leaving in class could be done. We

spoke a lot at home, but this could have been reinforced’ (Parent focus group, Laura).

Nonetheless, parents were also aware that they were repressing emotions, as
there was a shared understanding that expressing feelings of negativity and apprehension
towards the transition in front of transfer children could be harmful. Such behaviours
were especially prominent amongst parents who expressed feelings of loss towards their
child leaving primary school and who struggled to accept that their child was growing up
and no longer in need of sheltered and supportive primary school child like parenting:

| was very sad! | felt a little bereft at the thought of that period of his life ending
and the thought of him becoming more independent and needing me less and
less. We talked frequently about leaving and high school, but | ensured the
conversations were positive and acknowledged his nerves/worries and tried to
alleviate them by focusing on the new experiences he'd have and the new friends
he'd make rather than dwelling on what he was leaving behind. (Parent focus
group, Gaynor).

Here, Gaynor firstly expresses suppressed feelings of sadness ‘bereft’ and loss ‘needing
me less and less’ and then renounces these feelings to express insincere displays of
positivity and excitement: ‘l ensured the conversations were positive’ (...) ‘rather than
dwelling on’. This serves this clear purpose of repressing one’s own feelings to protect
their transfer child. This was picked up on by teachers: ‘the hardest situations | have
found is where a parent is visibly nervous and agitated about the transition in front of
their child, causing their nerves to be passed on’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Harrison) and
transfer children: ‘1 don’t think parents should stress that much, that gives kids more

work’ (Child focus group G, Simon).

Teachers. There was a divide amongst primary and secondary school teachers
with regards to how to emotionally support children over the transition period, in that
secondary school teachers favoured early onset transition emotional support provisions,
whereas primary school teachers preferred more delayed approaches. This was often
subject to the adverse effects the former can have on children’s behaviour and

performance towards the end of Year 6.
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On the whole, primary school teachers felt that the summer term following exams
is the optimal time to provide emotional centred transition support: ‘I think transition is
best placed after SATs as they can focus on their next steps once SATs are complete’ (Y6
Teacher focus group, Kylie). Provision prior to this was believed to create feelings of
anxiety towards the transition:

| don’t think emphasis should be placed on the transfer too early; this may
just stretch out the inevitable pre-transfer stress. While obviously it is a big
deal for children to move school, we should avoid making a big issue of it (Y6
Teacher focus group, Donald)

In fact, even amongst teachers who discussed the impending transfer with their class,
supressing unfavourable emotion or ‘allaying fears’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Lucy) were
endorsed explicitly as a good strategy: ‘We also discussed their worries and what we can

do to subdue those worries’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Millie).

However, primary school teachers also recognised the disadvantages of this
strategy, as this delayed provision subtly encourages children to suppress their feelings
towards secondary school transition until a more convenient time, and can cause greater
problems in the summer term, where: ‘tensions that have been hidden tend to come to
surface’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Mathew). Instead, primary school teachers discussed
how early onset indirect transition preparations may avoid unnecessary upset and
apprehension, but at the same time expose children to the skills needed for their next
chapter: ‘Il think that indirect preparation would be the best way to prepare children
without focussing on the move as an issue’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Jane). Secondary
school teachers also favoured this approach: ‘the earlier the transition, or ‘drip feeding’,
the children get of their future transition to take place, the more familiar and less painful

it will be for them to transfer’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Simon).
2.3.1.4. Management of emotions

Children had differing attitudes towards how their emotions should be managed
over the transition period, and the effectiveness of this shaped teachers’ practice.

Teachers were also shown to help manage parents’ apprehensions.

Children. Some children felt that extra support from teachers and classmates at
school would have been beneficial over school transition to help them manage their
emotions, as opposed to repressing them: ‘just opening up and talking helps a lot with

transition’ (Child focus group F, Jackie). However, not all children felt this way and some
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felt that although the primary school can help to encourage children to recognise their
emotions, by providing them with transition worry books for example: ‘They gave us like a
Moving up to secondary school book so you’d write things what you were feeling and that
helped’ (Child focus group H, Jacob), or mindfulness lessons: ‘I think they should do like
destressing lessons, like you do like stuff like yoga or draw pictures and stuff and there is
some music in the background and some dancing’ (Child focus group E, Joseph), the
school was unable to fully prepare children for the transition to secondary school: ‘I feel
like nothing, like nothing can really prepare you for High school. It is like a new world’
(Child focus group E, Grant). Instead, children felt that adjustment was influenced by their
emotional self-management: ‘l don’t think it is about preparing them, | think it’s about
the child’s attitude to what they’re doing’ (Child focus group I, Dennis) and confidence: ‘I
dealt with my worries by being confident’ (Child focus group G, Tyson), which was also
discussed by Year 6 teachers: ‘we discuss between staff some ways we can boost their

confidence ready for their next steps’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Mathew).

Teachers. Across all focus groups it is clear that children’s anxieties manifest
externally in both the home: ‘our parenting has been tested as the children have gone
through their high school journey’ (Parent focus group, Kevin) and school environment;
teachers reporting the summer term leading up to the transition period being ‘more
fraught than usual’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Mathew). Within the school environment,
teachers report managing children’s internalising behaviours: ‘some of the children get a
little anxious towards the end of the summer term’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Kylie) and
externalising behaviours: ‘some children push the boundaries in terms of behaviour
expectations’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Donald). These behaviours were motivated by
children’s readiness to move on: many children had ‘outgrown the school and require
more pastoral support to maintain focus’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Sally) and adults’
receptiveness (or not) in managing this behaviour sensitively: ‘Those children who are
generally less secure or motivated anyway, tend to appear more unsettled and find the
less structured nature of the end of the year difficult to deal with’ (Y6 Teacher focus
group, Mathew). For example, teachers emphasised the importance of offering more
specific support, particularly positive encouragement, for the children who were
struggling: ‘Some children become unsettled and need a lot more positive

encouragement’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Millie).
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Teachers recognised that parents can also face significant anxiety and the need to
‘put their minds at rest about the move’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Stephanie). To do this,
teachers emphasised the importance of fostering collaborative parent-teacher
relationships to support parents’ and manage their apprehensions:

parents are much more likely to respond and come to parents evening and
support the school and get involved with their child’s education, and
extracurricular, if they know it means a lot to teachers, as well as their child (Y7
Teacher focus group, Sally).

This was often subject to experiences of parent transmission, in other words,
parents’ anxieties being shown in children, as articulated by one teacher: ‘parent nerves
and concerns can sometimes be evident in their children’ (Y7 Teacher focus group,

Stephanie).

2.3.2. Managing relationships

Acknowledgment was made of the importance of support over primary-secondary
transition. For children support from classmates was especially important as discussed in
sub-theme 2.3.2.1. Friendships. However, relationships were also shown to be in a state
of disjunction during this period, and ability to access support shaped by stakeholders’
ability to reconfigure support networks, see sub-theme 2.3.2.2. Reconfiguration, and

negotiate new relationships, see sub-theme 2.3.2.3. Relationship building.

2.3.2.1. Friendships

Children. For children, friends were their most dominant source of support
over primary-secondary school transition, comparable to sibling relationships: ‘you
need friends, friends are like your brothers and sisters, you have to keep them with
you’ (Child focus group E, Joseph). Concerns regarding peer acceptance and making
friends were shown throughout the transfer period. This began with restructuring of
friendship groups in Year 6, which was a dominant strategy to form friendships in
anticipation for the transition: ‘I tried to get closer to some friends that | wasn’t really
with in primary and tried to like stay with them because they were coming the same
school’ (Child focus group J, Rajat). Peer affiliation concerns continued into initial
transition: ‘the first thing you need to do is make friends and if you don’t do that, it is
your chance gone, everyone else has made friends and you may not get the second

chance to make friends again’ (Child focus group G, Daniella) and post transition,
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where having friends was seen as a sign of adjustment: ‘I think like people were
settled in quite well because wherever | looked there were people chatting and being
friendly’ (Child focus group G, Clarissa). Throughout this time peer affiliation was
motivated by four main factors: fears of being lonely, environmental concerns, social

support, and confidence, which are addressed in turn below.

The fear of being unaccepted and ‘being lonely at the start of the year’ (Child
focus group G, Carol) was especially daunting for children prior to the transition period: ‘I
need to make friends because | won’t have anyone to be with’ (Child focus group E,
Simon). This was especially prominent amongst children who had made the transfer
alone: ‘Il came on my own so | felt nervous on how | would fit in with friends and if | got

lost who would | go to’ (Child focus group D, Nora).

Making friends was often expressed as a medium to allay environmental concerns:
‘I just made friends and they just made me more comfortable around school life and
everything, so it was easier’ (Child focus group I, Dennis), but also a necessity within the
secondary school environment: ‘you can’t go through High school without friends’ (Child

focus group E, Simon).

Friends were depicted as a more relatable source of social support and protective
buffers against the environmental demands of secondary school: ‘she was entering the
same world as me’ (Child focus group F, Victoria). Friends were discussed as dominant
figures to elicit support from: ‘we all know what each other’s going through’ (...) ‘so if you
talk about it together then you can be a lot more confident’ (Child focus group E,
Charlotte). For example, children recollected confiding worries in their friends: ‘I
remember speaking to some of my friends in a group and just saying how nervous and
scared | am’ (Child focus group H, Jacob). Children also reported playing with friends as a
medium to escape and take their mind off school concerns: ‘I have a friend who lives
quite close to me and if erm if | do feel quite stressed | just like | feel like | wanna do
something and | just like play with him and just kinda get away from school’ (Child focus

group H, Jacob).

Friendships also had confidence serving properties: ‘l don’t really like change that
much so like if you’re with your friends it’s a lot more reassuring’ (Child focus group E,
George), which was acknowledged by parents: ‘My child didn’t go to the high school with

an established friendship group so found it quite difficult to gain confidence’ (Parent
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focus group, Rachael). Having friends was also shown to give children confidence to make
more friends, or select true friends: ‘To help me for the first few weeks you just need
someone with you and when you know everyone and know everyone’s name in your

form you can really think who you want to be friends with’ (Child focus group G, Clarissa).

When asked how to improve school transition, children expressed the need to be
taught strategies on how to make friends prior to the transition: ‘the [primary schools]
could make you like more sociable’ (Child focus group G, Carol). They also felt exposure to
situations to test these strategies would have been helpful: ‘they didn’t prepare you
about everything so about you know bullying about you know like different types of
situations and going into places where you might not know people so they should prepare
you’ (Child focus group D, Georgia), and instead felt that their social concerns were
misunderstood by adults:

| think that parents should listen to us because | was like | need to make
friends because | won’t have anyone to be with when | am here and they
didn’t really understand and were like you don’t need friends you just need to
do well and then we will be proud of you (Child focus group F, Sarah).

2.3.2.2. Reconfiguration

Both parents and children discussed changes in their relationships with each other

and the school. Their ability to reconfigure these changes shaped their adjustment.

Children. Year 7 children’s adjustment was shown to be heavily shaped by
their ability to manage and reconfigure supportive relationships with parents and
teachers. This is shown to be easier the more mature children are: ‘I think I've
opened up a bit more. Because | was, | wasn’t that talkative in primary, | was quite
closed up. Now it’s just easier because I've got more teachers’ (Child focus group D,
James). However, some key barriers interfered with children’s ability to reconfigure
supportive relationships with secondary school teachers, such as the school size:
‘here it is so big so some of the teachers don’t have time like not in a horrible way
but because they are so busy with other classes’ (Child focus group F, Sarah).
Teachers being perceived as unapproachable: ‘you feel like you can’t go up to them
and say something’ (Child focus group F, Jackie) and unavailable to address their
problem as a priority: ‘you can go and talk but they won’t sort it out straight away
because they have other things to do’(...) ‘| think they have less time to speak’ (Child

focus group F, Lucy) also hindered relationship formation. As a result, primary
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school teachers were perceived to be easier to talk to: ‘I think it is easier to tell
someone your worries at primary school than at secondary school’ (Child focus

group G, Joanna).

Nonetheless, when asked how the transition period could be improved, children
were more likely to express the need for primary school teachers to change and instil
secondary school values, as opposed to the reverse: ‘the primary school should start
being more stricter because the children then know like the expectations of what High
school want from you’ (Child focus group J, Nissa). This suggests that children
acknowledge the transition as a time of change, which includes reconfiguration of

supportive relationships.

Strains in child-parent relationships, particularly in relation to parents’ need for
communication, were also discussed: ‘I felt more comfortable talking to my parents in
primary, like now they want to know every detail that you’ve done’ (Child focus group G,
Tobias). Eliciting support from relatable others, such as older siblings, was favoured:

| think it is a lot easier to talk about things with my sister because she is in Year 10
and knows a lot of things about the school and | think that is more helpful than
talking to my parents sometimes because they don’t really know the school (Child
focus group F, Victoria).

Children also reported reconfigurations in parents’ management of school specific
problems, which encouraged children to take greater responsibility for their actions once
in Year 7:

In Primary school if something ever went on or if | had an argument with my
friends, they [parents] would kind of go and speak to the parents (...) and when |
was in High school and | had a fall out they would just tell me to get on with it
(Child focus group I, Molly).

Children also reported being able to deal with their problems better as they get
older and not needing as much support, which shaped reconfigurations in support
networks: ‘you are more mature in secondary school and don’t have all those little
worries and don’t get worked up about the little things so you can sort of handle it a bit

better’ (Child focus group G, Clarissa).

Parents. Parents expressed changes in their parenting role to facilitate their child’s
growing independence and prevent straining the child-parent relationship: ‘we changed
the boundaries to accommodate them growing up’ (Parent focus group, Jenny). This was

discussed as especially important over more fraught periods where children are trying to
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manage their emotions, while simultaneously adapting to their new environment and
reconfiguring relationships: ‘1 thought my children were ready to move up. It is just
dealing with them growing up. Dealing with the arguments, especially boundaries, testing

my parenting abilities’ (Parent focus group, Kevin).

Reconfiguring communication channels between themselves and the school, by
transferring responsibility was also important: ‘I have to accept that he is now responsible
for letting me know of any important information from school’ (Parent focus group,
Rachael). Although this was hard at first for parents: ‘As in general you don’t collect them,
it’s not as if you can speak to a teacher straight away to see how things had gone. | know |
could telephone the school and of course speaking to my child. | have found it difficult to
get used to’ (Parent focus group, Gaynor). This was shaped by parents’ preconceived
perceptions of their child’s readiness to make the transition: ‘My son couldn’t get out of
primary quick enough and | was relieved to see him move schools. | was confident in his

personality and knew he would be fine’ (Parent focus group, Kevin).

Parents were also concerned about their child’s safety, particularly them being
looked after within the larger secondary school environment: ‘my main concern this year
is that he settles in and adjusts’ (Parent focus group, Gaynor). This was also
acknowledged by secondary school teachers: ‘I think some parents worry their child’s
needs won’t be met when they move from a year of 30 to 200’ (Y7 Teacher focus group,
Harrison). Nonetheless, parents’ concerns were shaped by little insight and support: ‘I
think the problem lies in the communication between school and parent as there are lots
of opportunities for children to re-adjust with the new setting but not as much for
parents’ (Parent focus group, Angela). For example, as with children, parents frequently
expressed greater feelings of support when their child was at primary school: ‘from the
primary school it was great’ (Parent focus group, Angela). Thus, establishing similar
supportive relationships with their child’s secondary school, that they had with their

primary school, was an ongoing significant concern.
2.3.2.3. Relationship building

Primary and secondary school teachers were shown to have different approaches

to building relationships with parents and supporting them over the transition period.
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Teachers. When children move into Year 7, secondary school Year 7 teachers also
encounter disjunction, as they negotiate and manage new support networks with Year 7
children and their parents. Communication is vital in order to build these relationships,
and help children and parents reconfigure their new roles, as Year 7 children and

secondary school parents.

Secondary school teachers recognise the significant role parents have in
supporting transitioning children: ‘Parents can have a huge impact with transition if they
keep encouraging their child’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Jessica). They emphasised the
importance of collaborative supportive parent-teacher relationships: ‘developing good
relationships with parents at transition evenings so that a collaborative approach is used
from the first day’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Harrison). To do this telephone contact and
meetings are favoured over the transition period: ‘I tend to have a lot of telephone
contact with parents over the first term, providing a reassuring ear or providing plans of
actions for children that may not have settled in properly’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Gail),
and perceived to be helpful for parents: ‘My experience is that parents are incredibly
supportive and appreciative of verbal feedback regarding their children’ (Y7 Teacher focus

group, Harrison).

Consistency: ‘it is important for Y7 children to have a consistent form tutor who
knows them well and who they trust to discuss their problems at both school and home’
(Y7 Teacher focus group, Gail) and adopting a nurturing, supportive role: ‘I tend to have a
nurturing relationship with my children within the first term’ (Y7 Teacher focus group,
Stephanie) was deemed important to build relationships with Year 7 children. This was
also reported in the child focus groups, where children emphasised the importance of
primary and secondary schools having consistent standards: ‘I think primary schools
should set the same ground rules that you would find in High school so it’s not a big
difference’ (Child focus group |, Sophie). However, as discussed in the child focus groups,
barriers such as time and competing pressures can prevent this: ‘Ideally we would be able
to host more transition events but many staff still have full timetables and this cannot be
realistically facilitated’(...) ‘But | do think that would be beneficial for the transition
teachers in secondary schools’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Brenda). Acknowledging this,

secondary school teachers felt such exposure could be facilitated through written
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activities at primary school, such as ‘about me profiles” and ‘thoughts about transition

projects’ which could be brought to secondary school with the child.

2.3.2. Managing expectations

Provisions employed to support children and parents can be far from cohesive
across primary and secondary schools, which can shape their experiences of primary-

secondary school transition, and especially how children’s expectations are managed.

Children. Children recognised the importance and need for honest exposure prior
to primary-secondary school transition to help manage their expectations: ‘Like tell them
what they’re about to go into, like don’t be like ‘oh some people might be mean to you’,
like tell them like what you’re going to go into and like how you should deal with it” (Child
focus group D, Alisha). This was so children do not feel falsely prepared: ‘Maybe like talk
about how the school is because we basically just went into a transition without knowing’
(Child focus group D, William), or shocked during initial transition: ‘I think sometimes to
not give you enough shock they need to say some of the things that you might be worried
about’ (Child focus group |, Dennis). This also helped to encourage children to accept the
transition as something that was going to happen: ‘you just have to face up to it’ (Child
focus group G, Clarissa), as opposed to forgetting about it, which is a strategy primary
schools modelled: ‘To make us feel a bit more happy for the rest of the days at primary
school with all our friends, we had two teachers and as soon as we did the SATs we did

nothing else but like, play | guess’ (Child focus group I, Molly).

Children felt that this honest exposure should pertain to social changes (see
2.3.2.1. Friendships); environmental changes, specifically on open days where children
expressed that visits should provide realistic insight into the day-to-day school
environment: ‘l think we need transition days to show the school for how it is’ (Child
focus group |, Dennis); and behavioural changes. For example, children discussed how
primary school teachers falsely prepared children for changes in behavioural standards at
secondary school and led children to fear that their current behaviour would not be
accepted at secondary school, by using secondary school as a discipline, behaviour
management tool: ‘because loads of the teachers at our primary are like, they were like
really strict and they were saying, ‘ah the teachers are going to be stricter than us’ and

that got everyone really paranoid’ (Child focus group |, Harry). Children also felt that
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primary schools could help prepare them for organisational changes by providing children
with first-hand practice: ‘Just maybe in the last few weeks give us some books and trust
us with them so we can bring them in and actually remember them because that will get

us prepared for it’ (Child focus group F, Charlotte).

However, children also felt that transition exposure should be sensitive to their
emotional well-being and needs during the time:

If they make too much of a fuss about it, then it does proper worry you, it’s like a
soldier preparing for war, like if they give them a whole entire suit of armour it’s
then they can think, what are we going against (Child focus group H, Jacob).

Children also favoured gradual preparations and especially early onset preparation to
manage expectations:

| actually think it is better if they start at the start of Year 6 because if they do it
like before it is going to be all about leaving, it is like leaving the end of primary
and you are going to be really upset and worried about going somewhere else, so
if you start earlier you will get calmed down and you are going to be all up for it
(Child focus group G, Daniella)

as leaving transition preparations until the summer term was discussed as ‘just added

pressure’ (Child focus group G, Clarissa).

Parents. Parents reported managing their child’s expectations: ‘we just tried to
talk at each opportunity, reassuring that it would be ok’ (Parent focus group, Gaynor), in
addition to their own, as parents did not want their child to pick up on any of their
concerns (see 2.3.1.3. Repression). Common advice to future transfer parents was to help
children develop realistic expectations, especially as parents were unsure as to how well
primary schools had done this: ‘They were really excited about the move up from Year 6. |
don’t know whether they set their expectations too high and that’s why they may have
found it difficult to adapt’ (Parent focus group, Chloe). They also doubted their own
ability to manage their child’s expectations and common advice to future transfer parents
was to help children manage expectations more, in addition to endorsing positivity
around other components of the transfer: ‘We discussed it but looking back we should

have managed their expectations’ (Parent focus group, Gaynor).

Fears of the unknown, and not knowing what to expect was especially concerning
for first-time transfer parents: ‘1 do not have older children but | think this would have
made a difference as it made a difference when my youngest started primary school,

knowing what to expect and how the system works etc.” (Parent focus group, Rachael),
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compared to parents who have already negotiated secondary school transition: ‘We’ve
been through this process twice before with our older children so knew what to expect’
(Parent focus group, Jenny). To alleviate this, parents discussed the need for greater
parent-teacher communication across schools (see 2.3.2.2. Reconfiguration) and greater
physical exposure to the secondary school environment prior to the move, especially if
this was gradual: ‘I think the visits my child had were very useful but | think they should
have been over a longer period so that children are more comfortable moving around the

school’ (Parent focus group, Kevin).

Teachers. Primary and secondary school teachers’ main role over the transfer
period is to manage both children’s and parents’ expectations. Primary school teachers
recognised the importance of secondary school exposure to aid management of
expectations: ‘I think the more they can know about their new school the better. Often it
is the unknown that is most daunting/frightening’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Donald).
However, teachers discussed how they used subtle indirect preparation strategies to
manage children’s expectations: ‘we do not explicitly prepare our children for the
movement to Year 7’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Sally). This strategy may be due to
prioritisation of SATs exams: ‘there is room for primary schools to start transition work
earlier but tests do get in the way’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Lucy), and aiding classroom
management, which can be more of a problem during the summer term: ‘cockiness in
some children or frustration at the rules and regulations within the primary school can be

difficult to manage at times’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Kylie).

As discussed above, for children, first-hand exposure into the secondary school
environment is shown to help manage expectations, and Year 6 teachers talked about
subtle strategies they employed to expose children to the secondary school environment
prior to the transfer: ‘I think that indirect preparation such as visiting the laboratories in
the high school, playing in sport tournaments at the high school, or having lessons from a
visiting high school teacher is the best way to prepare children without focussing on the
move as an issue’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Mathew). Such exposure was shown to even
shape school choice decisions: ‘we have in the past spent time at the nearest high school
during the autumn term which caused many children and their parents to choose that
high school for their children’ (Y6 Teacher focus group, Mathew), demonstrating the

significance of this form of preparation.
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For secondary school teachers, their practice was influenced by how expectations
had been managed at primary school: ‘Children that expect bigger changes and having to
take on more responsibility settle in far quicker and primary schools that give out
homework and consequences usually send out pupils that get on board with this quickly
and meet deadlines’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Karen). Children’s mind-set and degree of
personal preparation also heavily contributed to their ability to adapt, and secondary
school teachers felt this could be fostered at primary school:

Children that can reason social problems but seek help from staff when they
haven’t been successful in rectifying a situation, rather than bottling up issues and
telling parents, who then call in on their behalf. These are excellent skills to
possess as it allows issues to settle far quicker (Y7 Teacher focus group, Jessica).

As a result, secondary school teachers felt that primary schools could help more with this:
‘| feel that more personal preparation and then reflection could help children in their
transition as well as helping staff know how to support the various needs and concerns of

children leaving one teacher and moving onto another’ (Y7 Teacher focus group, Simon).

2.3.4. Academic pressure

‘Academic pressure’ was only discussed in the child focus groups, and thus worthy
of a theme but only in that both parents and teachers did not mention this as being of

central importance over the transition period.

Children. Academic pressure and the need to perform was shown pre, during and
post transfer, and underlined experiences of primary-secondary school transition. Pre-
transfer, the centrality of academic performance was shown through the dominance of
SATs, in that once these tests were over children felt like that there was no longer any
purpose to Year 6: ‘after SATs it was like there was no point of it [year six]’ (Child focus
group E, George). This attitude was reinforced within the primary school environment, as
children reported a lack of teaching following the testing period. Children nonetheless felt
that this did not prepare them for secondary school academic standards and instead
emphasised the importance of academic continuation following SATs:

It was much fun when they were like taking us all on the trips but while they were
doing that they were also not giving us homework to make it more fun for that
last bit, but it would have really helped because then we are doing like no
homework and then if you come to here you get like a piece of homework every
day. So, | guess even though as boring as it sounds maybe getting more homework
to like prepare for High school (Child focus group I, Harry).
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When children were asked what they were mostly not looking forward to on entry
to secondary school, fears of ‘the work being too hard’ (Child focus group G, Tobias),
having lots of homework: ‘it was a bit nerve wrecking that people had so much
homework’ (Child focus group E, Ken) and maintaining academic achievement in tests: ‘|
get really stressed about tests especially about GCSEs and stuff’ (Child focus group |,
Annie) prevailed. This was elevated and reported in one school where children had to
pass an entrance exam to attend the secondary school: ‘The thing that was worrying me
the most was passing the test’ (Child focus group I, Molly). In this school, academic
concerns, especially regarding competition: ‘you want to go to the top again and to be a
prefect or something and since you are the youngest you have to work really really hard
and also to get a job as well’ (Child focus group I, Dennis), and emphasis on success: ‘you
have to crack on and do your work now or else in the future you won’t get anywhere’

(Child focus group I, Harry) was more pronounced.

Post-transfer, pressure to succeed once again becomes a significant cause of
stress: ‘now that | am in high school, | obviously still stress about homework and tests’
(Child focus group |, Dennis). Although it was clear within the parent focus groups, that
achievement was not a priority: ‘my main concern this year is that he settles in and
adjusts, | am not too concerned about how he performed in January tests’ (Parent focus
group, Gaynor), children did not feel this way. Perceptions of disappointing parents by
not academically performing at secondary school was a significant concern: ‘say | got a
bad mark my parents told me off’ (Child focus group G, Tobias) especially amongst
children who reported their relationships with their parents to be conditional and
dependent on their grades: ‘you just need to do well in lessons and then we will be proud
of you’ (Child focus group F, Rowshi). This was shown to only put additional pressure on
children to perform:

| get really stressed about tests especially about GCSEs and stuff and so is she
[mum)]. High school is getting serious and primary school is finding your bearings
and stuff and high school you have to crack on and do all your work now or else in
the future you won’t get anywhere, what you have to do is getting serious (Child
focus group E, Grant).

When children are already feeling academic pressure, further pressure from
parents was perceived to be harmful, causing greater anxiety: ‘if your parents do the
same to you then it is double pressure and your brain will literally explode’ (Child focus

group E, George). This was elevated when parents adopted academic comparison
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parenting strategies: ‘If your parents like say what other children got puts you under
pressure, so it is better for them to focus on you than other children’ (Child focus group
G, Joanna), which children reported influenced their motivation and self-esteem: ‘one
thing most parents do is compare you with other children, which puts the child, instead of
grading them up, puts them down’ (Child focus group G, Tobias). However, it is important
to note that not all children felt this way, and some children felt pressure from parents
was beneficial, especially with regards to homework: ‘so that’s helped me massively
because | definitely would not have been able to keep on top of my homework if it wasn’t

for my mum’ (Child focus group |, Peter).

2.4, Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate children's, parents’ and teachers’
current experiences of school transition using focus group methodology; a research
method which has received limited empirical interest within the field. This is despite
consistent recommendations endorsing the need to elicit first-hand, up to date insights
into this period and the usefulness of focus group methodology in doing this. This
research also set out to understand how children, parents and teachers feel the transition
period could be improved, as again without hearing the voices of key stakeholders, and
establishing effective lines of communication to understand common but also differing
challenges faced over this period, efforts to improve the transfer period can only be

superficial.

A strength of the present research is the simultaneous exploration of three unique
stakeholders’ experiences of the transfer period, which has been recommended by
previous scholars (Ashton, 2008), to provide a more holistic, detailed and in-depth
exploration of this period. As shown above, children’s, parents’ and teachers’ experiences
of school transition were similar, in that all were shown to navigate an analogous process
where they manage (either their own or others’) emotions, relationships, and
expectations. This was shown to be reflective of how closely related children’s, parents’
and teachers’ experiences are over the transfer period, which is consistent with previous
research (Zeedyk et al., 2003). Nonetheless, children, parents, and teachers also have

different transition experiences, which is shown in the differing number of sub-themes.
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2.4.1. Social support

Peer acceptance was a dominant concern for children before, during, and after
the transfer period, shaping their appraisals, experiences, and feelings of adjustment,
which has been shown in previous research (Weller, 2007). For example, children with
good quality close friendships over the transition period are consistently shown to exhibit
superior perceptions of their new school environment (Kingery et al., 2011), become
more involved in school activities (Schneider et al., 2008) and make greater academic
progress (Kingery et al., 2011). The latter outcome is especially significant in the context
of the present study where children felt that adults were more concerned about their
academic progress than social adjustment. For example, the sub-theme 2.3.2.1.
Friendships was only discussed in the child focus groups, and it was clear across the
transcripts that children’s concerns about making friends were misunderstood by parents
and teachers. This adds to existing literature, demonstrating the disparate attitudes

children and adults hold towards peer relationships (Evaneglou et al., 2008).

Extending on the above, children commonly suggested that schools could assist in
transition by focussing on supporting children to manage changes in classmate
relationships. These findings are also in line with recent government initiatives, such as
Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (Wigelsworth et al., 2012) and Targeted Mental
Health in Schools initiatives (Wolpert et al., 2013), which highlight the importance of
facilitating and promoting children’s social adjustment. In addition, the present findings
add to recommendations for educational professionals to achieve a better balance
between attention to academic and social concerns in school transition support
programmes (Galton et al., 1999). For example, in the present study, the theme 4.
Academic pressure was only shown across the child focus groups. This suggests that
transfer children are either overestimating academic pressure they receive by adults, or
adults do not feel they are putting academic pressure on children during this time. Thus,
greater communication is needed over the transfer period to alleviate disjunction in

expectations and subsequent pressure perceived by transfer children.

2.4.2. Communication across stakeholders

The present findings also emphasise the significance of close collaboration over

the transition period between parents and educational professionals, but also primary
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and secondary school staff, to aid adjustment to secondary school for all stakeholders. As
discussed in themes 2.3.2. Managing Relationships and 2.3.3. Managing Expectations,
and in line with previous research (Tobell & O’Donnell, 2013), communication
disjunctions across primary and secondary schools, can lead to greater environmental,
academic and social discontinuities and represent barriers impeding smooth transition
practices. This was shown to impact all three stakeholders, preventing relationship
formation between schools, parents, and children, in addition to shaping appraisals and

behaviour over the transfer.

In line with this, efforts to bridge discontinuities were discussed as a priority,
especially amongst both primary and secondary school teachers, which provides support
for Hopwood et al.’s (2016) Australian interview study findings where all primary school
teachers and 71% of secondary school teachers discussed the need for increased
communication between primary and secondary school staff. However, as shown in the
present research, barriers, such as time and competing pressures, were shown to prevent
this, which impacted not only teachers’ practice but also children’s and parents’ transition
experiences. Thus, as discussed in the recent Department of Health and Social Care and
Department for Education (2018) report, greater long-term attention needs to be placed
on primary-secondary school transition and supporting key stakeholders, such as

teachers, during this time to ensure practices are as smooth as possible.

For children, seeking support from teachers at primary school was deemed easier,
as primary school teachers were perceived to be more open, approachable and available,
which is in line with previous research (Bru et al., 2010). In comparison, both children and
parents discussed how the secondary school environment cannot only undermine
relationship formation, but also their ability to seek support, which is in line with previous
findings (Powell & Marshall, 2011). For instance, the greater number of secondary school
teachers and the more formal approaches to teaching were shown to be at odds with
practices, standards and the culture of care ethos children were accustomed to at
primary school. As shown in previous research, and in the present study, this can be
subject to secondary school teachers adopting more disciplinarian and policing as
opposed to supportive roles (Powell & Marshall, 2011). Nonetheless, these findings are
concerning, as children who perceive adults as available, open to communication (Maltais

et al., 2015) and more importantly involved in their school life, show superior adjustment
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(Duchesne & Ratelle, 2010). Taken together, these findings provide greater support for
Tobbell and O’Donnell’s (2013) recommendation that on entry to secondary school,
greater attention needs to be placed on social provision, especially opportunities for

relationship formation for transfer children and their teachers.

For parents, establishing supportive relationships with their child’s secondary
school was a significant concern (see 2.3.2.2. Reconfiguration) and can be exacerbated if
they feel their child is not ready for secondary school or do not feel the school
communicates well with them, which is consistent with previous research (Zeedyk et al.,
2003). However, teachers discussed the difficulties building relationships with both
parents and children subject to their workloads, despite wanting to, but also parents’
inability to at times adjust to different parent-teacher relationships now their child is in
secondary school. Taken together, these findings emphasise the importance of improving
communication channels between parents and secondary schools to help parents
reconfigure their changing role in nurturing their child’s developing maturation. These
findings provide support for Keay et al.’s (2015) review recommendations which outline

the importance of schools understanding and working with parents.

Despite parents and children experiencing very similar concerns over the
transition period, both parties were not aware of this in the present research. This was
often subject to communication absences, system disjunctions (as discussed below) or
fears of transference (especially amongst parents), which limited both parties’ ability to
raise their concerns with one another. However, as shown in the theme 2.3.1.3.
Repression, suppression can also cause stakeholders to feel alone and unsupported in
feeling apprehensive during this period (Zeedyk et al., 2003). Moreover, regardless of
how hard parents and children tried to repress and conceal pent-up anxieties, whether to
protect the self, or others, this was rarely successful and can have negative outcomes. For
example, parents and children were shown to be aware of and influenced by each
other’s’ emotions, especially anxiety with letting go for parents (Lucey & Reay, 2000), and
share common appraisals, such as loss. These findings are in line with Bronfenbrenner’s
Eco-Systemic Model of Development (2005), demonstrating how person and
environmental factors, especially relationships, are nested and exert differential levels of
influence, shaping perceptions, behaviours, coping and adaption. Thus, taken together,

these findings have useful implications for intervention research, as focussing efforts on
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each party individually may not be desirable for school transition experiences to be
improved and, instead, encouraging parents and children to have open communication

channels, may help stakeholders feel supported.

2.4.3. Timing of emotional-centred support

Furthermore, within primary schools, the timing of emotional-centred transition
provision was perceived to be discordant with transfer children’s need to access support
and instead encouraged suppression of anxieties towards the move until the final term.
This has also been shown empirically, schools often favouring formal school choice and
organisational preparations for secondary school transition, which can also vary
considerably in content and focus (Evangelou et al., 2008) and prioritising national
assessment targets (McGee et al., 2004). However, it is worth noting that discussion of
behavioural concerns in shaping these decisions has not been made until now.
Nonetheless, this reactive approach to secondary school transition, can, as shown in the
present research, lead to a build-up of heightened anxiety and rush in the summer term
immediately prior to the transfer (Zeedyk et al., 2003) and the behavioural issues these
delayed provisions intended to avoid. Thus, these findings emphasise the need for Year 6
teachers to integrate transition support provision throughout the transfer year to address
anxieties presented and prevent children repressing them (Zeedyk et al., 2003). Although,
caution should be made when generalising these findings to school transitions made
cross-culturally where children do not sit national assessments prior to the transfer
period, these findings add to the broader transition context by demonstrating the

importance of acknowledging children’s needs.

As discussed in this chapter, and in support of empirical findings (Frederickson &
Joiner, 2002) acknowledgement of one’s own and other’s emotions plays a fundamental
key role in adjustment processes, resilience research showing that failure to talk, or
translate anxieties into language can inhibit coping strategies (Pennebaker et al., 1990).
This was recognised by children and parents in the present research, who specifically
expressed the negative implications of schools delaying or neglecting transition support
provision, and unwillingness to discuss the emotional side of moving to secondary school.
These findings corroborate previous research findings, for instance McGee et al.’s (2004)

survey study found 45% of parents to report their children needing help talking about
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their feelings in preparation for the transfer, 14% asserting that greater communication
and explanations between teacher and child could help alleviate apprehension and
anxiety. Thus, in line with Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) SEF theory, which emphasises the
need for gradual and continuous developmental change, these findings add to existing
literature emphasising the need for Year 6 teachers to integrate emotional-centred
transition support provision throughout the transfer year, for both children and parents

(McGee et al., 2004).

2.4.4. New insights

However, what has been missed empirically, yet shown in the present research is
the need for primary-secondary school transition provisions to establish a balance
between exposure and consistency. In other words, transfer children need a degree of
insight into what secondary school will be like and how to navigate differing standards,
but this exposure should follow a clear continuum with a limit, as children also need
consistency during this apprehensive time. For example, children emphasised the dangers
of too much primary-secondary school transition provision, too soon, which can cause
feelings of overwhelm and anxiety. These findings are in line with Hammond'’s (2016)
research, which demonstrated the need for stakeholders to be mindful and not overly
protective, cautious, or anxious when discussing primary-secondary school transfer and
to instead help children work through perceived transition challenges by taking a

nurturing, empowering and child-centred approach.

Gradual preparations were also deemed best and raised as critical by both
secondary school teachers and children in the present study but have so far been
unsupported empirically and practically. Resonating to the sub-theme 2.3.1.3. Repression
it is plausible that open and honest gradual discussion may avoid repression behaviours
and uncontrolled suppressed feelings indirectly leaking out (Vassilopoulos et al., 2018).
For example, children who receive greater emotional support from teachers, report
greater self-esteem and lower depressive symptoms (Symonds & Galton, 2014). This can

also shape behaviours in the classroom (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020).
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2.4.5. Limitations

Nonetheless, this research is not without its limitations, one of which is that all
stakeholders were reporting retrospective transition experiences. Thus, it is plausible that
post-transition experiences, forgetting and selective retrieval inherent in retrospections
being constructed within present contexts, may have influenced recollections and
perceptions of support pre-transfer. However, given that the present research was
conducted mid-way through Year 7 this is unlikely. This is especially considering the
anonymous and decontextualized nature of the online parent and teacher focus groups,
which possibly aided the sharing of more personal feelings, particularly amongst these
stakeholders where greater stigma can be attached to parents’ inability to adapt (Eccles &
Harold, 1993). Although used minimally within this context, online formats have been
shown to be non-confronting and stimulate greater likelihood of participants sharing
honest, sensitive issues (Coulson, 2005), and as a result using this methodology is one of
the strengths of the present research. Furthermore, although caution was made to not
over-represent their voices, it is worth noting that there was a greater proportion of
children to parents and teachers participating in the research. Thus, there is an
opportunity for further research with parents and teachers to strengthen confidence in

the credibility and robustness of the present findings.

In sum, the data shows that in order to improve the primary-secondary school
transition period, acknowledgement that children, parents and teachers all have a stake,
and play a fundamental role in negotiation of this emotionally challenging period, is
paramount. In fact, to make any significant change to how school transition is managed,
enhancing communication across systems and stakeholders is imperative, so all
stakeholders are on the same page. Given the limited research which has explored
proximal (children’s relationships with their teachers, parents, and classmates) and distal
(educational policies and practices) influences which impact transitional experience and
adjustment in the UK, the present study has made preliminary progress in understanding
this period from the perspective of three distinct stakeholders and made suggestions for
how to improve it. However, further longitudinal and intervention research is needed to
unravel the pathogenesis and progression of emotional experiences in order to best equip
parents and teachers support children over this critical period, which is discussed in

further detail in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 3: US Schools Case Study (Study 2) - When is the ‘optimal’ time for

school transition? An insight into provision in the US

N.B. The research presented in this chapter has been published, see: Bagnall, C. L., Fox, C.
L. & Skipper, Y. (2021). When is the ‘optimal’ time for school transition? An insight into
provision in the US. Pastoral Care in Education. DOI: 10.1080/02643944.2020.1855669

3.1 Background

As discussed in Chapter 1, there is wealth of research demonstrating the negative
short- and long- term impacts school transition can have on transfer children’s academic,
social and emotional well-being (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). This is especially common
when there is a lack of support provision. Shedding light on this, Study 1 has made a
unique contribution to primary-secondary school transition research, in being the first
study, to my knowledge, to simultaneously compare children’s, parents’ and teachers’
first-hand experiences of primary-secondary school transition and how they feel this
period can be improved. It was concluded that greater communication is needed across
systems (primary and secondary schools) and stakeholders (children, parents and

teachers), and transition support needs to be sensitive and child led.

However, in order to provide this support effectively there is a need to understand
why transfer children struggle and how to prevent this, which this chapter will explore by
reporting a study that examined differences in transition preparations and experiences by
children’s age and the impact of navigating a previous transition. Cross-culturally the age
of school transition can vary. In general, children who are older when they transition
schools show better adjustment (Holas & Huston, 2012). One of the reasons for this is
that the older children are when they transition schools, the more likely they have been
exposed to previous life transitions, such as moving to a new house, parent divorce and
especially a school transition (Andrews & Bishop, 2012) and as a result adapt to similar
challenges inherent in school transition more easily. Moreover, when transition timing is
delayed, children have longer to gain the developmental skills, such as emotional
intelligence (Adeyemo, 2005) and self-regulation (Symonds, 2009) necessary to

successfully navigate challenges inherent in school transition, whether that is
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disagreements with peers, environmental discontinuities, or academic changes. For
example, UK Middle schools (that teach children from age nine to age 14) have been
praised, in comparison to secondary schools, for providing children with consistency (in
terms of being taught by the same teacher and in the same school environment) and
having more focussed supportive pastoral environments. This can be significant for
children during early pubescent years (see 3.1.3. Puberty) (Crook, 2008); the Year 6 to
Year 9 Middle school period often depicted as the ‘make it or break it years’ (Beaty,

2019).

However, these two ideas are in conflict. Within three-tier school systems, where
children attend three different schools, children may find transition to their third school
easier reflecting the insight and skills gained from their first transition. However, the first
transition is likely to be harder as children will make it at a much younger age. Therefore,
it is unclear which school system is best for children (two-tier where one transition is
made, or three-tier where two transitions are made) and the optimal age for school
transition. As discussed below, children’s developmental age and maturation, competing

pressures, puberty and specialised support, can also shape this.

3.1.1. Developmental age and maturation

In line with the Developmental Readiness Hypothesis (Ge et al., 2001), it has been
theorised that children can be at greater risk of psychological and behavioural problems if
they are not emotionally or cognitively ready for transition. This has been shown
empirically as children who are more mature, exhibit superior emotional intelligence
(Adeyemo, 2005), or have been exposed to previous transition (Jordan et al., 2010),
generally find school transition easier. Children with these resources, are generally older

and as a result, more developmentally ready to navigate school transition.

Research conducted in the US (where children can transition to Middle school at
age 11 or Junior High school at age 12 prior to High school at age 14) although dated,
supports this and suggests that the younger children are when they transition schools,
the more likely they are to experience emotional adjustment problems (Simmons, et al.,
1973). For example, Simmons et al.’s (1973) cross-sectional research found a sharp rise in

self-image perceptions between 12- and 13-year olds, when children transitioned from
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Elementary school to Junior High school, but not at age 14 when children transitioned

from Junior High to High school.

3.1.2. Competing pressures

In the lead up to primary-secondary school transition in the UK, transfer children
face competing pressures, from academic stress associated with national assessments, to
psychosocial challenges around school choice decisions, and physiological pubescent
changes. During transition, children then face simultaneous academic, social and

environmental discontinuity.

The accumulation of changes children face over school transition can have a
significant negative impact on their ability to cope. This is unsurprising and supported by
Coleman’s Focal Theory of Change (1989) which suggests that sequential rather than
simultaneous change can be easier for children to cope with and have psychosocial and
emotional consequences. Extending on this theory and in line with Baumeister et al.’s
Depleted-Resource Hypothesis (2007), over time, frequent concurrent stressors can
significantly draw on self-regulatory capacities and disrupt cognitive processing, especially
if children do not have an ‘arena of comfort’ or element of consistency in their life

(Simmons & Blythe, 1987, p.346).

The dangers of navigating cumulative change in early adolescence have been
shown empirically, such as in Simmons and Blythe’s (1987) longitudinal comparison
research, which investigated the impact of negotiating multiple life changes on various
psychosocial and academic adjustment outcomes. To do this, children of the same age in
different school systems (two-tier vs. three-tier) in the US were compared. It was found
that children negotiating concurrent life transitions were more at risk, especially if
transition from Elementary to Junior High school was one of these events. For example,
these children were shown to exhibit lower self-esteem, academic and social adjustment
than children remaining in K-8 Elementary schools. Further support has been shown in
the context of primary-secondary school transition. For example, Rice et al.’s (2011)
longitudinal study found that the number and not severity of school concerns during this
time predicted peer problems, generalised anxiety and depression. Taken together these

findings illustrate how school transition can negatively impact children’s emotional
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adjustment, particularly self-perceptions, and the need for children to have an ‘arena of

comfort’ in their lives when negotiation of multiple changes is unavoidable.

3.1.3. Puberty

Support for the superiority of sequential as opposed to simultaneous change is
also shown when considering puberty. The typical age for puberty to begin is 11 for girls
and 12 for boys (NHS, 2018). This age directly corresponds to the age at which children
transition to secondary school in the UK and Junior High or Middle school in the US.
Research has shown that there is a relationship between the negative impacts of
transition and the timing of puberty. For example, both puberty and school transition are
salient maturity status markers (Symonds, 2009). Pubescent changes can pose significant
challenges to children’s self-concept and self-esteem (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006), in
addition to causing changes in children’s behaviour and expectations (Symonds, 2009).
The same can be said for the environmental reorganisation indicative of school transition,
which has been shown to also produce feelings of irrelevance and anonymity (Evans et
al., 2010). However, when the two ‘key rites of passage’ (Eccles & Harold, 1993, p.90) are
navigated simultaneously, these changes are shown to be more difficult and have a
greater impact on children’s academic and social coping and self-esteem, than either

individual change (Ng-Knight et al., 2016).

Early pubertal developing girls have also been shown to find school transfer more
difficult and report higher depressive symptoms, lower-body image and lower self-worth
following school transition (Simmons & Blythe, 1987). Extending this research, Ng-Knight
et al. (2016) found that while it is common for children’s feelings of self-control to decline
over primary-secondary school transition, for children experiencing puberty earlier than
their peers, this decline is greater. Together, these findings are unsurprising as while
hormones account for 4% of variance in depressed mood, social factors and negative life
events account for 30% of the variance (Brooks-Gunn & Warren 1989); thus, navigating
these two ‘key rites of passage’ (puberty and transition) together is high risk. However,
given that primary-secondary school transition is often navigated during the onset of
puberty, adjustment differences specific to each event cannot be easily isolated and

compared (Eccles & Harold, 1993, p.90).


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140197116300215#bib9
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This was acknowledged by Symonds (2009) in her longitudinal research in the UK,
which examined the interaction between biopsychosocial changes associated with
puberty and primary-secondary school transition environmental changes, on children’s
adjustment. Same-aged Middle school children (who were not transitioning schools) were
also sampled as a baseline comparison. It was found that reports of social
embarrassment, low self-body image and self-esteem were more prominent amongst
girls who were negotiating puberty and transitioning schools. Nonetheless, as
acknowledged by Symonds (2009) the influence of puberty on transition is hard to assess,
given that puberty onset varies in timing and consistency. Thus, taken with the small

sample, caution is needed.

3.1.4. Specialised support

Schools are central to the lives of children and their families. The school
environment can be considered a social determinant of mental health, by presenting both
triggers and protective influences, but also a strategic setting for mental health
promotion, protection and maintenance. For example, educational practitioners are
considered to have a “frontline role” in supporting children’s emotional well-being (DfHSC
& DfE, 2018, p.9), and teachers are often the first adults to recognise changes in

children’s mental health functioning (Greenberg et al., 2017).

Since the publication of the Department of Health and Social Care and
Department of Education Transforming children and young people’s mental health
provision: a green paper (2018), which raised the importance of supporting children’s
mental health within the school environment, there has been more attention placed on
the need to support children’s emotional well-being during challenging periods such as

primary-secondary school transition

When well-designed and supported (especially across stakeholders), school-
centred primary-secondary school transition support has been shown to improve
children’s academic and social functioning (Coffey, 2013), and can have a stronger effect
on transitional adjustment than developmental characteristics (Anderson et al., 2000) and
parental reassurance (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2011). However, emotional-centred
transition support provisions are limited and there are also challenges implementing

specialised support over primary-secondary school transition in the UK (Jindal-Snape et
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al., 2019). One of these challenges is competing priorities and increased workloads that
have resulted in increased pressure to redirect both human and financial resources
(Jeffery & Troman, 2012). Difficulties embedding support provision into the school
environment can also limit the sustainability and uptake of emotional-centred
programmes, as can reductions in resources to support them (Trotman et al., 2015). See
Bagnall (2020) for a full outline of limitations pertaining to emotional-centred primary-

secondary school transition interventions, and Chapter 5 for further discussion.

In comparison, in the US, schools employ school counsellors to provide specialised
and targeted emotional-centred support, which includes transition and school liaison
provision, for children and their families within the school environment. This support is
likely to have a positive impact on children’s transition experiences and aligns with pillar

one and two outlined in the DfHSC and DfE (2018) policy paper.

This transition support is a significant contrast to the UK, where transition liaison
roles are often given to a Year 6 and 7 teacher who already has a full timetable, and
therefore must balance this role alongside internal pastoral matters and relationships
with feeder schools. Thus, having full-time counsellors who concentrate exclusively on
transition support, offering a comprehensive advisory service for all stakeholders
(children, parents and staff) is likely to have a positive impact on transition experiences
for all. This would seem to be a significant resource that could be replicated from the US
to the UK system, but greater clarity as to how this school-based support is delivered over
school transition is imperative to help us understand and improve UK children’s transition

experiences.

3.1.5. Rationale

In sum, in order to improve children’s emotional experiences of school transition,
and inform support provision in the UK, there is a need to explore how this period is
navigated cross-culturally across different transition systems (three-tier and two-tier
education systems, early and delayed onset times). This will enable us to better
understand which school system is best for children (two-tier or three-tier) and the
optimal timing for school transition, in addition to differences in transition preparations
and experiences reflective of the age and type of transition made, which to date is

underexplored.
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Although in the UK some areas use a three-tier system, where children transfer to
Middle school at age nine, and again to High school at age 13, there is minimal research
on this transition in the UK. Most children in the UK follow the dominant primary-
secondary school two-tier transition system, which is acknowledged as ‘the most
nationally representative ‘transfer’ sample available to study’ (Symonds, 2009, p. 72) and
draws few comparisons with Middle school three-tier systems. For example, the age at
which children transition to Middle school in the UK (age nine) is not comparable to
primary-secondary school transition (age 11), unlike US Middle school transition (also age
11). There are also distinct school environment differences between Middle schools and
secondary schools in the UK. On average Middle schools are smaller than secondary
schools and as a result of this have fewer teachers and less specialist teaching. These
distinct school environment differences are shown to shape children’s sense of identity,
situating school transition in early adolescence shown to make children feel more grown
up, as shown in Symonds (2009) longitudinal research study, where 11 year olds in
secondary school conceptualised their identity as ‘half child, half young adult’, whereas
11 year olds in Middle schools were either uncertain about their age status, or perceived
themselves as children (Symonds, 2009). In addition to this, UK Middle school transition
and primary-secondary school transition are not comparable in terms of maturity status
markers, as when school transition is made at age 11, children often navigate

biopsychosocial changes (see 3.1.3. Puberty), on top of school environment changes.

Comparing children within different school systems in one US state, Northern
California, which contains districts aligning with both systems (three-tier [Middle and
Junior High schools] and two-tier [K-8 Elementary schools]), allows exploration of
differences in transition preparations and experiences reflective of the age and type of
transition. For example, children within Northern California transition to High school at
age 14, later than children in the UK who transition at age 11. Additionally, schools can
follow either a two-tier or three-tier school system. For the former children make just the
one transition to High school at age 14, whereas for the latter children make a transition
to Junior High (at age 12) or Middle school (at age 11) prior to High school transition (at
age 14). Moreover, the age composition of children within the schools will also vary
depending on school system, as K-8 Elementary schools within two-tier school systems
will have a wider age range of children than Middle and Junior High schools within three-

tier school systems.
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While there are clear cultural differences between the UK and US, there are also
commonalities, which have been acknowledged in previous research (Symonds & Galton,
2014). This is especially important when concerning the age at which children transition
to Middle school (at age 11) in the US which directly corresponds to the age in which
children transition to secondary school in the UK (see Table 3.1), enabling a direct
comparison. The same can be said regarding school transition adjustment outcomes,
which are also comparable across the UK and US. For example, similar declines in
academic attainment (Benner & Graham, 2007), social affiliation (Pellegrini & Long, 2003),
school appraisals (Symonds & Galton, 2014) and internalising problems (Simmons &
Blythe, 1987) are shown over transition periods in the US and UK. As discussed above,
schools in the US also employ school counsellors to help support school transitions, which
has useful implications for the UK, especially given the recent publication of the DfHSC &
DfE (2018), which emphasises the importance of supporting children’s mental health

within the school environment.

Table 3.1

A comparison of UK and US school systems, showing children’s ages, year groups and

transition onset times

Age 10-11 11-12 12-13 13-14 14+
UK year group Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10+
UK school Primary Secondary Secondary Secondary Secondary
system school school school school school
US Grade Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 9+
US K-8 school Elementary Elementary Elementary Elementary High school
system school school school school

US Middle Elementary Middle Middle school Middle school High school
school system school school

US Junior High  Elementary Elementary Junior High Junior High High school
school system school school school school
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Furthermore, despite consistent recommendations endorsing the importance of
obtaining first-hand insight about transition from a range of key stakeholders (especially
children, parents and teachers) (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016), to date, there is minimal
research which has done this. See Bagnall et al. (2019) and Chapter 2 for a full outline of
current literature and primary-secondary school transition qualitative research study
limitations. Nonetheless, as acknowledged in Chapter 2, without exploring a range of
stakeholders’ lived experiences, efforts to understand and improve the transition period
can only be superficial. For example, perceptions of school context, have been shown to
differ across multiple informants (Kim et al., 2014), as can the value placed on support
figures, as shown in Study 1 where peer support was shown to be misunderstood by

adults.

Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) Stage Environment Fit (SEF) theory, which outlines the
importance of the match between children’s developing needs and opportunities
afforded to them by their social environments, provides a useful theoretical framework to
guide investigations into understanding developmental processes, such as primary-
secondary school transition and has been referenced in several articles pertaining to this
time (Symonds & Galton, 2014). School transition has been recognised as a critical and
challenging period in children’s development, that can heavily impact their ability to cope.
SEF theory attributes this to a developmental mismatch between changes in psychological
characteristics (e.g. pubertal development, self-consciousness, desire for autonomy) and
the lack of a stable, safe environment for children to enact these changes (Eccles &
Midgley, 1989). For example, during school transition, transfer children are required to
navigate simultaneous new environmental features of post-transition schools (e.g. older
children, more specialised teaching), which are likely to be harder to cope with and adjust

to, in comparison to the consistency inherent in remaining in pre-transition schools.

However, except for the interview research conducted by Symonds and
Hargreaves (2016), to date, minimal research has investigated SEF theory in the context
of school transition from a qualitative perspective. Instead, SEF theory has mainly been
developed from review of quantitative associations between a handful of premeditated
variables and the school environment (Eccles et al., 1984), most outdated (Symonds &
Hargreaves, 2016). Thus, to fully understand SEF theory and obtain a more holistic

understanding of why environmental features of post-transition schools are at a
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mismatch with children’s developmental needs, and how to improve this, further
qualitative research is needed. Symonds and Hargreaves (2016) extended SEF theory, and
argued that as transfer children adapt to the post-transition school environment, they
hold contradictory schemas towards their school experiences, in other words, children
enjoy and dislike school at the same time. As a result, SEF interactions are subject to
change at different points in time as children adapt to the new secondary school
environment, which extends initial SEF theory that solely focusses on the mismatch in pre
and post transition experiences in shaping appraisals. Further research is needed to

investigate this adaptation process, which the present research sought to do.

Furthermore, we have a limited understanding of whether the challenges inherent
in school transition account for the mismatches proposed by SEF theory, or mismatches
are typical of children at this age, progressing through year groups at school. Thus, there
is a need to compare samples of same aged children transitioning or not transitioning
schools to fully understand SEF theory, validate it, and bring it up to date. Symonds and
Hargreaves (2016) made preliminary progress in doing this by examining SEF interactions
amongst 11- and 12-year olds, who had either transferred into their first year of
secondary school in the UK or remained in their third year of Middle school in the UK.
However, their findings are limited subject to the small sample size, and interview design
limitations (situating the interviews in school inhibited discussion of out-of-school issues).
Thus, further research is needed using wider age samples within one country, across

contexts, and using multiple research methods and informants.

Drawing on SEF theory, the present case study sought to do this, by exploring the
‘optimal time’ for school transition. Extending Study 1’s focus group research, especially
the usefulness of simultaneously comparing three unique stakeholders’ first-hand
experiences of school transition, insight from children, parents and school staff in the US
was obtained using focus groups, interviews and observations. The following research

guestions were addressed:

1. How are educational transitions managed and supported in the study districts

within Northern California in the US?

2. Do transition provisions differ across school systems (K-8 Elementary schools vs. 6-

8 Middle schools vs. 7-8 Junior High schools, in other words transfer at age 14 as
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opposed to age 11 or 12) in the study districts within Northern California in the
us?

3. Does the age (Grade 6 [age 11] or Grade 7 [age 12] vs. Grade 9 [age 14]) at which
children navigate transition shape their experiences and adjustment in the study

districts within Northern California in the US?

4. To what extent does navigation of prior educational transition to Middle or Junior
High school at Grade 6 (age 11) or Grade 7 (age 12) influence children’s
experience of later transition to High school in the study districts within Northern

California in the US?

Through inclusion of ‘multiple sources of information’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 97), case
studies can provide a holistic, in depth contextual analysis of both the process and
outcome of a phenomenon within its real-life context (Tellis, 1997). This robust research
method has direct implications for education research yet has been rarely used to
investigate school transition. Shedding light on this absence, the present research used an
exploratory-explanatory case study design to examine how educational transitions are
managed and supported within one state in Northern Californian Elementary, Junior High
and High schools. Given that the American education system is decentralised and highly
diversified dependent on state, focussing solely on one state will allow focussed
comparison of school systems, which would have been difficult and less stratified if
schools in other states were sampled. Thus, the school districts sampled in the present

study were selected on this theoretical basis.

3.2. Method

3.2.1. Participants

Participating children were aged between 11 and 15 years and were recruited
from seven schools (one Elementary school, two Middle schools, two Junior High schools
and two High schools) situated across four school districts within Northern California in
the US. Given that US education systems are decentralised and highly diversified
dependent on state, focussing solely on one state allowed focussed comparison of school

systems, which would have been difficult and less stratified if schools in other states were
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sampled. Thus, the school districts sampled in the present study were purposively
selected on this theoretical basis to enable comparisons of transition preparations
reflective of the age, system and type of transition the child made. For example, one
school district aligned with the three-tier Middle school system, one school district
aligned with the three-tier Junior High school system and two districts aligned with the
two-tier K-8 system. The schools within the districts were selected on an opportunistic
basis. All districts were amongst the largest in California based on student population, and

schools had similar demographic, ethnic, socio-economic, and performance statistics.

Five Grade 6 (three females, age 11 and 12), twelve Grade 7 (four females, age 12
and 13) and twenty-six Grade 9 (13 females, age 14 and 15) children participated in eight
focus groups. Two parents (one female), six teachers (two Grade 6 [one female], two
Grade 7 [one female] and two Grade 9 [one female]) and five school counsellors (four
female) participated in interviews. See Table 3.2 for a breakdown of participant numbers

in each focus group/interview from each school system.
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Composition of the focus groups and interviews
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Transcript Stakeholder Transition school system Pseudonym
attending or attended
(number of participants)

A Parent group interview K-8 (2) 1,2

B Grade 6 student focus Middle school (5) Mike, Sarah, Natalie, Evan,
group (mixed gender) Micaela

C Grade 6 Teacher Middle school (1) N/A

D Grade 6 Teacher Middle school (1) N/A

E Grade 7 child focus Middle school (4) Dylan, Cole, Jamie, Hannah
group (mixed gender)

F Grade 7 child focus Middle school (4) Gabe, Sophie, Gabriella,
group (mixed gender) Lucy

G Grade 7 child focus K-8 school (2), Junior Gabe, Trent, Sean, Cody

group (all male) High school (1), Middle
school (1)

H Grade 7 Teacher Junior High (1) N/A

] Grade 7 Teacher Middle school (1) N/A

J Grade 9 child focus K-8 (2), JH (2) Joe, Jason, Jake, Cole

group (all male)
K Grade 9 child focus K-8 school (1), Junior Grace, Kendal, Tiffany
group (all female) High school (1), Middle
school (1)

L Grade 9 child focus Junior High school (5) Zac, Kylie, Sophia, Gabe,

group (mixed gender) Middle school (5) Jessica, Jennifer, Jude,
Cole, Mike, Jamie

M Grade 9 child focus K-8 school (9) Lola, Tyler, Alice, Sophie,

group (mixed gender) Myles, Seb, Savannah,
Hannah, Taylor

N Grade 9 Teacher High school (1) N/A

6] Grade 9 Teacher High school (1) N/A

P Middle school Middle school (1) N/A
counsellor interview

Q Junior High school Junior High school (1) N/A
counsellor interview

R High school counsellor High school (3) Tracy, Dave, Cassandra

group interview
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Key of in-text transcript referencing. (C) Transcript C. [K-8] K-8 Elementary school, [JH]
Junior High school, [M] Middle school. Some pseudonyms are not applied (e.g. teachers) to

preserve their identities, when this would be revealed through their gender.

3.2.2. Design

This study used a qualitative case study design. Data collection methodologies
included ethnographic classroom observations, child focus groups and staff and parent

interviews.

3.2.3. Materials

Focus group and interview semi-structured questions were developed to guide
discussions (see Appendix 3.1). The child semi-structured focus group guides contained
ten questions, the teacher interview guides contained 11 questions and the parent
interview guides contained eight questions. All questions focus on stakeholders’
experiences of transition, addressing their feelings about the past and present, thoughts
about transition timing (e.g. age) and school systems (e.g. number of transitions made),
relationships, support provision, individual-level qualities, behaviour, identity and
recommendations.

Similar to Chapter 2, the content and structure of the semi-structured focus group
and interview questions were informed by the research questions, in addition to
Resilience Theory (Ungar, 2008) and previous research (Symonds, 2015), in that questions

addressed both internal and external protective factors and were positively worded.

3.2.4. Procedure

Once, the project proposal for the present research study was submitted and
approved (Appendix 3.2) by Keele University’s Research Governance Ethical Review Panel,
Principals from targeted districts were contacted via email with an attached covering
letter, providing a brief overview of the project. In the email Principals were asked
whether the school would be willing and available to participate in the research project.
Following this, interested Principals were then sent relevant research materials, given the
opportunity to ask questions and asked to electronically sign a consent form to give

permission for the research to take place in their school.
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3.2.4.1. Focus groups and interviews

Once parental consent and child assent had been obtained, eight focus groups
were conducted, with Grade 6 (one focus group), Grade 7 (three focus groups) and Grade
9 children (four focus groups) from K-8 schools, Middle schools, Junior High schools and
High schools. There was an average of six children per group, which is deemed optimal for
this age group (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). Within some focus groups, children were
grouped according to the school system they attended (e.g. all Grade 9 children who had
previously attended a K-8 school) or were attending (e.g. all Middle school children). In
other focus groups, children within the groups had attended different systems. See Table
3.2. for a breakdown of participant numbers in each focus group from each school
system. Three focus groups (focus group G, J and K) were also conducted outside of
school, extending one of the limitations of Symonds and Hargreaves (2016) interview
research, where it was suggested that situating the interviews in school may have
inhibited discussion of out-of-school issues. For these focus groups, the same procedure

discussed above was followed.

One group interview was conducted with two parents, six individual interviews
with six teachers and three interviews with five school counsellors (one of which was
grouped), see Table 3.2. Parents and school staff firstly received an interest consent form
with an attached information sheet, and further instructions and liaison took place via

email, to organise the logistics of the interviews (date, time, place).

Prior to data collection all participants were briefed. The children were also asked
to adhere to key ground rules. Written informed consent from each participant was
obtained, which included agreeing for their quotes to be used. The focus groups and
interviews were audio-recorded, and transcripts were anonymised at source, as
participants were asked in the briefing prior to data collection to not disclose their names
or any identifiable information. To protect participants’ identity, this auditory data was
then stored on password protected computers, of which only the principal researcher, a
professional transcriber and her supervisors had access to. The principal researcher
delivered all focus groups and interviews following the same semi- structured question
schedules (Appendix 3.1). Prompts and follow up questions (mainly can you tell me more

about that?) were used where necessary. Once the allotted time ended (20-40 minutes)
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participants were thanked, debriefed, offered the opportunity to ask questions, pointed

to sources of support, and informed that they had one-week to withdraw their own data.
3.2.4.2. Observations

To further understand how school transition is directly and indirectly presented
within the day-to-day learning environment, 24 classroom observations were conducted
over the three week research project: four observations (two in the morning and two in
the afternoon) with each Grade (Grade 6, 7 and 8) in one Middle school, the same (two in
the morning and two in the afternoon) in one Junior High school within Grade 7 and 8
lessons, and another four (two in the morning and two in the afternoon) in Grade 8
lessons in one K-8 Elementary school. Prior to this, teachers were sent an information
sheet, given the opportunity to ask questions, and asked to electronically sign a consent
form to give permission for the research to take place in their class. As the lessons were
overt, the principal researcher was introduced to the staff and children as a Keele
University PhD student spending time with their class to look at their school transition

preparations.

To further inform understanding of the research area and more formal elements
of data collection (interview and focus groups), the principal researcher also attended
other events, i.e. awards ceremonies. Where practical the principal researcher was
introduced at these events, before observations were made. Where not possible, verbal
consent was obtained using verbal protocol caveat from people present in the
observations if they exerted a dominant presence, e.g. at parents’ events verbal consent
was obtained from parents if notes were made on a discussion that they were having with
a teacher, who had already given informed consent to be observed. During all
observations written field notes were made (full field notes were written up afterwards).
To protect the well-being of participants all data was recorded anonymously (i.e. no
information was recorded in field notes that allowed for the identification of individual

identity).
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3.2.5. Data Preparation
3.2.5.1. Focus groups and interviews

Audio-recordings were transcribed by the principal investigator and a professional
transcriber using verbatim transcription. Following a process of repeated reading the
transcribed data and recordings were read and listened to several times in isolation to
ensure the transcriptions were accurate. This also enabled initial immersion and
familiarisation with the depth and breadth of the data, adhering to Braun and Clarke’s

(2013) first phase of Thematic Analysis.
3.2.5.2. Observations

During each observation, detailed field notes were taken. To ensure that the
observation data was as in-depth and rich as possible, field recordings included
observation notes, methodological notes, theoretical notes, and personal notes to capture
interaction and immersion. Firstly, observation notes were taken to capture direct
observations, which ranged from environmental setting descriptions (classroom ethos), to
language (spoken and unspoken e.g. body language) and behaviour (peer to peer
interactions) observations. In addition to this, methodological and theoretical notes were
also made, which allowed for recording of conceptual thoughts, and early identification of

themes and patterns within the data (Sangasubana, 2011).

Moreover, as direct observation can be open to personal perspective, bias and
validation, to mitigate such concerns at the outset of this project a reflective statement
was written to identify and acknowledge preconceptions (Wolcott, 2008). Personal notes
were also taken throughout data collection, to ensure that interpretations were based on
that of the school culture as opposed to personal bias. In sum, taking copious notes, from
many angles, enhanced the validity of the research (Marshall & Rossman, 2016), and,
following each observation and further reflection, full field notes, which were both
descriptive and reflective, were written in a narrative form. When read and re-read in
isolation and together, narratives from each observation aided the process of data-

immersion.
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3.2.6. Data Analysis

As the intent of the analysis was to describe, summarise and interpret surface
level patterns in semantic content from the sample as a whole, a semantic and data-
driven approach was taken, using inductive Thematic Analysis. Aligning with the rationale
discussed in Study 1, a contextualist framework was chosen, characterised by critical
realism, as this epistemology was deemed necessary in order to acknowledge essentialist
reports of individual experience, meanings and reality, but also recognise that broader
environmental contexts, such as social influence and the school, can also impinge on such

meanings.

Thus, taking this epistemological framework into account, following on from data
immersion, the data were coded for units of meaning. The focus groups, observations and
interviews were each coded separately at this stage, which enabled flexibility. Codes were
made thoroughly and consistency to highlight and describe the content of phrases and
sentences within the data that were considered pertinent to the research question and
that stakeholder. This provided a condensed overview of the main points and common
meanings. Similar and relevant codes across transcripts and narratives were then
analysed and combined into themes or ‘coherent and meaningful pattern(s) in the data’
(Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 120), at a broader level, using thematic mapping. The most
predominant themes were those, which emerged as most prevalent and important across

interviews and focus groups, but also shown in the observation narratives.

Dominant semantic differences across stakeholders were also considered and
reflected in the sub-theme headings. For example, the theme 1. Magnitude of school
choice decisions was dominant across transcripts and narratives; however, stakeholders
had different views regarding which school system is best, as reflected in the sub-
headings Adults perceptions and Children’s perceptions. Transcripts and narratives were
continually consulted to ensure that all themes were fully explored, and understandings
were driven by the data. The themes’ internal and external homogeneity were reviewed
to ensure that they exhibited meaningful links and relationships, but also demonstrated
clear and identifiable distinctions. Themes were refined through discussion between the
author and two of her supervisors.

The same approach that was taken to establish qualitative trustworthiness in

Study 1, outlined in Chapter 2, was also replicated throughout the present study. Further
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measures which were taken in the present study to enhance qualitative trustworthiness
included: prolonged engagement during data collection through the persistent
observations (some of which were recorded using verbal protocol caveat), enhancing the
credibility, transferability and authenticity of the research. Furthermore, when presenting
the findings, document quality enhancement efforts included providing thick and vivid

observation descriptions, enhancing the transferability and authenticity of the research.

3.3. Results

Five main themes: 1. Magnitude of school choice decisions; 2. Managing children’s
emotions and appraisals during the Middle school years; 3. Transfer timing and
developmental readiness; 4. Transition support and 5. Academic pressure, were identified
across focus groups, interviews and observation narratives, as shown in Table 3.3. Each
theme has a differing number of sub-themes, and all are explored separately below in

narrative order, using illustrative quotes (see Table 3.2 for key).
Table 3.3.

A thematic table to show themes and sub-themes

3.3.1. Magnitude of school choice decisions

3.3.2. Managing children’s emotions during the Middle school years

3.3.2.1. Emotional instability and 3.3.2.2. Exposure, self-assurance
the need for consistency and confidence
3.3.3. Transfer timing and developmental readiness

3.3.3.1. Maturation 3.3.3.2. Self-advocacy and

independence

3.3.4. Transition support

3.3.4.1. Ethos of gradual 3.3.4.2. Specialised support 3.3.4.3. Reconfiguration of
change supportive relationships

3.3.5. _Academic pressure

3.3.1. Magnitude of school system choice decisions

Choice is at the forefront of the US education system, and US parents select a
school system (either: two-tier or three-tier), in addition to a specific school, for their

child to attend prior to High school transition. The significance and magnitude of this
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decision, for children, parents and educational professionals working with these
stakeholders, ran across focus groups, interviews and classroom observations,
underpinning school transition experiences. Appraisals of the different systems were split

across stakeholders.

Adults’ perceptions. Adults generally favoured the two-tier school transition
system, where children make one transition to High school at age 14, as opposed to the
three-tier system where children make a prior transition to Junior High (at age 12) or
Middle school (at age 11). As discussed by one school counsellor, this was often because
K-8 schools (the first school children attend within two-tier systems) were perceived to be
more child-focussed and receptive to their needs in giving children time to negotiate
adolescence: ‘it’s amazing how much transition happens to these kids so | think it is
crucial for them to have some time and space to just kind of work through puberty and

then they’re ready to go to High school’ (Junior School Counsellor Q).

Parents. The two parents agreed: ‘I felt it kept them in a smaller community for a
little bit longer before they get exposed to bad behaviour of the other kids’ (Parent A: 1
[child attending K-8]) and favoured the small Elementary school culture, which was more
congruent with their wishes in keeping children sheltered and safe: ‘l know all the people
and it’s nice to know that people are looking out for my kid’ (Parent A: 2 [child attending
K-8]). However, for these reasons school choice can implicitly postpone the parental
letting go process, parents’ shown to select K-8 schools with the hope to maintain their
child’s innocence and childhood and to prevent them growing up too soon: ‘it kept them
[their child] more innocent and then they have more compassion and they’re not trying

to do things too soon’ (Parent B: 2 [child attending K-8]).

Nonetheless, while selecting K-8 systems may prolong parental letting go
processes in the short term, when children transition to High school, parents will have to
undergo this process at a delayed rate alongside their child who perhaps may not be as
prepared as other children who have navigated previous school transition (see 3.3.3.
Transfer timing and developmental readiness). Moreover, the two parents that
participated in the interviews both had children navigating the two-tier school system,
and had limited insight into three-tier systems, which as discussed by one High school
teacher can be problematic and lead to false perceptions of three-tier school systems:

‘there just seems to be a lot of misinformation out there or again they have this
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expectation that Middle school is scary, that we are all kind of cut off and we’re not really

responsive’ (Grade 9 Teacher N [H]).

Teachers. Middle and Junior High schools were also favoured by teachers who
taught Middle school aged children. This was discussed in line with the younger cohort on
K-8 campuses and the lack of transition, which was helpful in minimising behavioural
problems by reducing problems associated with pubescent and developmental change:
‘they just need that time to suppress the growing up stage’ (Grade 7 Teacher H [JH]) as
‘they [children] don’t have it all together’ (Grade 6 Teacher D [M]). Within the
observations and informal discussions with teachers it was also clear that K-8 schools
foster children’s independence and maturation differently than Middle and Junior High
schools. Examples included granting older children greater responsibilities over others,
such as leadership positions to redirect feelings of emotional instability (see 3.3.2.1.

Emotional instability and the need for consistency).

Children’s perceptions. Children on the whole, favoured three-tier systems, as
they felt Middle and Junior High schools were more attuned to their development during
that time, especially in terms of maturation, which they felt was subdued within K-8
campuses:

| think you are introduced to that freedom a little earlier than K-8 schools because
K-8 schools you're like seen with all the other little kids and when you’re at Junior
High people see you as not like a little kid, you’re like kind of growing up to be like
an adult (Grade 9 child K, Kendall [navigated JH]).

Children who had navigated two-tier school systems also felt the same way: ‘well | kind
of think | would like it [High school] better if | went to like a Middle school because | feel
like you’re not around little kids and the teachers understand more of what you're like

working with’ (Grade 9 child K, Grace [navigated K-8]).

In line with this, Grade 9 High school children reported school choice systems to
shape adjustment prior to and on entry to High school. For example, children who had
navigated K-8, two-tier systems were perceived to stand out from peers by being less
prepared: ‘I did feel like the 7t" and 8™ Graders [who had attended K-8 schools] from
what | remember, they were a lot less prepared for going to High school because it was a
lot bigger of a change’ (Grade 9 child K, Jennifer [navigated K-8]) and mature: ‘everyone is

just like way more grown up than they would be in a K-8, the Junior High school
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environment was way closer to a High school environment’ (Grade 9 child K, Kendal

[navigated JH]).

Summary. The decision about which school system to choose has a significant
bearing on how children feel in their sense of self (especially maturity), perceptions of
support (children often reported feeling misunderstood in K-8 schools) and their feelings
of readiness for High school. Acknowledging that during early adolescence ‘children don’t
have it all together’ (Grade 6 teacher C [M]), adults favoured two-tier systems. For
teachers this preference is shaped by behaviour management concerns, whereas for
parents K-8 Elementary schools are deemed more nurturing and child-like and thus
believed to subdue maturation and implicitly prolong parental letting go processes. In
comparison, children preferred three-tier systems, often regardless of the system they

had navigated, which is discussed in more detail below.

3.3.2. Managing children’s emotions during the Middle school years

As discussed above, central to school choice decisions in the US are perceptions of
how to best support children during early adolescence (11-14 years). Adults felt children
needed consistency during this time, in other words needed a constant school
environment and stable support from the same, trusted school staff. In comparison,
children felt exposure to transition challenges (such as navigating a new school building
and peer relationships) and ‘High school’ standards and customs, e.g. older children,
more mature environment and new learning skills, was more important and would help
them to negotiate High school transition in two/three years. While the previous theme
outlines stakeholder attitudes towards the different systems, the themes below

summarise perceptions of how the different systems can best support children.
3.3.2.1. Emotional Instability and the need for consistency

Early adolescence was frequently depicted as a period of amplified development,
where children are navigating significant biological changes and feel a sense of
uncertainty in understanding their sense of self. This was expressed by both adults: ‘I
think they are still trying to mature and figure themselves out’ (Grade 7 teacher | [M]) and
children: ‘when you’re 11 you know you’re immature or you don’t really know you’re

immature but you are’ (Grade 9 child L, Sophia [attending JH]).
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Emotions can also be unstable and impact day-to-day school life during this time,
which was shown in the observations through emotional outbursts, and parents, teachers
and counsellors reported Middle school aged children as being harder to manage both
inside and outside school. This was shown to be elevated the younger the children were
on entry to Middle school: ‘the 6" Grade (11-12 years) is always like the rough group’
(Grade 7 teacher | [M]). As a result, adults reported changes in their relationships with
children and altering support provision to manage their behaviour, (see 3.3.4.3.
Reconfiguration of supportive relationships). Adults also felt that the younger, child-like
climate on K-8 Elementary school campuses could help children manage the expression of
these feelings: ‘I think it would be better to have younger kids that they could kind of

mute it somewhat’ (High school counsellor R, Dave).

There was also a sense of uncertainty towards the efficacy of the three-tier
education system in supporting and managing lots of similar age children with very
sensitive issues within a concentrated space:

It’s really hard when you put thirteen- and fourteen-year olds together at the
same time for two years. Everything is intense, it’s amplified and that’s such a
critical age of development too where lots of things are happening you know
physiologically, socially (High school counsellor R, Tracy)

Heightened emotional outbursts were shown in the observations to be especially
prominent in Middle and Junior High schools where children have to navigate
simultaneous change, in this case the environmental and social changes inherent in
moving schools, in addition to developmental changes associated with growing up:
‘they’ll melt down and you know they’ll be tears because they didn’t get the class they
wanted, or they’re having trouble with friends or just trouble trying to figure out where

they fit in because it can be overwhelming’ (Middle school counsellor P).

In comparison, K-8 schools were deemed superior in providing children with much
needed consistency and stability during this time: ‘I mean during the time when they’re in
the most turmoil, they would have more consistency in an Elementary level you know
with one teacher or people who know them’ (High School counsellor R: Cassandra). This
attitude was also voiced amongst some High school children who had navigated the
three-tier system:

| feel like | would want the time where | don’t have to like worry about those
things [environmental changes], because like, | mean we are all kids in Middle
school, but we kind of still had that side of us that we were responsible and like
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you should still have time when you know you can just be free, not have to stress
about things (Grade 9 child K, Tiffany [navigated M]).

3.3.2.2. Exposure, self-assurance and confidence

For children, Junior High schools (transition at age 12) and Middle schools
(transition at age 11) were perceived as ‘mini High schools’ (Grade 7 child F, Lucy,
[attending M]), that have similar environments to High schools: ‘the Junior High school
environment was closer to a High school environment than the K-8 so we just got even
more prepared’ (Grade 9 child J: Cole [navigated JH]). In comparison, children felt
immature within K-8 Elementary schools: ‘we were kind of babied’ (Grade 9 child M: Seb
[navigated K-8]) and expressed being ready to move on: ‘I’m so ready to move on, I’'m so
ready to get out of here’ (Grade 9 child M: Taylor [navigated K-8]). This was also raised by
school counsellors: ‘I do think it is a good time to transition because they’re already

feeling it anyway’ (Middle school counsellor P).

Children who were attending three-tier systems also felt more confident
transitioning to High school: ‘I think | am going to find it easier going to High school by
going Middle school’ (Grade 7 child G, Gabe [attending M]), and could not imagine
transitioning to High school without this previous transfer: ‘it's [Middle school] kinda like
a bridge, without it you wouldn’t get from Elementary school to High school’ (Grade 6
child B: Evan [attending M]). This was often because Middle and Junior High school
children felt comfort in being exposed to transition challenges and gaining transition skills
through their transfer to Middle or Junior High school. This included making new friends:
‘you have this good two years where you really get to know your friends and then it
makes the jump to High school a whole lot smoother’ (Grade 9 child L: Sophia [attended
JH]), learning how to move between lessons and building relationships with several
teachers: ‘they’re exposed to like how your classes are going to go like period and you’re
going to get exposed to different teachers’ (Grade 9 child L: Jessica [attended M]). Gained
transition skills were also acknowledged by staff: ‘it takes a sense of maturity to go
around from classroom to classroom and you know there’s your responsibility in them

increased’ (Junior High school counsellor Q).

In comparison, children who had attended K-8 schools reported feeling
disadvantaged and less prepared for the transition to High school, by not having the same

transition exposure as children who had attended three-tier school systems: ‘they don’t
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really teach you anything about High school so | feel like if you don’t have that Middle
school in between it’s just like, it's gonna be a really rough road’ (Grade 9 child M, Sophie
[navigated K-8]). This was also raised by teachers:

there’s just a bigger leap, there’s a bigger gap between K-8, your gonna keep them
little longer and then all of a sudden they’re thrown in with seniors and they didn’t
get to transition and kind of come into their own of being independent, making
their own decisions, they’re still kind of under the guise of your little (Grade 7
Teacher | [M]).

As a result children expressed the need for K-8 schools to be more preparatory:
‘Yeah | went to a K-8 and | wish they would have split it up and made it more of a Middle
school, then like they know what to do when they reach High school’ (Grade 9 child J,
Jake [navigated K-8]). However, others felt that transition exposure is not needed for all
children to feel ready for High school, and instead transition readiness is dependent on
the child’s maturity: ‘l think a K-8 worked for me but | don’t think it might work for
everyone else, | think it depends on the person, their maturity’ (Grade 9 child K, Grace
[navigated K-8]). Others also felt that High school transition cannot be fully anticipated:
‘until you’re having to do it you just don’t know what you don’t know’ (Grade 9 child M:

Seb [navigated K-8]).

Taken together, on one hand previous transition can provide children with
exposure to some transition discontinuities that they may experience at High school and
through successful navigation of these changes, children can gain transition skills,
providing a sense of self-assurance and confidence. However, until children have
transitioned to High school, it is unclear what preparatory emotional self-management

skills will be of use and thus the transition period cannot be fully anticipated or modelled.

Summary. It is clear that three-tier and two-tier school systems support children
differently. K-8 schools provide children with consistency, time and space to work
through pubescent, developmental changes. In comparison three-tier school systems
provide children with transition exposure through prior transition to Middle or Junior

High school, in preparation for High school transition.

3.3.3. Transfer timing and developmental readiness

Children’s readiness to make a smooth transition was discussed as being strongly

related to their 3.3.3.1. Maturation and 3.3.3.2. Self-advocacy and independence. The
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older children are when they transitioned schools, the more likely they are to have these

skills which makes the transfer less disruptive for all stakeholders.
3.3.3.1. Maturation

It was acknowledged that transition was easier the older children are: ‘I think in
terms of cognitive development, in terms of social development, in terms of physical
development, yeah | think it is better to do it a little bit later’ (Grade 9 teacher N [H]).
Children’s developmental readiness for school transition, and especially their maturation,
was also shown to heavily contribute to this: ‘l can’t imagine my 6™ or when | had 7t
graders in the past being around you know older kids because | think they are still trying
to mature and figure their selves out. So, | think it makes a difference, | think they’re too

immature’ (Grade 6 teacher C [M]).

However, children’s maturation, not always correlated with age, and instead was
shaped by their coping resources: ‘it depends on their maturity and their social-emotional
skills, some kids it’s better that they wait and then they go right into High school, for
some you know, they are fine going into 6™ grade’ (Junior High school counsellor Q). This
was also acknowledged by children: ‘it depends on the kid that’s going through it,
because like some situations may be better than others like, some of them might not be
able to handle the different school’ (Grade 7 child E: Dylan [navigating M]) and parents:
‘for my 14 year old moving into 9™ Grade, he’s now ready, he’s ready for that switch’

(Parent A: 1 [child navigated K-8]).

Within the three-tier education system, children either transition to Middle school
at age 11 (Grade 6), or Junior High school at age 12 (Grade 7) prior to High school. The
one academic school year between Grade 6 and 7 (age 11 and 12) was shown to be a
period of dramatic growth for children in terms of their emotional development, and
especially maturation: ‘as 6" Graders they’re still kind of maturing’ (...) ‘when they come
in they are immature but then as the year progresses they become more mature’ (Grade
6 teacher D [M]). As a result of this, one academic school year is shown to make a huge
difference with regards to children’s maturity and readiness to make a smooth transition
and adjust to the transfer. This was expressed by both teachers: ‘the children who come
in 7" Grade are much more prepared than the children who come in 6" Grade’ (Grade 7
teacher | [M]) and counsellors: ‘I think one year makes a difference you know, they’re like

| say the maturity level and skill-set, | think one year can make a difference’ (Junior High
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school counsellor Q). Given that Grade 6 is homogenous to the age in which children
transition to secondary school in the UK (Grade 6 = Year 7), this one-year timing has

significant cross-cultural implications.

It was clear through the observations that several age-related factors contribute
to children’s transition readiness, especially between Grade 6 and 7. For example, within
Middle schools, there were distinct social differences between Grade 6 and Grade 7
children, in that Grade 7 and 8 children tended to socialise and integrate with each other,
whereas Grade 6 children tended to play (which was a lot more physical than the Grade 7
and 8 children) with solely Grade 6 children. Grade 6 children were also reported to be

social outcasts by staff:

socially there’s just such a big difference between an 11-year-old and a 13-year-
old so they tend to be social outcasts among the other grades. The 7t graders and
8th graders tend to integrate a little bit and be friends with each other, but the 6

graders are totally isolated (Grade 7 teacher H [JH]).

This was also subtly expressed by the Grade 6 children within the focus groups as when
they were asked to offer advice for future Grade 6 transfer children, the older, more
developed Grade 7 and 9 children were discussed as a concern, and avoidance strategies
dominated: ‘stay brave, don’t let the older grades get to you’ (Grade 6 child B: Mike
[attending M]).

However, there were also advantages in transitioning children at Grade 6 to
Middle school, as opposed to Grade 7 to Junior High school, such as providing more time
for staff to instil coping skills and resilience in preparation for High school transition: ‘we
see a big difference between 7t and 8™ Grade and it’s not really enough time for us to dig
in and like provide some of the work that | am talking about, building up the

perseverance’ (Middle school counsellor P).

3.3.3.2. Self-advocacy and independence

While early-onset transition programmes at Grade 6 (11 years) can help develop
and support children’s maturation and coping skills, it was clear that the older children
were, the more likely they were to exhibit resourcefulness and help seeking behaviours,

which were discussed as ‘age-related’ protective factors: ‘if they have those skills, the
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coping skills, I think they’re better able to adapt um you know to the challenges’ (Junior
High school counsellor Q). These skills shaped social interactions, Middle school children
(age 11-14) needing more support in solving peer disagreements: ‘they’re having trouble
with friends or just trouble trying to figure out where they fit in because it can get
overwhelming’ (Middle school counsellor P), than High school children (age 14+) who had
the advocacy to solve these problems themselves: ‘I think the kids are pretty good at
dealing with social issues for the most part, they have problems but they all kind of seem

to work those out, it’s minor’ (Grade 9 teacher O [H]).

Similarly, the older the children were, the more likely they were to seek support
from parents: ‘when | was in Middle school | did not want to talk to my mum because |
thought she was going to get mad about what | say and now she understands’ (...) ‘I feel
like you learn to appreciate them more as you grow up’ (Grade 9 child M, Alice [navigated
K-8]), and teachers: ‘I have such a better relationship with my teachers in High school
than | did in Middle school, because in Middle school they were just mean and | didn’t
want to like go to talk to them. You’re also like immature in 7" and 8" Grade’ (Grade 9
child L, Jessica [navigated M]). This was also acknowledged by adults: ‘it’s more the
hormones’ (...) ‘Now I feel like she will open up to me more, whereas before she’d just

yell and scream at me and tell me I’'m mean’ (Parent A: 1, [child navigated K-8]).

The older children were, especially once at High school, the more likely they were
to discuss the importance of the ‘emotional parts to growing up’ (Grade 9 child K, Kendal
[navigated JH]) in both focus groups and day-to-day discussion shown in the observations.
This suggests that once at High school, children also have more confidence in their self-
advocacy to acknowledge what they need: ‘if someone’s like down on themselves in High
school then it’s probably not going to lead to a very good future but if they’re always
happy and seeing happy people who are supporting them then they’re going to go on to
do that with other people in their future’ (Grade 9 child L: Sophia [navigated JH]). N.B. It is
important to acknowledge that this may also be reflective of attitudes towards mental

health in the US and their approach to mental health literacy.

Summary. The older children are when they transition schools the easier they
seem to find it, and, as a result, High school transition is discussed as easier than Middle
or Junior High school transition: ‘I think a bigger transition for kids is actually moving from

Elementary school to Middle school, | think that transition from Middle school to High
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school is less traumatic’ (High school counsellor R, Dave). This is often because children
are more mature and have superior coping resources with age. However, the later
transition is delayed the less time teachers have to instil these strategies in preparation

for High school transition.

3.3.4. Transition support

Transition support was portrayed as vital pre, during and post school transfer. Pre-
transfer, timely information and advice to help parents and children accept the
imminence of their next passage (as opposed to fearing it) was perceived to be useful to
establish an 3.3.4.1. Ethos of gradual change. To provide this support, schools employ
school counsellors, as discussed in the sub-theme 3.3.4.2. Specialised support, which aids

3.3.4.3. Reconfiguration of supportive relationships.

3.3.4.1. Ethos of gradual change

Children discussed school transition as seamless and linear as opposed to a series
of transition disruption spikes, especially if they had navigated a three-tier school system:
‘people think that High school from Elementary school is like an exponential growth, it’s
really like a linear growth, it’s not like easy, easy all of a sudden it just spikes up and it’s
really hard, it’s really actually just kind of like a smooth line’ (Grade 9 child J, Jason
[navigated JH]). These attitudes were unsurprising given the regular and consistent
transfer acclimatisation efforts, which were phrased by schools as ‘transfer
demystification’ strategies, to foster the notion of school transfer as a progression and
continuation. This was especially shown in the observations and stemmed from High
school academic and sports club posters displayed in school corridors and visits from High
school Principals, to orientation meetings and ‘open house’ nights, where children could
visit prospective High schools. This helped to position each transition as a ‘step up’, as
acknowledged in the focus groups: ‘Looking back on it, it's very preparatory, like it’s

preparing you for High school’ (Grade 9 child L: Jude [navigated JH]).

Educators also emphasised the importance of gradual transition provision
throughout the transfer year to prevent a build-up of anxiety for both staff and children
prior to the move: ‘Il think you can stress a child out and that’s when you see children with
anxiety, it increases, and teachers are trying to close their year too and | think when it

gets rushed, it’s not a good job done’ (Grade 9 teacher N [H]). To aid this, end of school



120

year events that were linked with moving on, such as leaving ceremonies, were phrased
as ‘recognition nights’ or ‘awards ceremonies’ to position transition as a promotion,
progression and continuation, as opposed to a goodbye, which is commonly shown in UK
Year 6 leaving assemblies. At these events, the children’s achievements at the school they
were leaving, were celebrated and their time at the school recognised, and there were no

expressions of sadness, again a contrast to UK leaving assemblies, see Study 1.
3.3.4.2. Specialised support

School counsellors conduct the majority of parent and child transition adjustment
support work within schools in the US, which not only supports teachers by reducing their
workload, but also provides transfer children and parents with consistent, accessible and
available support. Support includes parent phone calls, 1:1 face-to-face consultation, in

addition to family and child group sessions, which were observed.

To support parents, regular communication and timely support was discussed as
paramount to prevent transference of their own stress: ‘we do a lot of work with just
reassurance for parents, especially if it’s their first child’ (...) ‘there’s a lot of anxiety with
the parents which | think can get translated down to the kids’ (Middle school counsellor
P), which can be unsettling for children: ‘For parents | think sometimes its fearful for
change can be fearful and | think that can confuse the child’ (Grade 9 teacher O [H]). This
support can also aid letting go processes for parents: transition is a ‘learning time for
everybody and most parents are receptive to that and then throughout the year they kind

of let go a little bit more’ (Grade 6 teacher D [M]).

To support children, school counsellors discussed tailoring support to their unique
needs: ‘each kid’s going to have different coping skills, so | think as counsellors we kind of
follow up on that 1:1 and help the individual to figure that out’ (Middle school counsellor
P). As a result, support differed depending on whether children transition schools at age
11 or 12 as opposed to age 14, in that younger children received more hands-on support
provision, subject to the competing emotional challenges faced at this age (see 3.3.3.
Transfer timing and developmental readiness): ‘1 would say, probably the first year in
Middle school they are dependent on the teacher regardless of the Grade’ (Grade 7
teacher H [JH]).
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3.3.4.3. Reconfiguration of supportive relationships

School transition can be a period where relationships are in a state of disjunction.
The extent and length of this disjunction was shown to be shaped by parents’ and
children’s ability to negotiate and manage new support networks with the transfer
school. Advocating decision-making and help-seeking behaviours within Elementary and
Middle schools to help prepare children for their next chapter was promoted amongst
staff: ‘I think that’s so important not to immediately jump in, you have to start fading
some of these supports by 8" Grade, really watch, guide but don’t do it for them, | think
that’s so important’ (Grade 9 teacher N [H]). Schools also emphasised the importance of
transitioning parents too and regular communication was paramount to help parents
adjust to the move and provide them with timely information: ‘I think parent
communication is probably the most effective and best way to support kids. If the parents

are in the know then they help out quite a bit’ (Grade 7 teacher | [M]).

Summary. In sum, transition is best when: 1. discussion of the transfer is gradual
and integrated into school life (positioning transition as a progression being key), 2. both
parents and children receive specialised support (for children tailoring support to their
age-specific and developmental needs being paramount) and 3. there is open
communication across stakeholders so all are able to reconfigure supportive

relationships.

3.3.5. Academic pressure

Academic performance underlines children’s, parents’ and school staff’s
experience of school transition, and across transcripts and observation narratives these
values are endorsed explicitly through competitive classroom behaviours and implicitly

through teaching practices and conditional parenting behaviours.

For all children, regardless of the age in which they transition schools, academic
achievement and meeting the performance standards and expectations of their next
school is a predominant source of stress: ‘l was not looking forward to advanced classes’
(Grade 9 child L: Jude [navigated JH]). However, given that in US High schools children are
held back a year, or have to retake a class, if they do not get sufficient Grades, which is a
stark contrast to Middle and Junior High school, where academic dips are more reversible

as children move up Grades regardless of their attainment, these concerns are not
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unfounded. As a result negotiating this change can be hard for Grade 9 transfer children,
especially when they are facing additional adjustment concerns: ‘l knew it was going to be
like a tonne of work but like | was going to do it [transition] regardless, it’s not like an
option to do it or not but | just wasn’t looking forward to it’ (Grade 9 child J: Jason

[navigated K-8]).

It was clear that this academic progression was also concerning for Middle and
Junior High school staff, and teachers emphasised the importance of children’s mind-set
and values: ‘so much of it is the value children themselves place on education’ (Grade 7
teacher | [M]). To help children, staff endorsed self-help mindsets as opposed to self-
defeating and handicapping behaviours: ‘you need to get that mindset so instead of
thinking well if | get this failing Grade I’'m going to move forward anyway, | said at some
point you're going to get to 9" Grade and that is going to stop’ (Junior High school
counsellor Q). Teachers also practically prepared children for the differing academic
standards they would encounter at High school by providing children with more
homework: ‘they were giving us more and more homework as we got closer’ (Grade 9
child L: Jamie [navigated JH]) and adjusting teacher-child relationships: ‘they would kind
of treat us like we were High schoolers already in 8t Grade’ (Grade 9 child L: Sophia

[navigated JH]) as the transfer approached.

Teachers also discussed how children’s attitude towards academics was also
shaped by parent support, which could be helpful: ‘it was insanely helpful for me, like
them pushing me so much | probably wouldn’t have got a 3.25, | probably would have
gotten below 3.0’ (Grade 9 child, J: Jason [navigated K-8]), but could also be unhelpful, if
support was conditional: ‘It depends on the grades I'll get, | mean if | do good they’re
happy and then if | don’t do as good then it is kind of rough’ (Grade 9 child L: Jamie
[navigated JH]).

3.4. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore how school transition is managed and
supported in the US to learn lessons to apply to the UK context. Most children in the UK
make one educational transition at age 11 to secondary school, which, in comparison to
the age in which children transition schools in other countries, is early. Thus, the present

study specifically wanted to examine the significance of transfer timing on children’s
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adjustment by contrasting differences in transition provision and preparation, dependent
on the child’s age at transfer. As children in schools within Northern California can also
transition schools at age 11 or 12 prior to High school transfer at age 14, we were able to
assess the ‘optimal age’ for school transition, in addition to examining the impact of
navigating a previous school transition on future transition. The four research questions

outlined at the start of this chapter are now addressed in turn.
1. How are educational transitions managed and supported in the different systems?

Prior to selecting a school for their child to attend, parents in the US must also
select either a two-tier or three-tier school system, which enables parents to match their
child’s schooling to their child’s specific needs. This individualised, child-centred approach
is in line with Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) SEF theory, which emphasises the importance
of a developmental match between a child’s psychological needs and their environment.
While a change in policy would be an ambitious proposal, to enable school transition to
be made at a time which matches children’s individual developmental needs, in the
meantime these findings clearly demonstrate the need to think about how to manage
educational transition and support transfer children, especially in the UK where children
transition to secondary school much earlier. To do this, recent directions in SEF theory,
need to be at the forefront of provisions, particularly Symonds and Hargreaves’ (2016)
extension of the role of time-specific SEF transition adjustment phases, such as early
transition preparations and encounters, which adults could support to ensure children’s
expectations and anxiety are moderated. This was shown in the present research through
the ‘transfer demystification’ strategies, to foster the notion of school transfer as a

progression, in addition to orientation meetings and ‘open house’ nights.

School choice decisions were shown to be shaped by parents’ appraisals towards
the different school systems (two-tier vs. three-tier), especially with regards to how their
child will be supported and the environment their child would be exposed to, which was
not always well-informed. This again has useful implications when considering secondary
school choice decisions in the UK, which are also often made by parents (McGee et al.,
2003), but nonetheless can have a significant impact on children’s short- and long-term
adjustment (Bywater & Utting, 2012). This demonstrates the need to support parents

from as early as Year 5, when 79% of parents are already considering secondary school



124

transfer (McGee et al., 2003), to ensure all stakeholders feel supported and equipped to

make informed decisions and manage this period (Bagnall et al., 2019).

In line with the three-pillar strategy outlined in DfHSC & DfE (2018), US schools
employ school counsellors to provide specialised and targeted school transition
emotional-centred support for children, but also their parents, within the school setting.
Thus, while teachers in the US face similar time and workload pressures to teachers in the
UK, school counsellors in the US provide children with specialised and targeted 1:1
support, so teachers can focus on their work within the classroom. This is a sharp contrast
to the UK (Symonds, 2015), but nonetheless something that could be applied through
these reforms. For example, there was a more open approach to mental health discussed
within the US focus groups, interviews and in observations, and it is plausible that having
someone immediate to talk to may have contributed to this and helped to position
emotional well-being as a priority. This meant that children were more likely to self-
advocate and seek support when needed, although this is also dependent on children’s

maturation and age (see theme 3.3.3. Transfer timing and developmental readiness).

Another key recommendation discussed in Chapter 2 was the need to provide
Year 6 children with gradual and sensitive transfer support. This was also clearly shown in
the current study as within the US schools, transition was portrayed as an educational
continuation and progression, as opposed to a loss, which directly contrasts with how
secondary school transfer is discussed in the UK (see findings from Study 1). Thus, the
present findings provide support for Symonds’ (2015) review regarding not only the need
for socio-emotional transfer support interventions, but also the need for continuity and

progression in the lead up to and over this period.

Finally, regardless of transition timing academic achievement and performance is
a significant stressor for children, but also parents and teachers and shapes how they
support transfer children. This parallels Study 1’s findings. Nonetheless, it is shown
consistently empirically, that drops in academic achievement follow educational
transition, regardless of the age in which the transfer is made. When combined with
pressure from home and school, this can lead to academic frustration and impact
children’s appraisals towards school and the self (Richardson, 2002). Thus, efforts should
be made both within the home and schools to prevent this. In the context of the UK,

Middle schools were once favoured for this reason, as within the Middle school
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environment younger children are shielded from the examination pressures faced by
older children within secondary schools, and instead greater focus is placed on the child’s
individual learning. However, from 1990 it was widely asserted that Middle schools were
inconsistent with the National Curriculum and attendant testing arrangements and
overall Middle school children were shown to underperform on Key Stage Three tests
(Crook, 2008). Taken with the evidence presented in this chapter and Chapter 2 suggests

the need to revaluate academic testing in the broader context of children’s development.

2. Do transition provisions differ across school systems (K-8 Elementary schools vs. 6-8
Middle schools vs. 7-8 Junior High schools, in other words transfer at age 14 as

opposed to age 11 or 12)°?

Middle and Junior High schools were often portrayed as ‘mini-High schools’ where
children are in more of a concentrated space of similar aged children and greater
emphasis and support is placed on High school transition. In comparison K-8 Elementary
schools were seen as more nurturing, keeping children in a younger and more child-
friendly environment, with the intention to reduce problems associated with pubescent

and development change and discussion of High school transition is minimal.

As a result, Middle and Junior High school children are exposed to more mature
behaviour, and their independence and maturation is fostered differently than K-8
schools where children are granted greater responsibility over others, such as leadership
positions, but not regarding themselves, especially pertaining to High school transition
readiness. Middle and Junior High schools were discussed as more preparatory for High
school transition, often because these children had greater transition exposure, whereas
children who attended K-8 Elementary schools discussed feeling less prepared and
confident about High school transition. Thus, as discussed below, while there is value in
children transitioning schools at a later age, children who have navigated the two-tier K-8

school system can feel less prepared for High school transition.

3. Does the age (Grade 6 [age 11] or Grade 7 [age 12] vs. Grade 9 [age 14]) at which

children navigate transition shape their experiences and adjustment?

For all stakeholders, later educational transitions were less traumatic and easier to
negotiate. As discussed in theme 3.3.4. Transition support, this was because the older

children are at transition, the more opportunity they have had to develop superior self-
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advocacy capabilities, especially in their ability to acknowledge their need for support and
seeking it. Children are also better able to manage environmental and social disruptions
the older they are, and thus need less hands-on emotional support to manage these

changes when transition is made later.

Even the difference of one academic school year, between Grade 6 and 7
(between age 11 and 12), was discussed as making a huge difference in children’s
maturity and readiness to transition schools, which is in concordance with previous
research (Rockoff & Lockwood, 2010) and sheds greater light on Ge et al.’s (2001)
Developmental Readiness Hypothesis. As raised by teachers in the present research, but
also previous studies (Ng-Knight et al., 2016), this may be in part subject to the fact that
Grade 6 and 7 children are also facing additional competing pressures, associated with
puberty, during the transfer period, which draws on children’s resources. Taken together,
these findings are suggestive of the need for children to transfer schools at the earliest at
age 12, and when this is not the case, greater support is needed. This has useful
implications for primary-secondary school transition in the UK where children transition

to secondary school at the earlier age of 11.

Nonetheless, as discussed below there is value in children making a previous
school transition prior to High school transfer, so educational practitioners and parents
(especially US parents who can choose the school system they would like their child to

attend) must address this conflict in line with their child’s individual needs.

4. To what extent does navigation of prior educational transition to Middle or Junior High
school at Grade 6 (age 11) or Grade 7 (age 12) influence children’s experience of later

transition to High school?

As discussed above, the notion of early adolescence being an amplified stage in
development underpinned perceptions of how best to approach school transition.
Interwoven within this was an inherent conflict between the need for children to have
exposure to transition experience to prepare them for High school transition, and the
need to maintain consistency to help children emotionally during this vulnerable time.
Attitudes were split across stakeholders, children favouring a school transition prior to
High school transfer, whereas parents and teachers preferred one transition at age 14 to

High school. This conflict is not surprising as previous literature has shown perceptions of
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school context to differ across participant groups (Kim et al., 2014), demonstrating the

need to understand why certain stakeholders may favour specific systems.

However, empirically children’s perceptions are relatively unexplored, despite
consistent recommendations endorsing the importance of valuing their first-hand insight
(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016) and involving them in decision-making (van Rens et al.,
2018). Thus, one of the key strengths of the present research was obtaining first-hand
insight into the transition period from children and using this, in addition to
acknowledging parental and teacher concerns, to make recommendations on how to
improve this period. In line with this, one recommendation of the present study is for
future interventions to recognise the value of children’s past experiences, and how their
thoughts and feelings around a previous transition can aid future transitional adjustment.
In the present study, this was a school transition, but in the context of the UK where
children do not commonly make a school transition prior to primary-secondary school
transition, this could also pertain to other transitions children may have experienced, e.g.

moving to a new house or the birth of a new sibling.

Moreover, it is important to note that the impact of transfer timing on adjustment
is also susceptible to individual differences (Gerber et al., 2013), as while it was
recognised that exposure to previous school transition can be helpful for children in
managing differentiations between school standards and expectations, and testing
resilience and coping strategies (Andrews & Bishop, 2012), not all children need this. For
example, as raised by children in theme 3.3.2.2. Exposure, self-assurance and confidence,
transition cannot be fully anticipated or modelled and while transition to Middle or Junior
High school can be helpful in providing children with transition change and challenge,
these experiences can also be argued as superficial in helping children to anticipate what
High school transfer will be like. As shown in previous research, transition adjustment can
be context dependent (Vaz et al., 2014) and shaped by children’s appraisals (Mandleco &
Peery, 2000), which are susceptible to change over time. This was shown in Symonds and
Hargreaves’ (2016) qualitative research, which found SEF interactions to be time-specific,
children negotiating three processes: preparation (formation of expectations and
anxieties relating to the upcoming school transition), encounter (in order to feel safe and
positively adapt, children seek protective resources such as friendships) and adjustment

(ongoing successful adaptation to the school environment). Therefore, it is important that
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school transition research and intervention, seeks to understand what is transitionally
best to support each individual child and provide support within school and home

environments that is responsive to children’s changing developmental needs.

3.4.1. General discussion

Transition periods are an unavoidable part of life, often conceptualised as
‘windows of opportunity’ imperative for personal growth and learning (Rice et al., 2015,
p.9). By enabling parents to select either a two or three-tier school system for their child,
parents in the US can to some extent shape their child’s developmental and educational
trajectory and match their child’s schooling to the specific needs and disposition of their
child. Nonetheless, as discussed above, parents’ appraisals towards the different systems,
can also shape these decisions and lead to parents’ favouring smaller and more sheltered

K-8 campuses, which might not be in their child’s best interests.

However, it is important to acknowledge that there are many benefits to the K-8
system in that it offers consistency for children across a key developmental period. This
maps onto why Middle schools were once favoured in the UK, where, unlike the lower
end of the secondary school, children would continue to have consistency, through stable
support from one teacher (Crook, 2008). In addition to this, schools in the UK could also
learn from US schools in how they approach school transition as a gradual progression,
rather than a loss, which is what often happens in the UK (see Study 1 findings). The
specialised support children received in the US for transition from school counsellors,
would also be very welcome in the UK educational system, to take pressure off already

stretched teachers (Jeffery & Troman, 2012).

Moreover, as shown in the present research, the timing of transition is crucial
especially when concerning children’s emotional well-being. When simultaneous change
is navigated, or children are ill-equipped, whether this is because they are: not
developmentally old enough, or do not exhibit sufficient coping strategies or social
support, transition can be a high-risk time (Topping, 2011), impacting all stakeholders
(children, parents and teachers). The present research has found support for this body of
research in two ways. Firstly, that transition is easier for all stakeholders the older
children are. Secondly, past transitional experience (in the present study this was the

transition from Elementary to Middle or Junior High school at age 11 or 12) can make
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future transition easier (in the present study High school transition) by providing children
with exposure to transfer challenge and discontinuity. However, it is acknowledged that
these two issues are in conflict. Transition appears to be better the older children are, but
then the transition, when it happens, is a bigger ‘leap’. This might be more noticeable in
the US because children have navigated different systems, with those within the K-8
system appearing to other children and adults as not quite as prepared for the move as
children within the Junior High or Middle school systems. This has useful implications for
transition provision once children are at High school, and the need for an individualised
approach to this, so that children who have not navigated a previous transition receive

more support, which is in line with Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) SEF theory.

Broader developmental changes are also likely to influence adolescents’
adjustment (Zukauskiené, 2014), puberty in particular shown to cause emotional
changes, such as feelings of irritability and anxiety amongst girls, and behavioural issues
for boys (Symonds, 2009). However, few studies use longitudinal methodologies to
explore emotional well-being across time from a developmental perspective (Realo &
Dobewall, 2011), which can be a constraint given that school transition is acknowledged

as a process of assimilation, extending over a prolonged period of time (Rice et al., 2011).

Nonetheless, as demonstrated in Gonzalez-Carrasco et al.’s (2017) recent
longitudinal study, high self-reports of subjective well-being are shown to start declining
between age 11 and 12, which directly corresponds to the age at which children
transition to secondary school in the UK and Middle school in the US. As shown in
previous literature, but also in the present research, school transition at age 11 is shown
to be most traumatic and hardest to manage. This has so far been explained with relation
to early adolescence being a stressful and emotional period, which, when navigated
alongside school transition heavily impacts children’s adjustment. Thus, the present
findings have useful implications in suggesting that educational transition onset in the UK

is an issue worthy of debate

However, it is important to note that the present research set out to simply
explore the impact of transition timing on children’s adjustment and evaluate support
provision using a qualitative design. Nonetheless, further quantitative research is needed
to explicitly isolate and compare specific adjustment differences attributable to puberty

and transition (Laird & Marrero, 2011). Moreover, the present study was conducted with


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10902-016-9717-1#CR61
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10902-016-9717-1#CR45
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a relatively small number of schools within one state, precluding generalisations that can
be made across districts, regions and countries. Furthermore, while children were
selected at random to participate in the present study by class teachers, it may have been

that the children who agreed to take part had more positive transition experiences.

It also needs to be acknowledged that subject to cultural differences, findings
drawn from the US on how educational transitions are managed and supported, might
not map onto provisions carried out internationally, and thus comparisons should be
made with caution. As raised in the present research, differences in attitudes towards
mental health in the US and their approach to mental health literacy differs from that of
the UK. The employment of school counsellors in all US Elementary, Middle, Junior High

and High schools to support children and parents, also contrasts greatly with UK schools.

In sum, in order to improve primary-secondary school transition in the UK,
acknowledgement that children, parents and teachers all have a stake in negotiation of
this time, is paramount, which the present research has made preliminary steps in doing.
In addition to this, by comparing transition onset times, which again to date has been
minimal, the present research has also uncovered how varying school systems
differentially shape adolescents’ developmental needs. However, there is need for further
investigations into changes in children’s emotional well-being over adolescence, and this
period, which are to date limited in scope. Thus, further longitudinal and intervention
comparative research is needed using wider cross-cultural samples, especially children
between ages 11 and 12. This would enable us to unravel the pathogenesis and
progression in emotional well-being changes and their interaction with transfer timing, to
further understand why transition timing appears to be at odds with children’s
developmental readiness. Nonetheless, by contrasting difference in transition experience
and provision across different transfer systems (two-tier vs. three-tier [within this Middle
and Junior High schools]), the present study has made preliminary progress in exploring

the significance of transfer timing on children’s adjustment.
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Chapter 4: UK Special School Case Study (Study 3) - What emotional-
centred challenges do special schools face over primary-secondary school

transition?

N.B. The research presented in this chapter is under review. Bagnall, C. L., Fox, C. L. &
Skipper, Y. (under review). What emotional-centred challenges do children attending
special schools face over primary-secondary school transition? Journal of Research in

Special Educational Needs.

4.1. Background

Primary-secondary school transition can be a challenging and uncertain time for
all children, as shown through the first-hand insight shared in Chapters 2 and 3. Yet, to
date, we have a limited empirical understanding of children’s emotional experiences over
primary-secondary school transition and how they are supported. This gap is widened
when considering the perspective of children with pre-existing emotional difficulties, such
as children who face social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD), who may be
additionally vulnerable during this time. Understanding how children with SEBD cope with
the added apprehension and anxiety that comes with primary-secondary school transition
and how they are supported, can inform emotional-centred support provision more
generally to help children who also face emotional difficulties during this time but may
express them at a lesser degree. This chapter sets out to do this by examining what
additional emotional-centred challenges children with SEBD face over primary-secondary
school transition and how they are supported, in order to make recommendations to

improve this period.

Drawing on findings discussed in Chapter 3, school transition is easier when it
matches children’s disposition and needs, which was shown to be when children are
older, have been exposed to previous transition and are well supported. Resonating to
insights from Resilience Theory discussed in Chapter 1, and findings from Chapters 2 and
3, children who face external risk factors, such as lack of social support (West et al.,

2010), or risk factors at the individual level, such as: limited coping skills, poor
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psychosocial skills or special educational needs (SEN), are particularly vulnerable (Neal et

al., 2016).

However, as discussed below, there are dangers in attributing risk to categories of
children based on shared characteristics such as SEN, as this does not take into account a)
individual experience: children with limited exposure to previous transition experiences
are shown to find this period more difficult (see Chapter 3), b) interpretation: children’s
interpretation of the school environment can shape their adjustment (Groom & Rose,
2005), and c) individual agency (Vassilopoulos et al., 2018), in other words children’s
ability to cope. Moreover, SEN is not a homogenous group and children with SEN can face
different difficulties, which may differentially shape their emotional well-being over
primary-secondary school transition. SEBD is a specific special educational need (SEN) and
children with SEBD are believed to experience greater emotional difficulties. However, to
date, there is no research which has specifically focussed on children with SEBD over
primary-secondary school transition. Therefore, this chapter will firstly discuss research
which has investigated the experiences of children with SEN over primary-secondary
school transition, before discussing children with SEBD more specifically, followed by the

method and findings of the present study.

4.1.1. Children with special educational needs (SEN)

Within the UK, 14.6% of school children have a statement of SEN (DfE, 2018),
which is defined as: ‘learning difficulties sufficient to require their school or school district
to provide additional special educational support’ (Neal et al., 2016, p. 2). Although, not
all children with SEN face difficulties over primary-secondary school transition, a
significant proportion do, which has led scholars to believe that SEN can be a direct and
indirect risk factor. In support of SEN as a direct risk factor, children with SEN report more
anxieties and perceive changes associated with primary-secondary school transition more
negatively both pre and post transition than mainstream peers (Hughes et al., 2013). In
line with the notion of SEN as an indirect risk factor, children with SEN are also more
susceptible to individual-level vulnerabilities, discussed above, such as poor social
competence, flexibility, self-esteem and self-regulation, in addition to higher internalising

and externalising problems (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012).



133

Yet, our understanding of the experiences of children with SEN over primary-
secondary school transition is limited as few empirical studies account for SEN
populations in research designs; Neal et al. (2016) found only 17% of primary-secondary
school transition studies to include children with SEN within samples. This is concerning
given consistent evidence that children with SEN are particularly vulnerable to poorer
primary-secondary school transition experiences (Hughes et al., 2013), and may need
additional, and potentially differentiated support. Neal et al.’s (2016) longitudinal study,
which evaluated the impact of pre-existing cognitive, behavioural and systemic primary-
secondary school transition interventions in reducing post-transition anxiety amongst
children with and without SEN, found support for this. Findings demonstrated that
systemic intervention, which focused on creating consistency across primary and
secondary schools to decrease anxiety, was shown to do the reverse amongst children
with SEN only and predicted higher post-transition school anxiety for children with SEN. In
comparison, the same intervention predicted lower post-transition school anxiety for
children without SEN. Due to the small sample size, no firm conclusions can be drawn as
to what components of the systemic intervention were associated with transition anxiety

amongst children with SEN in comparison to peers without SEN.

Nonetheless, Neal et al.’s (2016) findings are consistent with Maras and Aveling
(2006) in suggesting that children with SEN may need different and more tailored support
interventions than mainstream peers. For example, it is well-established that children
with SEN require differentiated teaching approaches, modified to consider their specific
needs and Statement of Needs (denotes the level and type of support the child needs,
including provision of specialist resources). Thus, this same personalised, tailored
approach is likely to be required within transition support intervention. This can be
understood with reference to Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) Stage Environment Fit (SEF)
theory, which suggests that positive outcomes are most likely to be achieved when
opportunities provided (e.g. interventions) ‘match’ the developmental needs of the child.

This theory is also discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.

Furthermore, SEN is not a homogenous group and there are dangers in attributing
risk to categories of children based on shared characteristics such as SEN. For example,
there can be differences in the nature and number of specific difficulties (e.g. lower self-

esteem, social skills deficits) children with SEN face, which can differentially shape
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transition outcomes. Therefore, in future transition research, there is need not only to
employ broader inclusion criteria so that children with SEN are represented in study
samples, but within the SEN sample there also needs to be more narrow group
comparisons between children with different types/severity of SEN. Understanding these

risk factors will help the design of support intervention.

4.1.2. Children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD)

Children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD), which are
commonly defined as ‘behaviours or emotions that are outside societal norms (...) that
negatively affect a child’s educational functioning’ (Soles et al., 2008, p.276), are one SEN
group believed to be especially vulnerable over primary-secondary school transition.
Once at secondary school, children with SEBD report: lower levels of happiness, inability
to communicate with their parents, little affiliation to school, lack of inclusion and lower
support from teachers, parents and peers (Currie et al. 2015). In addition, children with
SEN are also more at risk (seven times more likely) of exclusion over primary-secondary

school transition (Bailey & Baines, 2012).

The number of children identified as having SEBD is continually growing (Cooper,
2006) yet support provision to ameliorate the difficulties these children experience within
educational settings lags considerably behind (O'Connor et al., 2011). Thus, greater
research is needed, especially given that the expression of SEBD can be shaped by
context, specifically school-level factors, such as the school climate and ethos which has
the potential to disenfranchise these children (Mowat, 2019). Furthermore, early
adolescence is believed to be a critical period to intervene to prevent school exclusion
and maladjustment (Mowat, 2019); thus, effective support provision for children with

SEBD over primary-secondary school transition can be critical.

Nonetheless, to date there is no research which has specifically focussed on the
experiences of children with SEBD in the lead up to and over primary-secondary school
transition, which parallels broader educational research and practice, where the voice of
children with SEBD is heavily underrepresented. This is concerning as children with SEBD
exhibit lower feelings of school belonging and are more likely to be at the receiving end of
punitive and exclusionary practices, which can only lead to further feelings of

disempowerment (Mowat, 2019).
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In the context of primary-secondary school transition, children with SEBD face
specific difficulties, such as difficulty in managing strong emotions and behaviours.
Therefore, there is reason to believe that these children are more likely to be vulnerable
during this high-risk time and in need of additional support. Thus, it is particularly
important that greater attention is placed on understanding the experiences of children
with SEBD over primary-secondary school transition and how to support them. Moreover,
while primary-secondary school transition represents a critical period for all children, for
vulnerable children, successful navigation can have even greater consequences and
provide a turning point in nurturing resilience and coping skills (Neal & Yelland, 2014).

Thus, the present research has both short- and long-term positive ramifications.

4.1.3. Rationale

As discussed in Chapter 1, to date we have a limited empirical understanding of
children’s emotional experiences in the lead up to and over primary-secondary school
transition and how they are supported. This gap is widened when considering the
perspective of children with added emotional difficulties, such as children with SEBD, who
may be additionally vulnerable during this time, yet their voices are chronically
underrepresented in research and practice. Thus, this present case study will shed light
on this research gap by taking a holistic approach to examine one special primary school’s

transition provisions to answer the research question:

1 What emotional-centred challenges does one special school, which specialises in
supporting children with social, emotional and behavioural difficulties face over

primary-secondary school transition?

As raised by Bagnall et al. (2019) and discussed in Chapter 2, Bronfenbrenner’s
Eco-Systemic Model of Development (1979, 2005), which acknowledges the multifaceted
dynamic interactions between an individual and environmental systems, provides a useful
theoretical framework to guide investigations into primary—secondary school transition.
Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) theoretical framework, the present research
adds to contemporary theory by examining both proximal (children’s relationships with
their teachers, parents, and classmates) and distal (educational policies and practices)
influences to explore what provisions are currently being used to support the emotional

well-being of children with SEBD over primary-secondary school transition within the
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special school and the challenges the school face in doing this. As raised in Chapter 3, case
studies are advantageous in providing holistic and detailed contextual insight into real-
world phenomena, drawing on multiple sources, yet have been rarely used to investigate
school transition. Thus, the present study makes further contributions to the field in

mobilising an underused, yet valuable research design.

Practically, some interventions have been developed to counter the negative
outcomes children commonly experience over primary-secondary school transition
(Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). However, emotional-centred support provisions are limited in
number and face key challenges in both mainstream and special schools (White, 2020).
See Bagnall (2020) and Chapter 5 for a full outline of limitations pertaining to emotional-
centred primary-secondary school transition interventions. Thus, understanding how
children with added emotional difficulties, such as SEBD, are supported and cope with
transition anxieties, on top of their pre-existing difficulties, has additional useful
implications for emotional-centred transition provisions that can be employed in
mainstream schools to support transfer children who face similar concerns, but often
express these to a lesser degree. Thus, the present research study has additional
implications in contributing to our limited understanding on how to support and improve
mainstream children’s emotional well-being over primary-secondary school transition,

and will additionally answer the research question:

2. What can we learn from special schools in how children’s emotional well-being is
managed and supported over primary-secondary school transition, to inform

emotional-centred support provision in schools?

4.2. Method

4.2.1. Case description

The present case is a special school located in the West Midlands, which has a
population of 50 children aged between four and 11 years old, who have SEBD and often
have additional needs in areas of communication, interaction, cognition and learning. The
school offers day and residential provision. All children attending the special primary
school have been referred from local authorities, which have their own individual criteria

for requesting a placement; although most commonly this is following needs unable to be
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met in mainstream schooling. Every child admitted to the special primary school will have
an Emotion, Health and Care (EHC) plan statement, which outlines the child’s special
educational needs, the support they need, and how this will help them reach their full

potential.

Children attending the school receive child centred, specialised provision to meet
their individual social, emotional and behavioural needs. For example, children at the
school are taught in small class sizes of seven pupils. This was discussed as essential to
provide a nurturing, caring and familiar environment, where the aim is that children feel
safe, a sense of belonging and their voice is heard, which is important for them to reach
their full potential academically and emotionally. Within each class, there are always two
members of school staff on hand, to provide high levels of supervision, and staff are
extensively trained in interventions to support children who have difficulties in managing
their behaviour and emotions. While children attending the school are taught all
components of the national curriculum, and whenever possible all Year 6 children sit
national assessments at the end of the year, at the centre of the curriculum there is
significant focus placed on supporting children’s emotional development and self-
regulation, more so than mainstream schooling. Children’s behaviour and emotional well-
being are assessed using standardised assessments on a week-by-week basis, to ensure

the children attending the school receive targeted and up-to-date provision.

Reintegration into mainstream school is considered a pertinent goal for staff at
the school especially in time for the transition to secondary school, which is deemed a
critical period in doing this. However, reintegration into mainstream schooling is not
considered the only goal and may not be possible for all children. Instead, greater focus is
placed on supporting children emotionally so that they feel settled and safe at school, as
it was discussed by staff that only under such conditions can children thrive academically
and behaviourally. Children who do transition to mainstream secondary school from
special primary schools are said to make an ‘enhanced transition’ and receive greater

support.

The present study set out to evaluate the school’s existing primary-secondary
school transition provisions. It was discussed that efforts to support the transition to
secondary school are variable year upon year, practitioners consistently trialling different

approaches to unravel the best way to support transfer children during this critical
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period. For example, when primary-secondary school transition preparations are initiated
too soon, staff discussed how children’s behaviour, academic progress and emotional

settlement can spiral, but equally when provisions are left until the summer term of Year
6, children can feel overwhelmed and unprepared for their move ahead, which again can

negatively affect their adjustment and behaviour in Year 6 and 7.

This academic year, primary-secondary school transition discussions began mid-
way through Year 5, where Year 5 parents were invited to a secondary school placement
meeting, with the primary school’s Head Teacher to discuss their child’s upcoming
transition to secondary school. In this meeting the child’s EHC assessment and plan was
discussed, alongside their most recent behaviour, academic and psychometric
assessments, in addition to a brief testimony from the child depicting their feelings and
wishes towards secondary school placements. During this meeting all reports were
considered, and an individual plan of action formulated for each child, which most often
was for the parent(s) to firstly attend some secondary school open days (mainstream and
special placements if appropriate) without their child to fully research potential options. A
further meeting was then arranged early in Year 6 to discuss favoured placements and

how to discuss primary-secondary school transition with their child.

Provisions to prepare children for secondary school, and the timing of when to
initiate this support in Year 6 were shown to differ, dependent on whether the child was
moving to a special or mainstream secondary school placement. For example, children
making an ‘enhanced transition’ to mainstream secondary school received greater, one-
to-one, specialist support from the Transfer Support Team (TST), which is a specialist
team the school employ to support mainly mainstream school transitions. To do this, TST
staff firstly facilitate ‘moving on’ sessions in small groups of no more than three children
and then begin individual taster days where a TST staff member and the child visit a
placement school, usually the targeted secondary schools’ feeder primary school, in
preparation for their transition to mainstream secondary school. These visits then
gradually increase at the pace of the individual child, to the point where the child attends
a week at the mainstream school without the TST staff member and potentially finishes
Year 6 at this school to build peer relationships and become acclimatised to mainstream

school in preparation for secondary school transition.
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In comparison, children transitioning to a special secondary school placement,
receive less support from the TST, especially if the child is transitioning to the special
school’s feeder special secondary school. This is because majority of children from the
present special primary school transition to the same feeder special secondary school
(each year between one-third to one-half of Year 6 pupils), which is within the same
school trust. This school also specialises in supporting children with SEBD, and offers very
similar support to the special primary school, including having their own TST who are in
regular contact with the primary school and provide bridging activities. Thus, instead of
one-to-one visits, children attend group move up days with their classmates who will also

be attending this school.

4.2.2. Sample

Six Year 5 children (all male) participated in observations; 11 Year 6 children (10
males) participated in photo-elicitation focus groups and observations; two Year 5 class
teachers participated in observations; two Year 6 class teachers participated in
observations and one participated in an interview; one primary and one secondary school
Transition Support Team (PTST, STST) teacher participated in observations and an

interview; and six parents participated in observations.

4.2.3. Design

Using a qualitative longitudinal 18-month case study design, data collection
methodologies included ethnographic observations (beginning mid-way through Year 5
when secondary school placement meetings began and then scattered over the Year 6
transfer year), child photo-elicitation focus groups (two in the summer term of Year 6)

and adult one-to-one interviews (three conducted in the summer term of Year 6).

4.2.4. Procedure

Prior to data collection, ethical approval (Appendix 4.1), Headteacher consent,
parental opt-in consent and participant consent were obtained. Participants were also
briefed and asked to adhere to key ground rules which included to not disclose names or
any identifiable information to maintain confidentiality. To protect participants’ identity,

audio-recordings and transcripts were anonymised at source and stored on password
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protected computers. Once the allotted time ended participants were thanked,

debriefed, offered the opportunity to ask questions and pointed to sources of support.
4.2.4.1. Photo-elicitation focus groups

Due to the children’s limited sociolinguistic repertoire and difficulties sharing
feelings, photo-elicitation focus groups were conducted. To do this, following a briefing
meeting, Year 6 children had one week to take ten photographs (using a disposable
camera provided), which reflected their feelings and experiences leading up to primary-
secondary school transition. These photographs were then developed and used to guide

the focus groups and help to stimulate discussion.

Two photo-elicitation focus groups were conducted, one with six and the second
with five Year 6 children. The focus group participant numbers are consistent with
previous research and considered optimal for this age group, given the topic under
investigation (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) and the children’s additional special

educational needs.

The child photo-elicitation focus groups were unstructured and participant-led
each child discussing why they had taken each photograph and what it symbolised.
Prompts and follow up questions were used where necessary, e.g. if you are happy to,
please can you tell me a bit more about this photograph, and when unrelated discussion

began to unfold the focus was politely brought back to the study.
4.2.4.2. Interviews

Twenty-minute interviews with three members of staff were conducted, which
were delivered by the principal researcher using semi- structured question schedules and
prompts and follow up questions (Appendix 4.2). The Year 6 teacher semi-structured
focus group guide contained 11 questions, the Year 7 teacher interview guide contained
10 questions and the TST staff member interview guides contained nine questions. All
guestions focus on practitioners’ experiences supporting children and parents over
primary-secondary school transition within the special school, addressing child behaviour,
relationships, support provision and additional support, roles, individual-level qualities
and recommendations. Similar to Chapter 2, the content and structure of the semi-
structured interview questions were informed by the research questions, in addition to

Resilience Theory (Ungar, 2008).


http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2648.1998.00692.x/full#b47
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4.2.4.3. Observations

In total eight overt observations (four in the morning and four in the afternoon)
were conducted with each Year 6 class (48 hours of ethnographic classroom observations
in total), over 12-months to examine school transition provisions within the special
school. The classroom observations in the present study allowed the researcher to make
contextual notes on the organisation of the school day, interactions between children and
children and teachers, in addition to transition preparations in the day-to-day classroom

environment.

Observations were also conducted during: three Year 5 placement meetings (with
the Headteacher and Year 5 parents), one Year 5 secondary school parent visit (with Year
5 children and their parents), one secondary school move up day (with Year 6 children
and teachers), and two TST members (PTST and STST) were shadowed for two full school
days. These observations informed understanding of the research area and more formal
elements of data collection (interview and photo-elicitation focus groups). To protect the

well-being of participants all data were recorded anonymously.

4.2.5. Data preparation

During each observation, detailed field notes were made, replicating the
methodology discussed in Chapter 3. Audio-recordings were transcribed using verbatim

transcription.

4.2.6. Data analysis

Transcribed data and observation notes were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s
(2013) six stages of Thematic Analysis, replicating the procedure discussed in Chapter 3.
Aligning with the rationale discussed in Chapter 2, a contextualist framework was chosen,
characterised by critical realism, as this epistemology was deemed necessary in order to
acknowledge essentialist reports of individual experience, meanings and reality, but also
recognise that broader environmental contexts, such as social influence and the school,

can also impinge on such meanings.

N.B. the same approach that was taken to establish qualitative trustworthiness in Study 1,

outlined in Chapter 2, was also replicated throughout the present study, including the
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additional measures that were discussed in Chapter 3 to enhance qualitative

trustworthiness.

4.3. Results

Four main themes: 4.3.1. Conflicting emotions, 4.3.2. Timing vs. Time of transfer
provision, 4.3.3. Balancing children’s short and long-term emotional well-being and 4.3.4.
Child centred provision were identified across the focus groups, interviews and
observations. These themes are introduced below in narrative order. As shown in Table
4.1 each theme has a differing number of sub-themes, which are discussed separately

below using illustrative quotes from participants, see Table 4.2.

Table 4.1

A thematic table of themes and sub-themes

4.3.1. Conflicting emotions

4.3.1.1. Nervousness vs. Excitement 4.3.1.2. Loss vs. Progression

4.3.2. Timing vs. Time of transfer provision

4.3.2.1. Timing of when to begin transfer 4.3.2.2. Time for gradual provision
provision

4.3.3. Balancing children’s short and long-term emotional well-being

4.3.3.1. Safety and belonging 4.3.3.2. Psychosocial adjustment vs. Reaching
potential

4.3.4. Child centred provision

4.3.4.1. Tensions around 4.3.4.2. Stretched workloads  4.3.4.3. Consideration of past
continuity of support experiences
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Table 4.2

Composition of the focus groups and interviews

Transcript Pseudonyms

Child Focus Group 1 Child 1, Child 2, Child 3, Child 4, Child 5

Child Focus Group 2 Child 6, Child 7, Child 8, Child 9, Child 10, Child 11

TST (Transition Support Primary Transition Support Team staff member (PTST), Secondary
Team) interviews Transition Support Team staff member (STST)

Year 6 Teacher Interview Year 6 Teacher

*Children participating in the photo-elicitation focus groups were identified as Child 1,
Child 2 etc. to preserve their identities as opposed to pseudonyms as there was an

unbalanced gender composition across the focus groups.

4.3.1. Conflicting emotions

In the lead up to primary-secondary school transition almost all children in the
focus groups, and parents in the Year 5 placement meetings (where the child’s parents
and Headteacher met to discuss the child’s secondary school placement), expressed
experiencing conflicting emotions of Nervousness vs. Excitement and Loss vs. Progression.
These conflicting emotions were also shown in the observations and voiced by school

staff in their one-to-one interviews.
4.3.1.1. Nervousness vs. Excitement

Children commonly shared pictures which represented conflicting feelings of
nervousness: ‘l took pictures of racing cars as | am a bit nervous about moving to
mainstream school’ (Child 2) and excitement: ‘l took a picture of Christmas as | am feeling
really excited now because | am moving onto secondary school’ (Child 2). Children’s
conflicting feelings were also evident in their behaviour, such as on move up day, where
children expressed feelings of excitement leading up to the day, but on the day were
visibly nervous. For example, one child was sick on the journey to the secondary school,
another would not stop talking until he got there when he became shy and withdrawn,
and one child did not want to go. These conflicting feelings continued throughout the day,
each new experience initially bringing feelings of nervousness, until the children felt

settled (often following reassurance from staff at primary school). Staff discussed these
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difficulties in line with the children’s additional needs: ‘Well transitioned pupils have the
ability to try and be open to trying new things and meeting new people but that can be
hard for children with emotional problems to build attachments and they can struggle’
(Year 6 Teacher). Some children felt confident disclosing how they felt:

| took a picture of a fidget spinner because when you go to a place where you are
really excited but scared as well you can feel like weird in your stomach and my
stomach was spinning so | took a picture of a fidget spinner (Child 6).

Other children found this difficult and either struggled to put into language how they felt:
‘I have bubby feelings inside my body about going to secondary school’ (Child 4),
generalised them: ‘people sometimes feel scared’ (Child 9), or masked them, one child
using an orange metaphor: ‘I have got a picture of oranges here to represent nervousness
because oranges are actually hiding under their skin’ (Child 5). This was also shown in the
observations, as children commonly concealed how they felt in class, and on transition
visit days, refusing to talk to staff, until these emotions were too difficult to handle and
resulted in uncontrollable outbursts. This was discussed by the children, one child
comparing his feelings to a light switch: ‘I took a picture of this light switch because it is

emotions that come on and off’ (Child 6).

To manage children’s conflicting feelings towards primary-secondary school
transition, staff discussed the need to balance direct strategies, such as move-up days:
‘Maybe a couple of open days in the summer might be a good thing so they can touch
base a little bit more in the holidays, where they haven’t got the other boys around’
(STST), and indirect preparations. Indirect preparations included skills workshops to help
children to manage their emotions: ‘these children are so emotional and can lack
resilience, we have had visits (transition days) in the past and it has caused a problem,

whether we do a workshop, | don’t know it is a tricky one isn’t it’ (Year 6 Teacher).
4.3.1.2. Loss vs. Progression

Feelings of loss and progression was evident across focus groups, interviews and
observations and shaped experiences of primary-secondary school transition and how it is
managed. For children losing Friendships was a significant concern. For adults supporting
children, the child’s Readiness to move on shaped how progression was supported

(Supporting progression).
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Friendships. Losing friends was very concerning for children: ‘Il am worried that |
might not see my friends because | have got some like best friends here and | might not
see them at my new school’ (Child 4), which was coupled with worries about not making
new friends at secondary school. Reminiscing about primary school friendships was as a
result a dominant coping strategy: ‘if you are afraid that you will never have friends again

think about your old friends at [named primary school]’ (Child 9).

Readiness. For children who were ready to move on feelings of loss: ‘This last
picture is of my three sisters and me looking really sad and this represents sad as | have
only been at this school for three years and a half so | wish | had more time’ (Child 1),
were overridden by expressions of impatience: ‘l took a picture of a clock, it represents
impatience because | am pretty excited to go to secondary school’ (Child 4), and
optimism: ‘I thought if | took a picture of a thumb up it represents that you can do it’
(Child 11). These children saw secondary school as a progression and time of growth: ‘I
took a picture of a butterfly because like a caterpillar turns into a butterfly, it’s like me
being the caterpillar moving up to secondary school and turning into a butterfly’ (Child 6)
and discussed wanting to make the most of their last year of primary school: ‘enjoy your
last year because you are not able to come back, because you can’t turn back time, so

have as much fun as you can before you leave’ (Child 10).

For children who felt less ready, often because they were less informed about
their transition (see 4.3.3.2. Psychosocial adjustment vs. Reaching potential), expressions
of loss: ‘l am a bit upset and scared about leaving school’ (Child 1), loneliness: ‘mine is a
picture of a dark forest representing that | am about to leave school’ (Child 5) and regret
that they had not moved to the special primary school sooner: ‘l took a picture of my
angry hulk because | am angry that | didn’t get to stay in this school for long enough to
properly get into it’ (Child 4) prevailed. It is worth noting at this point that there was no
difference in feelings of settlement amongst children transitioning from the special

primary school to mainstream vs. special secondary schools.

Supporting progression. In the placement meeting observations parents were
concerned about how to manage their child’s feelings towards secondary school, as they
feared unsettling their child and affecting their current emotional stability. As a result,
delaying preparations and not including children in transition discussions until decisions

had been made was a dominant strategy: ‘there is communication that happens between
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myself and the TST and parents about visits, but they [parents] are sort of reluctant to

include their child’ (Year 6 Teacher).

To help children manage feelings of progression vs. loss, the schools’ TST, who
symbolised a bridge for their next chapter: ‘I think it is good if you have a team like we
have, outside the classroom because erm they see us as being the bridge to mainstream
school or moving on’ (PTST), provided moving on sessions in groups and 1:1. Teachers
discussed how TST support would be helpful in all schools, not just special schools: ‘I think
ideally all schools should have TST that work out the best plan to move children on and |
think not to do it as a whole class, to do it in little groups of children’ (Y6 Teacher).
Communication between stakeholders, especially parents, was also consistently discussed
as important in managing feelings of progression vs. loss: ‘they need to be encouraging,
my experience is that if parents are on board, and you have got good communication, are
all in agreement and working together towards a common goal, this ultimately impacts

the child’ (Year 6 Teacher).

4.3.2. Timing vs. Time of transfer provision

Balancing timing of when primary-secondary school transfer preparations should
be initiated, and time to prepare children gradually for the move to secondary schooal,
was discussed as sensitive and an ongoing dilemma subject to change each year to match
cohorts’ needs. However, what remained consistent was consideration of children’s

specific additional emotional needs and their ability to cope.
4.3.2.1. Timing of when to begin transfer provision

For educational practitioners, there was uncertainty around the timing of when to
initiate primary-secondary school transition preparations subject to the difficulties
children at the school face managing emotions: ‘these children are so emotional and can
lack that resilience’ (Year 6 Teacher). Lessons learnt from past cohorts also shaped
decisions:

A couple of years ago we were asked to not come in so early as it left them with a
few weeks of the boys being really unsettled, they were ready to move on, they
were cutting their ties with the relationships they had got and it was making it
quite hard for everybody and for other children (STST).



147

The impact of poor transition provision timing and especially the impact of visit
days on children’s behaviour in the classroom was very important in shaping these
decisions. As the transition period approached, emotional unsettlement was visible in the
observations through changes in the Year 6 children’s behaviour in the classroom, most
children unable or lacking motivation to focus on classwork and displaying acting-out
behaviours. One Year 6 class teacher described this as ‘year six itus’: ‘so if we talk about
the transition period, when | call it year six itus, they struggle towards the end knowing
that they only have x number of weeks left’ (Year 6 Teacher). As a result, TST staff
discussed how the children’s class teachers set the pace of provisions: ‘they [class
teachers] know the children, they know what is best so we have started to go as and

when they feel fits.” (STST).

It was clear that there were individual differences in how children responded to
the timing of transition provision, particularly direct preparations such as visit days if not
handled sensitively:

| think either they were excited to be going and that was it they had enough of
[named school], but more often was the case that they may not have had a
positive experience which then created a problem psychologically in the children
here, because they don’t want to leave and were quite anxious and worried going
(Year 6 Teacher).

For some children knowing which secondary school they will be attending and visiting
whilst still in Year 6 helped them feel more emotionally settled and in control of their next
move: ‘we have one girl and since she found out where she was going her behaviour has
improved because she felt settled and before that she was like where am | going, where
am | going’ (Year 6 Teacher). Nonetheless, it was clear that not all children were fully
informed about their transition to secondary school and felt uncertain: ‘I have a picture of
what’s meant to be all black but it didn’t come out right and it was meant to be
representing confusion because | am kinda confused of what | am going to be doing next

year’ (Child 3).

Enhanced transitions. For children making enhanced transitions (transition from
the special primary school to mainstream secondary school), they attended visit days to
mainstream primary schools to reintegrate them into mainstream schooling in
preparation for secondary school. Nonetheless, these visits, if regular and prolonged,
could also disorient children when they returned to the special primary school: ‘I think we

have arguments for children that are so settled when they have their transition, that
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when they come here, they almost don’t need to be around the other children’ (Year 6
Teacher). Thus, the timing of when to initiate reintegration visits to mainstream primary
schools can be crucial in terms of children’s day-to-day adjustment for the remainder of

the Year 6 transfer year.
4.3.2.2. Time for gradual provision

School transition was discussed as best placed when there is time for gradual
transfer provision. In fact, the need for time to gradually prepare children for transition,
was discussed as being more important than transition timing. However, Year 6 has a
timescale, in that secondary school choice decisions need to be made and transfer
preparations initiated, which means that practitioners don’t always have a lot of time to
gradually prepare children for their next chapter, in line with their specific needs:

we have transitions from pupils quite young back into mainstream schools and
they have worked really well because you are not on a timescale with them,
because obviously now when they are in Year 6 going into Year 7 you haven’t got
all the time to do it, that is our window of opportunity, and it will end there,
whereas if we do it earlier, we can do it very gradually and slowly (PTST).

Children were shown to pick up on this lack of time and feelings of rush and
pressure towards transition:

| took a picture of an exclamation mark because transition is coming but probably
in your head there will be sentences like oh my god where am | going? What will |
do? And at the end of those questions there will probably be an exclamation
mark, so | took a picture of one (Child 6).

It was clear in the observations that class teachers favoured gradual, open and
transparent approaches when discussing transition in class, and teachers regularly
signposted similarities between primary and secondary school in lessons. This was also
discussed in the interviews: ‘I say this is your last year, it’s up to you how you want your
year to go and then as we get closer | say we have so many weeks left, we only have four
days left etc.’ (Year 6 Teacher). The same approach was taken to support parents: ‘yes we
start the moving on sessions and talking to parents as early as we can so we can prepare’
(PTST) and during move-up days. For example, in the observations it was clear that the
pace of the move-up day was deliberately staggered: the children firstly taken on a school
tour with their class teacher and a familiar TST teacher to ensure the children felt safe,
which the students valued: ‘when teachers take us around they can see what it is like and
give us their opinion’ (Child 7). The Year 6 children’s teachers then gradually left when the

children were comfortable.
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The same approach, but with greater 1:1 support, was taken when children were
making enhanced transitions, the children given time to acclimatise to mainstream school
at their own pace: ‘we have taster sessions where we go and have a look around and then
start having a break time and slowly increase it that way to suit them and their needs’ (...)
‘it just naturally happens that way so there is no pressure on the child and obviously if
they are not happy, or you can see that they are uncomfortable, you can come away’

(PTST).

4.3.3. Balancing children’s short and long-term emotional well-being

Educational practitioners discussed facing a conflict in balancing children’s short-
term emotional well-being in the here- and- now, by helping them feel a sense of 4.3.3.1.
Safety and Belonging at primary school, but also their long-term emotional well-being, by
preparing them for secondary school where support may be inequitable. Similar concerns
were raised when considering secondary school placements, see 4.3.3.2. Emotional

settlement vs. Reaching potential.

4.3.3.1. Safety and belonging

Feeling safe and a sense of belonging at school, was discussed as paramount for
children to feel settled in primary school, especially subject to breakdown of previous
school placements: ‘we do everything in our power in terms of our school community to
make sure that these children have a positive impact and a positive sort of vibe about the
school because they used to go to other schools where they struggled’ (Year 6 teacher).
This was discussed by parents in transition placement meetings, where they outlined how
their children’s self-esteem, anxiety and problem behaviour (especially self-control)
improved greatly following transition to the special school as their child felt safe and
‘fitted in’. Teachers also discussed the bond children have with the school: ‘they form
such an attachment to the school, | don’t think there have been many cases where
children come here and have not brought in to everything that we offer them’ (Year 6),
but were concerned that this may not be matched at secondary school: ‘there is an
argument that we do them a little bit of a disservice because we do such a good job’

(PTST).

Although indirectly, children discussed fears of safety: ‘I took a picture of my dog

and she makes me think that when | am going to secondary school | will feel safe because
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whenever | need her or when | am in danger she is always there for me’ (Child 8);
belonging: ‘l took a picture of a sofa because | feel comfy here’ (Child 10); and support: ‘it
is a picture of two owls together, this makes me feel like say | had a really close friend
that might go to my next secondary school then | will know that there is someone to be
there to care about me’ (Child 1) at secondary school. To support children to establish
feelings of safety, belonging and support at secondary school, TST staff from the feeder
special secondary school regularly visited the special primary school: ‘I have been popping
in so most have seen me before they have aged to come here which | think settles them

as well’ (STST).
4.3.3.2. Psychosocial adjustment vs. Reaching potential

In placement meeting observations, parents discussed conflict between wanting
their children to feel emotionally settled at secondary school, which they felt would be
better nurtured within a special secondary school, but also wanting their child to not miss
out on opportunities, especially academic ones, mainstream schools could offer.
Transitions to mainstream secondary school were called enhanced transitions and
discussed as risky, as if unsuccessful they could emotionally unsettle children and
negatively impact their child’s emotional well-being:

they [parents] have concerns about re-integrating into mainstream because if it
doesn’t work out it is another transition and | say this particular boy is showing
real resilience and | think it is worth taking the plunge, but it is your decision as it
can swing the other way (Year 6 Teacher).

These fears were coupled with the fact that if enhanced transition was unsuccessful,
transitioning back to special school education, especially the special primary schools’
feeder special secondary school, which is highly subscribed, would be unlikely: ‘if it

doesn’t work it is another transition that may not be appropriate’ (Year 6 Teacher).

Class teachers also discussed parents and children having distorted and biased
experiences of special school education by solely attending the present special primary
school, which was very supportive, and feared that their current expectations and
standards would not be matched at special secondary schools: ‘l have worked in other
special schools and it [named primary school] is very different from them, just because
you are going to another special school it does not mean it will have the same ethos and

environment that this has’ (Year 6 Teacher).
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Although children gave a written statement outlining what secondary school they
would like to attend, children did not attend placement review meetings or visit days
where parents considered potential secondary schools. This was to prevent fears of
offering false-hope and disappointment, if adults decide that a placement is discordant
with their child’s needs. This was especially noticeable if parents were considering
enhanced school transitions, which children perceived as more worrisome, given their
past experiences of placement breakdowns (see sub-theme 4.3.4.3. Consideration of past

experiences).

However, children discussed wanting to be part of these decisions: ‘take us on a
visit to our new school as opposed to letting just parents do it’ (Child 3), and felt that
visits would help them feel more settled: ‘in visits, you get to see the building and don’t
get scared’ (Child 9). This lack of voice, led to feelings of uncertainty: ‘l took a picture of a
blank wall because it represents my mind being blank as | don’t know’ (Child 6) and
anxiety: ‘l took a picture of sand because | felt like this is like my mind thinking what will |

be doing, where will | be going and stuff like that’ (Child 8).

4.3.4. Child centred provision

Children’s individual vulnerabilities, triggers and 4.3.4.3. Consideration of past
experiences were at the centre of support provision within the special school and
underpinned preparations for secondary school. However, this also contributed to
4.3.4.1. Tensions around the continuity of support when the children left the special

primary school and 4.3.4.2. Stretched workloads.
4.3.4.1. Tensions around continuity of support

At the special primary school, the children receive significant hands on support to
enable day-to-day school functioning, which is unlikely to be equitable at secondary
school:

they are provided with everything, like they don’t even have to take a pencil to
school, or a pair of trainers, everything is provided, which is good when they get
here because that is what they need, they don’t need anything else going on in
their head they just need to try and access everything as smoothly as they can
without having to think of all those things, but obviously when they move on that
is quite a different thing (PTST).
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However, dependence on such support can be problematic when the children
transition to secondary school: ‘Il can see that children can be quite stressed moving on
because they see it as such a big move, it is that growing up bit, that piece of where they
have been in a secure environment and moving on to the unknown and these schools can
be massive’ (PTST). Tension arose when SEBD children were treated differently than other
children at mainstream secondary schools when they faced emotional problems, as staff
from the specialist primary school discussed being called upon when problems occurred
to provide support for the child and staff:

Just because he has come from a special school doesn’t mean if he is having a
wobble, he needs more support than other mainstream children. I didn’t think it
was right when he was struggling for me to go in and | spoke to mum about that, |
said | don’t mind speaking to him if you feel that is essential but from my
perspective | think he needs to speak to his staff and make a success of it (Year 6
Teacher).

4.4.3.2. Stretched workloads

Across interviews, meetings and observations it was clear that the TST were
stretched: ‘Il think we need more transition staffing and we need more bodies to go and
support these children at schools’ (Year 6 Teacher), which affected morale: ‘I find it hard
and a bit frustrating because | want to do more’ (PTST). It was also raised that workloads
can be variable annually dependent on cohort needs, especially how many children are
making enhanced transitions and need 1:1 re-integration provision: ‘For me it is just
about having a few extra bodies to facilitate transition to mainstream, but should we

employ someone and next year we might not have any’ (Year 6 Teacher).

Lack of time, although crucial for staff to recognise SEBD children’s individual
needs, vulnerabilities and build rapport: ‘it takes a period of time to build that
relationship to know and to pick up on subtle changes and experiences’ (PTST), was
discussed as being especially difficult this year. This interfered with staff’s ability to best
support transfer children:

| think to have a bit more time to do it and maybe more staff because that has
been a bit of shame this year, last year | had one child on transition and that
worked really well and this year | have had two and | don’t think | have been able
to give as much to them. | had to share my time which has been a shame, | wish
there was two of me (PTST).

TST staff also discussed the level of support they could provide being dependent

on existing workload pressures which was not always in concordance with children’s
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needs: ‘it depends on when they are brought to the transition team and our workload on
when we can do it and sort out a place for them to go. But as soon as we have the
availability to support them, yes, we start moving on sessions’ (PTST). Stretched
workloads were also discussed as being time dependent, greater pressure closer to
primary-secondary school transition:

certainly as it gets to the crunch end, the busy season as you like, the managers
that came into the meetings was like | need support, | need people to go in and
support this boy because | have got these children, | have got my team who are
there, and they can’t be at two places at once (Year 6 Teacher).

4.4.3.3. Consideration of past experiences

The circumstances which bring children to the special primary school can vary (see
4.2.1. Case description); thus, consideration of children’s past experiences were central in
transition preparations: ‘try to find out the child’s individual past (...) then try to find the
right place for them, and doing it at the right pace for the child’ (PTST).

One of the main concerns for transfer children and parents when considering
transition, was the possibility of past events being revisited at their new placement. This
included fears of reintegration with peers from their previous school placements: ‘making
other friends | might know from my old school that didn’t come here is worrying’ (Child
5), but also ex-children from the special primary school: ‘Il am not looking forward to

seeing all the other people that left last year at secondary school’ (Child 3).

School staff discussed the need for sensitivity, taking into account past
experiences and relationships, within school placement preparations: ‘we find a school
that we think is going to suit them because obviously due to their past experiences, we
have to be careful which ones we identify’ (PTST), and on visit days, especially to
mainstream schools:

because of course you are taking them back to mainstream and some of the
children they won’t have seen for quite a few years and they recognise each other
and sometimes that can be good, but sometimes not good and it is the effect that
can have on the child (PTST).

School staff also discussed how parent anxieties can also be picked up on by their children
and shape their attitudes towards the transition: ‘obviously parents have had a bad
experience as well and sometimes they will say things around the child that obviously
affects how the children perceive mainstream school, so erm it can be quite difficult’

(PTST). Recognising the stake that parents can have in shaping children’s concerns, staff
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at the school discussed the need to support parents through meetings, emails and
telephone conversations:

Parents can have a huge role in the children’s views of the school, the more time
you spend with them and the more you can get from them directly affects the
children. If they have got negative views obviously put those at ease and if they
are positive just keep them that way (STST).

4.4. Discussion

To date we have a limited understanding of children’s emotional experiences over
school transition. This gap is widened when considering the experiences of children with
added emotional difficulties, such as SEBD, and how they are supported. To shed light on
this, the present case study drew on ‘multiple sources of information’ (Creswell, 2013, p.
97), including interview and focus group transcripts and observation narratives, to
examine what provisions are currently being used to support the emotional well-being of
children with SEBD over primary-secondary school transition within the special school,
the challenges the school faces in doing this, and the implications this has for emotional-
centred support provision that could be employed in schools more widely. This holistic, in
depth contextual analysis was guided by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Eco-Systemic
Model of Development, which acknowledges that both person and environmental factors,
are nested and exert differential levels of influence, shaping perceptions, behaviours,

coping, and adaption.

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, focus group methodologies are underused
within this field in comparison to quantitative survey-based designs (Riglin et al., 2013),
which is surprising given that this method can evoke honest and more in-depth
contextual insight, as shown in the present study. Moreover, as shown in the present
study, focus groups can be useful in facilitating discussion with more disfranchised
samples, such as children with SEN and especially children with SEBD, whose voices are
significantly underrepresented both in schools and research (Mowat, 2019). Thus, by
directly asking children with SEBD to share their first-hand experiences, the present study
has immediate implications in empowering our participants but has also made significant
contributions to the field in elucidating the importance of valuing children’s voice in

educational research and practice.
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Resonating to recommendations proposed in Chapter 2 regarding the need to
establish a balance between exposure and consistency in transition support provisions,
which again would not have been clear without obtaining first-hand insight from transfer
children, this same conflict is of concern when considering transition provision for
children with SEBD. However, whereas it was children who voiced the need for transition
exposure to follow a continuum with a clear limit in the mainstream focus groups in Study
1, it was school staff and parents in the present study who held greater reservations
regarding when children should receive transition support provision (see theme 4.3.2.
Timing vs Time of transfer provision), how this should be done (see 4.3.3. Balancing
children’s short and long-term emotional well-being) and what is the appropriate level of
exposure (see theme 4.3.4. Child centred provision). While, this caution was discussed in
relation to children’s pre-existing emotional problems, previous school experiences and
the implications too much transition exposure could have on children’s short- and long-
term adjustment, children in the meantime discussed feeling voiceless and uncertain

about their futures.

This notion of powerlessness is not uncommon for children with SEBD, as child
voice opportunities both in schools and research are less popular and perceived as more
challenging for children with SEN (Thomas & Loxley, 2007). Nonetheless, restricting child
voice opportunities for vulnerable groups of young people, especially in the context of
high-risk situations such as primary-secondary school transition, supports ‘deficit’ and
‘problematising’ agendas and leads to further disempowerment (Trotman et al., 2015).
This is especially concerning when considering children with SEBD who are shown to be
least listened to, empowered, liked and more at risk of exclusion (Lewis & Burman 2008),

as shown in the present research.

Nonetheless, children with SEBD can be argued to be the best beneficiaries of
child voice opportunities (Caslin, 2019; Norwich et al., 2006) and a strength of the present
research was the child focussed photo-elicitation methodology, which helped the children
to be heard and aided construction of unanticipated and meaningful responses. For
example, it was clear in the present research across the child focus groups that the
children had a greater emotional understanding of primary-secondary school transition
than adults may have realised. The children were also aware of transition provisions and

discussions their elders shielded them from, such as parent secondary school visits, which
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the children voiced that they would have liked to have been part of to provide them with

a greater understanding and exposure of their next stage in education.

Thus, by listening to children, educators can gain a deeper insight into children’s
understanding of events that are important to them, and adjust provisions to meet their
needs, as opposed to being overly protective, cautious or anxious, which in the context of
primary-secondary school transfer provision can have negative implications on their
adjustment as shown in previous research (Hammond, 2016), and found in Study 1. In
addition, giving children a voice in decisions that affect them can help children feel more
in control, which for children with SEBD can be crucial and have a significant impact on
their emotional well-being (Norwich et al., 2006). For example, in the present study it was
clear that children’s lack of involvement and voice in school choice placement decisions,
which their parents and teachers ultimately made for them, contributed to feelings of
powerlessness and uncertainty about transition, as the children could not anticipate
changes, such as: friendship disruptions. Thus, taken together, these findings provide
greater leverage for the need to obtain first-hand insight from all stakeholders, including

children, to fully understand and improve primary-secondary school transition.

Moreover, our empirical understanding of how to support children who face
additional difficulties over primary-secondary school transition lags far behind that of
children in mainstream schools (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006), and for children with SEBD
this is non-existent. This research gap may be due in part to assuming SEN is a
homogenous group, which can lead to an inconclusive picture on how to support specific
SEN populations, as children with SEN face varying strengths and difficulties that can
differentially shape primary-secondary school transition adjustment (Maras & Aveling,
2006). Thus, by specifically investigating how children with SEBD cope with primary-
secondary school transition and how they are supported, the present research has made
preliminary, but nonetheless unique progress in demonstrating the importance of
investigating narrower and more homogenous samples. This can help to ascertain a
clearer picture of how to support more vulnerable children during this period in both

mainstream and special schools.

That being said, there can be vast heterogeneity within SEBD samples, even when
sample sizes are moderate, as shown in the present sample of eleven children. For

example, as discussed in sub-theme 4.3.2.1. Timing of when to begin transfer provision,
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while some children felt more at ease following visits to their secondary school, for other
children this exposure was more harmful and impacted their day to day functioning for
the remainder of the Year 6 transfer year. Thus, whilst children with SEBD on the surface
may comprise a homogeneous group, as discussed repeatedly by TST practitioners in the
present study, each individual child will have unique needs. This is subject to their specific
vulnerabilities, triggers and past experiences, that have a significant stake in shaping their
experiences and readiness for primary-secondary school transition provision. Thus, as
implemented in the present special school, there is no ‘one size fits all’ approach to
support children with SEN, and more personalised, idiosyncratic approaches are often
best suited, which resonates to Eccles and Midgley’s (1989) SEF theory, that outlines the
importance of the match between children’s developing needs and opportunities

afforded to them by their social environments.

However, while it is well established that SEN children receive differentiated and
modified teaching approaches to support their learning in the classroom both in
mainstream and special schools, implementing tailored primary-secondary school support
provisions are not always practical. This is especially problematic in mainstream schools,
especially given pre-existing pressures teachers already face (Trotman et al., 2015) but
such intensive one-to-one support can also be problematic in special schools, as shown in
the present study. As discussed in the sub-theme 4.3.4.2. Stretched workloads, staffing
pertaining to school transition was especially stretched this academic year, as there were
more children than usual negotiating an enhanced transition to mainstream secondary
school, and limited time allowances to spend preparing each child individually. Thus,
further research is needed to help schools revitalise transition support programmes, in

both mainstream and special schools, so that provision is sustainable.

In comparison to the findings from mainstream schools in Studies 1 and 2, the
children, in addition to their parents and teachers, at the present special school, placed
greater emphasis on the importance of children feeling safe and a sense of belonging at
secondary school (see subtheme 4.3.3.1. Safety and belonging). In fact, this concern was
shown to override all other concerns and shaped decisions that implicated children’s
short- and long-term emotional well-being. These findings provide further validation for
the need to ensure that primary-secondary school transition support provision is

sensitive, which is discussed in both Chapters 2 and 3.
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However, educational practitioners also raised concerns that the intensive
support children with SEBD receive at the special primary school, which they initially need
to feel emotionally settled within school, especially considering past unsuccessful school
placements, is unlikely to be matched at secondary school and can lull children into a
false sense of security. This has been supported empirically, as children with SEN are
shown to negotiate more structural changes in support over primary-secondary school
transition than their non-SEN peers, which can lead to lower post-transfer ratings of
school adjustment (Hughes et al., 2013). For example, Bailey and Baines’ (2012)
longitudinal research found that the more favourably children with SEN reported
resilience factors, such as Trust, Support and Comfort pre-transition, the lower their
rating of school adjustment after transfer. It was argued that this may be subject to the
larger amounts of time children with SEN spend being supported by familiar adults in the
primary environment, and their dependence on this support, which when no longer
available post-transfer, can cause children with SEN to experience more adjustment

difficulties. The present research extends these findings.

These findings may also be indicative of differences in how children with and
without SEN perceive their own adjustment and their environment. For example, drawing
on Bailey and Baines’ (2012) findings it may be that children with SEN are
underestimating secondary school challenges, by holding different appraisals and
expectations to children without SEN. Children with SEN may also use different criteria to
assess adjustment based upon personal expectations, or may lack the skills to adapt,
possibly subject to their previous overreliance on support, as shown in the present study.
Thus, to improve the transition period there is a need for primary and secondary schools
to work together to ensure that children are met with a degree of continuity, which
shares parallels with what was discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. For children with SEN, a
more co-ordinated approach between primary and secondary schools during transition is
especially needed during this time. This is in line with previous research which has shown
the degree of collaboration across primary schools and their feeder secondary school to
be indispensable in ensuring effective transition processes for all children, but especially

children with SEN (McCauley, 2010).

Comparable to Study 2 and in contrast to Study 1, children freely discussed their

feelings towards moving to secondary school in the child focus groups, even if they were
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unsure how they felt. On one hand this may be indicative of the photo-elicitation method
which can help children construct more thoughtful answers. For example, in the present
study the children had a full week to think about how they felt towards primary-
secondary school transition and how they were going to present this in the focus groups;
in comparison, in Studies 1 and 2, children answered similar questions within the moment
in their focus groups. Nonetheless, given the children’s additional special educational
needs, in addition to children with SEBD’s lack of voice within educational research and
policy (DfHSC & DfE, 2018), the decision to facilitate photo-elicitation focus groups was to
provide the children with a greater a sense of autonomy and ownership over their

feelings by being able to present them through the medium of photographs.

However, the children’s more open attitudes towards mental health may also be
indicative of the additional support children receive in special education to help them
acknowledge and self-regulate their emotions, which may help to position mental health
as less of taboo. Understanding the mechanisms through which special schools facilitate
this, has useful implications for mental health literacy provisions in mainstream schools
for both staff and children, especially in light of recommendations discussed in recent

policy (DfHSC & DfE, 2018).

The present research is not without its limitations. One such limitation was the
study’s single case study design. On one hand this was needed to provide detailed,
longitudinal contextual insight into a marginalised population, which to date has received
limited empirical attention. This was facilitated through the observations, which were
conducted at varying time points over the Year 6 transition year to investigate change in
transition experiences and practices. However, the single case design limits the
generalisability of the present findings to wider schools as caution is needed when
adopting practice from one context to another. Thus, there is need for further research
with more special schools to strengthen confidence in the credibility and robustness of

the present findings.

Moreover, although all relevant participants who had a stake in primary-
secondary school transition provisions were sampled using a given medium (focus group,
observation, interview) in the present case study, conducting interviews with Year 6
parents at the special school would have provided a clearer picture of their experiences

and appraisals. For example, in parallel with findings from Study 1, school staff discussed
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how parent anxieties, especially towards reintegration into mainstream school could be
picked up on by their children and shape their attitudes towards the transition. These
findings extend previous research which has shown parent anxiety and influence to be
stronger amongst SEN populations (Neal et al., 2015). Therefore, in future transition
support interventions there is a need to prevent this transmission, by also understanding
parent concerns and providing support for them. While it was not feasible in the present
study to conduct interviews with parents, subject to limited resources and competing
pressures in the Year 6 transfer year, this is potential valuable insight that needs to be

considered in future work.

In sum, the present study has made a significant contribution to the field by
demonstrating the importance of investigating how children with more specific SEN
difficulties, such as SEBD, cope with primary-secondary school transition and how they
are supported, which to date is limited (Mowat, 2019). Understanding how children with
added emotional difficulties are supported and cope with transition anxieties, on top of
their pre-existing difficulties, can inform wider emotional-centred transition provision.
Given, that emotional-centred support provisions are limited in number and face key
challenges in both mainstream and special schools (Bagnall, 2020), these findings have
significant practical implications. Finally, by using a case study design (which is underused
within this field), the present research has made two further unique contributions to the
field. Firstly, the present research adds to contemporary theory by recognising both
proximal (children’s relationships with their teachers, parents, and classmates) and distal
(educational policies and practices) influences which impact SEBD children’s experiences
of primary-secondary school transition and how they are supported. Secondly, the
present research makes further contributions to the field by mobilising an underused, yet

valuable research design.
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Chapter 5: Evaluation of TaST (Study 4) - an emotion-centred intervention

to support children over primary-secondary school transition

A description of TaST presented in this chapter has been published. See: Bagnall, C. L.
(2020). Talking about School Transition (TaST): an emotional-centred intervention to
support children over primary-secondary school transition. Pastoral Care in Education, 1-

22. DOI: 10.1080/02643944.2020.1713870

5.1. Background

Primary-secondary school transition is acknowledged as the biggest discontinuity
children face within formal education (Zeedyk et al., 2003), which ‘too many’ children find
difficult (Ofsted, 2015, March). As discussed in Chapter 1, during this time children
navigate simultaneous changes in their academic, social and physical school environment,
often alongside biological changes associated with puberty. Negotiating, these multiple
changes, during a critical period in their development, can heavily draw on children’s
ability to cope, and compromise their emotional well-being in the short and long term

(White, 2020).

In the short term, leading up to and during initial primary-secondary school
transition, many children report feelings of stress and anxiety (White, 2020). This was also
shown in the focus group research, as found in Study 1 and Study 3 of this thesis, where
transfer children discussed feeling nervous, anxious and unsettled leading up to and
during initial primary-secondary school transition. Research has suggested that this is
often due to a mismatch between the anxiety children experience during primary-
secondary transition and the emotional skills they can draw on to cope (Zeedyk et al.,
2003). This was again supported by findings from Study 1 and Study 3 where children
discussed the importance, but also difficulty in managing their emotions over primary-
secondary school transition. Study 2 sheds further light on these findings, outlining how
children’s developmental readiness for school transition, which included being
emotionally stable, mature and exhibiting good coping skills and self-advocacy,
significantly shaped their adjustment to the new school environment and their emotional

well-being.
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Furthermore, research has shown that children who feel that they had
underestimated the importance of the socio-emotional aspects of the transition when in
Year 6, or exhibit personal vulnerability factors, such as poor coping efficacy, experience a
poorer transition to secondary school and report more problems settling in (Jindal-Snape
et al., 2020). This is not uncommon over primary-secondary school transition in the UK
and can result in many children being insufficiently prepared for transfer challenges (van
Rens et al., 2018). Thus, there is more that needs to be done to support children’s
emotional well-being during this time. This is recognised by key stakeholders, including
parents and children, as shown in Study 1, where both transfer parents and children
discussed the importance and need for emotional-centred discussions leading up to the
transition within primary schools, but also empirically. For example, McGee et al.’s (2003)
survey research found 45% of parents to report their child needing help talking about
their feelings in preparation for primary-secondary school transition and Evan’s et al.’s
(2018) review found 21% of transfer children to report their primary school to not
prepare them for secondary school. It is perhaps not surprising then that 15% of the
sample reported not settling well into their new school. Taken together there are two
main issues that need to be addressed. Firstly, there is need for support intervention over
primary-secondary school transition that has an explicit focus on children’s emotions and
how to manage them. Secondly, there is need to understand and measure potential
change mechanisms, targeted through support intervention, such as internal and external
protective factors, including coping efficacy and social support, as discussed in Chapter 1

and targeted in the present TaST intervention.

Moreover, despite in 2007 transition becoming a mandatory area examined in UK
OFSTED inspections, a policy change which was introduced to prevent variability in how
primary and secondary schools raised transition issues with transfer children (Ofsted,
2007), Government reports are still reporting primary-secondary school transition as a
period ‘not handled well’ (Ofsted, 2015, March, p. 65). The quality of transition between
Key Stage 2 and Key Stage 3 is reported to be still ‘much too variable’ (Ofsted, 2015,
September, p. 21) and arrangements for transfer as a result ‘weak in over a quarter of the
schools visited’ (Ofsted, 2014, p. 21). As a result, it has been acknowledged that there
needs to be ‘a greater focus on transition periods in children and young people’s lives’ as

current transition interventions ‘do not give enough importance to improving resilience
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and well-being and how schools and colleges might be supported in this role’ (DfE 2018,

p.13).

This is unsurprising as within schools more pressing academic and procedural
demands such as national assessments, heavy staff workloads and difficulty finding space
within the overcrowded curriculum (McGee et al., 2003) can mean that transition
arrangements are often neglected or left until the summer term just before children
make the transition. This reactive as opposed to preventative approach to emotional-
centred school transition support is largely inconsistent with Coleman’s (1989) Focal
Theory of Change, which emphasises the importance of gradual developmental change
when negotiating multiple discontinuities, and can lead to a build-up of heightened
anxiety and rush immediately prior to the transfer, as found in Study 1. Thus, there is
need to design emotional-centred transition interventions which consider school systems
and cultures. This is what the present emotional-centred intervention, TaST, discussed in

this chapter, aimed to do.

In summary and recognising that successful navigation of transition establishes
the foundations for future and lifelong well-being, transition periods, such as primary-
secondary school transition, are effective points to introduce and deliver intervention
programmes (Kessler et al., 2005). At face value there appears to be clear global literature
investigating primary-secondary school transition, especially in the past ten years (White,
2020). However, what is often neglected is that this research is limited in terms of:
context, especially difficulties translating interventions from one setting to another;
content, in that few studies have investigated children’s emotional well-being (as
discussed in Section 1.2), and few interventions are theoretically informed. All of which

are discussed in more detail below.

5.1.1. Context limitations

Significantly more school-based transition research is conducted in the US and
transition intervention evaluations are particularly limited in the UK. Given that children
transition schools at a later age in the US, and, as a result of being older, are more likely
to find school transition easier (see Study 2), existing transition research and
interventions have limited implications for the UK. Thus, from here forward this chapter

will predominantly focus on primary-secondary school transition intervention research
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conducted in the UK. For any studies included that are not UK-based, the country will be

mentioned. See Chapter 3 for further discussion of UK-US transition comparisons.

In the context of UK transition interventions, despite best efforts to do so, many
programmes do not translate from one context to another and often require an element
of adaption. Adaptation can lead to better intervention implementation and subsequent
outcomes; in the context of primary-secondary school transition this would involve
recognising school-level competing pressure in the Year 6 transfer year, such as the need
to redirect resources to prioritise national assessment targets. However, caution is
needed as with the greater the number of adaptations, there is increased risk that key

intervention components will be changed, and impact lost.

5.1.2. Content limitations
5.1.2.1. Emotional-centred research

As shown by Jindal-Snape et al.’s (2020) international review and Symonds’ (2015)
national review, programmes to support children’s emotions over primary-secondary
school transition are minimal. For example, in Symonds’ (2015) review, out of the fifteen
programmes shown to offer social support over primary-secondary school transition,
none of them offered socio-emotional support. Instead, most research in this area tends
to look at dips in educational attainment, and social adjustment, which has created a
partial picture of the emotional challenges children face over primary-secondary school
transition and specifically the emotional-centred support children may need to manage
this period, which this thesis has set out to improve. For example, many intervention
programmes focus more on the practicalities of the transition and preparing children for
the new ways of learning (lindal-Snape et al., 2020). What is often neglected is the fact
that emotional well-being is directly linked with children’s academic functioning

(Vassilopoulos et al., 2018).

Furthermore, amongst the limited number of emotional-centred transition
interventions administered within schools to support primary-secondary school
transition, most are associated with challenges or methodological constraints. For
example, many evaluations of interventions are small scale (Green, 1997), vague with
regards to reporting participant numbers (Coffey, 2013), or employ biased participant

selection (Evangelou et al., 2008) which limits conclusions that can be drawn. Longitudinal
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research is also limited (Riglin et al., 2013), and instead researchers often employ single
snapshot designs where data is collected before or immediately following the transition,

which does not reflect the complexity of this period (Ashton, 2008).

In sum, we have a partial picture of the emotional challenges children face over
primary-secondary school transition and specifically the emotional-centred support
children may need to manage this period. The present thesis has shed light on this
research gap. Firstly, Studies 1, 2 and 3 examined transfer children’s, parents’ and
teachers’ experiences of school transition and the challenges they face, in both the UK
and US using both focus group and case study methodology. This insight then informed
the design and delivery of the present intervention, which is called Talking about School
Transition (TaST). See Bagnall (2020) for an overview of how the three preliminary
studies, in addition to a thorough literature review mapped onto the design and delivery
of the five-week TaST intervention. TaST, discussed below aims to narrow this research
gap by providing teacher led emotional-centred support over primary-secondary school

transition within the school environment.

5.1.2.2. Theoretically informed research

Using expert consultation and an extensive literature review, Rice et al. (2015)
developed the Primary Intervention Strategy Questionnaires to identify approaches
commonly used by primary schools to support children leading up to primary-secondary
school transition. Approaches were shown to align with three main theoretical
underpinnings: systemic approaches (focus on bridging discontinuity across primary and
secondary school and widening children’s social support networks), cognitive strategies
(address children’s negative thoughts about transition and address unrealistic concerns)
and behavioural approaches (reduce anxiety through familiarisation to the new school
environment). In their evaluation, Rice et al. (2015) found only systemic approaches to be
positively associated with improvements in children’s post-transition school anxieties,
once controlling for baseline concerns. Moreover, no approach was shown to be effective

in reducing generalised anxiety.

However, findings from Rice et al.’s (2015) research needs to be interpreted with
caution, as it is unclear whether participants were rating activities within programmes
which contained a combination of systemic, cognitive and behavioural approaches, or

participants were rating a programme which aligned with one approach, e.g. a solely
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cognitive intervention. The latter would ensure more robust findings as it is plausible that
all three approaches have direct and indirect effects, e.g. first-hand exposure into what
the secondary school environment is like facilitated through a behavioural approach, may
help to settle children’s expectations and address unrealistic expectations, which would

align with a cognitive approach.

In fact, a common limitation across transition intervention research is that there is
often little clarity of the theory underpinning the intervention. This can pertain to the
overarching foci of the intervention as discussed above, but also extend to the session
content, which can often go beyond and have unclear links with the theoretically
informed programme approach. This was shown in Bloyce and Frederickson’s (2012)
targeted intervention, which, despite having the overarching focus of improving anxiety
and school concerns amongst children identified as vulnerable, programme sessions
focussed on general organisational, social and academic transition challenges, and little
attention was placed on children’s emotional well-being. Within their report there was no
discussion pertaining to how this session content was informed, and which components
of the programme were critical to the outcomes achieved. This lack of clarity is
problematic for the field, contributing to indiscriminate and uninformed strategies to

improve primary-secondary school transition.

Moreover, for practitioners implementing programmes, this lack of clarity can lead
to uncertainty pertaining to what worked to bring about change, and can limit the
efficacy and uptake of programmes. Thus, for the present TaST intervention, theory
informing the programme and key components, in addition to places where the
intervention could be tailored to meet individual class’ needs were clearly presented in
the TaST lesson plans, and teachers delivering the programme were also met with in
order to go through the TaST materials. This approach is in light of research (see 5.1.3.3.
Teacher-led interventions and recognition of school-level pressures, below) which has
shown that when teachers feel confident with the theory informing programmes
(Humphrey et al., 2013) and reasons why certain elements need to be covered,

programme effectiveness is improved (Goncy et al., 2015).

In addition, there are limitations in how intervention programmes are assessed.
For example, in her recent evidence review, White (2020) highlighted the lack of rigorous

outcome evaluations undertaken in the UK, of intervention programmes that aim to
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support children’s mental health and well-being over primary-secondary school
transition. For example, many evaluations of programmes are to date, small scale, in that
samples are limited in number (Coffey, 2013), use biased recruitment methods,
comparison groups are non-equivalent (Evangelou et al., 2008), or they pay little
attention to school differences, which limits the conclusions that can be drawn about
what works. As discussed above, longitudinal research is also limited and reliance on
single snap-shot designs is problematic and does not reflect the complexity of this period,
especially the temporary honeymoon period children experience during this time
(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016). Thus, as will be discussed below, the evaluation of TaST
utilises a longitudinal design and a control group. The programme is also theoretically
informed, and discussion of the theoretical underpinnings and evidence supporting the

design of TaST is clearly presented and in the public domain (Bagnall, 2020).

5.1.3. Intervention design considerations

Designing and implementing school-based interventions can be challenging and
complex. Researchers need to consider decisions pertaining to the design of the
intervention, such as the intervention approach (top-down or bottom-up design),
inclusion criteria (universal or targeted), who delivers the intervention (teacher vs.
researcher led) and school-level factors. These intervention design decisions, often
heavily influenced by context, shape the intervention’s integration and usability within

real-world settings, as addressed below.
5.1.3.1. Bottom-up vs. Top-down approaches

Bottom-up and top-down frameworks pertain to the intervention’s level of input
from stakeholders. The former bottom-up approach favours flexibility and local
adaptation through the inclusion of multiple stakeholders (e.g. policymakers, educational
professionals, parents) as equal partners (especially if a co-creation design is selected) in
the formation and delivery of interventions. In comparison, top-down approaches favour
adherence to pre-existing structured and standardised evidence-based templates and
detailed manuals. Both approaches have advantages, but can also present challenges,

often dependent on context.

Top-down ‘manualised’ intervention designs often have greater internal validity,

fidelity and lead to larger effect sizes. By following the same prescribed and structured
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intervention materials, these programmes overcome constraints of becoming diluted and
guidance modified or ignored; thus, they can be replicated more consistently across
schools. However, the lack of flexibility, in addition to the significant cost and time
implications associated with top-down approaches, particularly when led by external
programme deliverers, can result in intervention outcomes being short-lived and

unsustainable.

In contrast, bottom-up collaborative approaches which follow ‘loose enabling
frameworks’ (Weare, 2010) and recognise that every school is different, with their own
challenges are often more sustainable. This is especially important considering in recent
years school staff are expected to engage with an increasing number of initiatives, which
has led to ‘initiative overload’ (Ofsted, 2014) and reluctance to invest time and resources
in projects that might be short-lived. Thus, when designing intervention programmes, it is
paramount that programmes provide implementers with a shared understanding of
which evidence-based elements need to be present and are key to intervention success,
and which can be modified to take into account schools’ limited time and financial
resources, high teacher turnover and competing demands (Trotman et al., 2015). To do
this increasing partnership and collaboration between researchers and educational

professionals is important.

Thus, the design and delivery of TaST followed a bottom-up approach, in that all
intervention materials were informed through consultation with educational practitioners
in addition to preliminary research, which explored key stakeholders’ experiences of

primary-secondary school transition, see Studies 1, 2 and 3.

5.1.3.2. Targeted vs. Universal designs

Intervention designs can either be targeted (narrowly focussed, aimed at specific
individuals within the population), or universal (broad approaches that target the whole
population). Amongst the limited studies which have utilised targeted and universal
approaches in the context of primary-secondary school transition, findings are mixed

(Jindal-Snape et al., 2020), as discussed below.

Over the past ten years there has been an exponential growth in the popularity of
universal intervention approaches, which dominate in both primary (61.2%), and

secondary schools (64.4%). This is unsurprising as universal programmes are not only in
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line with governmental inclusive education notions (Booth & Ainscow, 2011), but also
deemed more cost and time effective. For example, universal interventions can reduce
symptomology for all children, even children identified as ‘at risk’ (Barrett & Turner,
2001) and are in line with Merrell and Gueldner’s (2010) ‘immunisation theory’, which is
the notion that early universal preventative provision can effectively ‘immunise’ all
children from later difficulties. Both of which are especially important in our present
climate where educators must prioritise and effectively implement evidence-based

approaches that produce multiple benefits for all children.

Universal interventions delivered to whole cohorts of children are also more
accessible, deemed less stigmatising by both parents and children and receive greater
support, as it is deemed undesirable for children to miss out. In Barrett and Turner’s
(2001) universal Friends for Children cognitive-behavioural intervention programme, over
85% of approached parents expressed interest in the programme and gave parental
consent, which is significant given that attrition because of parents not giving consent can
be up to 1/3 for targeted interventions (Askell-Williams et al., 2013). For example,
Humphrey and Ainscow’s (2006) targeted Transition Club intervention, which focussed on
improving educational, social and personal skills amongst children who were academically
underachieving over primary-secondary school transition, were only able to obtain
parental consent from 38 out of 60 children identified as ‘at risk’. This may have been
because targeted children were taken out of class for a significant amount of time, which,

for underachieving children who were already academically behind, is undesirable.

Nonetheless, despite the limited sample size, findings from Humphrey and
Ainscow’s (2006) targeted Transition Club intervention showed a herd effect in that
children who participated used the skills they had learnt to help children who had not
participated but were struggling to adjust. This suggests that targeted interventions can
have wider benefits and may overcome the shortcomings of universal interventions,
where there can be difficulty assessing their impact on more vulnerable children when
sample sizes are small. Thus, overcoming barriers that prevent access and participation in

targeted interventions is crucial.

Bloyce and Frederickson’s (2011) targeted Transfer Support Team (TST)
intervention, which provided tailored transition support to 457 children identified as

‘vulnerable’ over primary-secondary school transition, provides further support for the
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usefulness of targeted interventions. The evaluation found that pupils receiving the TST
intervention showed a greater reduction in transition school concerns following the six-
week project than the control group (who were identified at baseline as not vulnerable)
exposed to normal secondary school preparations. Moreover, children in the intervention
group also showed statistically significant reductions in broader measures of emotional
adjustment and well-being assessed using the SDQ scale following the programme.
However, as the comparison group were not asked to complete the SDQ subscales and
were not followed up into secondary school, it is unclear whether observed

improvements were attributable to the intervention or would have happened anyway.

Shepherd and Roker’s (2005) targeted pyramid group intervention, had a very
clear foci and was designed to specifically develop self-confidence, interpersonal and
coping skills amongst 80 Year 6 children identified as vulnerable (based on parent and
teacher reports and child self-reports) over primary-secondary school transition. The
intervention had a positive impact on a range of factors, including children’s appraisals
towards secondary school and perceptions of settlement, both pre and post transition.
However, these findings should be taken with caution subject to the limited sample size
(only nine children participated), lack of control group (meaning that it is not known
whether children’s anxiety and concerns reduced more or less than they would have
without any intervention) and in terms of the scales that were used, which relied on
three-point (happy, neutral and sad smiley face) Likert scales. Furthermore, in line with
the discussion above pertaining to the potential stigmatisation associated with targeted
interventions, there was a mixed response from the children pertaining to their
participation in the Pyramid Clubs, in that some children felt stigmatised as a result of
taking part, whilst others felt envied. This is a significant concern, and one of the reasons

why the present TaST intervention aligns with a universal design.

In sum, and in line with inclusive education policies, evidence suggests that when
well-designed and supported, universal school-centred interventions are inclusive and
can help more vulnerable children alongside their classmates within the classroom
setting. Thus, the TaST intervention was developed to be delivered on a universal, whole-
class basis, which avoids the stigmatisation inherent in more targeted approaches. In
addition, TaST benefits from all children taking part in universal emotional-centred

support intervention, so that less vulnerable children, who may exhibit superior
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protective internal (e.g. coping efficacy) and external resources (e.g. social support) (see

Chapter 1) can support their more vulnerable peers through what they learn.
5.1.3.3. Teacher-led interventions and recognition of school-level pressures

Developing interventions that can be delivered at scale by less expensive and
more sustainable local providers, such as teachers, is consistently highlighted as a priority
in government reforms (DfHSC & DfE, 2018), in addition to research (Fairburn & Wilson,
2013). Overreliance on external providers as implementers can be a barrier to
dissemination of school centred intervention research and impede progress. However,
equally, teachers’ ability to sustain high-quality implementation, comparable to external
deliverers, over time is limited, and researcher-led interventions generally obtain superior
adherence, competence, session coverage and content completion fidelity assessments,
than teacher led-interventions (Patel et al., 2013). Nonetheless, this is often subject to

school-level pressures teachers face, especially pertaining to limited time and resources.

Furthermore, teachers have: greater rapport and influence within their class,
more extensive expertise in behaviour management, are better equipped to meet the
specific learning needs of their classes (Low et al., 2014), and are also favoured by parents
as deliverers (Barrett & Turner, 2001). Teachers can also lead to a change in school
culture and practice by making links and translating programme targets outside
intervention lessons. Moreover, it is usually teachers delivering school-based
interventions when programmes are disseminated, and teacher fidelity assessment
scores are often more ecologically valid and representative of long-term intervention
success and scalability when interventions are implemented in the real-world (Diedrichs
et al., 2015). Thus, given that in the long-term it is most often teachers delivering
interventions, improving ‘goodness of fit’ between the programme and school needs is

central for intervention sustainability.

In the context of primary-secondary school transition, academic pressure
associated with national assessments and heavy staff workloads, can result in difficulty
finding space within the overcrowded curriculum for emotional-centred transition
support until the summer term just before children make the transition, which can lead to
a build-up of heightened anxiety and rush, as shown in Study 1. This reactive as opposed

to preventative approach is largely inconsistent with Coleman’s (1989) Focal Theory of


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0005796715300395#bib6
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0005796715300395#bib6

172

Change, which emphasises the importance of gradual developmental change, and the

need for more support when rapid change cannot be avoided.

Lack of resources can also be a key constraint, which can add to the
marginalisation of pastoral support within schools. For example, Bloyce and
Frederickson’s (2012) resource-intensive primary-secondary school transition support
intervention which focussed on small groups of vulnerable pupils, consisted of a senior
educational psychologist, five assistant educational psychologists, a specialist service co-
ordinator and six part-time teaching support assistants, which was a significantly high-
level of support and buy in (in terms of personal time and resources) from stakeholders.
As shown in Bloyce and Frederickson’s (2012) evaluation of previous transition
interventions, this high level of input from stakeholders is not uncommon, and out of the
seven studies reviewed, at least four consisted of programmes that had a duration of 15

sessions or more.

In sum, and informed by the above literature, to enhance the intervention’s
sustainability and scalability, TaST was designed to be delivered by Year 6 class teachers,
over the duration of a school term as part of Year 6 children’s Personal, Social, Health and
Economic (PSHE) curriculum, which builds on the short-comings of previous ‘one-off’
mental health workshops delivered by external facilitators. TaST is also a standalone
legacy project and uses minimal resources, teachers given guided lesson plans,

PowerPoint lesson slides and workbooks for their class.

5.2. TaST Intervention

In sum, interventions imposed on schools with little consultation, as opposed to
those that adopt bottom-up or co-creation designs, can impede the intervention’s
sustainability, which is concerning considering schools’ limited time and financial
resources. Similarly, programmes that are targeted at particular children as opposed to
universal designs can be difficult for school buy-in, as educators must prioritise and
effectively implement evidence-based approaches that produce multiple benefits for
most, if not all children. Moreover, overreliance on external providers as opposed to
teachers as implementers can be an additional barrier and impede progress.
Furthermore, emotional-centred support over primary-secondary school transition is

minimal in both schools and research. Thus, the present emotional-centred support
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intervention, TaST, uses a bottom-up design, is universal and teacher led. TaST also aims
to overcome the methodological limitations discussed above and narrow the research gap
in emotional-centred support over primary-secondary school transition by aiming to
improve children’s emotional well-being in preparation for the transition to secondary

school.

TaST is a five-week intervention, which was deemed necessary to cover all key
elements and try to accommodate the programme within one school term and is in line
with previous transition intervention research (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012). Moreover,
each of the five intervention lessons (which were delivered on a weekly basis) lasted
approximately one hour, which is considered an optimal length for children of this

developmental age (Merrell & Gueldner, 2010). The lessons have three main foci:

(1) Helping children to position the transition as a progression as opposed to a loss to

support children’s emotional well-being in the here and now at primary school.

(2) Building children’s coping skills (including their coping efficacy) to support children’s

emotional well-being looking forward to secondary school.

(3) Emphasising the importance of social support, how this may change at secondary
school, and how to cope with this to continue accessing social support to nurture

children’s short- and long-term emotional well-being.

Incorporated in each session are a variety of individual, group and class-based
activities which aim to improve children’s spoken and written emotional expression in
preparation for the move. In order to support children’s emotional well-being, as shown
through the foci above, TaST focuses on supporting the development of children’s
internal protective resources, namely their coping efficacy, but also encourages children
to draw on the support they can receive from parents, teachers and classmates to
scaffold these skills. The content, delivery and evaluation of TaST was informed by a
thorough literature review (see Chapter 1), in addition to the three preliminary research
studies, discussed in Chapter 2, 3 and 4. Findings from these studies and how they map
onto the design of the TaST intervention are discussed in detail in Appendix 5.1 and are

published in the Pastoral Care in Education research journal (see Bagnall, 2020).

Each session has a lesson plan script (Appendix 5.2), accompanying PowerPoint

presentation slides (Appendix 5.3) and each child works from a transition workbook
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(Appendix 5.4). Other components of the sessions, such as questioning and answering
whole class activities can be tailored according to the needs and responses from the class.
Furthermore, there is an element of flexibility in the final two weeks of the intervention,
as in week four and five, Boulton’s (2014) cross-aged teaching techniques (CATZ) are
used. Cross-aged teaching is a new technique where older students teach and pass on
their knowledge to younger students. In order to teach younger children effectively, older
children must firstly master their own learning, and then teaching reinforces this
knowledge, as children are required to rework and make links with their existing
understanding (Boulton, 2014). Thus, in TaST CATZ aimed to consolidate the children’s
learning from the structured activities and discussion sessions incorporated in the
previous three sessions and further develop the children’s coping efficacy and improve
their emotional well-being. Table 5.1 shows a breakdown of the foci and activities in each

intervention lesson.

Table 5.1

The structure of the five-week TaST intervention, including session foci and corresponding

activities
Week Foci Activities
Week 1 Progression vs. loss *  Continuum activity
*  Primary school progression worksheet
* Life transitions worksheet
*  Worry box introduction
Week 2 Coping strategies and *  World Café similarities and differences task
resilience * Dolphin/shark activity
* Challenges and solutions worksheet
* School timetable activity
Week 3 Social support * Co-pilot activities (self and others)
* Parent/guardian/older relative puzzle
*  Accessing support from teacher’s discussion
Week 4 CATZ consolidation * Sharing of homework puzzle activity
of learning * CATZ work
Week 5 CATZ presenting * CATZ showcase of top tips

learning *  Worry box readdressed




175

The intervention foci and structure are in line with Resilience Theory, particularly
Gilligan’s (2000) five background concepts that underpin the concept: a) reducing
stockpile of problems, b) pathways and turning points in development, c) having a sense
of a secure base, d) self-esteem and e) self-efficacy, which draws on the protective
internal and external factors discussed in Chapter 1. For example, in line with a) and b)
the intervention includes a variety of activities for the children to recognise the different
challenges they will face over the transition period and reposition the move as a linear
progression, which is in line with findings from Study 2 and aims to strengthen the
children’s coping efficacy. In line with c) of Gilligan’s (2000) model, the children are also
encouraged to draw on the support they receive from parents, teachers and classmates,
who have been shown to provide the most salient sources of support over adolescence
and primary-secondary school transition and can scaffold their coping efficacy and
emotional well-being (see Study 1). There is also inclusion of activities that aim to
improve the children’s coping strategies in preparation for the transfer, by drawing on
children’s internal resources, incorporated in d) and e) of Gilligan’s (2000) model. See

Table 5.1 above for a summary.

5.2.1. Rationale

To examine the effectiveness of TaST, the present study used a longitudinal quasi-
experimental follow-up design, where Year 6 children (aged 10-11 years) participating in
TaST were compared to a control group. Specifically, the outcome variables used to
assess the efficacy of TaST include Emotional Symptoms and Peer Problems (assessed
using Goodman’s (2001) Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)), Transition
Worries (assessed using Smith et al.’s (2006) The Perceptions of Transition Survey ‘worried
about’ subscale) and Coping Efficacy (assessed using Sandler et al.’s (2000) the Coping
Efficacy Scale), which were assessed across four time points: Time One (T1) (pre
intervention), Time Two (T2) (post intervention), Time Three (T3) and Time Four (T4)
(delayed follow up). The first three outcome variables: Emotional Symptoms, Peer
Problems and Transition Worries are categorised as measures of children’s adjustment.
More specifically Emotional Symptoms and Transition Worries are measures of children’s
emotional adjustment and Peer Problems a measure of children’s social adjustment.
Coping Efficacy is an explanatory outcome variable, or change mechanism, which TaST

aims to improve in order to support children’s adjustment. If the sample size would have
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been larger, Coping Efficacy would have thus been assessed as a mediator variable.
Instead in the present study, regression analyses were conducted to measure pre-

transition Coping Efficacy as a predictor of post-transition adjustment (see below).

The SDQ (Goodman, 2001) is a validated and widely used measure of children’s
well-being, and in the context of primary-secondary school transition, the Emotional
Symptoms and Peer Problems subscales have been categorised as a broader measure of
well-being (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012), psychological adjustment (Rice et al., 2011) and
psychological functioning (Riglin et al., 2013).

Children’s transition worries were measured using The Perceptions of Transition
Survey ‘worried about’ subscale (Smith et al., 2006), which assesses children’s worries
towards the organisational, academic and social aspects of High school. This US scale was
used in place of pre-existing scales used in the UK which have assessed ‘transition
concerns’ or ‘transition adjustment’, as these scales have important limitations including:
lack of sensitivity (e.g. asking children to numerically rate levels of concern, during an
already worrying time, they may not have thought about), use open-ended items which
impose high literacy demands, have items with face validity specific for a particular study
but ungeneralizable beyond this, rely on retrospective reports, or do not account for the

longitudinal nature of primary-secondary school transition (Rice et al., 2011).

Finally, as discussed in Chapter 1, coping is a regulatory process that serves to
prevent, avoid, or control emotional distress. In line with Resilience Theory, also
discussed in Chapter 1, children’s feeling of efficacy in being able to cope, is an internal
protective factor believed to predict better responses to stressors and subsequently
adjustment, although to date, Coping Efficacy specifically has not been looked at within
the context of primary-secondary school transition. Coping Efficacy is thus also believed
to be a powerful intervention lever to target in emotional-centred support interventions,
to improve children’s emotional well-being during this time. The present TaST
intervention aimed to do this and specifically focussed on improving children’s
perceptions of Coping Efficacy. Thus, drawing on the evidence discussed above, in

addition to being informed by Resilience Theory, it was hypothesised that:

1. Year 6 children (aged 10-11 years) in the intervention condition, would show a

significant reduction in Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries
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scores, and an increase in Coping Efficacy scores, in comparison to the control

condition, from Time One (T1) to Time Two (T2).

2. This significant difference would be maintained following a delay of up to five months,

at Time Three (T3) and Time Four (T4).

Research has shown mixed findings regarding the role of children’s gender and
birth month in predicting adjustment (van Rens et al., 2018) and emotional well-being
(White, 2020) over primary-secondary school transition. Although, as yet, the impact of
gender and age on children’s coping efficacy has not been examined over primary-
secondary school transition. Thus, children’s gender and age were also measured across
the four time points to assess whether adjustment scores, assessed in terms of:
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries, and Coping Efficacy scores

varied depending on these factors.

TaST aimed to improve children’s adjustment over primary-secondary school
transition, by encouraging children to draw on their coping skills, namely their Coping
Efficacy and the support they can receive from parents, teachers and classmates to
scaffold these skills. Thus, to assess the role of these protective factors in predicting
adjustment over primary-secondary school transition, additional hierarchical multiple
regression analyses were conducted, see 5.4.2.4. Hierarchical Multiple Regression

Analysis.

The first hierarchical multiple regression examined Coping Efficacy. As discussed
in Chapter 1, children’s feeling of efficacy in being able to cope, which in the present
study is assessed in terms of children’s Coping Efficacy scores, is an internal protective
factor believed to predict adjustment. Although to date, Coping Efficacy specifically has
not been looked at within the context of primary-secondary school transition, other
competence beliefs, such as self-esteem have been shown to predict adjustment over
primary-secondary school transition (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020). Moreover, children who
have positive expectations prior to transition (Waters et al., 2014a) and exhibit greater
emotional self-efficacy (Nowland & Qualter, 2020) also fare better over primary-
secondary school transition. Thus, it is also likely that children with greater Coping
Efficacy will be able to cope better with primary-secondary school transition, will be less
vulnerable in response to transition challenges and as a result show greater adjustment

post transition. Thus, it was hypothesised that:
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3. Children with higher Coping Efficacy scores pre-transition will report fewer Emotional

Symptoms, Peer Problems, and Transition Worries scores post-transition.

The TaST intervention has been developed to not just focus on supporting the
development of a child’s internal resources, namely their coping efficacy, but also how
they can draw on the support of others to scaffold these skills. Social support, obtained
from key stakeholders, specifically parents, teachers and classmates, is shown to be a
protective external factor shaping children’s emotional well-being and ability to cope over
primary-secondary school transition (see Chapter 1). Thus, children’s perceptions of social
support obtained collaboratively and uniquely from parents, teachers and classmates
were also measured across the four time points in the present study. These scores were
included in the hierarchical multiple regression analyses below, to assess whether pre-
transition perceptions of social support, could predict children’s adjustment (in terms of
fewer Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries scores) and Coping
Efficacy scores. N.B., we did not expect TaST to specifically improve children’s perceptions
of social support, and instead if the sample size was larger, it would have been possible to
assess collaborative and unique social support as a moderator of the intervention effects.
For example, the intervention may be more beneficial for children with low levels of

social support. Thus, it was hypothesised that:

4. Children with higher Parent Support (Hypothesis 4.1), Teacher Support (Hypothesis
4.2) and Classmate Support (Hypothesis 4.3) will report fewer Emotional Symptoms,
Peer Problems, and Transition Worries scores and greater Coping Efficacy scores post-

transition.

5.3. Method

5.3.1. Design

The longitudinal research project had a quasi-experimental, pre, post and delayed
post (at two time points) follow up online survey design, investigating the efficacy of TaST
in improving children’s Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and
Transition Worries scores. Children’s perceptions of social support and the impact of birth

month were also assessed. All variables were assessed at four time points: T1 May 2019
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(pre intervention), T2 in July 2019 (post intervention), T3 in September 2019 and T4 in

December 2019 (delayed follow up).

The same online survey (Appendix 5.5) was administered at each time point on
Qualtrics, all items replicated. Although the demographic section changed slightly across
time points, for example at T2 the questionnaire contained an item asking the children to
specify which secondary school they will be attending. Children in the intervention
condition at T2 were also asked to complete four process evaluation open questions (see
5.4.2. Process Evaluation) to evaluate the efficacy of the intervention, and class teachers
delivering TaST also completed a process evaluation feedback form. The outcome
evaluation has a ‘mixed’ design with a related factor - Time (T1, T2, T3 and T4) and

unrelated factor - Treatment (intervention vs. control group).
5.3.2. Participants

See Table 5.2 for a breakdown of participant numbers by gender and group

(intervention vs. control) over time.

Table 5.2

Participant numbers by gender and group (intervention vs. control) over time

Time and Group Female (N) Male (N) Prefer not to say (N) Total (N)

Time One (T1, pre
intervention)

Intervention 76 63 4 143
Control 72 83 6 161
Total 148 146 10 304

Time Two (T2, post
intervention)

Intervention 66 61 0 127
Control 49 52 2 103
Total 115 113 2 230

Time Three (T3, immediate

transition)

Intervention 49 38 0 87
Control 274 241 19 534
Total 323 279 19 621

Time Four (T4, delayed

transition)
Intervention 47 39 0 86
Control 298 277 23 598

Total 345 316 23 684
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At T1 and T2 Year 6 children, aged 10 and 11, from seven UK primary schools in
the West Midlands participated in the research project (four schools participated in TaST
and three were control schools). At T3 and T4, Year 7 children, aged 11 and 12, from five
different UK secondary schools in the West Midlands participated in the research project.
The seven primary schools were feeder schools to the five secondary schools, and, where
possible, participants were followed as they transitioned to secondary school. However,
we were only able to follow up on 15 children (eight males and seven females) who
participated in the control group pre-transition from T1-T4 and 20 children (ten males and
ten females) from T1-T3. The additional 519 children at T3 and 578 children at T4
represent children who took part at T3 and T4 only (as all Year 7 children from the five
secondary school regardless if they took part in the study at T1 and T2 completed a
survey at T3 and T4).

To recruit a representative sample, local primary and secondary schools’
demographic and performance Ofsted Reports and NCOP (National Collaborative
Outreach Programme) statistics were reviewed and from this top, medium and low
scoring primary and secondary schools were selected which were situated in a range of
areas across the West Midlands. Schools were assigned a condition based on these
demographic factors, so that top, medium and low scoring primary and secondary schools
were represented in both the control and intervention condition. Thus, the sample is

representative of varying demographic characteristics and socio-economic status.

5.3.3. Materials

In the first section of the questionnaire (see Appendix 5.5.) demographic variables
e.g. the child’s: gender, birth month, primary school and chosen secondary school were
obtained. Given the new requirements under GDPR concerning personally identifiable
data, the children were not asked to put their names on the questionnaire to ensure that
the data were anonymous. However, to allow participants’ responses to be matched
across time, children generated a secret and personal code, using Ripper et al.’s (2017)
Respondent Generated Personal Code items, which have been shown to generate a

percentage match of 99.7%. To do this, the participants responded to eight questions.

The main body of the questionnaire consisted of 59 multiple-choice items from

five pre-existing scales (discussed below, also see Appendix 5.6 for further description of
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scale amendments), where internal reliability, construct, concurrent and face validity

have already been established, which was replicated at all four time points.

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 2001)

This SDQ is a widely used brief behavioural and emotional screening
questionnaire. In the present study, the five item Emotional Symptoms and five item Peer
Problems SDQ subscales were used, as was the three-point rating system (0: not true, 1:
somewhat true, 2: certainly true) and mean scores were calculated (larger score equating

to greater problems).

Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS) (Malecki et al., 1999)

The CASSS is a forty item self-report scale that assesses children’s (Level 1 scale)
and adolescents’ (Level 2 scale) perceptions of social support obtained from parents,
teachers, classmates and friends. In the present study, the Level 1 CASSS scale was used.
Based on feedback received from teachers at the participating primary and secondary
schools, the wording of some items was edited. The friendship sub-scale was omitted,
subject to the aim of the present study being to assess the three most dominant and
relevant support figures whom children have most access and exposure to over primary-
secondary school transition. Moreover, an item from each remaining sub-scale was
deleted, as these items were shown to overlap with other items on the scale; this also
helped to minimise the number of questions in the survey. In total children answered 27
items (nine from each scale). The amended CASSS scale was scored using a three-point
rating scale (2: yes, 1: sometimes, 0: not true) and mean scores were calculated (a high
score indicating higher perceptions of social support) as, based on feedback from
teachers, this scoring was perceived as less confusing, complicated and time-consuming
for the children. See Appendix 5.6 for further description of the amendments to this scale

discussed above.

Coping Efficacy Scale (Sandler et al., 2000)

The Coping Efficacy Scale (2000) assesses children’s satisfaction in their handling
of problems over the last month and future problems. The scale contains seven items
rated on a four-point Likert scale (1: Not at all satisfied, 2: A little satisfied, 3: Pretty well
satisfied, 4: Very satisfied), which was utilised in the present study, and mean scores were

calculated (a high score indicating a greater level of coping).
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The Perceptions of Transition Survey (Smith et al., 2006)

The Perceptions of Transition Survey (2006) measures children’s perceptions of the
organisational, academic and social aspects of High school. The scale contains 15 items
and is rated on a four-point Likert scale (1: strongly disagree, 2: disagree, 3: agree, 4:
strongly agree). In the present study based on feedback received from teachers at the
participating primary and secondary schools regarding the limited time available for the
children to complete the survey, the ‘worried about’ sub-scale was used. The wording of
some items were also edited so they were more open and represented general worries as
opposed to specific ones, e.g. academic concerns. One item was also omitted, to avoid
cross-over with other items, and mean scores were calculated (a high score indicating
more transition worries). See Appendix 5.6 for further description of the amendments to

this scale discussed above.

Children were also asked to indicate their gender on a scale (Male/Female/Prefer not to

say), birth month and year.

5.3.4. Procedure

Once ethical approval (Appendix 5.7) and Headteacher consent had been granted,
a convenient time was arranged to meet with each participating primary school
intervention teacher to share the finalised materials and answer any questions they may
have. Following this, a week prior to data collection all Year 6 parents in participating
control and experimental schools were sent a letter with an attached opt-out parental
consent form for the data collection component of the research project only as all
children in the intervention schools would participate in TaST, which had been approved
by school gatekeepers. This decision was made as the hourly TaST lessons were
incorporated into the intervention schools’ PSHE curriculum, which parents are not
normally given the choice to opt their child out. We did not wish the schools to take a
different approach, as TaST aligns closely with inclusive education policies and it was
deemed stigmatising and unethical to leave children out. Thus, parents concerned about
their child participating in the intervention were directed to contact the school and all

parents were given access to an Opt-in vs. Opt-out information sheet.
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In all experimental and control schools, a convenient time was then arranged to
administer the online questionnaires. Prior to data collection all children were read the
same information sheet and gave assent. Children who did not wish to participate or their
parents had not permitted participation in data collection were given an alternative

activity.

To prevent demand characteristics or socially desirable answers, the
guestionnaire’s title and sub-headings were deliberately vague and teachers were asked
to not discuss the research aims with their class. Following data collection, the children
were debriefed, offered the opportunity to ask questions and pointed to sources of
support. The same procedure was replicated at T2, T3 and T4. Following data collection at

T4 the research project aims were also explained.

5.4. Results

5.4.1. Data preparation

Missing Data

Before commencing any analyses, the data file was screened for errors and
missing data. There were 93 missing values (see Appendix 5.8), which were missing
completely at random (MCAR) in line with Parent’s (2013) assumption that data is treated
as MCAR unless there is a clear bias in missingness, which was not the case within the
present study. For missing data, participant-level mean substitution was used. Tolerance
levels were determined based on author recommendations for the given scale, and when
not available a tolerance level of 20% was set (Parent, 2013). If this was exceeded, the

Exclude cases pairwise function was utilised. See further description in Appendix 5.8.

Reverse coding

In the present study, most questionnaire items were worded so high values of the
specific constructs were reflected by high scores on the item. However, some items were
coded so that high values of the same construct were reflected by low scores to
encourage participants to pay attention to questions they were answering. Therefore, to

determine overall scores for the scales some items needed transforming so that they all
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oriented in the same direction. Thus, for the scale Peer Problems, items seven and eight,

were recoded.
Statistical Power

All tests were adequately powered in terms of the total sample size using
G*Power3.1 (see Appendix 5.9). However as there was an unequal number of children
within the intervention group and control group at T3 and T4, the Post-transition change
score unrelated t-test analyses, whilst meeting the overall powered sample size of N =72,
did not meet the powered equal sized groups of N = 36 for the control group. For
example, for this test the control group had N = 27 for Transition Worries, N = 30 for
Coping Efficacy and N = 32 for Emotional Symptoms and Peer Problems. Nonetheless,
there was a significant difference in Transition Worries shown for this test, indicating that
type two error was not violated; however, findings should nonetheless be interpreted

with caution for this test.

Construct reliability

Using Cronbach’s alpha, each scale’s internal reliability at each time point was
measured to check that all items within the scales measured the same latent variable. All
items, apart from T1 Emotional Symptoms and T1, T2, T3 and T4 Peer Problems, reached,
and were in fact highly above the desired Cronbach’s alpha of .7, demonstrating high
internal reliability. See Table 5.3 below for a breakdown of the Cronbach’s alphas at each

time point.

While a coefficient greater than .70 is usually recommended for a measure, most
studies evaluating the SDQ have considered that coefficients of >. 60 are acceptable
(D’Souza et al., 2017). Lower Cronbach’s alpha coefficients are frequently reported for
Peer Problems SDQ subscales (a range = 0.30—0.59) (D’Souza et al., 2017), and, as a result,
coefficients of at least > .50 are considered a moderate coefficient for this sub-scale
(Maurice-Stam et al., 2018). However, Cronbach’s alpha can also be affected by scale
length, and subject to the SDQ subscales only consisting of five items, it is possible that
low alpha values are due to the small number of items for each subscale. Nonetheless,

when arriving at conclusions for these scales, caution is needed.



Table 5.3

Cronbach’s alphas for each outcome variable at each time point

Research Phase

Scale

Initial Cronbach’s

Time 1 (T1) Emotional Symptoms .65
Peer Problems .56
Parent Support .81
Teacher Support .84
Classmate Support .87
Coping Efficacy .82
Transition Worries .90
Time 2 (T2) Emotional Symptoms 73
Peer Problems .61
Parent Support .83
Teacher Support .96
Classmate Support .91
Coping Efficacy .90
Transition Worries .92
Time 3 (T3) Emotional Symptoms 71
Peer Problems .51
Parent Support .83
Teacher Support .85
Classmate Support .88
Coping Efficacy .88
Transition Worries .92
Time 4 (T4) Emotional Symptoms 71
Peer Problems .50
Parent Support .89
Teacher Support .90
Classmate Support .92
Coping Efficacy .90
Transition Worries .93
Assumptions

All correlation and hierarchical multiple regression test assumptions were met
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using both graphical and statistical tests. For parametric tests, a full outline of normality,

homogeneity of variance and outlier assumption testing is presented in Appendix 5.10.

However, to summarise, all variables (apart from Peer Problems scores) have between -2

and +2 kurtosis scores which is considered acceptable normal univariate distribution
(George & Mallery, 2010). Mauchly’s test of sphericity showed that the assumption of
sphericity was not met for Peer Problems and Coping Efficacy and to reduce increase in

Type 1 error, Greenhouse-Geisser corrections were applied to the degrees of

freedom (df), to calculate the valid critical F-values. The only significant outliers identified
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on box plots were extreme low scores for Coping Efficacy and high scores for Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries, indicating poorer adjustment and
greater vulnerability over the transition period. Subsequently, outliers were not removed
as this has the unwanted effect in the present study of excluding children who are more

vulnerable over primary-secondary school transition and find this period more difficult.

5.4.2. TaST outcome evaluation.

The TaST outcome evaluation analysis is presented below. Firstly, exploratory
analyses were conducted (see 5.4.2.1). This included: 1. assessing intercorrelations and
cross-sectional correlations amongst the four outcome variables and three social support
variables across time to assess the relationship between these variables and their
stability, 2. assessing gender and age differences in the outcome variables, 3. preliminary
t-test analyses to assess differences between the intervention and control conditions at
baseline and 4. assessing longitudinal change from T1 to T4 amongst the whole sample
(intervention and control schools) for the four outcome variables to see overarching
patterns of change. Following this, immediate (see 5.4.2.2) and post-transition (see
5.4.2.3) change scores were calculated to assess the short- and long-term efficacy of TaST
using a series of t-tests. Finally, hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted
(see 5.4.2.4) to assess whether pre-transition Coping Efficacy and Social Support obtained
from parents, teachers and classmates could predict post-transition adjustment (see

section 5.2.1 for the rationale of these analyses).
5.4.2.1 Exploratory analysis

Correlations. Intercorrelations for the four outcome variables (Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries) and three social
support variables (Parent, Teacher and Classmate Support) for both intervention and
control schools together at each of the four time points are shown below in Table 5.4 and
5.5. The three support variables are included in this preliminary analysis as these
variables will be assessed as predictors in later regression analyses. T1 is shown below
the diagonal and T2 above on Table 5.4, and T3 below the diagonal line and T4 above on

Table 5.5.

Intercorrelations were investigated using Pearson product-moment correlation

coefficient. As shown above, preliminary tests were performed to ensure no violation of
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the assumptions of normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. At each time point, all
variables are shown to have a small to medium correlation in line with Cohen’s (1988,
p.79) guidelines, apart from T2 Teacher Support and Parent Support which had a strong
positive correlation, r =.72, n =231, p < .001, and Emotional Problems and Transition
Worries at all four time points which have a slightly stronger positive correlation, at T1: r
=.57,n =309, p<.001, at T2: r = .66, n =230, p <.001, at T3: r = .56, n =583, p <.001 and at
T4:r=.54, n =646, p <.001 . All variables, apart from Teacher Support with the two SDQ
variables Emotional Problems: r =-.08, n = 309, p = .19 and Peer Problems: r=-.09, n =

309, p = .11 at T1 were statistically significant.

Table 5.4

Time 1 and Time 2 intercorrelations between: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems,
Coping Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and Classmate
Support

Emotional Peer Coping Transition Parental Teacher Classmate
Symptoms Problems Efficacy = Worries  Support Support  Support

Emotional -- A6** - 47%* .66** -.39%* - 27%* -.35%*
Symptoms
Peer A40** -- -.35%* 34%* -.28%** -.21%* -.38%**
Problems
Coping -48** - 24** -- -.48** A% 23%* A2x*
Efficacy
Transition LS57%* .30%* - 49** - -.23%* -.15%* -.37%*
Worries
Parent -.18** - 19** 34%* -.19%* -- T2x* 36%*
Support
Teacher -.08 -.09 29%* - 13%* .39%* -- 31
Support
Classmate -.33%* -.35%* AQ** -.29%* 34%* .28%* --
Support

Note. T1 below the diagonal and T2 above. ** p <.05. * p <.01.
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Table 5.5

Time 3 and Time 4 intercorrelations between: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems,
Coping Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and Classmate
Support

Emotional Peer Coping Transition Parent Teacher Classmate
Symptoms Problems Efficacy = Worries  Support Support  Support

Emotional -- 38** - A5** . 54%* - 12%* -22%* -.28%**
Symptoms
Peer 37** -- -.33%* . 38%* -22%%* -.20%* - 46**
Problems
Coping -.35%* - 31 -- - 41%* 35 29%* A3**
Efficacy
Transition SE*E 34% _38%* — LA7** L24%% . 39%*
Worries
Parent -.10%* -21%* . 34%* -.16** -- AQ** L 32%*
Support
Teacher -21%* - 19%* A0** -.18** 36** -- L31**
Support
Classmate -.29%* - 46** . A0** -.31%* A3** 34%* --
Support

Note. T3 below the diagonal and T4 above. ** p <.05. ** p < .01.

Cross-sectional Pearson correlations were also conducted for T1 and T2, T2 and
T3, and T3 and T4, as shown in Table 5.6, 5.7 and 5.8. Cross-sectional correlations were
investigated using Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. As shown above,
preliminary tests were performed to ensure no violation of the assumptions of normality,
linearity and homoscedasticity. At each time point, all variables are shown to have a
small to medium correlation in line with Cohen’s (1988, p.79) guidelines. As anticipated,
stronger and significant cross-sectional associations are generally found for the same
variable across time, such as T2 and T3 Classmate Support: r=.54,n =93, p <.001 and T1
and T2 Emotional Symptoms: r = .65, n =230, p <.001, demonstrating stability over time.
When examining cross-sectional associations across time, greater stability across all
variables are shown across T1 and T2, in comparison to T2 and T3, and T3 and T4. Greater
and significant associations between variables are also shown at T1 and T2, such as T1
and T2 Transition Worries r = .66, n =231, p < .001. It is likely that more variables are
shown to be significantly highly correlated at T1 and T2, in comparison to T2 and T3, and

T3 and T4, as there is a smaller gap between these two earlier time points.
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Time 1 and Time 2 cross-sectional Pearson Correlations for: Emotional Symptoms, Peer
Problems, Coping Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and

Classmate Support

T2 T2 T2 T2 T2 T2 T2
Emotional Peer Coping Transition Parent Teacher Classmate
Symptoms Problems Efficacy = Worries  Support Support Support
T1 Emotional .65%* 34%* -43%* 51** -.32%% -.16* -27*%
Symptoms
T1 Peer .30%* AQ** -17* 24%% -.23%% -.21%% -.14%*
Problems
T1 Coping - 43%* -17%* .53** -.36** 32%* A7** 31
Efficacy
T1 Transition 51%* 24%* -A40** .66** -.28%* -.06 -.23%*
Worries
T1 Parent - 25%* -.32%* 32%* -.28%* .14* 12 27%*
Support
T1 Teacher -12 -.12 7% -.06 A8** 35%* 29%*
Support
T1 Classmate -.35%* -.38%** 31%* -.23* .33* 31%* .63**
Support
*p<.05. **p<.01.
Table 5.7

Time 2 and Time 3 cross-sectional Pearson Correlations for: Emotional Symptoms, Peer
Problems, Coping Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and

Classmate Support

T3 T3 T3 T3 T3 T3 T3
Emotional Peer Coping  Transition Parent  Teacher Classmate
Symptoms  Problems  Efficacy Worries Support  Support  Support
T2 Emotional 56** 29** - 40** A9** -.35%* -.20* -.09
Symptoms
T2 Peer .20 56** -.17 21* -.23* -.18 -.39%*
Problems
T2 Coping -.20 -.21% 52%* -.20 13 .05 34%*
Efficacy
T2 Transition A6** 24% -.30** .60** -.14 -.12 -11
Worries
T2 Parent -.19 -.23% 22% -.11 .25* 12 29%*
Support
T2 Teacher -.35%* -.18 17 -.19 36** 23* 32%*
Support
T2 Classmate -.34%* - 44x* .20 -.25* 21* 21* 54%*
Support
*p<.05. **p<.0l.
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Table 5.8

Time 3 and Time 4 cross-sectional Pearson Correlations for: Emotional Symptoms, Peer
Problems, Coping Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and
Classmate Support

T4 T4 T4 T4 T4 T4 T4
Emotional Peer Coping Transition  Parent Teacher Classmate
Symptoms  Problems Efficacy = Worries  Support Support  Support
T3 Emotional . 34* . 10* -.09 . 09* -.05 -.04 -.08
Symptoms
T3 Peer .06 .08 -.03 .07 -.06 -.03 -.02
Problems
T3 Coping -.07 -1* A1 -.07 .04 .06 .07
Efficacy
T3 Transition J15%* .08 -.09 15 ** -.03 -11%* -.05
Worries
T3 Parent -.02 .01 .07 -.04 23%* 14%* .07
Support
T3 Teacher -.09* -.05 .10* -.10* .07 16** .10*
Support
T3 Classmate .05 -.02 .01 -.02 .02 .03 .03
Support

*p<.05. **p<.01.

Gender differences. To assess whether there were significant gender differences
in outcome variables Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition
Worries across the four time points, four independent samples t-tests were conducted.
The three support variables are not included in these analyses as these variables are not
treated as outcome variables. To do this gender differences were analysed separately at
each time point for each outcome. To reduce type 1 error inflation indicative of
conducting four separate t-tests, the Bonferroni correction was applied to the alpha level
to set a more stringent level of statistical significance. To achieve this, the alpha level of
.05 was divided by the number of comparisons conducted (in the present analyses this is
4 comparisons) and this new alpha level was used (in the present analyses .0125) and is
reported in the findings below. Children in both the intervention and control group are
included in the same test, as sample size drops when all time points are included in
analyses as not all children participated across time. Descriptive and inferential statistics

are presented in Table 5.9.
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Outcome variable N Mean (SD) t (df)

T1 Emotional Symptoms 2.16 (303)
Males 154 0.47 (0.40)
Females 151 0.58(0.42)

T1 Peer Problems 0.38 (303)
Males 154 0.44 (0.39)
Females 151 0.45 (0.38)

T1 Coping Efficacy 1.44 (302)
Males 154 3.04 (0.56)
Females 150 2.94 (0.56)

T1 Transition Worries 3.51 (303)**
Males 154 2.10 (0.63)
Females 151 2.34 (0.58)

T2 Emotional Symptoms 0.86 (226)
Males 113 0.45 (0.47)
Females 115 0.50 (0.43)

T2 Peer Problems 0.03 (226)
Males 113 0.39(0.39)
Females 115 0.39(0.38)

T2 Coping Efficacy 0.50 (226)
Males 114 3.03 (0.67)
Females 114 2.98 (0.64)

T2 Transition Worries 1.53 (227)
Males 114 1.96 (0.65)
Females 115 2.10(0.69)

T3 Emotional Symptoms 1.47 (600)
Males 279 0.49 (0.44)
Females 323 0.54 (0.44)

T3 Peer Problems 0.24 (600)
Males 279 0.35(0.31)
Females 323 0.34 (0.33)

T3 Coping Efficacy 0.29 (575)
Males 265 3.08 (0.60)
Females 312 3.06 (0.60)

T3 Transition Worries 0.67 (565)
Males 262 1.94 (0.64)
Females 305 1.97 (0.65)

T4 Emotional Symptoms 4.14 (659)**
Males 315 0.46 (0.43)
Females 346 0.60 (0.47)

T4 Peer Problems 1.91 (659)
Males 316 0.39(0.35)
Females 345 0.33 (0.34)

T4 Coping Efficacy 1.44 (632)
Males 297 3.01 (0.65)
Females 337 2.94 (0.64)

T4 Transition Worries 3.51 (623)**
Males 291 1.73 (0.63)
Females 334 1.91 (0.67)

*p<.05. **p<.01.
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At T1, there were statistically significant gender differences in Transition Worries
scores: t (303) =3.51, p<.001, d = 0.24, 95% ClI [-.38, -.11] girls reporting greater mean
Transition Worries scores (M = 2.34, SD = 0.63) than boys (M = 2.10, SD = 0.58). At T1,
Emotional Symptoms scores, were reaching statistical significance: t (303) = 2.16, p = .03,
d=0.11, 95% CI [-.20, -.01], although not significant in line with the Bonferroni

adjustment.

At T4, statistically significant gender differences were found for Emotional
Symptoms scores: t (659) = 4.14, p <.001, d = 0.14, 95% ClI [-.21, -.08] and Transition
Worries scores: t (623) =3.51, p <.001, d =0.18, 95% CI [-.29, -.08], girls again reporting
greater mean Emotional Symptoms scores (M = 0.60, SD = 0.47) than boys (M =0.46, SD =
0.43) and Transition Worries scores (M = 1.91, SD = 0.67) than boys (M = 1.73, SD = 0.63).
This shows that prior to the transition to secondary school in May and once settled in
secondary school in December, girls may be more vulnerable than boys in terms of their

emotional adjustment.

There were no significant gender differences in Emotional Symptoms and
Transition Worries at T2 and T3, which suggests that time is needed to obtain a full
representation of changes in these outcome variables over the transition period. There
were also no significant gender differences for Peer Problems and Coping Efficacy across

all four time points.

Age differences. To assess whether there were significant age differences in
outcome variables Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition
Worries across the four time points, four separate one-way between-groups Analysis of
Variance (ANOVA) were conducted. To do this age differences were analysed separately

at each time point including children in both the intervention and control group.

Four separate ANOVAs were conducted in place of a MANOVA as the four
outcome variables are not strongly related, see intercorrelations and cross-sectional
correlations above which demonstrates mostly small intercorrelations <. 29 in line with
Cohen’s (1988, p.79) guidelines. Moreover, there is not sufficient justification to conduct
a MANOVA as all variables assess different constructs, that are not closely related
conceptually (Leech et al., 2011). Nonetheless, MANOVA adjusts for increased risk of a
Type 1 error as only one test is conducted. Thus, to reduce type 1 error inflation indicative

of conducting four separate ANOVA’s for each outcome variable (Emotional Symptoms,



Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries), the Bonferroni correction was

applied to the alpha level to set a more stringent level of statistical significance (in the

present analysis 0.125).
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To assess the impact of age, the sample was split into four categorical age groups

dependent on the child’s birth month, children born in the Autumn months: September,

October and November were coded as ‘1’, children born in the Winter months:

December, January and February coded as ‘2’, children born in the Spring months: March,

April and May coded as ‘3’ and children born in the Summer months: June, July and

August coded as ‘4’. Descriptive and inferential statistics are presented in Table 5.10.

Table 5.10

Age differences in outcome variable scores across T1, T2, T3 and T4

Outcome variable N Mean (SD) F (df)
T1 Emotional Symptoms 1.17 (305)
Autumn 66 0.54 (0.45)
Winter 86 0.47 (0.36)
Spring 77 0.59 (0.45)
Summer 80 0.54 (0.43)
T1 Peer Problems 0.53 (305)
Autumn 66 0.44 (0.38)
Winter 86 0.41 (0.34)
Spring 77 0.44 (0.37)
Summer 80 0.49 (0.45)
T1 Coping Efficacy 2.69 (304)
Autumn 66 3.07 (0.57)
Winter 86 3.04 (0.55)
Spring 77 2.83(0.59)
Summer 79 2.99 (0.52)
T1 Transition Worries 0.20 (305)
Autumn 66 2.20(0.62)
Winter 86 2.19 (0.59)
Spring 77 2.23 (0.56)
Summer 80 2.26 (0.69)
T2 Emotional Symptoms 0.11 (226)
Autumn 50 0.51(0.49)
Winter 67 0.47 (0.45)
Spring 57 0.47 (0.35)
Summer 56 0.47 (0.51)
T2 Peer Problems 0.61 (226)
Autumn 50 0.44 (0.43)
Winter 67 0.37 (0.34)
Spring 57 0.41(0.38)
Summer 56 0.35(0.41)
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Outcome variable N Mean (SD) F(df)
T2 Coping Efficacy 0.76 (226)
Autumn 50 3.11(0.62)
Winter 67 3.02 (0.63)
Spring 56 2.94 (0.69)
Summer 57 2.95(0.67)
T2 Transition Worries 0.17 (227)
Autumn 50 2.05 (0.70)
Winter 67 1.99 (0.62)
Spring 57 2.07 (0.63)
Summer 57 2.04 (0.76)
T3 Emotional Symptoms 1.23 (617)
Autumn 174 0.55 (0.47)
Winter 156 0.51(0.43)
Spring 154 0.51(0.41)
Summer 137 0.46 (0.43)
T3 Peer Problems 1.52 (617)
Autumn 174 0.38 (0.32)
Winter 156 0.36 (0.32)
Spring 154 0.32(0.33)
Summer 137 0.32(0.32)
T3 Coping Efficacy 3.18 (592)
Autumn 166 2.98 (0.59)
Winter 150 3.18 (0.58)
Spring 149 3.03 (0.63)
Summer 131 3.08 (0.56)
T3 Transition Worries 0.68 (580)
Autumn 160 2.01 (0.63)
Winter 147 1.98 (0.70)
Spring 148 1.91(0.61)
Summer 129 1.93 (0.65)
T4 Emotional Symptoms 0.78 (681)
Autumn 188 0.55(0.47)
Winter 165 0.51 (0.45)
Spring 166 0.50(0.43)
Summer 166 0.56 (0.45)
Peer Problems 1.13 (681)
Autumn 189 0.36 (0.34)
Winter 165 0.34 (0.35)
Spring 165 0.33(0.31)
Summer 166 0.39(0.37)
Coping Efficacy 0.29 (654)
Autumn 182 2.99 (0.64)
Winter 158 2.94 (0.62)
Spring 160 2.99 (0.67)
Summer 158 2.93 (0.68)
Transition Worries 0.11 (644)
Autumn 178 1.84 (0.66)
Winter 156 1.83 (0.65)
Spring 160 1.80(0.62)
Summer 154 1.82 (0.70)

*p<.05. **p<.0l.



195

There were no significant age differences at T1, T2, T3 and T4 for Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries based on the
Bonferroni correction of p >.013. At T1 and T3 age differences for Coping Efficacy were
approaching statistical significance in that they were less than .05 (at T1: F (3, 304) = 2.69,
p=.05,n% =.03and T3: F(3,592)=3.18, p =.02, n’p =.02.

Baseline comparisons. To check differences between the intervention and control
condition at baseline (T1), preliminary analyses were conducted using independent
samples t-tests. As both intervention and control groups were matched in terms of the
location of the schools, pupil demographics and socioeconomic status, we expected no
significant difference between the intervention and control group in terms of all four
outcome variables (Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition
Worries) and the three social support variables (Parent Support, Teacher Support and
Classmate Support). The three support variables are included in this preliminary analysis
as these variables will be assessed as predictors in later regression analyses. The means

and standard deviations for each variable are presented in Table 5.11 below.

There were no significant differences in T1 means for self-report scores for
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Parental Support, Teacher Support and Classmate

Support.

There was a significant difference in Coping Efficacy: t (306) =-2.14, p= .03, d =
0.14, 95% ClI [-.26, -.01] and Transition Worries scores, t (307) = 2.80, p =.01, d = 0.19,
95% CI [.06, .33] between the intervention and control conditions at baseline. Children in
the intervention condition reported lower Coping Efficacy (M = 2.91, SD =.61) in
comparison to children in the control condition (M = 3.05, SD =.52) and greater Transition
Worries (M = 2.32, SD =.66) in comparison to children in the control condition (M =2.13,

SD =.56).

The differing starting points between the two conditions, shaped the approach

taken for the TaST Outcome Evaluation analyses discussed below.
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Mean and Standard Deviation scores for T1 Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping

Efficacy, Transition Worries, Parent Support, Teacher Support and Classmate Support
amongst control and intervention children

Outcome variable N Mean SD
Emotional Symptoms

Intervention 146 .57 .44

Control 163 .50 41
Peer Problems

Intervention 146 46 43

Control 163 43 .34
Coping Efficacy

Intervention 146 291 .61

Control 162 3.05 .52
Transition Worries

Intervention 146 2.32 .66

Control 163 2.13 .56
Parent Support

Intervention 144 1.57 .35

Control 161 1.63 .35
Teacher Support

Intervention 146 1.71 .30

Control 163 1.70 .37
Classmate Support

Intervention 146 1.47 41

Control 163 1.44 44

Longitudinal change. To investigate longitudinal change from T1 to T4 amongst
the whole sample (intervention and control schools) for the four outcome variables:
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries, four
separate repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted. Four separate ANOVAs were

conducted in place of a MANOVA, in line with the justification discussed above in Age

differences. To control for type 1 error inflation the Bonferroni correction was applied to

the alpha level, to set a more stringent level of statistical significance (.0125) and is

reported in the findings below. Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 5.12. As

shown below, the sample size is significantly lower when assessing longitudinal change, as

only children who participated at all four data collection time points are included in the

analysis.
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Mean and Standard Deviation scores for outcome variables: Emotional Symptoms, Peer

Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries at T1, T2, T3 and T4

Outcome variable N Mean SD
Emotional Symptoms

T1 78 0.49 0.41
T2 78 0.45 0.42
T3 78 0.35 0.37
T4 78 0.35 0.37
Peer Problems

T1 77 0.39 0.38
T2 77 0.34 0.36
T3 77 0.25 0.26
T4 77 0.27 0.29
Coping Efficacy

T1 70 3.06 0.58
T2 70 3.16 0.57
T3 70 3.24 0.53
T4 70 3.08 0.68
Transition Worries

T1 69 2.21 0.64
T2 69 1.95 0.73
T3 69 1.69 0.57
T4 69 1.61 0.6

There was a significant main effect of time on participants’ scores for Emotional

Symptoms: F (3, 231) = 6.31, p <.001, n?p = .08, Peer Problems: F (2.59, 196.75) = 5.5, p <

.001, n?p = .07 and Transition Worries: F (3,204) = 28.09, p < .001, n?p = .29. See Figures

5.1,5.2 and 5.3.

(2.34,161.48) = 2.19, p = .11, n?p = .03.

However, there was not a significant main effect of time for Coping Efficacy: F



Figure 5.1

Longitudinal change in Emotional Symptoms scores from T1 to T4 for intervention and
control schools together

Longitudinal change in Emotional Symptoms scores from T1 to T4

8
o
a 05
£
o 0.4
=t
g 0.3
(9]
© 0.2
C
o
= 0.1
(@]
E 0
C
[
)]
s
Figure 5.2

Longitudinal change in Peer Problems scores from T1 to T4 for intervention and control
schools together
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Figure 5.3

Longitudinal change in Transition Worries scores from T1 to T4 for intervention and
control schools together
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Three follow up post-hoc comparisons were conducted for each statistically
significant main effect to assess which time points significantly differ from one another,
specifically from T1 to T2, T2 to T3 and T3 to T4. To do this the Bonferroni post-hoc

correction was applied to control for Type Two error.

Statistically significant decreases in Transition Worries scores from T1to T2 (p <
.001), T2to T3 (p < .001) and T3 to T4 (p < .001) were found. In line with the means
presented on Table 5.11, this shows that children’s concerns about school transition

significantly decrease across each time point over the transition period.

The only statistically significant pairwise comparison for Peer Problems was from
T2 to T3 (p < .001). In other words, from leaving primary school in June to initial transition
to secondary school in September, children report significant decreases in Peer Problems;

perceptions of Peer Problems being significantly lower in September.

There were no statistically significant pairwise comparisons for Emotional

Symptoms.
5.4.2.2. Immediate T1-T2 change scores

As there were baseline differences between the intervention and control group at
T1 for most outcome variables (see Baseline comparisons above), change scores were

calculated for each outcome variable: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping
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Efficacy and Transition Worries scores. To do this for each outcome variable, the child’s
score at T2 was subtracted from their score at T1. This means that for outcome variables:
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries, a positive change score
would show that the children’s scores decrease meaning a positive outcome. In
comparison, for Coping Efficacy, a negative change score would show that children’s
perceptions in their ability to cope increases meaning a positive outcome. It was
hypothesised, see Hypothesis 1 in section 5.2.1. Rationale, that there would be a
significant difference in self-report scores of Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping
Efficacy and Transition Worries from T1 to T2 and that the difference would be greater for
children in the intervention condition who will report fewer Emotional Symptoms, Peer

Problems and Transition Worries scores and higher Coping Efficacy scores.

Four independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries scores for children in
the intervention and control conditions. To control for type 1 error inflation the
Bonferroni correction was applied to the alpha level to set a more stringent level of
statistical significance (.0125) and is reported in the findings below. Descriptive and

inferential statistics are presented in Table 5.13 and discussed below.

Table 5.13

Immediate T1-T2 Mean, Standard Deviation and t-test scores for outcome variables:
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries

Outcome variable N Change Tl means T2 means t (df) p
score means (SD) (SD) value
(SD)

Emotional Symptoms -0.65 (228) .52
Intervention 127 0.02 (0.37) 0.57(0.43) 0.51(0.45)
Control 103 0.50(0.36) 0.50(0.41) 0.43(0.44)

Peer Problems 0.45 (228) .45
Intervention 127 0.02(0.42) 0.46(0.43) 0.39(0.40)
Control 103 0.06 (0.38) 0.43(0.34) 0.38(0.37)

Coping Efficacy 0.43 (227) .43
Intervention 127 -.01(0.58) 2.91(0.61) 2.96(0.67)
Control 102 0.05(0.61) 3.05(0.52) 3.05(0.63)

Transition Worries 0.52 (229) .52
Intervention 128 0.19(0.50) 2.32(0.66) 2.09(0.70)
Control 103 0.14 (0.57) 2.13(0.56) 1.95(0.62)

*p<.05. **p<.01.
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There were no significant differences in Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems,
Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries scores for children in the intervention and control
conditions. It was speculated that this was subject to the limited time period between T1
and T2. Thus, to examine longitudinal change in these outcomes, further tests were

conducted as discussed below.
5.4.2.3. Post-transition change

To maximise sample size, mean scores for each outcome variable: Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries scores at T3 (immediate
transition in September) and T4 (delayed transition in December) were combined. To do
this, where possible a grand mean score for each outcome variable at both T3 and T4
combined was calculated (e.g. (T3 Emotional Symptoms score + T4 Emotional Symptoms
score) / 2). Where this was not possible, the child’s score for the given variable at either
time point was used to maximise sample size. As a form of simplification, combined T3

and T4 scores will be referred to as ‘Post Transition’ scores.

Reflecting the differences between the intervention and control group at T1 (see
Baseline comparisons), longitudinal, post-transition change scores were calculated. To do
this for each outcome variable the child’s Post Transition score was subtracted from their
T1 score. As discussed above, for Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition
Worries, a positive change score indicates a decrease and a negative change score an
increase. It was hypothesised, see Hypothesis 2 in section 5.2.1. Rationale, that there
would be a significant difference in self-report scores for Emotional Symptoms, Peer
Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries from T1 to Post Transition. It was
further predicted that this difference would be significantly greater for children in the
intervention condition who would report fewer Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and

Transition Worries scores and higher Coping Efficacy scores.

Four independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries scores longitudinally,
from T1 to Post Transition, between children in the intervention condition and children in
the control condition. To control for type 1 error inflation the Bonferroni correction was
applied to the alpha level to set a more stringent level of statistical significance (.0125)
and is reported in the findings below. Descriptive and inferential statistics are presented

in Table 5.14 and discussed below.
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Table 5.14

Post-Transition Mean, Standard Deviation and t-test scores for outcome variables:
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries

Outcome variable N Change score  T1 means Post Transition t (df) p
means (SD) (SD) means (SD) value

Emotional Symptoms -0.56 .58
Intervention 101 0.03 (0.40) 0.57(0.43) 0.43(0.39) (131)
Control 32 0.08(0.47) 0.50(0.41) 0.54(0.37)

Peer Problems -0.65 .52
Intervention 101  0.10(0.33) 0.46 (0.43) 0.29 (0.31) (131)
Control 32 0.14(0.33) 0.43(0.34) 0.36(0.27)

Coping Efficacy -0.92 .36
Intervention 100 -0.04 (0.60) 2.91(0.61) 3.07(0.59) (128)
Control 30 0.08(0.58) 3.05(0.52) 2.99(0.54)

Transition Worries 2.63 .01
Intervention 98 0.53 (0.55) 2.32(0.66) 1.71(0.59) (123)**
Control 27  0.21(0.63) 2.13(0.56) 1.71(0.56)

*p<.05. **p<.01l.

As shown in Table 5.14 there were no significant differences in Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems and Coping Efficacy change scores from T1 to Post Transition

for children in both the intervention and control conditions.

However, there was a significant difference in Transition Worries change scores
between the intervention and control conditions at the < .01 level, t (123) =2.63, p =
.010, d = 0.32, 95% CI [.08, .56], children in the intervention condition having greater
mean change scores. For example, while mean Transition Worries scores decreased for
both groups over the transition period, this decrease was significantly larger for children
in the intervention condition, who had greater mean change scores (M = 0.53, SD = 0.55)
than children in the control condition (M =0.21, SD = 0.63). Furthermore, Post Transition
mean Transition Worries scores are equal for both intervention and control conditions,
despite children in the intervention condition having statistically significant greater
Transition Worries scores at T1 (see Baseline comparisons above). This suggests that
children participating in TaST, who were more vulnerable at primary school in terms of
reporting greater Transition Worries scores caught up with control children once at

secondary school and no longer showed the same vulnerability.
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However, as shown in Table 5.14 above, across time there is also a smaller
number of children in the control condition in comparison to the intervention condition.
Thus, the representativeness of the findings presented below needs to be considered

subject to the unbalanced numbers within the two conditions.

5.4.2.4. Hierarchical multiple regression analysis

As discussed above in section 5.2.1. Rationale, if the sample size would have been
larger, Coping Efficacy would have been assessed as a potential mediator variable and
Social Support as a moderator variable, as these variables were targeted in TaST and it
had been hoped to use them to explain the effectiveness of the intervention, in terms of
improving children’s adjustment, which was assessed in terms of their Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries scores. Instead in the present study,
hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to measure whether pre-
transition Coping Efficacy scores could predict change in adjustment outcomes: Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries post-transition, and pre-transition
Social Support obtained from parents, teachers and classmates could predict change in
the four outcome variables: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and

Transition Worries post-transition.

It was hypothesised, see Hypothesis 3 and 4 in section 5.2.1. Rationale, that
children with higher Coping Efficacy and Social Support scores at baseline would have
better adjustment scores over time. Hierarchical multiple regression was selected to test
these hypotheses and conduct these analyses as variables can be entered in stepsin a
predetermined order, meaning that the analyses could control for age, gender and the

corresponding pre-transition outcome variable.

Coping efficacy. As discussed in Chapter 1 and in line with Resilience Theory,
children’s feeling of efficacy in being able to cope, which in the present study is assessed
in terms of children’s Coping Efficacy scores, is an internal protective factor believed to
predict adjustment. Although to date, Coping Efficacy specifically has not been looked at
within the context of primary-secondary school transition, as with other competence
beliefs such as self-esteem which has been shown to predict adjustment over primary-
secondary school transition (Jindal-Snape et al., 2020), it is hypothesised that children
who exhibit greater Coping Efficacy also fare better over primary-secondary school

transition and show greater adjustment, see Hypothesis 3 in section 5.2.1. Rationale.
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Coping Efficacy is also believed to be a powerful intervention lever to target in order to
prevent maladjustment during this time. The present TaST intervention aimed to do this

and specifically focussed on improving children’s perceptions of Coping Efficacy.

As discussed above the sample size in the present study was not larger enough
when partitioning children who participated in either the control or intervention
condition to assess Coping Efficacy as a potential mediator variable to examine the
effectiveness of TaST. Therefore, to shed light on this limited research area and add
weight to theory discussed in Chapter 1, three hierarchical multiple regression analyses
were conducted to measure Hypothesis 3, discussed in section 5.2.1. Rationale, and
assess whether children with greater Coping Efficacy scores pre-transition, show greater
adjustment post transition, assessed in the present study by fewer Emotional Symptoms,

Peer Problems, and Transition Worries scores.

Within the analyses below, subject to the limited sample size, all children
regardless of whether they participated in the control or intervention condition were
included within the analyses. Furthermore, to maximise sample size further, in line with
the method discussed above, grand mean scores for each outcome variable: Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries were calculated for T3
and T4 mean scores combined, and T1 and T2 mean scores combined. As a form of
simplification, T1 and T2 combined mean scores will be referred to as ‘Pre Transition
scores’ and T3 and T4 combined mean scores ‘Post Transition scores’. Using Pre
Transition Coping Efficacy scores as predictors, negative betas would illustrate a decrease
in Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries over the transition period,
which is expected in line with the Longitudinal change findings shown above. Within each
hierarchical multiple regression analysis, the child’s age and gender were controlled for,

subject to the age and gender differences shown above.

For each outcome measure, separate regression analyses were conducted, as
shown in Table 5.15. In each analysis the corresponding Pre Transition (Time One and
Two combined) outcome variable (depending on the regression criterion) was entered on
step one to control for previous scores. On step two, gender and age were entered,
considering the gender differences and age differences discussed above. Finally, on step
three Pre Transition Coping Efficacy was entered, which enabled investigation of whether

Pre Transition Coping Efficacy could predict Post Transition Emotional Symptoms, Peer
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Problems and Transition Worries scores. In support of Hypothesis 3, we are expecting to
see on step 3 a significant change in R squared. It was hypothesised that higher Pre
Transition Coping Efficacy scores would predict lower Post Transition Emotional

Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries scores.

Table 5.15

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses for Pre Transition Coping Efficacy scores
predicting Post Transition outcome variables: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and
Transition Worries, controlling for age and gender

R? AR? B
Criterion: Post Transition Emotional Symptoms
Step 1: Emotional Symptoms (Pre Transition) 29%* 29%** 54 x*
Step 2: Gender 29%* .00 -.07
Age .01
Step 3: Coping Efficacy (Pre Transition) 33%* 0.04** -.24%%
Criterion: Post Transition Peer Problems
Step 1: Peer Problems (Pre Transition) 37** 37** .61**
Step 2: Gender 37** .00 -.03
Age -.01
Step 3: Coping Efficacy (Pre Transition) .38** .01 -.09
Criterion: Post Transition Transition Worries
Step 1: Transition Worries (Pre Transition) 0.39** 0.39** 0.62**
Step 2: Gender 0.39** 0.00 0.02
Age -0.01
Step 3: Coping Efficacy (Pre Transition) 0.39%* 0.00 0.04

*p<.05. **p<.01.

As shown in Table 5.15, after controlling for the corresponding Pre Transition
outcome variable, gender and age did not account for significant change across all three
Post Transition outcome variables. For Peer Problems and Transition Worries, there was
no significant change in Post Transition scores when Pre Transition Coping Efficacy scores
were entered into the model at Step 3, after controlling for age, gender and the

corresponding Pre Transition outcome variable score.

When Pre Transition Coping Efficacy was entered into the model at Step 3, after
controlling for age, gender and the corresponding Pre Transition outcome variable, there
was a statistically significant change in Post Transition Emotional Symptoms scores: R
squared change =.04., F (1, 128) = 6.57, p = .01, 95% CI [-.32, -.04]. In other words, having
controlled for Pre Transition Emotional Symptoms scores, which explained 28.8% of
change in Post Transition Coping Efficacy scores and gender and age accounting for a

further 0.4% of change, Pre Transition Coping Efficacy scores explained an additional 3.5%
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of change in Post Transition Emotional Symptoms scores. In the final model, Pre
Transition Coping Efficacy was statistically significant, shown to uniquely predict change
in Emotional Symptoms scores (beta =-.24, p = .01, 95% Cl [-.32, -.04]). This shows that
children with higher perceptions of Coping Efficacy at primary school are more likely to
report lower perceptions of Emotional Symptoms at secondary school. In other words,
high self-reports of Coping Efficacy are protective in terms of predicting a decrease in

Emotional Symptoms scores.

Social support. Social support, obtained from key stakeholders, specifically
parents, teachers and classmates, is shown to be a protective external factor over
primary-secondary school transition, as discussed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. The present
TaST intervention aimed to improve children’s emotional well-being by encouraging
children to draw on protective resources, such as social support, as previous research has
shown that support figures can help model resilience and coping strategies. Therefore, to
add weight to previous research discussed in Chapter 1 which has shown social support to
be a protective factor in shaping children’s adjustment and emotional well-being over
primary-secondary school transition, four hierarchical multiple regression analyses were
conducted to assess whether children with greater Social Support scores pre-transition,
show greater adjustment post transition, assessed in the present study by fewer
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, and Transition Worries scores, and greater Coping

Efficacy scores.

For each outcome measure, separate hierarchical multiple regression analyses
were conducted. Thus, four hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted in
total. In each analysis the child’s Pre Transition score for the corresponding outcome
variable (depending on the regression criterion) was entered on step one to control for
previous scores. For example, if Post Transition Emotional Symptoms scores was the
general criterion variable, Pre Transition Emotional Symptoms were entered on step one.
On step two, gender and age were entered, in line with findings discussed above. Finally,
on step three, Pre transition Social Support scores obtained from parents, teachers and
classmates were entered, which enabled investigation of whether Pre transition Social
Support could predict Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition
Worries Post transition. On step 3, and in support of Hypothesis 4, we are expecting a

significant change in R squared and the betas to be significant for each unique support
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figure: parent, teacher and classmate. It was hypothesised that children with higher
Parent Support (Hypothesis 4.1), Teacher Support (Hypothesis 4.2) and Classmate Support
(Hypothesis 4.3) will report fewer Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, and Transition

Worries scores and greater Coping Efficacy scores post-transition.

Table 5.16

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses for Pre Transition Social Support scores
predicting Post Transition outcome variables: Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems,
Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries controlling for age and gender

R? AR? B
Criterion: Post Transition Emotional Symptoms
Step 1: Emotional Symptoms (Pre Transition) 29%* 29%* .54**
Step 2: Gender 29%* .001 -.07
Age .01
Step 3: Support variables (Pre Transition) .33%* .04 (p =.06)
Parent -.20*
Teacher -.01
Classmate .01
Criterion: Post Transition Peer Problems
Step 1: Peer Problems (Pre Transition) 37** 37** 61%*
Step 2: Gender 37** .00 -.03
Age -.01
Step 3: Support variables (Pre Transition) A0** .03
Parent -.10
Teacher .09
Classmate -17*
Criterion: Post Transition Coping Efficacy
Step 1: Coping Efficacy (Pre Transition) 37** 37** .60**
Step 2: Gender .38** .01 .09
Age -.06
Step 3: Support variables (Pre Transition) A2X* .05*
Parent 13
Teacher -.20*
Classmate .19*
Criterion: Post Transition Transition Worries
Step 1: Transition Worries (Pre Transition) .39%* 39%* B2**
Step 2: Gender .39%* .00 .02
Age -.01
Step 3: Support variables (Pre Transition) A1** .03
Parent -.03
Teacher -.08
Classmate -11

*p<.05. **p<.01.
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As shown in Table 5.16, after controlling for the corresponding Pre Transition
outcome variable, gender and age did not account for significant change across all four
Post Transition outcome variables. For Transition Worries and Peer Problems, there was
no significant change in Post Transition scores when all Social Support variables were
entered into the model at Step 3, after controlling for age, gender and the corresponding
Pre Transition outcome variable score. For Peer Problems, in the final model, and despite
there being no significant change in R squared on step 3, Classmate Support was shown to
be statistically significant in uniquely predicting a decrease in Peer Problems scores: beta
=-.17 p=.03,95% Cl [-.26, -.01]. This shows that the higher children perceive support

from their classmates pre transition, the fewer Peer Problems reported post transition.

For Emotional Symptoms, when Pre Transition Social Support variables were
entered into the model at Step 3, the association between Social Support and Emotional
Symptoms was approaching statistical significance: R squared change = .04., F (3, 126) =
2.52, p = .06, after controlling for age, gender and corresponding Pre Transition Emotional
Symptoms scores. In other words, having controlled for Pre Transition Emotional
Symptoms scores, which explained 36.9% of change in Post Transition Emotional
Symptoms scores and gender and age accounting for a further 1% of change, Pre
Transition Social Support variables explained an additional 3.1% of change in Post
Transition Emotional Symptoms scores. In the final model, only Parent Support was shown
to be statistically significant in uniquely predicting a decrease in Emotional Symptoms
scores: beta =-.20, p = .04, 95% Cl [-.54, -.02]. This shows that the higher children
perceive support from their parents pre transition, the fewer Emotional Symptoms

reported post transition.

For Coping Efficacy, when Pre Transition Social Support variables were entered
into the model at Step 3, after controlling for age, gender and Pre Transition Coping
Efficacy scores, there was a statistically significant change in Post Transition Coping
Efficacy scores: R squared change =.05., F(3, 123) =3.18, p = .03. In other words, having
controlled for Pre Transition Coping Efficacy scores, which explained 36.5% of change in
Post Transition Coping Efficacy scores and gender and age accounting for a further 1.1%
of change, Pre Transition Social Support variables explained an additional 4.5% of change
in Post Transition Coping Efficacy scores. In the final model, only Teacher Support and

Classmate Support were statistically significant, shown to uniquely predict change in
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Coping Efficacy scores; Teacher Support had a negative beta value (beta = -.20, p = .03,
95% ClI [-.68, -.04]) and Classmate Support had a positive beta value (beta = -.19, p = .02.,
95% CI [.06, .56]). This shows that too much Teacher Support at primary school, pre
transition, can be negative in terms of children’s Coping Efficacy scores. In comparison,
greater perceptions of Classmate Support pre transition predicted greater perceptions of

Coping Efficacy.
5.4.2.5. Summary of TaST outcome findings

1. AtT1 there were significant gender differences for Transition Worries, in that girls
reported significantly more Transition Worries than boys, and at T4 for Emotional
Symptoms and Transition Worries, girls again reported significantly more Emotional

Symptoms and Transition Worries than boys.

2. There was a significant main effect of time for adjustment outcomes: Emotional
Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries, in that all reduced across the four
time points for both intervention and control children. Post-hoc comparisons
indicated that there were statistically significant decreases in Transition Worries
scores from T1 to T2, T2 to T3 and T3 to T4. There were no statistically significant
pairwise comparisons for Emotional Symptoms and the only statistically significant

pairwise comparison for Peer Problems was from T2 to T3.

3. During immediate transition, from T1 to T2, there were no significant differences in
Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition Worries scores

between children in the intervention and control conditions.

4. There was a significant difference in post-transition change scores (from T1 to Post
Transition [T3 and T4 scores combined]) for Transition Worries between the
intervention and control group, in that children in the intervention condition reported
a greater reduction in Transition Worries from T1 to post-transition in comparison to

the control group.

5. Pre Transition Coping Efficacy was shown to uniquely predict statistically significant
change in post transition Emotional Symptoms scores, indicating that children with
higher perceptions of Coping Efficacy at primary school are more likely to report lower

perceptions of Emotional Symptoms at secondary school.
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6. Classmate Support was shown to be statistically significant in uniquely predicting a
decrease in post transition Peer Problems scores. Parent Support was shown to be
statistically significant in uniquely predicting a decrease in post transition Emotional
Symptoms scores. Both had negative beta values indicating that the higher children
perceived support from their classmates and parents pre transition, the fewer Peer

Problems and Emotional Symptoms reported post transition.

7. Teacher Support and Classmate Support were shown to uniquely predict statistically
significant change in Coping Efficacy scores. Teacher Support had a negative beta
value indicating that too much Teacher Support at primary school pre transition, can
be negative in terms of children’s Coping Efficacy scores. Classmate Support had a
positive beta value indicating that greater perceptions of Classmate Support pre

transition predicts greater perceptions of Coping Efficacy.

5.4.2. TaST process evaluation

Intervention fidelity pertains to ‘the application of an intervention as it is
designed’ (Harn et al., 2013, p.181). Within research, fidelity assessments are used to
evidence whether outcomes obtained in a study are related to the implementation of an
intervention, as opposed to other extraneous variables (Carroll et al., 2007). Thus, fidelity
assessments document the internal validity of a study, in addition to helping educational
practitioners develop better practice, by assessing how well interventions can be
implemented to standard within real-world settings. This is conducted through
measurements of the programme’s structural or surface fidelity, in other words levels of
programme completion (e.g. material covered), dosage (e.g. time allocation) and
adherence (e.g. session structure, number of lessons covered), in addition to process
fidelity, to assess the quality of intervention implementation, including teacher

responsiveness and child engagement.

Within the present study, Year 6 teachers delivering TaST were asked to complete
a process evaluation feedback form, which contained five structural and process fidelity
guestions (see Appendix 5.11). To compliment these assessments, at T2 Year 6 children
participating in TaST were also asked to complete four qualitative process evaluation
guestions to obtain detailed insight in identifying components of the intervention that

were most critical in generating outcomes. Both of which are discussed below.


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12671-015-0395-6#CR11
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12671-015-0395-6#CR11
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5.4.2.1. Feedback from teachers

Teachers from each intervention school were asked to complete a process
evaluation feedback form, which contained five questions, which were answered using a
three-point Likert scale: yes, partly and no (item one and two); yes, sometimes or no
(item three); very confident, slightly confident or not confident (item four), or ‘very
engaged’, ‘partly engaged’ or ‘not engaged’ (item five). Where ‘yes’, ‘very confident’ or
‘very engaged’ was not given, teachers were asked to expand on their answer in the

space provided.

Out of the four intervention schools, three teachers completed these forms.
Detailed description of findings is presented in Appendix 5.11. Overall, it was reported
that all five TaST lessons were delivered and most were delivered as planned, although
one teacher discussed tailoring the final two lessons to meet the class’ firsthand
experience. Time allocated to TaST was either as planned, or dependent on time
available, some sessions sometimes split into two to aid discussion which children
enjoyed and needed longer for. Most teachers felt confident delivering TaST, and felt that
the planned, detailed lesson plans and complimentary PowerPoint slides helped this.
External, personal factors, such as being new to teaching Year 6, was also shown to shape
teachers’ confidence, which they felt would develop with time. All teachers discussed
their class being ‘very engaged’, key features shaping this being the parent activity, the

discussion elements and practical tasks.
5.4.2.2. Feedback from children

Recognizing young people as ‘reliable witnesses’ when exploring aspects of their
worlds (O’Kane, 2000, p.136), Year 6 children participating in TaST were asked to
complete four qualitative process evaluation questions to provide further and deeper

insight into how helpful they found TaST in preparing them for secondary school.

The first process evaluation question was a closed-choice question asking children
to evaluate the usefulness of TaST on a three-point Likert scale, and simple frequency and
percentage prevalence scores were calculated, see Table 5.17. The final three process
evaluation questions were open-ended giving the children space to expand on their
answer and outline what they liked and disliked about TaST and how it could be

improved. Reflecting the descriptive nature of these answers and as the purpose of the
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present analysis was to obtain a surface-level insight into children’s perceptions
pertaining to the efficacy of TaST and the spread of responses, inductive content analysis
was used (Mayring, 2004). Inductive content analysis enables researchers to transform
descriptive data into a highly organised and concise summary of key results. Code
categories are also in the center of analysis, and this again suits the rationale for the
approach taken in the present study which was to preserve and keep to the data as much
as possible, taking a data-driven approach. This is especially reflected by the code
category names, which are simple and meaningful to fit the model of communication

shared with the participants.

The procedure for the present content analysis aligned with the following steps
(Mayring, 2004), each research question analysed individually. 1) As a data-driven,
inductive approach was taken, there was a process of data immersion. 2) The data were
broken down into manageable code categories for analysis. 3) The data were then
categorised in line with the coding system to create coded units. 4) Revision was
implemented if, for instance, a category failed to adequately account for a significant
proportion of the data. For example, for question two an initial category referring to
reflection was omitted after it became clear that there was little individual description of
this category beyond what was discussed in the code category emotional-centred foci.
Furthermore, also for question two, the code category discussion was initially merged
with the code category support, however, as it became clearer that coded units also
reflected these categories distinctly, they were separated out. 5) Following revision,
coded units were then recorded using a tally for each code category. 6) Scores for the
final coding system are presented in Table 5.18, 5.19 and 5.20. Some responses, such as:
‘that we learnt how to deal with being scared and how to think more positively’ (Question
two), included more than one coded unit, in this case emotional-centred foci and coping

skills and thus a tally for both code categories was recorded.

1. How useful did you find the 'Talking about School Transition' project in preparing you

for secondary school?

In total, across the four intervention schools, 125 children completed this
guestion. Responses were summated and percentage prevalence scores calculated as

shown in Table 5.17.
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Table 5.17

Likert scale responses indicating how useful (in terms of response number and percentage)
Year 6 children participating in TaST found the programme

Response Frequency Percentage
Very useful 40 32%
Somewhat useful 75 60%

Not very useful 10 8%

As shown in Table 5.17, most Year 6 children reported TaST to be ‘somewhat
useful’, just under a third of children reported TaST to be ‘very useful’ and very few
reported the intervention as ‘not very useful’. These findings provide support for TaST as
a universal support intervention as majority of children participating in TaST reported it to

be useful.

2. Write down one thing that you liked about the 'Talking about School

Transition' project

Responses to question two aligned with eight main foci: support, discussion,
transfer exposure, emotional-centred foci, coping skills, specified activity, general

appraisal and miscellaneous as shown in Table 5.18.

As shown below, the most popular response to question two and subsequently
what the Year 6 children participating in TaST liked most about TaST was the emotional-
centred foci and this code category appeared in 21% of responses to this question. For
example, children discussed how TaST helped them to understand: ‘helped us understand
the worries about high school’ and manage: ‘stopped me worrying’ their feelings towards

secondary school.

Children also discussed the usefulness of TaST in providing them with opportunity
to engage in emotional-centred reflection and reported specifically enjoying the written
emotional expression component: ‘I liked writing down your feelings’ and finding this
useful: ‘1 wrote down and said things in a fun and understandable way’, especially in
helping to manage concerns: ‘it helped me calm down about going to secondary school
because | was nervous to start with so it was very useful’. The privacy associated with the
written emotional expression activities was also discussed as important: ‘none of your

friends were able to see your answers and they were personal to just us’.
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Frequency and percentage of Year 6 intervention children’s responses to each content
analysis code category for question two

Code category Code description Example of coded units N %
Support Not feeling alone, helping ‘it helped me know that | was not 14 12%
each other alone’
Discussion Being able to talk about ‘I liked that you could share your 14 12%
transition in class and at feelings to the class’; ‘talking about
home what we do’
Transfer Managing expectations ‘it helped me understand more about 16 14%
exposure through transfer insight high school’
Emotional- Focus on feelings and ‘it helped us understand the worries 24 21%
centred foci emotional-centred about high school’; ‘it stopped me
reflection worrying’
Coping skills TaST helping confidence, ‘it showed you how to cope in 19 17%
preparedness and coping  different situations’; ‘it filled me with
confidence’
Specified Naming of a favorite TaST ‘I liked the timetable activity’; ‘the 14 12%
activity activity colouring’
General Expression of liking, ‘it was okay’; ‘unsure’; ‘good’; 7 6%
appraisal disliking or indifference ‘nothing’
Miscellaneous Other response ‘the helpful ideas’; ‘I learnt a lot’; 6 5%

‘that it was exceptionally planned’

Discussion of coping skills, which was the next most popular response to question

two, was also something the Year 6 children liked alongside TaST’s emotional-centred
foci. An example is the response: ‘we learnt how to deal with being scared and how to
think more positively’, which includes reference to the significance of TaST’s emotional-
centred foci in helping children to manage difficult feelings, ‘being scared’, but also how
the programme did this by enhancing coping skills, ‘think more positively’. Nonetheless,
the code category coping skills also appeared in its own right, and children commonly
discussed the significance of TaST in helping them prepare for secondary school: ‘it
helped me to be more prepared’ by supporting development of skills, such as confidence:
‘it filled me with confidence’, resilience: ‘how to deal with things’ and coping efficacy: ‘it

showed you how to cope in different situations’.

TaST was also shown to be useful in encouraging discussion about the transition:

‘talking about how | feel’ in class: ‘I liked how you could share your feelings to the class’
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and at home: ‘liked the fact that we had to talk to a parent or older sibling about the
transition’. Some children expanded on their answers, outlining how the discussion
element of TaST helped them to gain support: ‘that they were there for us’ by sharing
feelings: ‘that you didn’t have to keep all your feelings to yourself’ so they did not feel
alone: ‘it helped me know that | was not alone’. Discussion also provided exposure into
what secondary school would be like: ‘I liked how we got to hear what Year 7 have said it

helped my nerves’.

Less common responses given by children were general one-worded appraisals,
such as: ‘good’ (one response), ‘unsure’ (one response), ‘nothing’ (three responses) or
‘everything’ (two responses), without expansion as to why. Amongst the specified
activities, colouring was the most popular activity (six children discussed liking this),
followed by top tips (three children discussed enjoying this). Miscellaneous responses
included feedback that did not fit into the other categories, such as the structure of the
intervention: ‘it was exceptionally planned’, the content: ‘the helpful ideas’ and

usefulness: ‘I learnt a lot’.

3. Write down one thing that you did not like about the 'Talking about School
Transition' project

Responses to question three aligned with nine main foci: structure and content,
repetition, rumination, sharing emotions, school-level factors, specified activity, nothing

disliked, indifference and dislike and miscellaneous as shown in Table 5.19.

As shown in Table 5.19, the most popular response to question three was nothing
disliked. Only four children reported disliking TaST and two children expressed
indifference, such as ‘unsure’ or ‘I don’t know. However, 8% of children reported TaST to
encourage rumination, in other words, the intervention caused children to worry or over-
mentalise about their impending transition to secondary school: ‘sometimes talking about
it made me more nervous’. For example, one child reported TaST to encourage feelings of
loss about leaving primary school: ‘the constant reminder of leaving primary school’ and
another expressed that it would have been better to suppress concerns about primary-
secondary school transition: ‘l did not like to be reminded about the change in my life’.
Two children also felt that TaST planted worries that they had not considered: ‘I’'m not
that worried and it gave me reasons to worry’; ‘it made me find new things to worry

about’.
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Frequency and percentage of Year 6 intervention children’s responses to each content

analysis code category for question three
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Code category Code description Example of coded units N %
Structure and  Structure and contenttoo ‘it was too long’; ‘too much writing’; ‘it 10 11%
content much (especially writing), didn’t give advice about moving’
or too little
Repetition Material was not new ‘getting told about things | already 4 5%
knew’
Rumination TaST encouraging worry ‘it made me find new things to worry 7 8%
and over- about’; ‘it scared me a little’
thinking/mentalizing
Sharing Did not like sharing ‘we had to share a lot of our personal 5 6%
emotions emotions in written or worries’
spoken form
School-level Factor related to delivery ‘it was too early’; ‘1 didn’t like how we 7 8%
factors in a specific primary school had to put our names on the booklet’
Specified Naming of a disliked TaST ‘homework’; ‘emotions by colours’ 13 15%
activity activity
Nothing Expression of nothing ‘nothing | did not like’; ‘what was there 31 35%
disliked disliked about TaST not to like’; ‘I liked everything’
Indifference One-worded appraisal of ‘everything’; ‘1 don’t know’ 6 7%
and dislike general dislike or
indifference
Miscellaneous Other response ‘people took high school way too 6 7%

serious’; ‘childish’

Extending on feelings of rumination discussed above the table, 6% of Year 6
children reported not liking sharing emotions whether through written: ‘I didn’t like that
you had to write down things about what you had said because it felt like you were
sharing your emotions’ or spoken activities: ‘we had to share our personal worries’. As
discussed in the last quote, some of these concerns may pertain to school-level factors, in
other words the way in which TaST was delivered and discussions were led, specifically
relating to sensitivity, which was reported as not always present: ‘how | would get told off
if | said something wrong’ and the extent in which the children’s privacy was respected: ‘I
didn’t like how we had to put our names on the booklet’. For example, when designing

TaST it was acknowledged that the transition workbooks had the potential to contain
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personal and sensitive information, thus teachers were asked to protect and maintain the
children’s privacy as best they could, e.g. asking children to put their forename or initials
on the workbook as opposed to their full name and asking the children to keep their
transition workbook in their tray between sessions. However, it is worth noting that some
children felt that this was not enough: ‘Writing feelings in those booklets wasn't private

enough as it was open for anybody to see what you were writing’.

Furthermore, rumination and dislike for sharing emotions may have also been
shaped by individual differences: ‘one thing | disliked about this is maybe one of the
guestions involved sharing your feelings | think because | am not a feeling sharing
person’. Repetition: ‘getting told about things | already knew’ was also something some
children disliked about TaST, which again may have been subject to individual differences,
specifically children with older siblings already at secondary school: ‘that | already knew

about everything they were telling us because | have older siblings’.

Children also discussed specific aspects of the structure and content of TaST that
they would have liked to see covered more frequently, such as discussion: ‘I didn’t talk to
the teachers as much as | would have liked” and specific content that should have been
included, namely relating to the secondary school they would be going to: ‘it didn’t look
further into our own high school’. Two children also felt that TaST was ‘too long’ and ‘too
much to take in on the same day’ and four children disliked the writing components.
Pertaining to specific activities that children disliked, homework, the life transition activity
and emotions by colour were least popular activities, and within the code category
miscellaneous, was feedback that didn’t fit into the other categories, such as: ‘it was

childish” and ‘people took high school way too serious’.

4, Write down one suggestion to improve the ‘Talking about School Transition’ project

Question four aligned with eight main foci: active learning, transfer exposure,
individualised support, more discussion, time, school-level factors, no improvement and

miscellaneous as shown in Table 5.20.
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Frequency and percentage of Year 6 intervention children’s responses to each content

.20

analysis code category for question four
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Code category Code description Example of coded units N %
Active learning  More kinesthetic and ‘make it more active’; ‘make it more 7 8%

interactive activities interactive’
Transfer More or less insight into  ‘more advice about high school’; talk 25 27%
exposure transfer challenges about the positives instead of the

negatives’

Individualised Personal, individual- ‘make it more private’; ‘could have 11 12%
support level focus, specifically spoken to the pupil on a more

around emotions personal level’
More Greater opportunity to ‘more talking’; ‘could make more 11 12%
discussion talk about transition activities about sharing things with

the class’

Time Need for greater time to  ‘having more time’; ‘longer to think 6 7%

spend on TaST about your answer’
School-level Factor related to ‘got help on the things | struggle 4 4%
factors delivery in a specific with’; ‘make sure everyone is

primary school involved’
No Expression of nothingto  ‘nothing it was great’; ‘Il can’t think of 16 17%
improvement improve anything to improve’
Miscellaneous Other response ‘the helpful ideas’; ‘I learnt a lot’; 12 13%

‘that it was exceptionally planned’

As shown in Table 5.20, the most popular response to question four and what

over one quarter of Year 6 children felt could be improved about TaST, was the level of

transfer exposure. Within this code category, most children discussed the need for

specific exposure into the secondary school they would be transitioning to: ‘do one for all

of the different schools that people are going to’ and first-hand insight from past transfer

children: ‘get some Year 7’s or above to come in and tell us about their experience and

maybe have a workshop with them so we can understand the situation more than

before’. Four children discussed wanting less exposure: ‘don’t give so many options for

children to be worried about’ and preferred suppressing concerns: ‘be more

understanding and try to help us to forget about the worries of leaving primary school’.
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Just over 12% of children discussed how TaST could benefit from providing more
individualised support: ‘it could have spoken to the pupil on more of a personal level’ and
discussed ways in which this could be facilitated, whether that was through small group
work: ‘l think it might have been better in smaller groups with people going through the
same things as you’ or greater anonymity: ‘make it more private by maybe doing the

project on computers and having a secret coded name so nobody knows who’s work it is’.

However, again, school-level factors may have also contributed to concerns
regarding privacy, as children made reference to the way in which the intervention was
delivered, whether pertaining to the timing of the TaST lessons in the school day: ‘earlier
lunch and break so the other classes don’t push in’, level of support: ‘get help on the
things | struggle with’ or discussions: ‘maybe help people feel like they shouldn’t be
embarrassed by what they put’. More discussion was raised by 12% of Year 6 children as
something that they would have liked more of: ‘you could make more activities about
sharing things with the class’, especially group discussion: ‘work together more and talk
about the situation” and children felt that this should be prioritised above the written

components: ‘to discuss it more than have to write lots’.

Children also discussed the need for active learning: ‘make it more interactive’
through kinesthetic activities, including drama: ‘you could make the children act out what
could or couldn’t happen’. Other suggestions for further activities included ‘a video’ and
‘less repetition’ but suggestions had no clear pattern and did not fit into the other

categories and thus were recorded within the code category miscellaneous.

Children also felt that TaST could have been improved if it was allocated more
time: ‘having more time’; ‘longer to think about your answer’. However, this
improvement also needs to be considered against the backdrop of competing pressures
that are often faced within the Year 6 transfer year, and that a significant number of

children (17%) felt TaST needed no improvement.

5.5. Discussion

In sum, although there is extensive global literature investigating primary-
secondary school transition, few researchers have directed equal attention to the
emotional well-being of children, as they have to their social and academic well-being

(Gniewosz et al., 2012). The same can be said when considering emotional-centred
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school-based intervention support provision during this time, which is sparse or subject to

practical or empirical constraints (van Rens et al., 2018).

Nonetheless, primary-secondary school transition is well-documented as a ‘critical
period’ (Neal & Yelland, 2014) and unsettling time for eleven-year-old children. This was
supported within the present research, as children in both control and intervention
conditions reported significantly higher Transition Worries scores prior to primary-
secondary school transition and immediately following primary-secondary school
transition, than in December in Year 7. This further demonstrates the short and long-term
impact of primary-secondary school transition and the need for emotional-centred

support.

Thus, more effort and action is needed to promote, maintain and support
children’s emotional well-being, especially in the lead up to and over periods of significant
change, such as primary-secondary school transition, where implications can be
significant. However, within society and school-based interventions the prioritisation of
long-term well-being can detract from the importance of understanding and nurturing
well-being in the here and now (Kesler et al., 2005). When considering primary-secondary
school transition, this is concerning because children with good social and emotional
development, especially in the here and now (Hanewald, 2013), are more likely to
manage risk successfully and show superior long-term adjustment (Jindal-Snape & Miller,
2010). Thus, emphasis on emotional-centred support in the lead up to the transition
period is very much needed to nurture positive short and long-term emotional well-being.
The present intervention aimed to do this and narrow this research gap by designing and
implementing a five-week universal, emotional-centred intervention to support Year 6
children’s emotional well-being, by encouraging children to draw on their coping skills,
namely coping efficacy, and social support from parents, teachers and classmates, before

they transition to secondary school.

TaST was shown to be effective in doing this as a significant reduction in Transition
Worries was found from T1 to Post Transition (T3 and T4 combined) between the
intervention and control group. As discussed in the analysis section, although data were
collected at four time points over the transition period (May and July in Year 6 and
September and December in Year 7), subject to the limited sample size when looking at

change over time, T3 and T4 scores were combined. Thus, an implication for further
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research within this area would be to repeat the present research with a larger sample of
children followed over time. For example, despite best efforts to match secondary
schools and their feeder primary schools, in the present study we were not able to follow
up on a significant number of children post transition (especially children who
participated in the control condition), which may have impacted our ability to identify

additional intervention effects.

Nonetheless, despite the limited sample size, the longitudinal design, which
collects data at several time points spread over the transition year, is a strength of the
present research and extends our current understanding of children’s adjustment during
this time. To date, few school-based transition studies have adopted a longitudinal focus,
and instead rely on snapshot designs which is problematic and limits conclusions that can
be drawn by not reflecting the ‘whole story’ of intervention programmes. For example, in
the present research no significant differences between the intervention and control
condition were shown immediately following TaST between T1 and T2 when the children
were still in Year 6. Taken alone, this suggests that TaST was not effective in causing

change in children’s immediate transitional adjustment.

However, taken with the longitudinal findings, it is argued that this lack of change
was subject to the little time between May and July in Year 6, in that not much changed in
children’s lives pertaining to primary-secondary school transition between the two time
points to account for significant change in adjustment and difference between the two
groups. Furthermore, the Year 6 children had not made the transition to secondary
school yet, and thus not been exposed to the stress associated with the discontinuity and
challenge inherent with this period. Thus, children participating in TaST would not have
had sufficient opportunity to ‘test’ their learnt coping skills. In other words, it is plausible
that there is a germination period in the development and expression of these skills. This
is in line with Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) Transactional Stress Model which outlines
that while emotions, appraisals and self-efficacy pertaining to events facilitate coping, the
catalyst for this process is the negative event, which in the present study is the transition
from primary to secondary school. This has also been suggested empirically in the context

of primary-secondary school transition (Vassilopoulos et al., 2018).

The process evaluation qualitative findings, which were collected while the

children were still in Year 6, provide further support for this theory and shed greater light
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on why change was not shown during this immediate time period. For example, children
not only expressed how TaST focussed on variables associated with coping, such as their
emotions, appraisals and coping-efficacy, but also discussed how these skills would likely
help them when they transitioned to secondary school. Thus, the first-hand qualitative
data collected from Year 6 children who participated in TaST can be argued as a further
strength of the present research, as these findings extend the outcome evaluation
findings in aiding our understanding of the process and trajectory of coping and
adjustment over primary-secondary school transition. Moreover, this incorporation also
contributes to increasing awareness of the significance of qualitative methodology in
obtaining and valuing first-hand insight from underrepresented stakeholders (Jindal-

Snape et al., 2011).

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) also discussed the significance of social support as a
moderator in coping processes, asserting that social support influences outcomes post-
stressor by shaping an individual’s appraisal of negative events. While we did not look at
social support as a moderator of the intervention effects in the present study subject to
our limited sample size, we did conduct hierarchical multiple regression analysis to assess
whether social support obtained from parents, teachers and classmates at primary school
could collaboratively and uniquely predict adjustment outcomes once at secondary
school. The latter was shown in the regression findings, as social support obtained from
classmates and parents in primary school was shown to uniquely predict greater Coping
Efficacy and Emotional Symptoms scores at secondary school. The usefulness of inclusion
of these stakeholders was also discussed in the process evaluation responses, children
outlining how TaST helped them to talk to classmates and parents to gain support, so
they felt less alone. This provides concurrent support for the significance of ‘sharing
concerns’ which was discussed in Study 2 as something that is incredibly important for
transfer children, but also difficult. Thus, TaST not only extends our knowledge within this

area, but also demonstrates the viability of translating this understanding into practice.

Nonetheless, high Teacher Support at primary school was also shown to predict
lower Coping Efficacy at secondary school, demonstrating the dangers of too much
Teacher Support. This is concerning and further supports previous research which has
emphasised the caution and sensitivity needed when delivering programmes within this

area (Bagnall et al., 2019). This was also raised in the present process evaluation findings,
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where it is speculated that how TaST was implemented (especially in terms of sensitivity)
by class teachers may have differed between schools. However, this is not aided by our
current patchy understanding of Teacher Support during this time, which is often subject
to researchers assessing the impact of Teacher Support, using various measures on very
different outcomes. For example, teachers have been shown to aid adjustment processes,
children who receive greater emotional support from teachers showing better
adjustment (Symonds & Galton, 2014), but they can also impede adjustment, as teachers
who are principally concerned with attainment as opposed to socio-emotional issues and
peer acceptance can negatively shape children’s anxiety (McGee et al., 2003). Thus, there
is need across transition literature, for researchers to review study scales to more
accurately conceptualise and measure social support over primary-secondary school

transition.

Teacher-led primary-secondary school transition support programmes are shown
to be more effective than programmes delivered by researchers and are favoured by key
stakeholders, especially parents (McGee et al., 2003). Thus, understanding the trajectory
of Teacher Support in shaping decreased Coping Efficacy is paramount. Considering past
research which has looked at children’s coping processes more generally (Vassilopoulos et
al., 2018) it is plausible that Teacher Support follows a continuum in terms of children’s
coping efficacy, too much and too little being maladaptive. In other words, children either
receive too much support and scaffolding with coping processes to the extent where they
do not have opportunity to develop ownership over these skills, or children do not
receive enough support. Thus, taken together, there is a need not only to include key
stakeholders such as parents and classmates within support interventions to help model
and scaffold coping skills, but to also include activities that help support children develop
their own sense of coping efficacy. Further research is also needed to investigate whether

there is indeed a curvilinear relationship pertaining to Teacher Support.

Moreover, further research is needed in this area to examine Coping Efficacy in
greater detail, especially over primary-secondary school transition, where our
understanding is limited. One recommendation for this future research, would be for
scholars to develop a more nuanced approach to measure Coping Efficacy specifically in
the context of primary-secondary school transition. Considering the evidence presented

above, assessments would need to account for the combinations of coping strategies
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children use, which are reflected in greater detail in the process evaluation findings and
resonate to findings discussed in Chapter 2. Moreover, social support needs to be
assessed alongside coping, particularly how children draw on social support to aid these
skills. Assessing these additional considerations would help us to further understand how

children interact, perceive and interpret internal and external protective and risk factors.

Providing greater leverage for the latter point, the present research also sheds
further light on our existing understanding of primary-secondary school transition in
demonstrating how some children find this time more difficult than others (Bloyce &
Frederickson, 2012). Previous research suggests that this is often because of children’s
individual differences in their interpretations of risk and protective factors (Yeager &
Dweck, 2012), which needs to be investigated in greater detail using more nuanced
methods of measurement (see Chapter 6). For example, in the present study, while there
were extreme scores identified in both directions (upper and lower), the only significant
outliers identified on box plots were extreme low scores for Coping Efficacy and high
scores for Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries, all of which

indicating poorer adjustment and greater vulnerability over the transition period.

Furthermore, despite best efforts to match intervention and control schools in
terms of the schools’ geographical location, pupil demographics and socioeconomic
status, at baseline, the intervention and control group were significantly different in
terms of vulnerability, with children in the control condition reporting greater Coping
Efficacy and fewer Transition Worries in comparison to children in the intervention
condition. Thus, taken together, on one hand universal interventions are advantageous in
supporting children on a whole-class, inclusive basis, as shown in the present study. For
example, children participating in TaST (who had higher baseline Transition Worries
scores) essentially caught up with children in the control condition (who had lower
Transition Worries scores at baseline) following the transition period. However, some
children may need further targeted support beyond this (see Chapter 6). Thus, as
suggested by Waters et al. (2012), early detection of children who are vulnerable to poor
transition and providing them with additional support tailored to their individual needs

and personal experiences is likely to minimise maladjustment.

However, identifying ‘at risk’ children may be more difficult than initially

anticipated. For example, as shown in Chapter 2, primary-secondary school transition has
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a dual nature, combining both a sense of optimism and anticipation with anxiety and fear.
Therefore, there is need to sensitively measure children’s appraisals of optimism and
anticipation, in addition to anxiety and fear, as while high scores on both would be
expected during this time, solely high scores of anxiety and fear would indicate cause for
concern. However, within transition literature, there are significantly more studies
focussing on pre-transition experiences, in comparison to research which describes what
the actual transition experience is like for children and the impact pre-transition
expectations and appraisals have on transitional adjustment. Given that the present
process evaluation findings indicate that some children appear at face-value to have
fewer worries and are more optimistic about primary-secondary school transition, it
would be interesting to shed light on this research gap and assess whether this translates
to how prepared these children actually are for the impending move and adjust to
secondary school, which is raised in the discussion in Chapter 4. Using diary-methods in

the future could shed light on this understanding.

On one hand, optimistic thinking styles may act as a mechanism for coping
(Longaretti, 2006). For example, Waters et al.’s (2014a) longitudinal research found
Australian children who expected a positive transition from primary to secondary school
to be more than three times more likely to report an actual positive transition experience.
Providing greater support in the context of the UK with similar aged children, Rice et al.
(2011) found both school-related and generalised anxiety symptoms pre-transition to
highly correlate with school concerns following the transition to secondary school.
However, on the other hand, and in line with optimism bias, it is also plausible that over
primary-secondary school transition, more optimistic children may also be
underestimating transition challenges and ill-prepared by not being worried. However,
further research is needed in this area to investigate the trajectory of optimistic thinkers
over primary-secondary school transition using both child self-report and teacher reports.
A challenge for further intervention research would then be to determine how children’s
worries and apprehensions about transition can be reframed to reduce transition anxiety,

which TaST has made steps in doing.

Extending on the above point, supporting ‘at risk children” may also be more
difficult than initially anticipated. As implied through the qualitative process evaluation

findings a ‘one size fits all’ approach, especially when targeting children’s emotional well-
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being may not be effective for all children. For example, it was shown that for some
children the emotional-centred foci of TaST encouraged rumination, in terms of over-
mentalising and causing further concern around primary-secondary school transition. This
was despite efforts that were made when designing TaST to ensure that emotional-
centred content was delivered sensitively, e.g. activities that had the potential to be more
sensitive were delivered on an individual basis as opposed to a group or class-basis.
Nonetheless, these process evaluation findings are worrying and again raise questions
regarding the usefulness of universal emotional-centred support interventions in helping

all children in one setting. See further discussion in Chapter 6.

Nonetheless, the present study is not without limitations, one of which, as already
discussed above, is relating to longitudinal attrition, especially children who participated
in the control group at T3 and T4. Subject to the limited sample size when examining
change over time, T3 (immediate transition in September) and T4 (delayed transition in
December) scores were combined within post-transition change analyses to maximise
sample size. Another limitation is that all outcome measures were assessed using self-
report rating scales, albeit all were of established reliability and validity. This can be
especially problematic if participants are aware of the research aims and can result in
biased responses. However, in the present study efforts were made to avoid children
becoming aware of the research aims, such as phrasing TaST sessions as PSHE lessons and
negatively wording some items on the surveys to encourage children to attend to the
guestion items they were answering. Furthermore, to prevent demand characteristics or
socially desirable answers, the questionnaire’s title and sub-headings were deliberately

vague and teachers were asked to not discuss the research aims with their class.

Moreover, in light of previous research which has found teachers and children to
perceive school contexts differently, and utilising multiple-informants to assess the same
construct to often show little homogeneity (McGrath et al., 2020), in the present study,
all outcomes were assessed using child self-report. This is recognised as a strength of the
present research, given the differences that can be observed between teacher and child
perceptions of school adjustment, especially when assessing internal constructs, such as
resilience (Bailey & Baines, 2012), and the need to take the same approach in future

research. This also has implications for education policy in supporting teachers to
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consider child conceptualisations of school adjustment and appraisals of school

adjustment success, which may be different to theirs.

Furthermore, the mixed methods design, which enabled participants to both rate
and write-down their feelings, recognises the underrepresentation of children’s voices
within this field and the need to remediate this to improve this period (see Chapter 6).
Considering Webster-Stratton et al.’s (2008) recommendation that fidelity measures
should be collected at the teacher or school level and outcomes at the child level for
appropriate data analysis, in the present study outcomes were measured at the child
level and content and process fidelity assessments were obtained from class teachers
delivering TaST, and complemented by further process evaluation feedback from
children. Nonetheless, it is recognised that obtaining insight from additional informants
such as parents and teachers could have also supplemented children’s self-reports of

their adjustment, but nonetheless was beyond the scope of the present study.

In conclusion, primary-secondary school transition is a major life event for eleven-
year-old children that can have short- and long-term implications on their emotional well-
being. Additional emotional-centred support during this time is undoubtedly important,
although, as discussed above, is complex and sensitive. TaST, which aligns with an early-
intervention, preventative approach, extends previous research in this area by illustrating
the viability and efficacy of universal emotional-centred support intervention in Year 6 in
significantly reducing transfer children’s Transition Worries once at secondary school.
Given the low priority and reduction of funding directed to children’s mental health
services (DfHSC & DfE, 2018), and the stretched time and financial resources schools face
to address children’s emotional well-being, the present research has immediate
implications for our current climate. For example, TaST is cost and time effective, uses
minimal resources, can be integrated into the PSHE curriculum and as shown in the
qualitative process analysis findings, enjoyed and perceived useful by both children and
teachers. However, further research is needed using larger sample sizes and contrast with

targeted approaches.
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Chapter 6: General Discussion

The aim of this chapter is to draw together the main findings of the four studies on
which this thesis is based. The first section provides a summary of the findings from the
four studies and an evaluation of their unique and collaborative contributions to the field.
The second section discusses the implications of these findings in the context of
Resilience Theory and in terms of future directions for primary-secondary school

transition research.

6.1. Summary and Evaluation of the Findings

Primary-secondary school transition is a major life event for eleven-year-old
children in the UK, which provides greater opportunities but also challenges. In line with
the latter, it is acknowledged that ‘too many’ children find primary-secondary school
transition difficult (DfES et al., 2004, p. 61) and approximately 90,000 children each year
are believed to never settle into secondary school (Evans et al., 2018). However, few
researchers have specifically investigated children’s emotional well-being over primary-
secondary school transition (Bosacki, 2016) and emotional-centred support intervention

provision is minimal, both in research and practice.

Thus, the present research aimed to narrow this research gap by firstly examining
transfer children’s, parents’ and teachers’ experiences of transition and the challenges
they face during this time, using case study and focus group methodology, in the UK (see
Studies 1 and 3) and in the US (see Study 2). This insight, along with an extensive
literature review of pre-existing transition research, discussed in Chapter 1, then
informed the design, delivery and implementation of Talking about School Transition
(TaST), which is an emotional-centred support intervention, aimed to improve children’s

emotional well-being in preparation for the transition to secondary school.

While some interventions have been developed to counter the negative outcomes
children commonly experience over primary-secondary school transition, as discussed
above, they are limited in foci (minimal in addressing children’s emotional well-being),
number, and sustainability. Thus, TaST aimed to narrow this research by providing

teacher-led emotional-centred support intervention over the duration of a school term as
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part of Year 6 children’s Personal, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) curriculum, which
builds on the short-comings of previous ‘one-off’ mental health workshops delivered by
external facilitators. TaST is also a standalone legacy project and uses minimal resources,
teachers given guided lesson plans, PowerPoint lesson slides and workbooks for their
class, which also enhances the project’s sustainability and scalability, see 5.1.3.

Intervention design considerations.

A common limitation across transition intervention research is that there is often
little clarity of the theory underpinning interventions, which has resulted in uniformed
and indiscriminate strategies to improve this period. TaST is theoretically informed and
discussion of the theoretical underpinnings and evidence supporting TaST is clearly
presented and in the public domain (Bagnall, 2020). The foci and structure of the
programme is in line with Resilience Theory, particularly Gilligan’s (2000) five background
concepts (see 1.3. Resilience Theory), and specifically supports the development of
children’s internal protective resources, namely their coping efficacy, but also encourages
children to draw on the support they can receive from parents, teachers and classmates
to scaffold these skills. To do this TaST consists of a variety of individual, group and class-
based activities, which aim to improve children’s spoken and written emotional
expression in preparation for the move and was informed by original insights from the

three preliminary research studies.

For example, the structure of TaST was informed by findings from Study 1, which
raised the dangers of too much transition exposure, and the need for support provision to
establish a balance between exposure and consistency. In other words, transfer children
need a degree of insight into what secondary school will be like and how to navigate
differing standards, but this exposure should follow a clear continuum with a limit, as
children also need consistency during this apprehensive period. This was modelled
through the intervention structure, e.g. individual activities for more sensitive topics to

give the children ownership over their exposure.

This same approach was taken to inform the content of TaST. For example, lesson
1, which focusses on helping children to position the transition from primary to secondary
school as a progression as opposed to a loss, was informed by insight from the US case
study research discussed in Chapter 3. Study 2 raised the importance of presenting school

transition as a step-up and continuation in children’s education as opposed to a goodbye,
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which directly contrasts with how the transition to secondary school is to date discussed

and positioned in UK primary schools (as shown in Study 1). Furthermore, the special

school case study research, see Study 3, demonstrated the negative implications of

children’s reliance on too much hands-on child centred support at primary school in

lulling children into a false sense of security that they will receive equivalent levels of

support in their new secondary school. Drawing on this insight, lesson 2 focussed on

helping children to develop their own coping skills and resilience in preparation for the

transition. The aims, main findings and original contributions of each of the studies are

summarised in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1

Aims, main findings and original contributions of the four research studies

Study and Aims Main Findings Original Contributions
Study 1: UK Focus Need for communication Primary-secondary school
Groups across schools and transition provision needs
To explore stakeholders. to be gradual and sensitive,
ch|Idre,n s, Children’s expectations with a clear balance
teachers’, ?nd and emotions need to be betV\{een exposure and
parents consistency.

experiences of
primary-secondary
school transition
and how they feel

it can be improved.
Bagnall, Skipper & Fox
(2019). Published in British

managed gradually and
sensitively.

Peer support is crucial for
children yet misunderstood
by adults.

Seeking support from
adults is harder at

First study to my knowledge
to simultaneously compare
three unique stakeholders’
first-hand experiences of
primary-secondary school
transition using focus

Journal of Educational groups.
Psychology secondary school.
Study 2: USA School transition is easier First study to my knowledge

Schools Case Study
To explore the
‘optimal time’ for
school transition.
Bagnall, Fox & Skipper

(2021), Pastoral Care in
Education Journal.

when it matches children’s
disposition and needs, e.g.
when children are older,
been exposed to prior
transition and well
supported.

Betweenage 11and 12is a
period of significant
developmental growth and
transition at age 11 is
harder.

Adults have different
attitudes than children
regarding the value of
previous school transition
experience prior to High
school transition.

to explore the significance
of transition timing by
contrasting stakeholders’
perspectives.

Need to present school
transition as a progression
and not a loss.

Earlier transition is more
difficult for children where
greater hands-on emotional
support is needed.

Specialised transition
support in school is the
‘gold standard’.
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Study and Aims

Main Findings

Original Contributions

Study 3: UK Special
School Case Study
To examine one
special school’s
primary-secondary
school transition

provision
Bagnall, Fox & Skipper
(under review). Journal of
Research in Special
Educational Needs.

SEBD children negotiate
more structural changes in
support across primary-
secondary school
transition.

Need to balance children’s
short- and long-term
emotional well-being over
primary-secondary school
transition so children feel
safe and a sense of
belonging at both schools.

First study to my knowledge
to investigate how SEBD
children cope and are
supported over primary-
secondary school transition
and mobilise this insight to
inform wider emotional-
centred transition
provision.

Importance of investigating
specific SEN difficulties

Study 4: Evaluation
of TaST
Intervention
To examine the
effectiveness of
TaST, against pre-
existing primary-
secondary school
transition support

provision
Bagnall (2020), published
in the Pastoral Care in
Education Journal.

Year 6 children
participating in TaST
showed a significantly
greater reduction in
Transition Worries, to the
control group, once at
secondary school.

No significant findings
were shown immediately
following the intervention.

Indication that some
transfer children are
particularly vulnerable and
may need targeted
support.

Raised awareness of the
need for and viability of
schools implementing
emotional-centred support
provision over primary-
secondary school transition.

Longitudinal and control
group comparison design
extends our current
understanding of children’s
adjustment.

As shown in Table 6.1, each of the four research studies presented in this thesis

have unique main findings and have made distinct contributions to the field. For further

discussion and a critical evaluation of the four studies, see the preceding chapters.

However, the findings, contributions, and implications drawn from the four

studies presented in this thesis are also by no means mutually exclusive. For example,

findings from Studies 1, 2 and 3 informed the design, implementation and evaluation of

TaST (see Bagnall, 2020). This practice-informed approach and collaborative insight is

something which has received limited interest within this field empirically and in practice.

For example, to date, studies have either focused on describing the experience of

primary-secondary school transition or conducted investigations into assessing changes in

outcomes (often theoretically uninformed) from pre to post transition (specifically

academic attainment and social adjustment). However, efforts to link the experience of

primary-secondary school transition, especially in terms of children’s emotional well-
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being, and intervention efforts to improve this, were up until now neglected. Thus, taken
together, the four studies presented in this thesis have made a significant contribution to
the field in informing our understanding of children’s emotional experiences of primary-
secondary school transition and how to improve them through an emotional-centred

intervention that has been practically and theoretically informed.

Moreover, drawing together evidence from all four studies has additional
contributions to the field in providing recommendations for future research and

implications for policy and practice, which is discussed below.

6.2. Targeted vs. Universal support

The present thesis has shed further light on our existing understanding of how
some children find primary-secondary school transition more difficult than others.
Previous research has suggested that this is subject to the mismatch between children’s
concerns regarding secondary school and the repertoire of skills they can draw on to
address them. In other words, and in line with Resilience Theory, this pertains to
children’s individual differences in their interpretation of risk and the availability of
protective internal and external resources they can draw on for support (Yeager & Dweck,
2012). The present research has shown this to be the case as children who lack coping

skills and social support find primary-secondary school transition especially difficult.

TaST discussed in Chapter 5 aimed to narrow this gap by encouraging children to
draw on their coping skills and the support they can receive from parents, teachers and
classmates. For example, to improve the children’s coping strategies in preparation for
the transfer, in lesson 1, children participating in TaST were encouraged to reflect on
potential challenges they may encounter at secondary school and draft solutions to
overcome them. Children were given space to discuss these challenges and solutions with
classmates, to encourage children to seek support, as children have been shown to
perceive seeking support from classmates as one of the most helpful ways of coping with
problems over primary-secondary school transition, as shown in Study 1 and empirically

(Coffey, 2013).

Drawing on previous research, which has shown the widespread usefulness of
accessible and less stigmatising universal interventions in supporting all children within

one educational setting, in addition to the evidence presented in Chapters 2, 3 and 4,
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TaST adopted a whole-class, universal design. However, while the needs of the general
population of children, in addition to children who face further difficulties, can be
addressed side-by-side within universal transition programmes (Galton et al., 2003), as

discussed in Chapter 5, some children may require additional support beyond this.

This concern intensifies when considering children with additional special
educational needs (SEN), where universal programmes can increase disadvantages
between children with and without SEN, especially in terms of transition anxiety (Neal et
al., 2016), if programmes are not sensitive and receptive to children’s special educational
needs, as shown in Study 3. Thus, early detection of children who are additionally
vulnerable over primary-secondary school transition and providing tailored targeted
intervention support for these children could close the gap between vulnerable children
and children who find this period less difficult. However, as discussed below, identifying
children who may be vulnerable during this time is to date problematic, and subject to
current measurement constraints in conceptualising and assessing vulnerability, as

discussed later in 6.6 Measurement constraints.

Similar findings have been shown when considering children without SEN. For
example, the process evaluation findings discussed in Chapter 5 indicate that for some
children the emotional-centred focus of TaST led to over-mentalising. In other words,
TaST may have caused some children to negatively question their coping skills and
potentially planted anxieties pertaining to primary-secondary school transition that they
may not have had. Similar findings have been shown empirically. For example, Qualter et
al.’s (2007) universal intervention programme, which aimed to support the development
of emotional intelligence (El) competencies over primary-secondary school transition,
found that while children with low baseline El scores responded positively to the
intervention programme, children with high baseline El scores responded negatively to
this support. Taken together, given that children’s faith in their coping skills and self-
identity is shown to decrease over primary-secondary school transition (Symonds, 2015),
it is paramount that children do not become more vulnerable by participating in
intervention research, even if they already show protective factors. Thus, primary-

secondary school transition interventions need to be approached sensitively.

Thus, one recommendation for further research within this area would for be for

researchers to take a targeted approach to emotional-centred support provision over
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primary-secondary school transition, adopting the ‘nurture group’ approach that was
taken by Boxall and Lucas (2010) in Scotland. Nurture groups typically support ten to
twelve children who face additional emotional difficulties and provide further targeted
support necessary for integration into the broader school environment. Nurture groups
have been shown to be effective in the context of primary-secondary school transition.
For example, Bloyce and Frederickson’s (2012) targeted transfer support programme was
shown to be effective in reducing vulnerable children’s secondary school concerns,
emotional symptoms and peer problems following the six-week intervention period in
primary school and into the first term in secondary school, where anxieties reduced to
match those of less vulnerable children who did not receive the intervention support.
However, the small sample size, in addition to the limitations inherent in the unmatched
control group restricts comparisons that can be drawn and highlights the need for further
research in this area. Although, it is recognised that recruiting a control group would be
difficult for this research, considering the ethics allocating children who are marked as

vulnerable over primary-secondary school transition to a control condition.

In line with this, further emotional-centred primary-secondary school transition
intervention research, taking a nurture group approach, would require early detection of
children who are additionally vulnerable over primary-secondary school transition, and
then providing tailored targeted intervention support for these children. However, as
discussed in further detail below in 6.6. Measurement constraints, to date we have an
unclear and limited understanding of who the vulnerable children are over primary-
secondary school transition, how to identify them and what additional emotional-centred
support these children need. Thus, prior to designing and implementing targeted
emotional-centred primary-secondary school transition support interventions, which is
the ultimate goal, a more sensitive scale to measure children’s emotional well-being
during this time needs to be designed. This would enable not only more accurate and
sensitive identification of ‘at risk’ children to participate in nurture groups but would also
inform programme designers of the key ingredients that should be incorporated within
emotional-centred support interventions and enable more robust evaluation of

programme outcomes.

Finally, recognising that emotional-centred primary-secondary school transition

support is minimal in both schools and research, yet as shown in this thesis, fundamental
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to fully prepare children for transition challenges, this thesis is not advocating that only
targeted children should receive emotional-centred provision. Instead, it is recommended
that on a whole class-basis, all children should receive some emotional-centred support
provision in preparation for primary-secondary school transition. Drawing on findings
discussed in Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5, this support should be gradual and sensitive,
establishing a balance between exposure and consistency (ensuring children feel safe),
with focus on transition as a progression. However, in addition to this, there should be
opportunity for children to access and receive additional targeted individual-centred
support. As discussed in 6.6. Measurement constraints, further work is needed within this
area to accurately and sensitively identify ‘at risk’ children to participate in targeted
support interventions. Therefore, in the meantime, it is recommended that following
universal whole-class emotional-centred support intervention, there is further

opportunity for some children to seek additional support.

6.3. Consideration of school-level factors

Since the publication of the DfHSC and DfE (2018), which raised the importance of
supporting children’s mental health within the school environment, there has been more
attention placed on the need to do this over transition periods, such as primary-
secondary school transition. Drawing on this, the present research has made preliminary
progress in demonstrating the viability of carrying out this work in practice by designing
an emotional-centred primary-secondary school transition intervention informed by
preliminary research and theory, which is easily accessible and can be implemented by

class teachers within the school setting.

However, there are of course challenges implementing school-based transition
interventions. Some of which relate to school systems and cultures as it is important to
recognise that the most effective school-based interventions not only require the
involvement of external professionals, but also internal support within the school
environment. For example, when pastoral policies and practices are supported by school
managers and governors, in addition to being embraced by teaching staff and
subsequently embedded into the school culture, interventions are shown to be more

effective (Trotman et al., 2015). Thus, within all participating TaST schools, Headteachers
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were initially met with to discuss the commitment, in terms of time and resources, that

TaST would require.

This decision was made recognising that when schools are not ready to receive
intervention and insufficient time and resources are invested to deliver the programme
effectively, whether that is subject to ‘initiative overload’ (schools trying to implement
many initiatives), or competing priorities, there are risks. This includes a waste of schools
limited resources (both time and financial) if the programme is not sustained and fades
away, which can add to further marginalisation of pastoral support programmes within
schools (Trotman et al., 2015). In addition, incomplete implementation of programmes
can also have a negative impact on children participating in projects, who will have also

invested their time.

In the context of primary-secondary school transition, increased pressure to
redirect both human and financial resources to the demands of meeting performance
targets and competing curriculum pressures can result in reduced emphasis on children’s
emotional needs (Tucker, 2013). Thus, the TaST lessons were designed to be easily
incorporated into the PSHE curriculum over the duration of a school term but is also a
standalone legacy project. This design recognises that interventions that are linked to
school curriculum improve not only uptake of interventions but are also more meaningful

for children (Diedrichs et al., 2015).

However, there is more that needs to be done to embed TaST into the school
culture. For example, while TaST is methodologically sound and theoretically supported,
as with all school-based interventions, incorporating and sustaining programmes within
the school environment can be more difficult. Thus, as acknowledged by Trotman et al.
(2015), examples of emerging practice should be read as just that, work that can have
short-term implications, but requires constant evaluation to bring about long-term
change. In order to do this, TaST lesson plans provided teachers with a shared
understanding of the theory and psychological research that informed TaST and key to
intervention success, in addition to components open to modification. It was clear
through the teacher process evaluation findings, which contributed to our understanding
of how TaST was implemented across intervention schools, that teachers valued this
insight into the key components of the programme. However, not all teachers completed

these forms, which only provides a partial understanding.
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6.4. Support for the whole child

TaST has also been developed to not just focus on supporting the development of
a child’s ‘inner resources’ but also how they can draw on the support of others, which
aligns with Resilience Theory. However, taking a social-ecological approach, it must be
recognised that any such intervention needs to be implemented alongside changes to
other parts of the ‘system’, with the child at the centre. This includes the supportive role
of parents, teachers, classmates, the wider school system and processes, and the
community. For example, as discussed in Chapter 2, although parents, teachers and
children can experience different concerns over primary-secondary school transition,
positive relationships between stakeholders and collaborative support can help to
improve perceptions of the challenges presented by the transition. Lesson 3 of the TaST
intervention focussed on the importance of social support, helping children to recognise
support they can obtain from parents, teachers and classmates over primary-secondary

school transition, how this support may change at secondary school, and how to access it.

However, it is important to acknowledge that tensions do exist for parents,
teachers, and children, in addressing school transition, as raised in Chapters 2, 3 and 4,
that need to be carefully addressed. For example, for transfer children, establishing a
balance between exposure to primary-secondary school transfer changes and consistency
in support is paramount during this period, as is recognition of the importance of
relationships with classmates. To encourage children to draw on classmates for social
support over primary-secondary school transition, children participating in TaST
completed a classmate co-pilot activity in lesson 3, where children wrote a support
pledge to a classmate on how they can be there for them over the transition period. This
activity drew on findings shown in Studies 1, 2 and 3 regarding the significance of
classmate support over school transition, in addition to research discussed in Chapter 1
which has shown in the lead up to primary-secondary school transition, primary school

classmate relationships to become strained (Weller, 2007).

For parents who are often negotiating similar social, emotional and procedural
changes to their children, alongside feelings of loss inherent in saying goodbye to their
child’s primary school and in some ways their child’s period of childhood, providing their
child with this balance of emotional support can be difficult, as shown in Study 1. Thus,

obtaining emotional support within the school setting can be incredibly useful, although
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perceived as difficult due to lack of communication and informational exchange between
stakeholders, in addition to competing pressures in the Year 6 transfer year, as shown
also in Study 1. Reflecting on this insight in lesson 3 of the TaST intervention, children also
created a puzzler activity, where the children wrote questions in class to ask their parents
about the transition to secondary school and then played the game with their parents to
answer these questions. This activity, which is guided by the child and thus in line with
findings from Study 1, which raised the importance of sensitive, child-led transition
provision, focussed on encouraging open communication and discussion channels

between parents and children.

Schools also face many tensions when considering the implementation of school-
based interventions and primary-secondary school transition is no exception. One such
tension teachers face is negotiating relationships with transfer children which can be
complex, too much and too little support being equally problematic for adjustment, as
shown in Study 3. As found in Study 1, transfer children generally find seeking support
from teachers easier at primary school than secondary school, where teachers are
deemed more available. At the end of lesson 3, children participating in TaST engaged in a
class-based activity to help them manage realistic expectations regarding changes in
teacher relationships when they move to secondary school and strategies to access this

support.

Negotiating relationships with transfer parents can also be complex over primary-
secondary school transition which can be exacerbated by differences in parents’ vs.
educational practitioners’ attitudes. For example, parents generally (although there are
individual differences, as shown in Studies 1 and 2) hold more intrinsic—personal/social
attitudes (considering children’s individual sensitivities) towards their child’s schooling,
favouring pastoral and social support provision. In contrast, school managers often hold
more of an instrumental—-academic perspective, favouring results and standards
(Runswick-Cole, 2011). For SEN children, factors at the school level, such as resource
allocation, shaped by differences in these attitudes can have a greater impact on support
provisions and continuity across schools, as shown empirically (Bajwa-Patel & Devecchi,

2014) and in Study 3.

Thus, in summary, school transition needs to be approached carefully and

sensitively, with all parties perhaps benefiting from an understanding of the tensions that
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exist, and the need to involve all in the transition process through partnership,

communication and informational exchange.

6.5. Valuing children’s voice

The data emanating from the present research has been generated using various
voice-focused methodologies inclusive of all key stakeholders, including children with and
without special educational needs, whose voices to date have received minimal attention,
both in schools and research, in the area of primary-secondary school transition. This is
despite children having the right to participate in these discussions, and heavily valuing
opportunities to be heard. Thus, the present work, challenges traditional evaluation
approaches that study children and conduct research ‘on children’ as opposed to ‘working
with children’ or ‘for children’ to bring about change. As shown in Chapters 2, 3 and 4,
children can provide context-specific insight into their first-hand experiences of school
transition, including the support they receive and pressures faced, which can extend
existing knowledge and improve educational policy and practice. In the context of the
present thesis, this insight informed the design and implementation of TaST to enhance
the programme’s effectiveness. This further advocates the usefulness of voice-focused

pedagogical practices and research methodologies.

Nonetheless, while incorporation of children’s voice is a key strength of the thesis,
it is also important to acknowledge the challenges inherent in this work, especially when
working with more vulnerable populations, as shown in Chapter 4. For example, it is
important to recognise the power imbalances inherent in adult-child interaction and how
the authenticity of children’s views can be shaped by this. Thus, as shown in the present
study, voice-centred work needs to be approached sensitively with openness, assurance
and respect. This can be successfully facilitated within collaborative and safe spaces led
by external visitors as shown in Chapters 2 and 3, in addition to more participant-led
approaches, such as photo-elicitation focus groups, as shown in Chapter 4. Children are
shown to heavily value opportunities to have their voices heard, validated and actioned,

which the present research strongly advocates.
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6.6. Measurement constraints

To date, we have a limited understanding of how primary-secondary school
transition impacts children’s emotional well-being and which specific aspects of
emotional well-being are most affected by the transfer. The present thesis has made
preliminary steps in providing some insight into how primary-secondary school transition
impacts children’s Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems, Coping Efficacy and Transition
Worries, and more importantly whether these outcomes can be improved through
emotional-centred intervention. However, as raised in Chapter 5, further conceptual work

is needed in order to refine this.

In Study 4, the scales used to assess children’s adjustment were informed by
Resilience Theory, previous research, in addition to practical insight into the challenges
key stakeholders face during this time discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. However, drawing
on the non-significant findings and implications discussed in Chapter 5, it is argued that
these scales were too broad to fully account for the impact children’s interactions,
perceptions and interpretations of transition challenge may have had on their emotional
adjustment. For example, while Sandler et al.’s (2000) Coping Efficacy scale assessed
children’s appraisals towards present and future problems, this scale did not account for
the process of coping and the strategies children draw on to cope, specifically in the
context of primary-secondary school transition. Moreover, Smith et al.’s (2006) The
Perceptions of Transition Survey, which was used in Study 4 to assess children’s transition
worries, was too broad, and did not account for the emotional challenges inherent in

primary-secondary school transition.

However, Smith et al.’s (2006) The Perceptions of Transition Survey, which is a US
scale, was selected based on the limitations, and especially the lack of sensitivity inherent
in Thomasson et al.’s (2006) School Concerns Questionnaire, which is the most widely
used scale to assess transition concerns in the UK, and asks children to rate on a Likert
scale out of 10 how concerned they feel by 17 transition concerns. This is problematic, as
by asking children to rate levels of concern, during an already worrying time, they may
not have thought about has the potential to embed worries in children’s heads. Besides
this scale, a standardised quantitative measure to assess primary-secondary school
transition concerns in the UK is lacking. For example, amongst the limited pre-existing

scales which have assessed ‘transition concerns’ or ‘transition adjustment’, there are
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important limitations, in that scales: lack sensitivity, focus on one aspect of transition, use
open ended items which impose high literacy demands, design items with face validity
specific for a particular study, rely on retrospective reports, or do not account for the
longitudinal nature of primary-secondary school transition and instead rely on isolated,
one-off measurements before or after the event (Rice et al., 2011). The latter two
limitations are especially problematic as primary-secondary school transition is a process
of assimilation which extends over a prolonged period, presenting the need to reliably

and robustly track changes in children’s emotional well-being longitudinally.

Taken together, there is need to design one robust and reliable quantitative scale
to specifically and sensitively assess children’s emotional well-being over primary-
secondary school transition. Drawing on the work presented in this thesis, this scale will

have two principle purposes.

1. Practical utility. The scale needs to enable educational professionals involved
in supporting children over primary-secondary school transition, to administer
the scale on a whole-class basis within primary and secondary school
classrooms and score responses relatively quickly so this is not an additional
pressure. This will provide educational practitioners with immediate insight
into their class’ emotional well-being, universal support their class may need
and identification of specific children who may need additional support. Thus,
to maximise the utility of the scale it needs to be simple and straightforward
for children to complete, with little time demands, so the scale can be
administered within the school environment and children can complete items
independently. The scale also needs to be ethical and designed so items are

positively phrased to not prime unanticipated worries.

2. The scale will also have empirical value. This will include more robust
evaluation of pre-existing emotional-centred support intervention programme
outcomes. In addition, for researchers designing intervention programmes,
greater understanding of what aspects of children’s emotional well-being are
most affected by the transfer, identified through a reliable and valid primary-
secondary school transition emotional adjustment scale, will inform
refinement of the content (including key ingredients), delivery and subsequent

effectiveness of both universal and targeted emotional-centred programmes.
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Furthermore, a standardised valid and reliable scale would also enable
sensitive and accurate identification of ‘at risk’ children to participate in

targeted interventions and detect change in outcomes.

Thus, to ensure this scale is accurate and robust, there is need for further
research. Drawing on the strengths of the present research with a ‘bottom-up design’ and
preliminary qualitative work, in providing first-hand practical insight to holistically inform
the design, delivery and implementation of TaST, it is recommended that the scale is
designed using the Delphi method. This method is used commonly to design survey
instruments (Hasson et al., 2000) and involves obtaining expert feedback from a
multidisciplinary panel, such as bringing together the expertise of primary and secondary
school teachers, educational psychologists and clinical psychologists, over a series of

rounds, to reach consensus.

Moreover, the scale also needs to be receptive to children’s pre-transition
expectations, biases and anxieties, which may not always be linked to their post-
transition adjustment. For example, as suggested in Chapter 5, some children may
underestimate or overestimate transition challenges in primary school, which may make
children more or less emotionally vulnerable to poor adjustment over the transition.
Thus, it is important that when designing scale items, cross-informant reliability is
considered, which could potentially be obtained using peer nomination methods
(especially given findings discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 pertaining to differences in adults’
and children’s appraisals of the school context over primary-secondary school transition).
This would enable accurate identification of ‘at risk’ children both pre and post the

transition period.

6.7. Implications

In sum, primary-secondary school transition is a critical period for eleven-year old
children, that can have short-and long-term implications on their adjustment if they do
not receive sufficient support (West et al., 2010) or if the move exceeds their coping
capabilities (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016). While some interventions have been
developed to improve children’s academic and social functioning over primary-secondary
school transition, emotional-centred support provisions are sparse, and face practical

constraints at the school level and empirical limitations (van Rens et al., 2018). Therefore,
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by designing a five-week emotional-centred intervention that builds on recommendations
emphasising the importance of supporting children’s emotional well-being over primary-
secondary school transition (White, 2020), the present intervention has scope to bridge

empirical gaps, as well as provide immediate support for professionals working in schools.

Empirically, the work presented in this thesis, provides further support for
Resilience Theory, particularly Gilligan’s (2000) five background concepts that underpin
the concept which is firstly presented in Chapter 1 and discussed in relation to the TaST
intervention in Chapter 5. Resilience Theory recognises the role of both internal and
external resources in shaping developmental outcomes, and thus provides a useful
theoretical framework for primary-secondary school transition research, with children at
the centre of this work. For example, the TaST intervention has been developed to not
just focus on supporting the development of a child’s internal resources, namely their
coping efficacy, but also how they can draw on the support of others to scaffold these
skills. Specialised and targeted support within the school setting, supplemented by

support at home is deemed the gold standard for this.

The longitudinal design was shown to be a strength of the present research and
extends our current understanding of children’s adjustment during this time, as while
there has been intervention research within this area, what has currently been lacking to
date is a longitudinal focus (White, 2020). As discussed in Chapter 5, there are numerous
problems with previous snapshot research in this area in not demonstrating the full
picture of primary-secondary school transition, and the present research sheds further
light on this using both qualitative and quantitative research methods. Extending on this,
the mixed methods design was a further strength of the present research and provides
insight into the process of primary-secondary school transition from the perspective of
key stakeholders. The qualitative process evaluation findings discussed in Chapter 5 also
complement the outcome evaluation findings of TaST’s efficacy, by providing insight into
how these experiences were shaped by TaST. It is recommended that future transition

research takes a similar approach.

One limitation of the present research was the lack of large-scale follow-up. As
presented in Chapter 5, despite best efforts to match secondary schools and their feeder
primary schools, it was not possible to follow up on a significant number of children post

transition. Thus, further longitudinal intervention research is needed in this area using a
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larger sample, ideally a randomised control trial, which is deemed the gold-standard,
followed over time. Drawing on lessons learnt from the present research pertaining to
challenges associated with follow-up when children transfer schools, one way in which
this could be facilitated is through obtaining children’s parents’ email address in Year 6.
The research team could then email children’s parents at designated time points when
their child is in Year 7 to ask their child to complete a follow-up survey electronically.
However, there would need to be careful consideration of ethical issues, especially
sensitivity, and GDRP, as in the present study, to maintain the children’s anonymity and
confidentiality, all participating children created an anonymous code and used this code
when completing the survey at each time point in order for scores to be tracked over

time.

Furthermore, there is need for further research to match control and intervention
groups at baseline to shed further light on whether a targeted approach to emotional-
centred support provision over primary-secondary school transition would be more
appropriate. Again, drawing on and extending the findings presented in this thesis, this
research would need to be approached sensitively recognising the unsettling, critical
nature of primary-secondary school transition, in addition to considering involvement of
already vulnerable children. In the context of discussion in Chapters 4 and 5 pertaining to
difficulties identifying ‘at risk’ children, and above in 6.6. Measurement constraints, it is
recommended that before approaching further work, thorough preliminary qualitative
research is conducted with key stakeholders, adopting the approach taken in the present
thesis. This practical insight will inform academics on how to best support more
vulnerable children over primary-secondary school transition to avoid stigmatisation,
overcome recruitment constraints and enable uptake and scalability of interventions

within classroom settings.

In sum, the research findings presented in this thesis have important implications
for the field and policy in elucidating the importance of supporting children’s emotional
well-being over primary-secondary school transition. While some interventions have been
developed to improve children’s academic and social functioning over primary-secondary
school transition, emotional-centred support provisions are sparse, and face practical
constraints at the school level, as well as empirical limitations (van Rens et al., 2018).

Therefore, by designing a five-week emotional-centred intervention that builds on
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recommendations emphasising the importance of supporting children’s emotional well-
being during this time, the present intervention has shown the viability of carrying out
this work in practice, and has scope to bridge empirical gaps, and give rise to immediate

practical implications for professionals working in schools.
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Appendices

Appendix 2.1: semi-structured focus group guides

Child Focus Group Questions

1.

In general (and without mentioning particular people) how well do you feel year seven
pupils have settled into secondary school?
» Without referring to particular people, have people encountered any problems? If
so how were they addressed? Could this have been done differently?
» What sort of things were put in place by the school to make the transition a bit
easier? What do you think of this?

How was the summer leading up to the transfer?
» Were you and your classmates excited/nervous?
» Could you and your classmates talk about your feelings? Who was best to do
this with?

Before moving to secondary school what are pupils most looking forward to?

Is there anything pupils do not look forward to?
» How do pupils deal with these worries?
» What do they do?

How would you describe your relationships with your teachers over the transfer period?
» Do you feel that you have a different relationship with your secondary school
teachers than you had with your primary school teachers? In what way is this
different?
» s this different for boys/girls?

Do relationships with parents change over the transition period?
When did this change?

Why do you think this is (more independence)?

Can you talk to them more or less?

Is this different for boys/girls?

VVVYY

Did your primary schools prepare you for the move to secondary school?
» What did they do?
» Would you have liked more support? When?
» What else could they have done to prepare you?

How do you feel we can better prepare pupils for the transition to secondary school? Is
there anything you would have liked to have been done differently?

What advice would you give to parents to help them advise pupils about moving to
secondary school?

10. What top tips would you give year six pupils about to experience the transfer?
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Parent Focus Group Questions

1. How has the transition period been?

» Have you or your child encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?

How was the summer leading up to the transfer once your child had left year six?
» Were you excited/nervous/sad to say goodbye?
» Could you talk about your feelings with your child and vice versa?

In your opinion, does children’s behaviour change as the transfer draws nearer?
» When?
» How did you deal with this?
» What about communication, how was it?

How was the support from your child’s primary school and secondary school?
What support did you receive?

Was this useful?

Could it have been better?

What type of support provisions would have been more helpful?

VVYY

Some parents have discussed the transfer as a process of letting go. Would you agree?
» Do you feel that children’s readiness/level of preparation plays a part?
» Has knowing/having older children already navigated the process had an impact?

Does the parenting role change over the transfer period?
» Do you feel that children’s readiness/level of preparation plays a part?

» Does your own willingness to transfer responsibility shape this?

Now that you have navigated the process, is there anything you would do differently if
you were to do it again?

What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?
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Teacher Focus Group Questions (Year 6)

1. Onthe whole how well were the children in your class ready for secondary school in the
weeks leading up the transfer?
» Were there any problems? How were they resolved?
» How did last year compare to previous years?

2. Did you notice changes in your class’ behaviours and dynamics as the transfer period
drew nearer? What were they?
» When did they manifest?
» How did you adapt to this?

3. How would you describe the teacher-child relationship over the weeks leading up to the
transfer period?
» Does this change?
» s this different with boys/girls?

4. With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer
problems?
» What have you done in the past?

5. The transfer from primary-secondary is a significant life event for parents in addition to
their children? What are your thoughts concerning the parent role?
» Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)
» What are your experiences working alongside parents?
» How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

6. What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
» Should primary schools be placing more emphasis on the transfer?
» Should provision be earlier/integrated into the year six school year-possibly
alongside as opposed to post national assessment work?
» What else could secondary schools do to support you?
» Should school transition support work continue into the first few weeks of year
seven?

7. Inyour experience what qualities do prepared pupils possess?
» Level of parental support
» Degree of insight into what to expect

» Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges

8. How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything
that could be done differently?

9. What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?

10. What top tips would you give children about to experience the transfer?
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Teacher Focus Group Questions (Year 7)

1. Onthe whole how well have the children in your classes settled into secondary school?
» Have you encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?
» How does this year compare to previous years?

2. Are you noticing changes in your class’ behaviours and dynamics now they are a few
months into the transfer period? What are they?
» When did they manifest?
» How do you adapt to this?

3. How would you describe the teacher-child relationship over the transfer period?
» Does this change?
» Is this different with boys/girls?

4. With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer
problems?
» What have you done in the past?

5. The transfer from primary-secondary is a significant life event for parents in addition to
children? What are your thoughts concerning the parent role?
» Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)
» What are your experiences working alongside parents?
» How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

6. What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
» Should primary schools be placing more emphasis on the transfer?
» Should provision be earlier/integrated into the year six school year-possibly
alongside as opposed to post national assessment work?
» Should school transition support work continue into the first few weeks of year
seven?

7. Inyour experience what qualities do well transitioned pupils possess?
» Level of parental support
» Degree of insight into what to expect

» Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges

8. How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything
that could be done differently?

9. What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?

10. What top tips would you give children about to experience the transfer?
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Appendix 2.2: ethical approval letter
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Appendix 3.1: semi-structured interview and focus group guides

Parent Interview Questions

1. How has the last few months leading up to High school transition been?
» Have you or your child encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?
» Were you excited/nervous/sad to say goodbye?
» Could you talk about your feelings with your child and vice versa?

2. Inyour opinion, is your child’s behaviour changing as the transfer draws nearer?
» When?
» How did you deal with this?
» What about communication, how is it?

3. How has the support from your child’s Elementary and High school been?
What support do you receive?

Is this useful?

Could it be better?

What type of support provisions would be more helpful?

YV VYVYY

4. In some districts there are Junior High or Middle schools and children make two, as
opposed to one, educational transitions before High school, by moving from Junior High
school to High school at the end of Grade 6. What are your thoughts concerning this?

» Do you think the transition to Junior High school at the end of Grade 6 is helpful?
» Do you think children are more prepared for High school if they have
transitioned schools before?

5. Children in the UK move to High school at age 11, whereas children move to High school
here at age 14. Do you think the age in which children transition to High school is
important? (Why)

6. Some parents have discussed the transfer as a process of letting go. Would you agree?
» Do you feel that children’s readiness/level of preparation plays a part?
» Has knowing/having older children already navigated the process had an impact?

7. Does the parenting role change over the transfer period?
» Do you feel that children’s readiness/level of preparation plays a part?

» Does your own willingness to transfer responsibility shape this?

8. Is there anything you would have liked to have done differently?
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Teacher Interview Questions

1. On the whole how well do you feel the children in your class are ready for High school/settled
into High school?
» Have you encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?
» How does this year compare to previous years?

2. Are you noticing changes in your class’ behaviours and dynamics now you are
approaching/following the transfer period? What are they?
» When did they manifest?
» How do you adapt to this?

3. How would you describe the teacher-child relationship over the transfer period?
» Does this change?

4. With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer problems?
» What have you done in the past?

5. The transfer from Elementary/Middle/Junior High to High school, or Elementary to
Middle/Junior High is a significant life event for parents in addition to children? What are your
thoughts concerning the parent role?

» Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)
» What are your experiences working alongside parents?
» How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

6. What provisions do you carry out in your Elementary school/Middle/Junior High school to
prepare Grade 8 children for High school?

7. What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
» Should Elementary/Junior High/Middle schools be placing more emphasis on the
transfer?
» Should provision be integrated into the Grade 9 school year?
» What else could High schools/Elementary/Middle/Junior High schools do to support
you?

8. Inyour experience what qualities do well prepared pupils possess?
> Level of parental support
» Degree of insight into what to expect
» Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges

9. Insome districts there are Junior High or Middle schools and children make two, as opposed to
one educational transition, and move from Elementary school to Junior High school at the end
of Grade 6. What are your thoughts concerning this?

» Do you think the transition to Junior High school at the end of Grade 6 is helpful?
» Do you think children are more prepared for High school if they have transitioned
schools before?

10. Children in the UK move to High school at age 11, whereas children move to High school here at
age 14. Do you think the age in which children transition to High school is important? (Why)

11. How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything that could
be done differently?
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Child Focus Group Questions

Warm up:
1. One phrase or word that comes to mind when you think of Elementary/Middle school/Junior
High school?

(In other words, try to sum up Elementary/Middle school in one word).
2. One phrase or word that comes to mind when you think of Middle school/High school?

Focus Group Questions-Students
1. Before moving to Middle school/High school what are pupils most looking forward to?

2. Is there anything pupils do not look forward to?
> How do pupils deal with these worries?
» What do they do?

3. How was the summer leading up to the transfer?
» Were you and your classmates excited/nervous?
» Could you and your classmates talk about your feelings? Who was best to do this with?

4. Did your Elementary/Middle/Junior High schools prepare you for the move to High school?
» What did you do?
» Would you have liked more support? When?
» What else could they have done to prepare you?

5. How would you describe your relationships with your teachers over the transfer period?

» Do you feel that you have a different relationship with your High school teachers than
you had with your Elementary/Middle/Junior High school teachers? In what way is this
different?

» Is this different for boys/girls?

6. Do relationships with parents change over the transition period?
» When did this change?
» Why do you think this is?
» Can you talk to them more or less?
» s this different for boys/girls?

7. What advice would you give to parents to help them advise pupils about moving to Middle/High
school?
» What about teachers and schools?

8. In general (and without mentioning particular people) how well do you feel Grade 9 pupils have
settled into High school?
» Without referring to particular people, have people encountered any problems? If so
how were they addressed? Could this have been done differently?
» What sort of things were put in place by the school to make the transition a bit easier?
What did you think of this?

9. How do you feel we can best prepare pupils for the transition to Middle/High school?
> Is there anything you would have liked to have been done differently?

10. What top tips would you give Grade 9 pupils about to experience the transfer?
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Appendix 3.2: ethical approval letter

Keele
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Appendix 4.1: ethical approval letter

Keele
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administrator at research.governance@keele.ac.uk. This form is available via
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If you hawve any gueries please do not hesitate to contact me, in writing, via the ERF
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Appendix 4.2: semi-structured interview guide

Year 6 Teacher Interview Questions

1. On the whole how well do you feel the children in your class are ready for secondary school?
» Have you encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?
» How does this year compare to previous years?

2. Are you noticing changes in your class’ behaviours and dynamics now you are approaching the
transfer period? What are they?
» When did they manifest?
» How do you adapt to this?

3. How would you describe the teacher-child relationship over the transfer period?
» Does this change?
» Is this different with boys/girls?

4. With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer problems?
» What have you done in the past?

5. The transfer from primary-secondary is a significant life event for parents in addition to children?
What are your thoughts concerning the parent role?
» Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)
» What are your experiences working alongside parents?
» How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

6. What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
» Should primary schools be placing more emphasis on the transfer?
» Should provision be earlier/integrated into the year six school year-possibly alongside as
opposed to post national assessment work?
» What else could secondary schools do to support you?
» Should school transition support work continue into the first few weeks of year seven?

7. lunderstand that [named school] is a special school and transition provisions can differ from
mainstream schools. For example, most schools do not have transition support teams. Please can
you explain your role working alongside this team.

» When does support provision start?
» Teacher input into placement decisions

8. Inyour experience what qualities do well prepared pupils possess?
» Level of parental support
> Degree of insight into what to expect

» Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges

9. How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything that could be
done differently?

10. What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?

11. What top tips would you give children about to experience the transfer?
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Primary school Transition Support Team Interview Questions

| understand that [named primary school] is a special school and transition provisions can
differ from mainstream schools. For example, most schools do not have transition support
teams. Please can you explain your role and the work you typically conduct at [named primary
school] to support children over school transition.

» When does support provision start?

» Contact with parents/teachers/pupils

With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer problems?
» What have you done in the past?

On the whole how well do you feel year six children in your school are ready for secondary
school?

» How does this year compare to previous years?

» Have you encountered any problems? If so how were they resolved?

The transfer from primary-secondary is a significant life event for parents in addition to
children? What are your thoughts concerning the parent role?

Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)

What are your experiences working alongside parents?

How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?

YV VY

What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
> Do you think class teachers should be placing more emphasis on the transfer?
» Should provision be earlier/integrated into the year six school year?
» What else could secondary schools do to support you?
» Should school transition support work continue into the first few weeks of year
seven?

In your experience what qualities do well prepared pupils possess?
> Level of parental support
> Degree of insight into what to expect
» Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges
> ldeas on how to develop and support resilience

| have heard that in the past, year six children at [named school] have transitioned to Middle
Schools, as opposed to secondary schools, to bridge this transfer and mitigate transition
problems. Please could you elaborate on this?

> Do you think the age in which children transition to High school is important? (Why)

How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything that
could be done differently?

What top tips would you give children about to experience the transfer?
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Secondary school Transition Support Team Interview Questions

1. lunderstand that [named primary school] is a special school and transition provisions can
differ from mainstream schools. For example, most schools do not have transition support
teams. Please can you explain your role and the work you typically conduct at [named primary
school] to support children over school transition.

» When does support provision start?
» Contact with parents/teachers/pupils

2. With reference to past experience, how do you feel is best to address transfer problems?

3. The transfer from primary to secondary school is a significant life event for parents in addition
to children? What are your thoughts concerning the parent role?
» Can parents influence the adjustment process? (positive and negative)
» What are your experiences working alongside parents?
» How do you feel is best to manage parental concerns?

4. What provisions do you carry out in your school to help year seven children settle into
secondary school?

5. What are your thoughts concerning levels of pre-transfer support?
» Should primary schools be placing more emphasis on the transfer?
> Should provision be integrated into the year six school year?
> What else could primary schools do to support you?
> Should school transition support work continue into the first few weeks of year seven?

6. lunderstand that both [named primary school] and [named feeder secondary school] are
special schools and transition provisions can differ from mainstream schools. For example,
most schools do not have transition support teams. Please can you explain your role working
alongside this team.

» When does support provision start?
» Pre-transfer contact with [named primary school]

7. Inyour experience what qualities do well transitioned pupils possess?
> Level of parental support
> Degree of insight into what to expect

> Certain skillset/resilience to negotiate challenges

8. How do you feel the transition could be navigated more smoothly? Is there anything that could
be done differently?

9. What top tips would you give parents about to experience the transfer?

10. What top tips would you give children about to experience the transfer?
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Appendix 5.1: Pastoral Care in Education journal article discussing the design of Talking
about School Transition
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Background

The number of children experiencing cinically significant mental health diffi-
culties is increasing rapidly, especially long-term mental health conditions
(Pitchiorth et al, 2019), as are government initiatives emphasising the need
for prevention and early intervention (Department of Health and Social Care and
Department for Education [DIH & DIEDL 2017). One in ten children and young
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people, which equates to approxamately three in every school classroom, have
a dlagnosed mental health disorder (Mental Health Foundation, 2016). Yet,
access, support and treatment of mental health problems can vary considerably,
resulting in 70% of children not receiving appropriate mental health support
(Rees, Bradshaw, Goswami, & Keung, 2010), Children with mental health pro-
blems aremore likely 1o experience problems in the short-term, such as
increased educational disruption, which can account for up 1o 45% of dips in
academic progression (Galton, Gray, & Ruddock, 1999)As they grow older,
mental health problems developed in childhood can damage life changes and
lead to further negative experiences, especially if symptoms are left undiag-
nosed and unmanaged (Murphey & Fonagy, 2012).

Transition, although an inevitable and unavoidable pan of life, can be an
opportunity for growth and learning, but also a perod of heightened risk for the
development of mental health complaints INewman & Blackbum, 2002).
Primary-secondary school transition, which Is assoclated with simultaneous
organisational, sodal, environmental and academic changes, Is no exception
and has long been recognised as a significant time for eleven-year-old children
(Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016) and the biggest discontinuity faced in formal
education (Vaz, 2010). At this time, children need to adjust emotionally and
socially, and become accustomed to new ways of leaming as well as new
environments (Rice et al, 2015), When navigated unsuccessfully, this can have
ongoing short and long-term acadermic, emotional and social implcations for
children (West, Sweeting, & Young, 2010).

However, it was not until 2007 that primary-secondary school transition
became a mandatory area examined in UK OFSTED inspections, where second-
ary schools were required to complete The Solf Evaluation Form 1o specify their
transition arrangements. This policy change not only reflecied research at the
time, which found the extent to which primary and secondary schools raised
transition issues with their children 1o be variable across schools (Ofsted, 2007),
but also reflects the growing attention this period has received in schools,
research and policy. Nonetheless, since then, Govemment reports are still
reporting primary secondary transition as a period ‘not handied well’ [Ofsted,
2015, March, p. 65) where the quality of ransition between Key Stage 2 and Key
Stage 3 is ‘'much too variable’ (Ofsted, 2015, September, p. 21) and arrange-
ments for transfer as a result ‘weak in over a quarter of the schools visited”
(Ofsted, 2014, p. 21). Evan's et al's (2010) review, which was conducted by the
National Foundation for Education Research, found 21% of transfer children to
report their primary school 1o not prepare them for secondary school. It s
perhaps not surpeising then that 15% of the sample reported not settling well
into their new school.

While at face value there appears to be considerable school transition
research, especially in the past ten years, as shown by Symonds’ (2015) review,
programmes to support children’s emotions are minimal. Instead, most research
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in this area tends to look at dips in educational attainment, with many inter-
vention programmes focussing more on the practicalities of the transition and
preparing children for the new ways of lkeaming. What is often neglected is the
fact that emotional well-being is directly linked with children's academic func-
tioning (Vassllopoulos, Diakogiorgl, Brouzos, Moberly, & Chasioti, 2018),

Transition arrangements in many schools are often neglected or keft untdl the
summer term just before children make the transition. This is often because of
maore pressing academic and procedural demands sich as national assessments,
heavy stall worklosds and difficulty finding space within the overcrowded
curnculum (McGee, Ward, Gibbons, & Harlow, 2003). This reactive as opposed
to preventative approach to emotional centred school transition support is
largely inconsistent with Coleman's (1974)Focal Theory of Change, which
emphasises the importance of gradual developmental change when negotiat-
ing multiple discontinuities. This approach can have both long- and short-term
Implications when considering primarysecondary school transition. In the
short-term, leaving peimary secondary school transition prowisions until the
summer term can lead to a build-up of heightened anxety and rush immeds-
ately prior to the transfer (Bagnall, Skipper, & Fox, 2019). In the long-term, poor
primary secondary school transition can heavily shape childeen’s school atten-
dance and engagement, psychosocial well-being and acadernic attainment
(Righn, Frederickson, Shelton, & Rice, 2013).

Furthermore, amongst the limited number of emotional-centred transition
interventions administered within schools 1o support primary-secondary
school, most are associated with challenges or methodological constraints.
Significantly more school-based transition research is conducted in the United
States (US) (van Rens, Haelermans, Groot, & van den Brink, 2018b). This has
limited implications for peowision in the United Kingdom (UK), especially given
that children transition schools at a later age in America, and as a result of
being older more likely to find school transition easier (levin & Richardson,
2002). Many evaluations of interventions are also small scale (Green, 1997),
vague with regards to reporting participant numbers (Coffey, 2013), or employ
biased participant selection (Evangelou et al, 2008) which limits conchusions
that can be drawn. Longitudinal research is also Emited (Riglin, Frederickson,
Shelton & Rice, 2013), and instead researchers often employ single snap shot
designs where data is collected before or immediately following the transition,
which does not reflect the complexity of this period (Ashton, 2008). This limits
the implications that can be drawn.

An addiional challenge in thes area is the approach taken. Interventions
imposed on schools with little consultation, as opposed 1o those that adopt
bottom-up or co-creation designs, can impede an intervention’s sustainability
(Stormshak et al, 2016), especally when considening schools’ limited time and
financial resources (Trotman, Tucker, & Martyn, 2015). Similarly, programmes
that are targeted at particular children (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012) as opposed
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to universal designs can be difficult for school buy-in, as educators must
prioritize and effectively implement evidence based approaches that produce
multiple benefrts for most, f not all children (Bennett, 2017). Moreowves, over-
refiance on external providers as opposed to teachers as implementers can be
an additional barrser and impede progress (Diedrichs et al, 2015). This is not to
mention that parents are reported o feel more comfortabide when emotional
centred interventions are delivered by teachers (99.2%), as oppased to outsiders
(B7A%) (Barrett & Tumer, 2001). As a result, developing emotional centred
interventions that can be delivered by teachers is consistently highlighted as
a priority in governmental reforms (DIH & DIED, 2017), in addition to academic
research (Fairburn & Patel, 2014).

Despite consistent evidence of primary secondary school transition being
a period of vulnerability for eleven-year-old children, but also given that transi-
tion peniods have been consistently highlighted as effective points to introduce
and deliver intervention programmes (Newman & Blackburn, 2002), there is
a lack of emotional centred Interventions in this arca (van Rens et al, 2018b).
McGee, Ward, Gibbons & Harlow's (2003) survey study found 45% of parents to
report their children needing help talking about their feelings in preparation for
the transfer, 14% asserting that greater communication and explanations
between teacher and child could help alleviate this anxiety. Therefore, as dis-
cussed below in the present TaST intervention, and supported empincally
(Newman & Blackbum, 2002), the beneficial impact of insight but also support
from families should not be neglected, and instead utilised in the transition
process and support programmes. In sum, maintaining healthy and positive
well-being pre, during and post navigation of key ke changes, such as primary-
secondary school transition, |s paramount. This is not only for children's short-
term adyustment (Symonds & Galton, 2014) but also long-term functioning, as
successful navigation of transition establishes the foundations for future and
lifedong well being (Kessler, Berglund, Demler, Jin, & Walters, 2005), Thus, the
above findings that many children are not receiving sufficient emotional
centred support over primary-secondary school transition is conceming and
highlights the need 10 support children's emotional well-being prior and during
the transition period in order 1o nurture their long term well-being (Stratham &
Chase, 2010).

Talking about School Transition (TaST) intervention

Negotiating multiple changes or "stressors’ within a relatively short period of
time can have a negative impact on children’s ability to cope, espedially if
concerns are not addressed at significant time points by well-equipped sup-
portive figures (Eccles et al, 1993). While some interventions have been
developed to counter the negative outcomes students commonly experience
at secondary school transition, as discussed above, they are limited in focl
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iminimal in addressing children's emational well-being), number, and sustain-
abdlity. Thus, the preseni emotional centred-interveniion, which is called
Tafing about School Transition (Ta3T), aéms to provide teacher bed emotional
centred suppart ower primary-secondany school| transition within the school
erwironment. The evaluation of the intersention is ongoing and will be
reparied in @ separate publicatbon. This paper aéms o provide professlonals
working in schools with the knowledge and resources necessary o deliver
TasT, as well as Bterature to demonsirate bow the intervention & theonetically
imfcrmed and evidence-hased.

Eey components

Universal-class Bursed de g

As outlined i the govemment's recent paper The Green Paper: Transionming
children and young people’s menial healkh provision (2008) the school has
a ‘Trontline role’ in supporting children's mental bealth and well-being [D6H &
[FE, 2008, p. 90 This recognition Is wnderstandable, as children spend
a subtaniial armount of ihelr day ol school, which is svailabiliiy for educaiional
praciilioners 1o recognise and respond o children's emolional and social needs
[Bameii & Tumer, 2001). Moreover, the school emdnonment @n ako be non-
stigpmatising by both parenis and childeen, meaning that mental health suppont
wffered within the school & aften ponrayed a8 mone acceplable, less theeaten-
img and stigmatsing, than external sendices (Vaz, Parsons, Fallomer, Passmore, &
Fallenmer, 2074).

Evidence suggesis that when well-designed and supponed [Colliey, 7013,
school-centred inlerventions can help childeen sulfering irom mental health
proablens [Gresnbery, Domitrovich, Westsherng, & Durlak, 20017) and represent
& prosTring spproach 0 Aurlueing chilinen’s dhor-term adpittiment and londg-
term resilience (Tamyw, 2007). Thus, in line with indusive education policies (Booth
& Alnscow, 2011], the Ta5T intervention has been developed o be delivered on
a universal, whole-class basis, which avolds siigmatisation inherent in mone
targeted approsaches, The wptake and scalability of interventions within clasroom
seblings can be linked not only 1o the extent to which they ane relevant and
meanmgiul for siudents” real-life expenanoes, bul alkso whether they can be sasily
inconporated nio the aleeady crowded school ourioulem. Themdore, the e week
TaST intervention is designed to be easdy integrated ino the Year 6 children's
Personal, Social, Health and Boonomrec (PSHE) cunmoulum.

Teacher fed

Teachers hawve: grealer rapport and influence among Audenls, Mo exlenmmve
expertise in behaviour management, ane beller equipped o meel the specific
leaming newds of their classes (Low, Van Ryzin, Brown, Smith, & Haggerty. 2014),
and are also lavowred by parents as deliverers (Barrett & Turner, 2001). Thus, it is
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amost indisputable that teachers are natural deliverers of classroom-based
research interventions, When teachers deliver small-scale or pllot interventions,
they are also more ecologically valid and representative of long-term interven-
tion success and scalabdity, as it will be teachers delivering these interventions
in the longterm (Diedrichs et al, 2015). As a result, teacherded school-based
Interventions are consistently highlighted as a priodity for mental health reform
(Fairburn & Patel, 2014),

nformed by the above literature, the TaST intervention has been designed 1o
be delivered by Year 6 class teachers, Teachers are given guided lesson plans,
Powerpoint lesson slides and workbooks for their dass. For the schools that
were defivering the intervention, | also met with each teacher to go through
these materials as research has shown that teachers deliver intervention pro-
grammes with less adherence than researchers, potentially because teachers are
uninformed of the theory behind programmes and reasons why certain ele-
ments need to be covered (Goncy, Sutherland, Farrell, Sullivan, & Doyle, 2015).
Nonetheless, when Interventions are delivered effectively by teachers, who feel
confident delivering programmes, student responsiveness and programme
effectiveness is greater than when programmes are delivered by researchers
(Humpheey, Lendram, & Wigelsworth, 2013).

Emotional centred foci

Support interventions to improve children's emotional well-being prior to pri-
mary-secondary school transition are minimal both in schools (Hammond, 2016}
and research {van Rens, Haslerrmans, Groot, & van den Brink, 2018a), Thus, the
present five week emotional centred school-centred support TaST intervention
airms 10 natrow this research gap. The intervention fod and structure s in line
with Resfience Theory, particularly Gilligan's (2000) five background concepts
that underpin the concept: a) reducing stockpile of problems, b) pathways and
turning points in development, ) having a sense of a secure base, d) self-esteem
and e) self-efficacy, as resiience has been shown (o be directly related 10
children’s adjustment over primary-secondary school transition (Newman &
Blackbam, 2002), For example, in line with a) and b) the intervention includes
& variety of spoken and written individusl, group, and dass-based activities for
the children to recognise the different challenges they will face over the transi-
tion perod and reposition the move as a linear progression. For example, in
lesson | the children participate in a progression activity where they reflect on
# transition they have experenced in the past [by writing down in their transs-
tion booklet what was easy and difficult during this time, how they felt, how
they overcame obstacles and what they learnt) to prepare them for their future
ransition to secondary school. Activities such as this aim o improve the
children’s emotional resiience and coping strategies in preparation for the
transfer, by drawing on children's internal resources, incorporated in d) and e)
of Gilkgan's (2000) model
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In line with c) of Gilligan's (2000) model, the children are also encouraged to
draw on the support they receive from parents, peers and teachers, who have
been shown to provide the most salient sources of support over adolescence
and primary-secondary school transition (Coffey, 2013). In fact, as outhined in
Indal-Snape et al's (2018) review, factors external to the school, such as having
a secure base’ foutlined in item theee of Gllligan’'s five resilience background
concepts (Gilligan, 2000} at home through strong parent-child support relation-
ships can be more predictive of adjustment outcomes than factors within the
school and intemal factors, such as self esteem (West, Sweeting, & Young, 2010).

Prefiminary research

The TaST intervention has been informed by a thorough kerature review, in
addition to three prefiminary research studies. Findings from these studses and
how they map onto the design of the TaST intervention are discussed below,

What are students’, parents’ and teachers” experiences of primary-secondaery
school transition and how do they feel & can be improved?

To exploce transfer studenty’, parents’ and teachers’ current experiences in the
lead up to and over the transition period, and how they feel it could be
improved, Year 7 students and parents, and Year 6 and 7 teachers participated
in focus groups. See Bagnall et al. {(2019) for further details. Key findings are
outhined bedow.

(1) Parents, children and teachers together shape primary-secondary school
transition experiences, and to improve this time for all, communication
needs 10 improve across all these groups, so all are on the same page (see
homework activity, lesson 3.

(2) Making frends was a significant concern for students before, during, and
after the transition period, but misunderstood by parents and teachers.
Schools could assist in transition by focussing on supporting students to
manage changes in their peer relationships (see co-pilot (others) activity,
lesson 3).

(3) Students generally found it casier to wek support from teachers at
primary school. Helping Year 7 children to develop strategies to build
supportive relationships with secondary school teachers & therefore
important (see teacher dass-based activity, lesson 3).

(4) Concerns were expressed amongst transfer students about the dangers
of too much transition exposure, and students expressed the need for
primary-secondary school ransition provisions Lo establish a balance
between exposure and consistency. In other words, transfer students
need a degree of insight into what secondary school will be like and
how to navigate differing standards, but this exposure should lollow
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a chear contimeum with a limit, as chil deen also peed contstency during
this apprehemive period (modeled through the nlerveniion straiuee,
e ndividual activities for more sensitive bopics o give the chifdren own-
ership over their exposure, such as the life transitions worksheet, lesson 1)L

What coan we learn from cross-cultural insighd imio US ronsitfon provisions
As previously deossed, much of the literature on transiton has been oon-
dhuictesd in the LIS pnd there i o owealh of trandtion suppon in Amserican schooks,
witich vee may e abde 1o deaw on in the UK To shed ghil on this gag, case study
research was abso conducted n Californda in the U5, where some children can
make a previous transition 1o Junioe High school st age 12 or Middie whaool ot
age 11 (whach is symonymous to the age in which children tramition 1o second:
ary school in the UKL Therefore, using ethnographsc dassoom observations,
stsdbent forus growps and stalf and parent intendews, differences in transithon
preparations were exarmined. For mose nformation, see Bagnall, Fox, and
Skipper i preparation).

(1) Schoals in Amedca employ school countellors lo provide specialised
and targeted school transition emotional centred support for chil-
dren, bul also their parents, within the school setting. This is n lne
with recent LK school mental health reforms, regarding the mneed to
support children™s mental health within the school environment
(MEd & DOH, 2017). This support was also looussed on poriraying
school transion as an educational progrescion, as opposed fo
a loss, which direclly contrasts with how secondary school ranser
is discussed in the UK (Bagnall et al, 2019) (see primary school
progression activity, kesson 1),

(2] Students lvoured a school rarmiiion phios 1o High school transler as they
felt i provided them with transition exposwre fiee challenges and sohy-
Hions workshest, lesson 2 and co-pilod (sl aotivily, lesson 3]

What con we leam about fransition from spedial sohools?

Wie have a limited wnderstanding ol children's emotonal experiences in the
lead up and owver primany-secondary school transition, and how this pant of
their well-being i supported [Evans ot al., 200100, Understanding how chil-
dren with pre-existing emaotionsl difficulties cope with the added apgrehen-
sons and anxieties that come with primary-secondary school ransition and
how they are supported, has useful implications for emaotional-centred tran-
sition provisions that can be employed in mainstream schools to support
children who lace similar concerns, bul ofleén express them al a lesser degree
(Bloyoe & Fredenckson, 2002 To do this a lngitudinal exploratony-
cxplanatory case study (using ethnographic observations, student photo-
elicitation focus groups, sdull ane-Lo-one ntendiews, document analyiis and




296

PASTONAL CARL IN LIXXATION =i 9

survey data collection) was conducted within one special primary school
(specialising in supporting children with social, emotional and behavioural
difficulties) to examine their transition provisions. For more information see
Bagnall, Fox, and Skipper (in preparation). Overall it was found that:

(1) Subject Lo the children’s special educational needs there was & dear sense
of uncertainty regarding when to initiate transfer support, and at what
lewel, in order to establish a balance between consistency and exposure but
not at the expense of children's short or long term adjustment at either
primary or secondary school (madelled through the intervention structure).

(2) When children were not incdluded in school transition decisions (often due
to fears of upsetting or unsetiling the chikl) or transition preparations
were absent, children discussed feeling voiceless, uncertain and unpre-
pared about their futures (see co-plot (seff) activity, lesson 1 and CATS
activities, lesson 4 and 5).

(3) Too much hands-on child centred support at primary school and chil-
dren’s reliance on this was shown to lull them into a false sense of security
that they will receive equivadent levels of support in their new secondary
school, which was not often the case (see challenges and solutions work-
sheet and school timetable activity, lesson 2).

(4) In line with Study 2, within the special school, transition support team
counsellors were employed 10 provide the children with specialised sup-
port, which considered the children's pre-existing transition expeniences.
This specialised support may have also contnbuted to the children’s more
open attitudes towards mental health (soe worry bax activity, fesson 1
and 5).

(5) In comparison to the findings from the mainstream schools discussed in
the two studbes above, the children, in addition to thewr parents and
teachers, at the present special school, placed greater emphasis on the
importance of children feeling sale and a sense of belonging at secondary
school which was shown to override all other concerns see challenges
and sokitions worksheet, lesson 2).

Overview of the Talking about School Transition (TaST) lntervention

A transition programme has been described empinically as a set of activities,
strategies or resources to smooth the passage of students from primary to
secondary school by a) reducing student trepidation, and b) expediting the
feeling of belonging in the new environment (Ganeson, 2006). The TaST
intervention incorporates both a) and b), as focus is placed on
improving Year 6 children’s appraisals, coping skills and emotional resilience
towards the transition prior to the move, in addition to providing students
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with strategies to build a sense of belonging and feel confident once at
secondary school.

Intervention outfine

Each of the five intervention lessons kst approximately one houwr, which is
corsidered an optimal length for children of

this developmental age (Memrell & Gimpel, =
1998), and is defivered on a weeldy basis. The R T g e T e
lessons have theee main fock . :

ﬁ'l? ,‘,‘ ," ‘”

IR

(1) Helping children to position the tran-
sition as a progression as opposed to
a loss

(2) Bulding children's coping skills and
resilience

(3) Emphasising the importance of sodal
support, how this may change at sec-
ondary school, and how to access it.

l‘v.‘ “:,-‘(l‘! v d?

Incorporated in each session are a variety
of individual, group and dass-based activ-
Ities which aim to improve children’s spoken
and written emotional expression in preparation for the move. Each session
has a lesson plan script, accompanying PowerPoint presentation slides and
each child works from a transition workbook. Other components of the ses-
sons, such as questioning and answering whole class activities can be Lailored
according to the needs and responses from the class. Furthermore, there is an
element of flexibility in the final two weeks of the intervention, as in week four
and five, Boulton's (2014) CATZ (cross-aged teaching) teaching techniques are
used (see below). Table 1 shows a breakdown of the foci and activities in each
Intervention lesson.

Lesson one: progression vs. loss

Previous research has shown that within UK primary schools, primary-secondary
school transition is often portrayed as a sad parting (Bagnall et al, 2019), as
oppased 10 a progression, or stepup. Moreower, children who miss primary
school report greater transition probilems Uindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). In line
with these findings, in addition to Study Z's findings regarding the importance of
presenting transition as an educational continuation, the focus of this besson is
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Lrmon Oxt e Actwtw
Lossan Owe. Tacwn on ponltionmg moving oo % © Tnarsithom woroadon e
Progression ve. Low secondary school st 2 progeession, @ Cantinusmn a thvity
OF P ap, s opposid 30 2 ks and Py wchood progesion sty
sad parseg. * Life mmions worksheet
& Worry Box and the colowr of secondary
uhosl
Lrmon Twe foowm on the difosent changes e & Workd calé gronp sctivity
Coging smsegien and  ONildem Wil lew om antry b * Do/ ek grtp sty
restencoe secondiwy school and belps cdiden  © Ohallenges and Solutions Warksherr
o dewelop coping sirstegees 1o * Schook Temetablie Actity
owercoeme Aculties Bl Doy may
e
Lowsan Theee Chibdros are coconraged 1o wilect nd & Co gl sty wll
ol ngpon Beaw ot pewry, wachen anl & Coplot scowity othen
PArcmiguIRians a6 Spporvwe * Purde activiy
fgures s they appenach primary.  *  Accessing sepport Som teachers 2cvity
s omdary whool Sardion
Lesson | o Lraring coroodation of the past * Mosmewodk sty
CATT cmvdidation of  Dheww esaoms wning oo sl ® CATZ bmvolson and sumimation of
brarmng Sraching at an sltemater o nlrvadoal foe tog: e
Yo her-ed mitrucion & CAYT Falir top vps
® CALZ matn sty
Lesson five Presening eaming sod comolidation  © Lk s-mteduction and prmemiaion [ue-
CALL presenting of heseming scxpuisesd P the past P aOn e
brarmies four essns . Daow e ol peessiaion wwlen 0
a Yoor 5 claswoce
* Worry hex addhess

pasitioning primary-secondary school transition as a progression, as opposed o

a ks,

Chidren in this lesson are encouraged to
position mowving to secondary school as
a new chapter by reflecting on their time
at primary school. To do this on the primary
school progression worksheet the chidren
are asked 1o jol down their biggest achseve-
ment and fondest memory at primary
school and how this will prepare them for
secondary school, in addition to anything
they will miss about primary school and
what change they are most looking forward
to. Research has shown that fallure to talk or
transiate amdeties into kinguage can inhibit
coping strategies (Pennebaker, Colder, &
Sharp, 1990), thus these two questions

Sedhae] Vs

L —

-
3l

——y —t b o+ — - — ——— ———

-
were ordered ths way purposefully, embedding principals of catharss by provid-
ing an opportunity for chidren to acknowledge how they feel regarding leaving
primary school but then immediately locking to the new opportunities they will

Gain at secondary school.
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As shown in Study 2 but also previous research {irvin & Richardson, 2002),
children who have been exposed 10 previous transition experiences find pei-
mary-secondary school transition easier, often as they have developed coping
skills and reslience from these expenences to use as templates in the future
(Adeyema, 2005). Imerventions that are inked to children’s real-life ived expers-
ences also heldp children 1o provide meaning to future events (Goncy et al, 2015)
and this has been shown in the context of primary-secondary school transition
(Hammond, 2016). In line with this, towards the end of the lesson, children
complete the life transitions worksheet where they are encouraged to reflect on
a previous transition that they have made and how the skills learnt from this life
event can aid their transition to secondary school.

The two activities above are in line with Hallinan and Hallinan's (1992)
‘transter paradox’, which presents the transition as both a step up and a step
down (Halinan & Hallinan, 1992). In other words, in order to gain a secondary
student’s level of autonomy and maturity, transfer children must be willing to
give up the support, famillarity and protection of their primary school

Lesson two: coping strategies and resilience

This lesson focuses on the academic, ermotional, social and practical changes transier
children face on entry to secondary school and helps children to develop and draw
on coping strategies and resilence 1o overcome these difficuities. To do thes, a world
calé format is used, each group of childeen jotting down sirmiarities and differences
they expect to face across primany-secondary school transition, adding and building
to each other’s ideas, which aligns with a corstructive phenomenclogical approach
(Anderson, 2011). Children have been shown Lo perceive seeking support from
peers as one of the most helpful ways of coping with problems (Colfey, 2013).
Moreover, over prirnary-secondary school transition, parents and teachers are
shown o hold differing attitudes and concems than children [Evangelou et o,
2008). Thass, this activity provides space for Year 6 children 10 discuss primary-
Children's mental health and well
being s dependent on their feclings of gy Lamaon Twg, Copeg stateges
contrad and this is no exception over d e

N oxr R
primary-secondary  school  transition U S —

Uordan, McRorle, & [wing, 2010}, in this " demses
lesson the children engage in the dol- e T

phinshark group activity 10 GEVEIOP |, iy s s e scsmngwesnng i it e

awarencss of their thoughts and how e
which aligns with Fredndkson's (2001) s -

Boadon and Buikd Fromework, This
theory outlines the significance of
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positive thoughts n lessening the hold of negative emotions 1o promote positive
bebaviour.

In line with Newman and Blackburn's (2002) resillence strategy which outhines the
importance of not efiminating risk, but instead providing children with the resources
1o bulld coping skills 1o effectively manage risk, the children then have time 10
procticaly address anddeties that they may have relating (o primary secondary
school transition. They do this on the challenges and sofutions worksheet by jotting
down transition challenges they may face and then writing down a solution 1o each.

Lesson three: sodial support

Parents/guardians (Hanewald, 2013), peers (Waters, Cross, & Shaw, 2010) and
teachers (Coffey, 2013) are significant support figures for children over pri-
mary-secondary school transition, However, school transition is also marked
by peer and student-teacher relationship instability (Weller, 2007). To address
this, in this lesson, the children are encouraged to reflect and draw on peers,
teachers and parents/quardians as supportive figures as they approach pri-
mary-secondary school transition,

In the first part of the lesson the chidren complete the co-pilot (sell) activity 1o
write & personal pledge on how they can get thermsehves ready for secondary school,
(Brody & Park, 2004). Slater and McKeown's (2004) primary- secondary school transi-
Lon peer counseling intervention found peer support leamt thwough the pro-
gramme 1o be a source of containment and holding when difficulties were faced
during the transition. In fine with these findings, in the present intervention the
children complets the co-pilol (other) actvity 1o
write a support pledge for their pariner onhow
they can be there for thern over the transition
period. Children with good peer support over  ~—= oo
primary-secondary school transition penod are
shown to settle into secondary school better
(Ashton, 2008). However, in the lead up t1©
primary-secondary school ransibion, primary
whool friendships can  become  strained
(Weller, 2007). Therefore this activity ams to
minimise thes,

Children who perceive parents 10 be aval-
able, open 10 communication and more impor- - :
tantly involved in thelr school life, show better R
adjustment over primary-secondary school  TTTTTUTUIT _/. o 55
transition Pratt & George, 2005). However, - —==
although parents and students often share e
dmilyr worrles over the ansiion period

il U

5
!

I
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ey, Lang, & Frederickson, 2005), concems ane ramely shared which can cause both
slakeholders 10 feel alone and ursupponed [Bagnell, Skipper, & Fox, 20019
parents and childen @n help both stakeholdes [Keay ef al, 2015 The munle
activily |s desigred to do this, which is guided by the child, in e with fndings
from Sudy One regarding the need for sensitive ramler exposune,

I oeder to gain a level of autonomy and socally reflective maturity of being
a secondany school sudent. transfer dhildren mast be willing to develop inde-
pendence and orguanisationasl capabilities (HaBinan & Hallinan, 1992). The horme-
work puszle activity helps the children o develop these skills within a suppostive
and familiar primary school emircnment as the children will need to ask and
wrile down in their transition ook their parenia/guandians answers (o their
puzzle guestions and bring these answers (0 the next ransition lesson,

While suppost from primary school teachers can help students prepare fior
prl airy-secondany school transition Hopwood, Hay, & Dyment, 2006), supgpon
froem seconchary sohood beacherns can belp children settle nto Uil new en vingn-
ment [Coffey, #013). However, research has shossm that children generally find
seelking suppor from teachers easier at primary schood which can impede the
latner [WiL, Karioja, Fye, & Shain, 2011). Towards the end of the lesson the
children then engage in a dass-based acivity to help them manage realistic
expeciathons reganding changes in teacher relationships when they mowe to
secondany whool and wraleges o acoess Suppont.

Lesson four: CATE consolidation of leaming

Ir the Mindal bt wess ks, 1o consalidale keaming (fom the stietiuied selivibes and
discusision setsions inconporated in the las
threm sessions, and a5 an altemative o tea-
ther-led instruction, the children will engage /4001 | TPRIEE DO
in Boulon's (2014) cross-aged leaching e - -
(CATZ) approach. Cross-aged teaching is  —oiooi— oo mam
a new technigue where older studenis sws
leach and pais on their knowledge 1o
younger studbents, In order 1o teach younger
children  effectively, older children most
Elﬂ"'l‘l'll.ﬂl:’l’“l‘il:.ﬂ'l h.'.'T*‘Ig..'I:I Hhen s
teaching reinforces this knowledge, as chil-
dren are required to reweork and malke Bk
with their existing understanding (Boulton,
HN4).

CATE has been showm to be effective in
towards a range of sockal and emaotional
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factors (Boulton & Boulton, 2017). Aligning with the CATZ model in this lesson
the children are asked 1o reflect on their learning from the past three weeks and
think of five primary-secondary school top tips to prepare Year 5 children for the
transfer next year. Creative approaches have been shown to enhance children
and young people’s emotional development and soclal skills (Galton, 2010b),
and, digning with this, the children are asked 1o (Bustrate thew Ups wing
a medium of their choice.

Lesson five: CATZ consolidation of learning

Building on Lesson Four the children continue engaging in activities guided by
Boulton's (2014) cross-aged teaching (CATZ) approach. During this lesson the
chiidren finalise their 1op tips and then showcase them 10 a Year 5 dass. This
maodels Fredrickson's (2004) Broaden-and Build framework as the children will
need 1o draw on their inner resources and use positive emotion and behaviour
(n this case delivering their 1op Ups) Lo discuss a sensitive topic (primary-school
transition). As discussed above, by enabling Year 6 children do this within a safe,
supportive primary school environment (Jindal Snape & Miller, 2008), this pro-
vides assurance and the chance for the children to test out’ their coping skills in
preparation for the transfer.

Note: please contact the author if you would like access 1o the intervention
resources,

In sum, primary-secondary school transition is a critical period for eleven-year
olds, that can have short-and long-term implications on their adjustment if
children do not receive sufficient support (West et al, 2010) or & the mowe
exceeds the child’s coping capabilities (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016). While
some iInterventions have been developed Lo improve students’ academic and
socal functioning over primary-secondary school transition, emotional centred
support provisions are sparse, and face practical constraints at the school level
and empirical limitations (van Rens et al, 2018b). Therefore, by designing a five-
week emotional resilience intervention that buikds on recommendations
emphasising the importance of supporting children’s emotional wellbeing
over primary-secondary school transition, the present Intervention has scope
to bridge empirical gaps, in addition to immediate practical implications for
professionals working in schools.

In research, transition periods, such as primary-secondary school transition,
have long been recognised as ‘Umes of threat” (Newman & Blackburn, 2002,
p. 17) but also ‘windows of opportunity’ (Rice et al, 2015, p. 9) for students to
grow and leam. In order 1o support children during this time and develop best
practice guidelines, it s paramount that evidence from previous research is
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drawn on 10 efine the content and delivery of transition support interventions,
as shown in the present TaST intervention (Cox, Bamford, & Lau, 2015). When
incorporated through easy to follow intervention lesson plans, worksheets and
Powerpoint slides, using a non-resource-intensive approach, as shown in the
TaST intervention, these guidelines have immediate implications in providing
professionals working within schools with the knowledge and resources (o help
children to cope with this transition (Waters et al, 2013).

Since the publication of the Transforming childen and young people’s mental
health provision: a groen papes (2018), which has raised the importance of supporting
children’s mental health within the school enwvironment (DIH & DIE, 2018), there has
been more attention placed on the need 1o do this over transition penads, such as
primary secondary schoal transition (van Rens ot al, 2018b). Drawing on this, the
present intervention has made prefiminary progress in demonstrating the viabilty
of carrying out this work in practice as the emotional-centred transition lessons are
designed 10 be easly incorporated into the PSHE aariodum. interventions that are
Ninked 1o school cusrioula iImpeove not only uptake of interventions but are also more
meaningful for students (Dredrichs et al, 2015).

However, there are of course challenges in implementing all of the proposals
outined in the Geeen Paper induding any new interventions. Some of these
refate to school systems and cultures as acknowledged by Trotman et al. (2015),
who outline that the most effective school-based interventions not only require
the involvernent of external professionals, but also internal support within the
school environment. For example, when pastoral polices and practices are
supported by school managers and governaors, in addition to being embraced
by teaching staff and subsequently embedded into the schoaol culture, inter-
ventions are shown 1o be more effective.

However, competing management prionties and increased pressure to redir-
ect both human and financial resources, can often mean pastoral care support
school interventions, such as the TaST intervention, are introduced when there
Is insufficient time put aside to deliver the intervention effectively. This is often
subgect 1o curncudum pressures and the demands of meeting performance
targets Ueffery & Troman, 2012) which can bring about reduced emphasis on
children’s ernotional needs (Tucker, 2013). Lack of resources can also be a key
constraint, which can add to the marginalisation of pastoral support within
schools (Trotman et al, 2015).

The current TaST intervention is defivered by teachers over the duration of
a school term, whech builds on the short-comings of previous ‘one-off” mental
health workshops delivered by external faclitators and thus overcomes some of
the shortcomings of previous intervention studies in terms of the project’s sustain:
ability, scalability (Déedrichs et al, 2015) and engagement (Goncy et al, 2014). The
present TaST intervention also requires minimal resources, teachers in both inter-
vention and control schools (and more widely) given the intervention materials
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and guidance following the progect to deliver the intervention in subsequent
years.

However, there is more that needs 1o be done to embed the intervention into
the school culture. For example, while the present TaST intervention is metho-
dologically sound and theoretically supported, as with all school-based inter-
ventions, it is another matter Lrying 1o Incorporate it within the school
environment. Thus, as acknowledge by Trotman et al. (2015) examples of
emerging practice should be read as just that, work that can have short term
Implications, but requires constant evaluation to bring about long-term change.
Theredore, the present TaST intervention has immediate implications for year six
children’s adjustment who are participating in the intervention condition, but
also prekminary long-term implications for the field and policy in sluddating
the importance of supporting children’s emotional wellbeing over this period.

The TaST intervention has also been developed to not just focus on support-
Ing the development of a child’s inner resources’ but also how they can draw on
the support of others. However, taking a soclal-ecological approach, it must be
recognised that any such intervention needs to be implemented alongside
changes to other parts of the ‘system’, with the child at the centre. This inchudes
the role of peers, parents, teachers, the wider school system and processes, and
the community. Thus, it should be recognised that the TaST intervention needs
to be mplemented as part of a whole school approach.

R is also important to adknowledge that tersions do exist for parents, teachers,
and children, in addressing school transition. For ransfer students, establishing
a balance between exposure to primary-secondary school transfer changes and
consistency in support is paramount during thes period. For parents who are often
negotiating simiar socdial, emotional and procedural changes to their children,
dongside feelings of loss inherent in saying goodbye to ther chikd's primary
school and in some ways their child’s period of childhood (Zeedyk et al, 2003),
providing this balance of emotional support can be dilficul, and obtaining
emotional support within the school setting cGan be incredibly useful.

As dscussed above, schools face many tensions when considering the
implementation of school-based interventions and primary secondary school
transition is no exception. One such tension teachers face is negotiating rela-
tonships with transfer students and parents, which can be complex, 100 much
and too little support being equally problematic for adjustment. This means that
school transition needs 10 be approached carefully and sensitively, with all
parties perhaps benefiting from an understanding of the tensions that exist

In sum, teacherded school-based emotional centred interventions have been
argued as a priority for mental health refoem (Fairburn & Patel, 2014), yet efforts 1o
do this over primary secondary school transition are minimal This absence is
despite students’ needs to access timely and sensitive emotional centred support
in the lead up to this period (Rens et al, 2017). In part, this may be subject 1o
a mismatch between children's concerns regarding secondary school and the
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reperioie of skills they can deaw on 1o address them (Rens et al, 2017); the greater
this mismatch the more support chilkdren need Uindal Snape & Miller, 2008).

Therefore, the TaST intervention recognises the imporance of supporting chil-
dren's emotional reslience and coping sidis before critical events, such as pn-
mary-secondary school transition, to promote long-term adjustment.

Disclosure statement
No potential confict of Berest was reported by the suthor.
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Intervention Brief 5

Schools are central to the lives of chaldren end their fomiies epeacly in Relping 2 promote, protest end
maintzin children s mental health and welk-being. Over primary-secondary school Sronstion perticuiorly,
support delivered within the schopl environment kcs beex skown $o have ¢ stronger gffect on admistment
than personal charocteristics ond porental recsrance.

Informed by previous research corductad by other scholars, in addinon to mysejf the five lessons delow
aim to improve year six chiidren’s expeniences over secondory schoo! transiton, by providing
informanon and strategies o help them develop | ndence, resibience, and coping strategies in
preparation for the move Algring with indusive aducation policies, theﬁae-wzmwn intervencon
will be defivered on a whole-class basis os part of the children’s personal, sooa! and hegith education
{PSHE) curriculum in each interventon school,

Subject 2o pricritisction of National Assestment targety and betovicural concems that may be impicated
when primary-secondary schoo! trarsiton is addressed earlier in the year six-transition year, ransition
provision (s ofter overisoked in schools and i research, Yet, this is at odds with year six children’s need to
access sspportand con cause them to feel alone, unsupported and con encourgge them to hide their
comcerns. For exarmple in previous research 45% of parents hove expressed the need for more
opportusities for their chdldren to talk ahout their feeings price o secondary school ransfer, 14%
assersing that greater communication end explenations between teacher and child could help alleviate
feelings of anxiety during this time,
Emotional centred support provisonsover primary-secondory sohool transition alse need & be senmtive
to students” needs durmg thes tme A balance between consistengy and exposure 15 shown & be best o5
children need a degree of insight imto what school will be like in order to extablish ond set
realistic expectanons, dut this msight should be i and guided By the child to prevent them feeling
) m‘:n <o mwymn:dmx "mmgmw'
or couticus SCUSSING PIMOry-5 trangfer ore
designed to focliate emotoncl-centred primary-secondary Schoo! Support provision within 6 sgfe
SUPPOTOVE ENVIrOTmEnL

L

D sd b T NN )
i«’(lﬁulvl*l‘l IT"-.lnM";‘@c(’il

Werl=hep Poek
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=

For further information, contact
Charlotte Bagnall by emaul:
c.Lb c.uk
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Session One Lesson Plan-Progression vs. Loss E

In this lesson, o5 well o5 setting the scene for the lessons 5 follow, focus will be placed on pesitioning
primery-secondary schop! transition a5 @ progression, @ opposed to a loss Research kas shown that
students need regular and integrates emotiona! support in the Jesd up o secondary school trenstion.
Howerer, subpect to priontization of National Azsessment tonpets and concemns of behavioural issues that
may de implicated when primory-secondary school transition 5 eddresed esrher in the year ax-
tranzsition yeor, primary-secandary school sranstion provision i often overiooked. This com couse ¢ busld
up af emotions in the sumemer derm prior o the Srongfer, when primary-secondory school transiton is
aoften finally oddressed within ywar six dassrooms. Feelings of oss can be especially apperent and
acoentusted the more the transtien &5 portreyed a5 @ 50d PETtng. G5 Opposed to o Anear progression, ar
step-up, which can shape both appraisols ond behoviours

This rotion of ioss and delayed approach o school ransition preparation is o sharp contrast
provisions carred out in other countries wheremore emphasis (s placed or schoo! transition os ¢ linsor
comtinyction and progression, Chidren’s time and ackievements made at the school are celebrated and
emphasss (s placed on kowr these successes have put them in good stead and will prepare them for their
next school pessage

This lesson aims to Aelp children o szare thinking about thar reesition o § schoal os @
prmmbyhlmmzhbso]hnﬂvnmaymmmm Mnum
wall encounter at secondary school To do this the chiidren will firstly be

wmmmmuwmamMmMMmmem
prepare them for secondary school Towards the end of the jesson, the children will then engage in an
acoviyy on & previous ransition thot they have mode and how the sialls isarnt from this life
event can aid thelr transizion 0 secondary school This second secsion will also enadle the children
realise thar with transitions (even small ones) comes an element of change, which can cause feslings of
discomyfore Thts will help the children to realise thae feolings of apprehension towards school tronsitor,
Iike oll new life passages, are normal and something thaz will pass, dut alse that transiton does not hove
0 be a sudden exd and cdrupt deginning, and chat theve con be overicp batween the old and the new,

L. General Introduction (S misutes)

Esablishing o st of reles that ensbles students and teachers & have o matus! snderstonding of what &5
expected in terms of their own behawiour cnd the behaviour of others, 1 particelarly imporzant when
students gre involved i cctvities that require the shoring of 1deas values ottitudes ond especaly
emations 63 seudents need &2 feel safe ond supported not only by teachers but clse by other students

Explam to the class that over the next f2w weeks, they are going to spend cune lesson per week taking 2
cleser look at prmary-secondary schosl trassimion. that in these lessons 35 3 dass, they will be
ammbrmarmmsmy ﬂamﬂwm’lhmg«lmtﬂk

ks mxbd:'? maks % nl ued be
start to
zlmﬂnatuupmm-mtma o:d!dashsa mdumhgm uf"oﬂrmsapeae«lmlt

mmdﬂmrmmmmmdwmnmmm Display shide 2. read
the following rules and ask children what they think is meant by them,

1 Wedo down” each other by laughing, wllng mzerrupning vhea
ém%maaﬁmmwm@mwsmmu i

2. What other people say in elass is confidennial Explain thar over the next fow weaks sananve
toples will be discussed and everything discussed (n this room needs to sty here, Remund the
children thet they con ik to thair parents/guardians about whar they are learning cdout and
Bow they are adout the mazeria] covered,

/ \10 CA o TR w8 Eermed o~ 30”148 Treetie Dammare Avipumes-Noslom rarsiat e Do atier 6 O st atare
@ Voetee Tzdes e ooy of i loemme Ut S L SARRMGETINA SRS SO R csa s S0
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3. U youdo noe wane to offer an opinion, you do not have to, Jt is important 2o mention thet every
chiid has the righe not o offer an opinion if they find (sues or topics ratsed o b2 persongily
corfronting.

2. Tramsitian Introduction (5 minutes)

It is impaortant to remember that primany-secondary scheol trensition is @ significent life event for eleven-
yeor-gid children. Feor six children will say goodbye to their smaller primary schools where they hove
attanded most of their iives and hove stable, personal and close relatonshps with pesrs and dass
teachers. to ender longer Jess fomilior secondary schools where children are foced with new expeniences
and challengex. I is a developmental milestone for them and their first marked stage in growng up and
ther chonos to become more izdependent and have grecser respensbiiity It is norms! for children o fed
conflicting emstions of apprehenzon end exatement when thinking about this next chapden especially
wiile ot pnimary school ond articipeting the move Hawnver, children may not reclise this, or struggle to
g«immmmmaqm 50 it is importont to remind them thet they are net clone in feeling
i5 WaIt

Maove to shide 3 and ask the class wiat they think
the word transition meaxs, Facilate 3 classroom
duscussion and then show the answers presantad
on slide 4, A in any gaps in usderstanding and
wrap up by talking about the significance of
primary-secondary school transition for eleven-
year-old chaildren.

Researck has showw that choldren crove honest

insight ot hiow ather year six chaldren fel before
the ransition 0 secondary school especally

as transfer children are often reluctont @ share

m%ﬂm&(ufmq‘v&mm 0 fears of being misunderstood (by

protect a

porenss) or trangferming mmaﬁmw{ﬁ%mﬂmy&hw

apprehensive during this period of time

Move to shide 5 and explain that on the beard are some quotss from year seven chidren who
ransmoned stheol last year. Read the quotes and rezsoure the chlidren thar itis
common for children to fzel a combination of conflienng emotions before moving to secondary school,
such as exdrement, apprehension and loss, untl they sertds iato thelr new environment,

3. Comtimuum activity(10 minutes)

Rezearck has shown that children’s worries over primary-secondary school trarnsiton con be unstoble
thus transition preparstions needs to be senstive o children's emotional well-being and preparstions
guided by children’s needs This octivity will demonstrote this by ilfustrating how it is normal for
children’s cpprotsals to follow o continsum

Thinking abous the rules just discussed and quotss read, the children will engags in 3 costimuum
mave to shide 6. Explain that this activity will be 2 fun chance for the children to start thimking about
MWM dﬂduwsmmdmmﬁumddhdﬁnmmumwmadof
the cdassroom will symbeliss strongly 3gree. and the other strongly disagree. Severzl stataments will
be read out and the chaldren in the dass mill be asked to stand in 3 position. whach best represents,
their feelings. For examiple, for the statement T like peas’, dhildren who love peas would stand close to
the strongly agree sids, and then move 3way the more they dishike thes vegstable After sach
mm&mﬂmamwwufn‘mmﬁ:nm

Process or of change

/ }0 O o THE w27t 8 TEermed onder 1he Traathe Sommane Anripusen MonCem e o L i
: Joerre Tzoiew e ooy of i loecee. Yt SE U SAKCETITA A USRI R s aa S Ll
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(o S L o - -
o 1amiociang forward o school. e —
o The thought of meeting new SCEres e e e e e e
*  Twantw leave primary school

Can anyone suggest & statemsnt that we cas now do 2 a class”

Poor tranztion experncss are epecially prominent gmongs
children who muss primary scheol or strupgle to adapt to informa!
poycheseais! discontnuites embedded with Mwwua
much older and masure secondory 5choa! Soc: In order
0 gain @ secondory students” level of autonomy and secially
reflective matarsy, tronsfer children must be willing o give upa
layer of protection, which in this case 15 the support fonmliority and
protection of the primary school. This actiniyy encourages childres &
mmmwmmdaryz!m.‘a:a Finear contimuation and
progression, o5 chiléren will be encouraged to reflect on ther
ocerements at primary school and look to how they will prepare
them for secondory sckool. This ecthvity is centred on pomtive
psychalagy models, which outlines how recollection of pasitive experiences and emotions can promote
pontive behaviour, which is paramount for children to bounce bock against stressful expenence more
QWWM

back to their seats and open their workbook 1o page 1 Explain to the
dnlaenthtmar oks 2re thewrs o write i 2nd use 2 they please and will be stored n their
ray while 2t scheol to maintain thelr privacy, but emphasise that these workbooks will not be
completzly secretive 2s i week three they will need to take these booklets home to work on a parent
INtEIViEw scuvity.

Move to shide 7 and explain to the ciass that now that they have started 1o thunk 2bout how they el
towards certain events relanng to school wransition, they are now golag to look at the final continutem
stztement they have just discussed as a class o
primary school, more closely. Ask the dlasswoco the NT=H O T :'”'-lfxfff"f"ifl
worksheet independently and remind them to raise therr hand o trg i nlcrunias

they need addinenz] assistancs, Explam 1o the children that m tn e e

muinutes they will have the cpportunity £0 share their ARSWESS WIE | coan o i o e
e group. - —
S.Life Transitions worksheet, (15 minutes) -

Chuldren who hove been exposed I previous traesition experiences e
find primery-secondary sehoo! ransition easier, often as they have
deveioped copingskills and resihence from these expenences o wse s
templares in the futurenterventions that are linked to children’s ' s
real-ife fved experiences help children 2 provide meaning to fiture
events, This acaivity encourgges children o reflece on how apast
ransition experence and the skills they wsed during this time, Aas put
Mmamdphcmn&awmmmmdﬂ)

school. However, as children’s regdiness for transition exposure 2an
vary; treat this aenvity sensitively ard of the poce of each (ndividual
student Avoid discussion Sme, as this acavity hos the potensial to
rotse personal and sensitive opics.

Move to slide 8, explam that the chiidren are now to think ahout 2ow boch
mﬂundm&scbd.mwpmmmmmmusemﬁm

/ \0 C o THE w00 TTermed wnder 108 Trenthe Semm s At pr-NerCom et NeDeeraer 4 C e atare
Joetre Tz dew oy coay ot i foeme Ve s U ST D RN R aeda
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rammmumdmummuw%‘ sayme: many of the chiidren in the dlass
said thae they find change diffculr in the continuum ceerty. This (s xnderstandabis as we are all famier
with the fesiings experienced when we think about change Anticipetion, sxctement end curiosity con be

mezed with feslings of anxery, uncerteinty and fear, when thi, shout unfamdliar expenences
ploces, peapéeorm;,u However, you mmﬁmmmrmnmamm

aiready in your e

Encourage the children to think about one of these transitions and fill out the next worksheet. For
example, if the transition selected was moving house, n the Sret bax things like carrying boxes,

loading the moving van would be marked dows a3 "easy’, and saying goodbye to old neighbeurs and
packing written in the "difficult’ box [n the ‘emcticnbox, feelngs such as excitement and
apprehension could be jetted down sk the class to complete the worksheet independently and
remind them to rajse their kand if they need additional asstetance or are strugging 0o selece as event,

Storting nursery/ starting pnmmysdloof
Tliness of @ member of the fomily

Chongéing schos!

New sidblings

Moving howse

Moving through yecr groups

New step-parents

Chenge of cass teacher, charge of heed teacher
Supply teacker

It is important to help pupils to give words to the feelings and emotions they ere experiencing ot mes of
trensition, Words can kelp children to uaderstand their thoughts and feelings the first stage in mangging
emotions on their own. Acknowledging concerms con also

help children confide in octhers thet con help them, a3 o

apposed 1o hiding how they feel ',..,. MERROH CNE.MOVING ON

Spend the last five minutas of the session introduang the thesd Dunaibu
worry box and emphasising its parpess. Remind the
children of the importnce of sharing a5 opposed 10 kidng P
wormies, especaly about moving to secondary school (use o= 4 i
the quotas on shde 9 to do this). Emphasise 0 the children
that they can gam support from their parents, teachers.
oldersi :ndhudsmmahadymduh — m—
wransmion from primary to secondary school Alsoexplan .
that they are not alone if they f2el womed akout moving o

secondary school, and how talking © other childrenwho [ 000 PEge 4
are also moving 0 secondary school this year, can be
helpful Qutline to the children that this is the purposs of the worry box and that on the final week of
the intervention lessons, ten manutes of the session will be spent szlecting 3 worry at random sut of
the box and addressing thas worry supportively 35 a class. the children to not put ther
name on the worry card, 35 we want the cards 10 be confidennal,

Mave to slide 10, tn the middie of each table put out a pile of worry slips and ask the students to spend
e NEXT ten minutss sther down 2 worry that they would kike to put mto the box or filing n
page 4 of thew workbook, Ramind the chuldren that they c2n do both and 2lso that they anput 2
worry in the box in their own ume as well If they think of one later, as 3 pile of worry cards will be kept
by the worry box over the next five weeks of the istervention sessions. to the children that
niding how we feel is mever suocesshul whether this is o mask feelings of vulserabiity or worrying
others, and can c3use children to feel lone and unsupportd

/ \’0 (=) B T e L T L Ioye——— o~
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Lesson Plan Two: Coping strategies and resilience e

Some children find 2t cimest inpassidle to ask for help when faced with dificultes. others cope with
undenlyng armeties by acting out &at enen childres who appear to be coping well can be thrown off
course by transitions and changes Increasing children’s ability to cope with maior life events, such as
sckoc! transizion, within dessrooms and as whole schooly (s a key component of education and heaith
ressarch, and imperative for children’s long-term well-being. Supporting end helping chidren to deveiop
emononal competence and psychological resilience is especially mmpartant over primary-secondar)’
schoo! tromsivon, o5 children foce simultamecws chonges in ther schoo! emvironment acedemic
expectations ond socal interactions, which con keawily draw on therr coping afiiises

This lesson comsists of @ varety of spoken and written indhwdual, group and dass based actvices to
encourage the children’s spoken and writtan emotionsl expresson and reslience by encouraging them to
stort thinking, tolling end mentolly preporing themselves for the trensition, whkich hes dees shown to be
neglected over transfer pericds. This week predominantly focuses on the acodemic, emotional social and
precocal changes transfer children wiil face on entry b secondary school and helps chlidren to deveiop
coping stratepies to overcome difficuities thar they may face

1. Recap of session before (5 minutes) 'u-h
Remunding and refresking chilérer with what was Univamty
covered in the previous esson, helps 20 set the tone for
dnfmmmﬂmbﬂﬁnnm!

of what is experted in terms of lesson
mcbu regarding ther own and the
bebaviour of others

As 3 class spend five minutss Lesson Oue.
dﬁs!mmqwdmwm lastweek? Use
stxmmmmdswahasmml

what the word transitionmeans |
oy m:a‘z:ﬁ‘g“f:"““""w"’“ dar —
wp
tronsition to secandary school, Towards the end of the lesson, started o think about o similar transition
mdﬂmdeamhmmmmdmwsmlmﬁwﬂnﬂﬂmmmn
them for their transtion 0 secondary school

-m 2. World Cafe (30 minutes)

e o e e~ P ey i Induding pupil participation into schoo! practice and

-3 __ . veluing student voice (s an esucations! stoxdard, especiclly
importart over school ransition where porents, teachers
and children gftes show different cttitudes and concerns.

For example, children ore primartly more concerned with
social changes parents’miscelloneous concerns orethat

- .

MdﬂmﬂhMWWWnﬂ
comcerned with folls in acodemic citainment. Thas

. 1 P N
hecrowm o mn 0-:‘

e et Bl Vel e e ecknowledging children’s concerns and providing children
+ . + « | with ¢ safe ploce 2 yoice themis impertsnt for their social
and emptional development. especially in preparstion for
scheol transition where both are more heawly drawm on,

——— -
- ——
-

- . -

Move 20 slide 4 and spend the next twanty minutes of the

Jezson loolang at the academic. practical, emotional and
r@} 0 C o THE st wu:.:r:mmn‘:mw—mmunwmn
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social sanilanmes and differsnces betwesn primary and secondary schoel. This acuvity should be
condected usimg 3 world cafe format, with one pasce of A2 or A3 fiip chart pager with
mmm:warwnrmr ‘emotiomal written in the centre of the paper and 3
green (to jor down similarinies) and 3 red (to jot dovwn differences) felr up peas placed on four
mmmm&smm;mmdmm;wgmmotmmm;
the stare of the twenty-munete actviry Relanne to the facet wrinten ca the cemre of the paper, the
chuldren have five minutes o disouss the thises that may change (differences) and stay the same
seniiarmies whan they move to secondary school During this nme. the chaldrex should jotdown
€ ideas on the flow chart papsr, and make a note of two situlanines and two differences in their
transition boeidet After five minates, the chldren will move to another table to do the same for
another school transition facet, and expand and extend on thalr classmanes ideas already writien on
the flowehart pager, as the same four shests of flowchart paper will be used As five minwtes should be
spent discussing and jorune down ideas on the flowchart paper for each facet, grve the childrea two
mmnmmadeo\nms and rwe from the flow
chart peper {nto their transition woekbook, as the children vill seed these for the nesx activiey.

3. Challenges and Solutons Worksheet (20 minutes)

Chaldren’s mental health and weil-betng is dependent on their feelings of control Primary-secondary

schoo! transinon is 20 mmmamnmmmaumw

this pme show greater usement, lock of school comnection and Jow sense of seif. Acknowledgement

of one's oum and other’s emotions also plays a key rolz (n adustment processes, resitience research shown
fariure to tofk about comcerns can tthibit coping strategies, This aetivity provides children with

opportusily to practicslly address arxieties that they may have refating to primary-sacondary school

oransition, within a safe cnd supporeive anvironment

Encourage the children to go back to their onginal ssat Explain to the children how the way we tunk
maﬁ'&asmmel — M&Exph:godzmmil\:;?nmwum

ways, this can emer, Qudine howp use w peoplemmmpy
Use the dolphun /shark activity sum&mm
pnsmmdonﬂdz‘d,a,9ndl°anqunmsﬂuuaderwmdmasmdmmechss
thenhave 2 minute to think about how positve thoughts (12bel 25 "dolphin thoughes™) and

mm ("shark thoushes") can changs the way that person may fzel Spend t2n munutes on

i wmgmwlwﬂlw:tm Feengs: scared no

thoughe | can do this; e will be fun meeting new pecpis and spending nmes with friends after
schoel Feelings: excited

g2 a friend visit slide 8
have not had time 1o get will she think of me, what will she think of the
honse,wbnanmdafeam;s wmned.amns

-dolphix thought: 1 have wanted to mest up with my fmand for ages. We can have Jots of fun. Feslngs:
exated, happy

Exwple 3 Haviag 3 naw teacher (slide 9)

-dolphia thoughe may teach a netw, excitiag learnng style [ find easjer, Feelings: optimisuie, exstsd

-shark thought: what if the teacher doss not ke me. the work iz harder and | cannot do it. Feelings:
WOITied ARI0US, PAYTOUS

/ ﬁo e o THE w2t 8 ereed vn9e” the Tresthe Sammare AmipuronMosCom rercathaDeheteen £ § irtereptare v >
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MﬁMMWMummmmmmymm —
you R ) L'Wm:a‘}ﬂ

Fi the above discussion, move o slide 11 and sk the children e
0 select two of the differences that they have wroee dovwn )
from the previops acuvity and copy these differences intothe challenge |~ - |
boxes on page 6 (n thelr workbook Ask the chuldren ro independently [
write 2 possible soduton for ach to adzpe o that dufference, Explain 3

that we call such adapnion in psychology resdience,

Give the children seven minutes 10 do this aad three munones should
then be spant guiding 3 dass discussion for the sudents to shars ther
solutions. Ressarch hos shown that oiidren value and wane greater
teacher-child discussion over primary-sscondary school transition o :
aflsvate apprehension and arooety, this activty enables you to do chis. + 1

'’ -
*
- -

— V" -

4. School Timetable Activity (5 minutes)
%dhyjcﬂ LWW While some procedura! concerrs, particulorly anvietier
- | st | e ' reiating 0 sew routines and the school size, ore resolved
- within the first term of secondary school once children
- Become more settled other changes which reguire
Y —— P —— differentiction between previows codes of dehaviour ond
-} | | P new ones can be more long stonding. Research suggests
‘ | thee children want proctical exposure o seme of the
' chellenges they may foce over primary-secondary school
S s bt s i aoe oo | promsiticeand opportunity o Test out’ how to cope with
A SN ST . Y S a SRS SR these challenges, such a3 the above in ¢ safe ploce in
L. % — £ —aCy preparation for the trangfer. Becoming more orpanised
and independent is something many tronsfer children
struggle with sver primary-secondary school tronsition,
and are cpprehensive sbout in preporation for the move
This activity provides children with opportunity o
prectice this
d Move to slide 12and sk the children to turn to page 7
A in their workbosk and independenty work on the

timetabie activity by copying down the items froem the
Bt below the timetable that they will need for Tuesday

—— - - e

T — g —

and Thursday.

Correct answsrs
Tussday: laboratory coatand gogsles, snghsh book, maths book caloulztor, ruler lngredients peaci
caze. water botts

wummum-wmmmm.m.umm

/ ‘]0 e o THE wnth 1 oereed onger 1he Tresthe Tommare AnipuresNesCom et e De et § § ety
oetre Tz e s oo of i Toetee VU SRIE SRS TN a DR SN R s s b




314

Lesson Plan Three: Social Support a

Supportve relationships eremportant for children’s emetiona! welloeing, and especislly over primeny-
secondery school transtion, where parents, peers and teschersare significant sources of support for
children. Howaver, school transition car also be merked 3y peer and student-tescher relotionship
instability. In this sesxion children will b encouraged to reflect ond draow om pesrs, teachers and
porents/guardions a5 sipportive figuresas they epproach primary-secondary schoa) sresaton

1. Recap of session before (5 minutes) s
Reminding and refresking childree of what was covered in the ﬁm Lesson Three: Social
previsus letsom, elps o set the tone for the lesson to come and
estublish a mutual understonding of what it expected in terms
of letsor content, but also regarding their oun behaviour and
the behoviour of others,

As 3 dlass spend five minutes recapping Lesson two. Eg. Can
arybody remind me what we did jastweek? Use slide 2, slide
3 kas potentisl mewers, &g partic(pated in ¢ [Vorid Cafe
group cetivity and discussed academis, socicl practice] end
emopional simflarites and differences children foce over
primary-secondary school transition, learnt chout how the way
we think con affect how we feel and dehave

2. Co-ptlot activity-self (10 minutes)
It s important children words o the feslings experiencing ronsinon
Wmmwz:gmwuggdwgmmmmmmgmm
on their own, Acimowlzdging concerns can also Aelp children o confide in others that can Aelp them as
opposed to hiding how they feel

Move to slide 4 and ask the children to use the

technigues covered last session aboutcoping
School utrmmﬂ(&cm o OApAN o S S’ o i the Ml i
g por—f Ay on page B by jotting dSown & few ideas regarding

———— oomwemonse what they could do to prepare themseives for
Sadsstommni ~— e e e e secondary school, Explain that writing dewn
.+ S0 & e B+ e — worries and ways 80 overcoms them is a
(v ] mindfulness techroque, called written emotional

expresnica, aad is bebeved to help pecple cope with

transition Spend ten minutes on this bax

Co-pilot activity-others (10 minutes)
" —— P W ——— B b . SR Gt W b O — mmﬁmdwm”mm

s secondery school tranzition period are thows to

. seztle into secondary school bester. Thus, facilitating
wmwﬁbmnumb
} 4 important
Exphnwthdllduthaswpmﬁum
o Mnunandsbﬁm
! 4 think more wumd.mdsdool
mxmaﬁmwum
1w this ddass 15 in the same position and will share

i
14
E.
fild
g_

simiiar axatement bt also wormes about
/ \0 C o THE w2 TTereed inder 198 Treathe Semma e Andures-NesSos martiel NeDehwraer 4 O i rterratare
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secondary school,

For this next sctivity encourage the children to pretend they are co-pilots sbout to voyage cn 2

new journey to secondary school Give the children twe minutes to find a parter (ideally 2 child who
is transitioning to the same secondary school as them) and give the children three minutss to talk to
their partner about how they can support each other over the trapaition to secondary schoel Afer this
discussion time, display slide 5 and ask the children to swap transition bosklets. Give the children five
minttes to write in their partner’s co-pilet box on page 9 what they have just discussed about how

they are going to support them,

3. Purzie activity (30 minutes)
Research has shown that children who perceve parents i be ovaticdls, open o communication and more
wmqummmmmmmymmmml
oransition. However, although parents ond studentsoften share similar worrss over the rananion periad
{feelings of loss, arxseties regarding the urinawn and changes in teaching being most common), these
concerns are gften not shared and hidden from each other, subjecs o fears of appearing vuinerable or
worrying the other.

Nonetheless, when parents and students hude these arseties from eoch other, this con couse them 2o feel
alone and Therefore, open communication and discussion chonmals between
parents and 1s heffeved to help ard children, This cctivity is designed to do this and
ispuided by the child, os research Aas shown that students need ¢ degree of irsight (nto what secondary
school wiil be Ake, but this (rsight should be sensitive to the chald's specific nesds

Dsphyddo‘a&whwcwﬂudﬂ“&am - po -
to secondary scheol transition is a period of changs but sSahool Transition
also 3 nermal avent that lots of children experience and . e ser o
have expenenced. Emphasise that taliang to adalts or cider e
children who have already made the transiton from S ot o s .
prumary to secondary school about therr expenances can

help prepare them for their movs abead, Ask the chiddren %
turn to page 9. Expiain to the children that they are now
FOIng to create 3 puzzie to help them start tallong to ther :
parents/guardians or older members of their Smily about -
meving to secondary school. Give the children ten minutes

0 think of sight questions they would likes answers to. o 'Esmme

children are sruggiing duplay Shde 7 and sk the children — '4_,;;‘ e

0 uss the questions that are on the shide to help them to :‘09-7"

think of thair ovn . Fizats =
et et

Give the children seventeen minutes to- copy down ther r—— . §k/ :

eign stions onto their puzzle. number the nner comers | —o — v w4 ST

13, the outer four corners in a different colours, cut R =

our and make their puzzle, Use shide 8 to help sxplam o the

chuldren of how to make their ongami puzzle Oncnie

SEVENtEEN ManuEs have .xkd!mltm

pczzlemﬂmrhgmmtn nmhm slide 9and explain w the culdren

that over the next wesk they tnlmemewapana/ oroldermmberoldmrhﬂy

usmg their puzzie and fill in page 11 in preparation 2nd as homework for sext week Emphasise tothe
chuldren that it 15 important that ther parent reads the parent leaflet provided tefors workang on tis
acuvity, Remund the chuldren that they need w remember 1o take thelr workbook home today znd then
Mmmdmmkmwmmmmmmmsspodm and will

help to prepare them for secondary schocl,

Porers/Guordiar Leafiet
It is imporzant to acknowledge that parenss fsuardians can aiss have worries over primary-secondary
sckool transitorn, especially if this is their firsz time. When parents stryggle & adapt o thewr changing

7/ ‘10 (=) THE w37k 1 Toareed ender the SrRTVE Commane Arls o NenC e mar st e Deh gt a 4 0 tenada e
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roie 1n supporarg a secondary school child, this can noc only affect parent-child relationships, but —

their chid's adjustment. @
However, research has shown that for yeor six and seven chaldren, the peopie who helped the

most o prepere for secondary schoo! transition were parents {$15%) and when parents/guardiot we
involved durirg idal pramary-secondary school ransition, theve is grearer hkelihood that this
portnership wall continue throug hout secondary school, Therefore, establishing supportive
megmawmmwonmmmwﬂrwamm-m adjustment
a

msparmwwdrm legflet is designed to parents/guardians and provide strategies  help
them manage their own worries and support thetr chid

S e e e i

POt primary an cannot matad over primany-
secondary school transtion. However, research Aas shown that children ! find seetang

from teochers egsier at primary school, where t2achers are perceived to mmwmm;u
avaiicbls This actinty reminds children that they can and should stil aooess support from teachers when
they move to secondary schoo!, aithough the way students do this may reflecave of changes
wathin the secondary school emvironment. For example, children are taught by momy teachers at
secondary schoo! for short tme periods, which can restrict cpporaunities for relationship formaton and
be at odds with what MMW&:R%MMM&MM

children miss primary It is important thot mmnqmsmm Is ser
reclistc expercations for children over primary-secondary do not feel faisaly

vatcxelhnd;skmdid: to put therr hand up %o
m&mp-fhemumdnusheuwmdmgk N"hnnu/ Yor
swmub@pmaywm;ﬂhglwaﬁm , Peers
encourage children to start thinkng about how relanoss I

with t2achers and how they are Eught may chmawhen‘xy MWJ -
st mﬁmmwm-m%%u 11t ?
gmmm :

A &
— ‘g

o,

- %
7\ O O o THE wmeh 8 areed onder 1he Treatre Dammar Anidud or-NesCom mertishaDetateer § 5 st eta e
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Lesson Plan Four: CATS consolidation of learning i

In the fina! two weeks, o consolidote learmng from the sructured activites and GRFCUTRON FESSIONS
incorporated in the last three sesmons, ond as an glsemotive to teacker-led instruction, the children will
engape in Boulton and Boulton’s (2017) cross-qged teacking (CATS). Cross-gged teaching it o mew
techriquawhere older studenrs ceach and pass on thetr knowledge o younger sudents, In erder to teach
younger chtidren effectively, older children must firstly master thair ovm lsaming, and then teacking
remforces this knowledge, as children are reguired 20 rework and make finks with thair exsting
understondng. CATS kas been shown to be gffective in @ rarge of domains especially in teaching and
modigying children’s appraisals to @ renge of soaal and emotiona! foctors

Algrang to CATS, daring this session the children will come up with five primary-secondary school top
gps The ckildren will then tronsiete these tips into proctics uRng ¢ medium of ther chotoe suck a5 ¢
poster; leafiet story. poerm, o prepare ywar five children for the trangfer next year, The children will then
showrase these top tips, wsing ther chosen medium next week in their fina! workshop sesrion

1. Recap of session before (5 minutes)
Reminding and refresking childres with what was covered in the previous lemson, helps o set the tone for
the lesson to come ond estabiish o mutual understanding of what is expected (n terms of lesson content,
buz also regarding their own behavtour and the bedaviour of others

As 3 class spead five minutes recapping Lesson three W

Ep Can anybody remind me what we did inst weel? Use ANrote 8 personal (#8008
slide 2, slide 3 has povestial answers, &8 wrote
personci pledge end piedge & peer (ehs 5 gong toche | 891609010 8 poer
gmmmwoumwwm rlwﬂ
L2 parents/gusrdions ahout ther experiences moving l °
primery-secordary sehool and gain answers 2 “Looked st how teacher
pressing questions and looked o2 how teacher suppore Suppon may change when
may change when moving to secondery school and how M.m
2o adapt in order to obtain supsore school ‘

Selvaad Tramadfiea| 2. Homework
e | acuvity (10 minutes)
o orceror - While some procedural concems, particulanly anoebss refon
new routines and the schoo! size, tend 1o discppear within the first
tamof schoo! once chaldren bacome more settied, other
aspecss which reguire differentations
bwmumdzsa{mmdmmesmdmum
long-standing ond can compromise children’s abiliyy o
Eecmwmmwm are changes
mmmmmmdmlem
a@mmﬂum@m the oppornunity to develop
skalls in preparation for the ransition o secondary’
MMasaﬁmdmmmmm Therefore, ensure
that the children experience the of not returming their
transition bookist and completing by not deing able
mwmmh&nmmoncndmdmmh:mde
children with photocopies of 1230 they com contirae
perocipating in the lesson this acoiviy:

/ \0 e 0 THE wnt ) Teereed ender 148 Srentve Commars Andburen MosCommar b izDetereat § S imterepsare
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Fresent shide 4 and faciieare 2 class discussion, with the children sharing thelr guestions asd
parests /guardianc apswers

3. CATS Istroduction and summation of individual five top tips (10 minutes)

Explain to the children that they are going to put some of the sclutions to the challenges they
discussed i week 2 into practice using a new and exsiting teachins technigue called CATS. Display
slide § and explain that CATS stands for cross-aged teachung and mvolves children putting their
learmmng into practice i the real world® Explain that they are going to do this usmg what they have
learnt about s2condary school transton over the last three weeks and will use this learming w help
prepare year fve children for the transtion. Firstly ask the chaldren to come up with five top school
transtion tps thay would give to a year fve child when they move to year six next year. Give the
childrer tem mirutes to do tis and display slide 6

Saeel Trane¥ oo

Esmh.im[mmém&lk [ I T I S -

. nd orgarssed the nght — x -~
Dqg? cnd afmpknm yowr :hb?ay "U PO

o Moke friends and be sociadie your pesrs will kelp to sepport
mMmmMMxﬂmﬂanﬂm

rolvs s

o Remember that you are not clone everyons tansitions schools
and there are jots of peopie that)wu can go to obdam support

o  Firsz impressions master, Be punctucl organised and podite

3. CATS Finalise top tips (5 minutes)
Elpl:nmthechlaeathtd!ymnmv 0 put thesa ups into

(with sonpe)
e\mamynshow&ernpomm bphntg:’mqmaneMMmpwmt\!mpnps
w0 the ﬁnchﬂaunmsrxbdmwukmmmmmwm

vears on shde 8, 9and 10 w the
mnmmﬁnmmwﬁ mmm;mmmm |dren into
groups cr allow them two minutss w0 do tis Mﬂedulhumsantlermgredmau
zddimonal three mumues to discuss the top tps that they wrote independently 2nd deads which five
gm%ﬁﬁmmma&mmMaMmmﬁone&Ws

3. CATS main activity (30 minutes)
Display slide 12and encourage the children 1o work on their leaflet, poster. storyboard, role-play et
Explan that the children have the remaining thirty minutss of the lesson to do this and emphasiss that

they need to e Anizhed by the end of the lesson 5o they can present to the vear five culdren m the
next trassition lsson.

In order to gain a level of autonromy and socsally refisctive maturity of being a secondary school
student, transfer children must be willing to deveiop independence and seif-manogement
capadiiiries Giving the children oppartunity to test these copabtlities, by giving them ownership
over work deadiines and time Mmirs such as the above activity, within a supportive, famuliar and
protective primary school environment will help them to gain confidence to replicate this at

secondary school,
/ Xo O o THE Wttt (eereed inde 1he Treethe Davmmarr Aripares-NemSom mer sl haDe et § § rar et e
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Lesson Plan Five: CATS presenting learning e

Building om les2 session the children will continue enpaging in Boulton and Boulton’s (2017) cross-cged
teaching (CATS) o technique wiere older students teach and pass on their kmowledge to younger
studears

This week, 20 consoldote jearring the children will Aove acguired from the soructured octivities and
discussion sessions incorporated fn the last three sessions, and as an afternative to taacher-lod
tnstruction, the chiidren will finalise their top tips using therr medium of chowce and skowease these top

aps to a class of year five children.

1. Recap of session before (5 nunutes)
Remunding and refreshing childrer with what was covered in the
previous lessom, helps to set the tone for the lesson o come and

embkstamm(mm what &5 expectad in terms of
lessor content but also regarding their own behaviowr and the
bebaviour of others

Tw crben
As 3 dass spend five minutes recapping Lessom four. Eg. Con l'—"'-".'--.
Mwﬂmemﬁhﬂuuk’memzﬂdeSm w
discussed the interyiew homework, =
aboutm‘xal is and usad this techwigue to create five top

Sps ts present to year five children o prepare them for primary-secendary school sransiion,

2. Task re-introduction and presentation preparation time (10 minutes)
Faalitatz 2 class discussion using shde 4 sbout what makes 3 good presensation (shide 5 has the
answus).'l‘bmd‘sphy“‘admhm 10 manutes to prepare for their year five
presentations, emphasise that the children will bz going to the year five classroom m ten munwtes 50
they need to be ready”

3.Mmm vear five classroom (30 minutes)
w5 (2004) Mmmwmmwmwwm

ponawbmw'w Boanoe back” against stressfil experiences more Quackly ond effectved: Ths
presestation scOVILy encourages children o do this as chiidrex will be discusming @ sensaive topic
{primary-school transition), which will drow on their inner resources to remain caim and & control the

expression of ther emotions

Pmnodnmdtw :bwumdurnopwspmﬁuhimmwthntﬁudﬂm
the importance of primary-secondary school trazsition, what the children have
Mql'hn ovar the last fve weeks and briefly outline what CATS 5 {could ask the students to -sm
pve the children the remaiming time to share their work Ensere 3 sensitive 3
FUPPOTEVE aEVIrORment i3 mamntained throsghowt with ces child spealing to the group at cne tme.

4. Worry box address (15 mmutes)

Display slide 7 and ask a child at random to close their eyes and select 3 worry out of the box and read
this worry to the class Facilitate 3 dass @soussion sbout how this worry could be addressed, enzure
that this 15 carvied out senzitively and provide greatsr danfication where mecessary. Children can also
fill in page 15 during this tima.

Fwﬁ“ofeﬂ&um&mmwmauwmmm&andwhmmannat
ddressed semritively of appropricte Smes by suppertve figures this con bave long-term negotive

mphmaom. This activity gives children the opporsunity to voice their concerns, developing their spoken
emotonal expression sialls ond addness these wormies sexsitively within g supportre environment

¥ ' Tw  ThEwark s fcerses unze e Sreectve Camrmany dreei, < Helasuathar 40 e
@0 e 6 m%m-mvﬁl'“@w ‘ @
Y =
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Appendix 5.3: Talking about School Transition Intervention PowerPoint slides

Primary-Secondary
School Transition

Workshops

LA
facy B\ | SN

LESSON ONE: MOVING ON ANG
PROGRESSION

ﬁ, LESSON ONE MOVING ON AND
- PROGRESSION
What & expoctas ¥ terme of our osn bahsvioor
&nd the eheviowr of cthorn n heoo Denrer”

» We 30 not “putt down” each other by laaghing. talking
OVAr OF TRAITURSNE SOMACHS WhHan they are apaakng,
S0 SVAr/one Nat e rig 0 opsak and svenone's
opnon B vaload.

» What other pacple oay 0 Cia0d © corfioartal.
Evenmting we Jocuna N TNo ClSaoToom neads o ohay
hare.

» ¥ y0u Cont want 80 offer an 0PN YOu COn' have to.

1

-

LESSON ONE: MOVING OfN AND

ﬁl LESSON ONE: MOVING ON AND

5

| nercet voswanii

Whet 00 pronent yoor conon ctuc oo agy. who wern|

N thaaare pooton t year?
1 ws @ ey MOt NG aly 0 N0 33
G NS IME eaw W ¢

¥

U, 102 TG vou hao, 138 You wers Iadving
£t OF like your T2y DOHAG 2 you wans
IeAngE oart O T yOoursd # SO Ol Bhe wisr
VO Ol s HE Saoed e Ban pou et @
ORW DNE O yOurelff (Yoot QOWALD Nea M)
LA S o e ol GG | 6R dand Sl
D rooe of ry Mancs froas iy of ey
CHOR FOre ANC 1 Tt il I ohdys
2 really eostad 3G Fen e 13 bl | realy

PROGRESSION | ERQGRESSION
Pﬂl-mrw
7o, Movie, el A K
- TRARS=, - TRANSSY o
@ IO  INON "=
-5 R O ot ) e
Psoacgd fom as Toeo
plece 1D another Progiensson
3 4
W&  LESSONONEMOVINGONAWD |  [Q)  LESSONONE MOVING ON AND
| PROGRESSION | ' PROGRESSION |

Continuum Activity
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- LESSON ONE: MOVING OfY AND

PROGRESSION |
Go to Page 2 @

- LESSON ONE: MOVING O AND
PROGRESSION |

GotoPage 3

15 minutes
Independent

-~

=
-

LESSON ONE: MOVING ON AND
PROGRESSION |

What dopresent year seven Students sey who
mhﬁissmmg!?

S pou Ve 2 ODIA TGS & 10 SO T N0L ST DAGIGS Y
will 298 Wovss NS you

Y G NG00 20 | ey 20 TR0S yOur rodl amd, GO T vy Som
rem -~ s

v gk openingu and

RN hes a Cinit
ROEREON (sl M son

w

i LESSON ONE: MOVING ON AND
_PROGRESSION |

Go to Page 4

10
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Primary-Secondary
School Transition
Workshops :

[ Aty ~~
“ "‘Pe
fecs.dt  BNE

.. LESSONTWO:Copmgstrateg)
- and resilie

i‘l‘ Lesson Two: Coping strategi :j

i

ﬁ( Lesson Two: Coping strategij

What did we do last session?
«Continuum activity

*Primary school reflection
“Life transition workshoet

Continuum Activity

N
¢ %
e ] Aroe
dad

a' Lesson Two: Coping strategipej

*The way we think sHoas
the way we ool and what
we do

*8y holping poopie To thank
N MAre optimstic and
POSIE WIS, We Gan

change the way theytocl
and bohawe.
0 o e Loch e pessseeddsisan iz Sherk thouges)
: Cocm:‘d (dolphinthougts) (
|_Sasiongd Sonorive Thoraoy

a’ Lesson Two: Coping Stf&teﬂj

_We srenow goingto pmctics this..

5
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a'_' Lesson Two: Coping strateglj

You are pickad tobe in a schod conoert

What would be the shark thought and what would be the

dolphin sherk

1. 1 am foang 10 00 emibie, | S Sog evaryone will laugh At
e

2. L can a0 M, It will Dol mostng naw paople and Soanding

S with Mendcs afer wheol

i{ Lesson Two: Coping strategij

You have a friend visiting unexpectedly

What would be the shark thought and what would be the

dolphin shark

1. Ran's Bad 3G 10 get Sacy, wiat will hiyshe Sunk of g
wiiat will ha/dve Dunk of my Dacream, wita can | o

2 11 WROMT W0 PRt Lo wilts My Hend 1o 3ges. Wa can
Bave &0 Much fan

—

poathe | . poo e
(cophn (coghn {
7 B
a" Lesson Two: Coping strategij & Lesson Two: Coping strategij
You have a new teacher Primaryesecondary schod tansition

What would be the shark thought and what would be
the doiphin shark

1. WHat if 3 wadhar CCaan 'l ke d. 3e wirk & Dandar

anglantaoit

2. May %adh 3 now, exsting leaming sve | fndeasien

o

Can somebody think of a statement...

SWBaE Coulad b 2 dolghin $wugdys

SWNS] (ol Be @ ik ooy

poothe [
Mr?
(coghn
[ thouchin)

é} Lesson Two: Coping strategij

Go to Page 6
Selecttwoormore -
challenges and find a —
solution or ‘dolphin
thought’

7 minutes
Independent working

i‘_' Lesson Two: Coping strategij

GotoPage 7 and
pack your school
bag for TUESDAY

and THURSDAY

T

5 minutes

Independent
working

11

12
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Primary-Secondary - Lesson Three; Social Suppor
School Transition
Workshops
What did we do iast session?
- Social Suppor
1 2
& Lesson Three: SoclalSuppory - Lesson Three: Soclal Suppory
What did we do Iast session? . ‘Tum toPage 8
aWorld Caté - Inthe second box at
dLoamt about the Importance the bottom ofthe page
of thinking positively :f”""‘;:'”
“Packed secondary school episin how you ere
following a timetable going to get yourself
i Vowsde ready for secondary
school.
3 4
é, Lesson Three: Social Suppory i Lesson Three: Social Suppor}
Now swap transition
booldets with your TumtoFage 9 S —
SESIT partner end in thelr Think of eight questions
first box at the top of you would ke answering
“”m.“l mmw
to them to explain how secondary school and
b | omews | T
- school Independent working

6
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= -
- Lesson Three: Social Suppory

gt N »

< .
o o

i Lesson Three: Social Suppory

Interview a parent/guardian
or oider member of your

&, Lesson Three: Soclal Suppor}

* Bmcasos ar prareey schodd sees ey el v DU ute A ok
oty with s yar leecheex, g Peew Doscondery scho] £ 5 s by
23 e of U bawechers than't hervw L Bon ot i ot ey bt
Eaocansos 1reey o ) Baawy with ofheer choose

¥ ey achook, e et woesd 10 freet o Sox chidown g i Mgh
schood ey Ureet us Boe youyl il

o sexi wm rerw redorw b eecoredey sehool st don't heeve el oo B
worrhes ! o ! e wordkon! up sl the B By 0 vl G et o
haxie T 0 oF better”

o ik 1 ve opereed U e Bt o Decsaes | v, | wsseot Sut Bdbothom o
Pravewy | wms e choost 1 Now £ x kod sesesr Beconss Ve gt mor
S twex”

i1

i." Lesson Three: Social Suppory
Important supportive people

Parents/
uardians

?

Peers

10
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Primary-Secondary §  LESRRIE o comokiiol
School Transition
Workshops

(=Y
[ %)

= LES SON FOUR: CATS consolidation B LESSON FOUR: CATS consolickation
- 4 of leaming - of leamin
*“Wrote a personal pledge
and a pledgs to a peer
*Created a origaml puzzie to
quiz parents/guardians
*Looked at how tsacher
support may changs when
children move to secondary N
achool
3 a
=5 : O s olicat =5 : CATS consolidation
- LESSON FOUR: CATS cor::.c:\ At - LESSON FOUR: CATS corfcl At
Of leame Of eal
i : TumtoPagedd ~— "
Cross-aged teaching Independently think -
. of five top tips :
*Enables pupils to put :
heir learning into practi i
the g into practice 10 minutes quiet
*Older students teach and pass ontheir working
knowledge to younger students

wn
0
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=0 LESSON FOUR: CATS consobdats
.ﬁ\ . ;
Eamples ofTop Tips

+Sa pragerad snd Orgen oad By DECh AZ V0Ir DaE e
i badore and compiets your homework on the day
You raceive L.

SUpport you during thia intally oahng in it
Mircugioet sacondary echool. Lo on

*Remamber that you are not slone and there are iots of

Dy 203 memer. B8 puncius, orzensed and

Tipsasagowp »
each group must |

select stlesst one tip
member's iist

3 minutes of
discussion

i1

i0

W  LESSONFOUROWS cm:m

—— )
— i -

Work on you

Five Top Tips
GroupWork —

Use your planning space
on Page 11snd 12

30 minutes group work

12
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Pﬂmarysewndary a' LESSON FIVE: CATS presentin
Jeamin
School Transition
Workshops
What did we do iast session?
1S
i CATS presenting lmﬁ
1 2
’-"1 LESSON FIVE: CATS pueswr.mg:earmrxd """, LESSON FIVE: CATS presentin
C leame
What makes a good presentation?
3 a
"‘" LES SON FIVE: CATS presentin a? LES SON FIVE: CATS presentin
o leams leamin
Good speech Presenters speak .
volume st o it clearly and Prepare howyou
dnotioobul) L dlencels  concisely are goingto
engaged present your Five ool
What makes a good presentation? Top Tips Group
Speakers are
Knowtedgeable Work
' Presentation ls Use Page 11and 12
carefully planned
and rehearsed 10 minutes group work
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Appendix 5.4: Talking about School Transition Intervention Workbook

My Priman-Seceoncarny

Scehool Transition
Workshop Boolk
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School Transition

Mowving from primarny o secondery school can be both sn exciting and 524 time, 82 chidren are nat anly
looking forwand fo the new opporiunities 3t secondary school, but also sy goodye to primany schood,
Reflect on your time at primary school by answering the following questions. Think about how your
primary schood experiences can halp you prepare lor your nest progression w secondary school.

1) Jot down your BChiesament at primany schiool

3} Areyou going bo miss anything and if so what are you going to miss?

4} Wwhat change are you most lppking forward fo?

wr transition ho seco schoal?

==
‘l E ﬂ T gl b T TR SRR | SR DR e R SR e T ] L e
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Schoel Transition -

Transition is another word for change. In September lots of Year six children will expenience 3 ransinon whan
they move up to Secondary school However, similar transitions, such a5 moving house, changing jobs and
even getting 3 pet happen throughout ife, some of which you may have already experienced like moving

through year groups at school, moving house or the birth of a new sibling.

Think about a particular transition in your life and brainstorm your ideas to the following questions:

Iransition:
tasy:
Difficult:
Mow did you overcome obstacles? What did you learn?
‘.
0 R e e e e
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School Transition &

Have you thought about Secondary school? Yes /No
List three of your favourite colours,
1)
2)

3)
and three of your least favourite colours.

1)

2)
3)
Which colour Is most like how you feel about Secondary school?

Why did you choose that colour?

Why do you think that colour makes you feel like that?

V (, “2 o TR b e e T e ey SRR S e o - - \ )
\e “. 4 Bl L SR S S I B S T S R R
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School Transition &

Like the life ransiions we have just worked on, when you transition from Primany school o Secondany school
scama things will stay the sama such as having haaths, English and Science lessons, but some things will be
different a3 you will slso sxperience changes and faoe new challenges, such &5 moving between classrooms
for diferent subjects, being taught by diferent teachers and using a Dmetablz!

Talte 3 minute to brainstorm ways your |ife might be smilar but also different when you move to Secondany
chulis] and akso emotionally [thoughts, feelings).

=T —TT 53l Ared Frigmclshi == =
Simillarities: Similarities:
i ve reglsbroniow and Thuis bt il T, covtiine ka4l Caw talie to baackers
asssnblies Lo the bitermetive whitehoorsts. | fortoel durleg break | soak srgthleg L
Acprales Eloag prismanryy sebeel st
ical D - — il Diff 7 — —
Friendships: Differences:
Mt Larasr Hedn iy tntroduced o different | More shudenks bs play m
Frimng School | map g | Letredegy Style. medl mepid frignals with Groster
Lest: wilti, respos ilitles,

T el ni o T L RE s T N B P P

= @
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Sclhoeol Transition -

Howewar, although transitions an sometimes ba wormgng and a bit daunting, they can also ba positive.
Change and challenges are good and help 15 1o become stranges, sdaptabile and more confident and it is

impartant 1o learm ways 1o cope and find solutions Do overoome our initial apprehersions.

Using the differences you have just brainsormed, take each in tum and write down some possbls solutions
to adapt to them. The first one has been completed for you as an examiple.

Setomdivy] Scavel will be veuch avger thae iy | USE @ Sckont weap e REp Tl SLBSoriieas, b
ToleAry soleapl, | naay pet Losk promnined mvad v where | ned te e aad wise

v dowt ke fieid tp ask for hip

"l.
== - i
t} % E T e e o T R T Sl B e o e e i s e a e
| _.E-"_‘_ s pame s Vo cmms g cags oF dha e sk g U REEGETIE R D T i S
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School Transition

Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Frday
Day
whole School Form Time House Assembly | Xey Stage s whole School
Assembly Assembly Assembly
Penod 1 Maths Chemistry Siclogy English Eiology
Pariod 2 Physcs English Maths Maths RE
Morning Break Time
Period 3 Geography Maths English Chemistry Maths
Penod 4 Geography Shysics PSHE RE English
Lunch Time

Period 5 FE OT-Cooking Act Mistory KT
Perod 6 FE DY-Cooking Art History KT

Maths book, Laboratory Coat and googles, English book, ingredients, Geography book, Calculator, Mistory book,
£.E kit, RE book, Atas, Colounng pencils, Pendl case, water bottle, Dictionary, Ruler

From the list above, jot down the things you need to pack in your school bag for that day:

oo

e

re‘(, "\ 0 R e o R . - DR e
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School Transition

hiowing to Secondany school is a normal e event, that lots ofeleven year olds inthe UK will do this year and it i
important to remember that you ane not slane. Fof example, Everypons in this cless is in the same position and
will share the same excitemant but alss worrles and concema as you. Think about yourselves as oo-pilots about

tovoyags on 3 new life joumney!
Share the work you comgleted in this lesson with one of your dassmates! Whomever you choose will be your

co-pilot for this activity. Talk shout how you can support each other through the transition to Sacondany
scthool and create a pledge to be there for each other, by filing in your co-pillots box beloeer:

My Co-pllot’s Pledge:

féoem jot doein some things that you would like o do to help prepare yourses for secondary schoed |

My Pledge:

{} o ! u Thas acark b ia e s re S REaE e e e s o e e e
1@ s Losrm tn sms n oy of S neewe o Sy crmierreer s syt eeeen b okt E
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School Transition -

Before moving to secondary school @ s common to have many questions about what school life
will be like as 3 Year seven student. NOW IS your Chance to g3in answers 10 these guastions from
experiencad others who have successfully transivonad from primary to secondary school

Jot down eight questions to ask your siblings/teachers
E.g. What did you take to secondary school on your first doy?

i

2

3

1V e et v age R e e ]
S e B g e y—- e
Pl TR Nt L —y 00w e

maonmwmmmm. N P r”_P- '11\
Then, following the instructions on the right of e o e f} ’ e
: !l'. f 5 M-:—-..ﬂ-
\ 2 ARCh e e g
b il al e b aqe s
. e
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B

Schoel Transition

Mo that you hive created your puzsler intendew someons [this may be & parent/cars ol der
siblimgfteacher) who has already made the transition from primany to secondary school and
jot down their answers in the boxes below. Bemember to bring your transition booklet back fo

1.

school neody for your next transition lesson.

s
Trip wntf g gl pogam rhE R TSR IR R TR D g B e e b
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== =3
School Transition

Prima School Transition Top Tips

LUising CATS we are2 going o practice the things we have lsami ower the past two wesks by helping prepars
Year fivm children for their transtion to Secondany school neat year. We ane going to do this by oreating a
poster, |esfler, poem o Bven B 3tory to show the importance of our top tips.

Five top Tips:

Planning Space:

24
a
T am b e el o e e, Sl S e e Sl i § e i o
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School Transition &

Planning Space Continued:

T et e e aetes (e ST e srenat @ Rl e satom VL v e ¢ Y
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School Transition

Have you thought about Secondary school?  Yes [ No
List three of your favourite colours,

1)

2)

3)
and three of your least favourite colours.

1)

2
3)

Which colowr is most like how you fesl sbout Secondery schoal?

Why did wvou choose that colpur?

Wy do you think that colour makes you feel like that?

Has this colour changed since 'Week One? Yz [ No

If so wihy do you think this colour has changed ?

. {} o ! n o a8 o ol o W G E 3 L L e e LLLE ) *
e- s LEEE T R b W S L e AT, T AL
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Appendix 5.5: Survey (Time 1)

Primary-Secondary School Transition QQuestionnaire T1

Consent

[ have listened bo and understand the instructions read Lo me aboul iy TesHa
participation in this research study

[ give my consent to participate in this research study Yes/HNo
Demographics

Gender flale,/Female /Prefer not to say
Frimary school altending N
What is your birth month and year? [(write as mm, yyyyl TP Sy pp—

Section 1: Secret about me code

L. Write the first letter of your mother's or female caregiver's lirst mame asnasssaan
[Write "M /&" if this does not apply to vou). Use the fiest letter of her full name and not
a nickname (&g if first name 5 Elizabeth werite “E” for Elizabeth and not *1L° for Lix)

2. Wrile the first letber of your father's or male caregiver's first name —— = i 35
[Wirike & AT If this does nat apply to viou ). Use the Firse letter of kis fall mame and not
a nickname (e i st name &5 " Rohert,” please wnte " or Bohert and naok "B bor ok

3. Write the first letter of your middle name —— = i 35
[Write "% /A" if vou do not have a middle name}

4. Write the name of your lrst pet — =
[if you have never had a pet leave this answer blank)

5. How many siblings [brothers and sisters) do you have? (R
[This is the number when you first completed the survey)

G I yes, [when) were you barn TSP
|put the mumber g 1 ik Eirst]

7o What i wour birth month amnd year? (mmyy ) ST S
[Egjume 1995 would he 0655).

B Write the first three letiers of your primary sclhool? s PR - = Emiee=auaau
[the school you attended on when you first took this survey

Section 2: About me

For the guestons below, please CIRCLE, Mot true, Somewhat true OR Very True to best describe haow
vou have fzlt since the Easter break

1} Tgetalol of headaches, stomach-aches or sickness

Mot trae SZomewhat true Very true
Page | 1
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2] Dwoary a lol

Hat trae Somewhat rue Very true

) 1 am odten unhapgry, down-hearted oF tearful

Hat trae Somewhat true Very true

4] Dam nervous i hew siluations. | easily bose conlidence

Hat trae Somewhat rue Yery true

5) 1 have naany fears, 1 am eagily scared

Mat trae Somewhat true Very true

6] 1 am uswally on my owi [ generally play alone or keep o naysell

Hat trae Somewhat rue Very true

7)1 have ane good friend oF more

Hat trae Somewhat true Very true

] Ouher people my age generally like me

Mat trae Somewhat rue Very true

9] Other children or young people pick on me or bully nie

Mat true Somewhat true Very trus

10) 1 ged on better with adults than with people my own age
Hat trae Somewhar Tue Yery mue

Section 3: My Parents
Far the questions below please CIRCLE, Yes, Sometimes OR No for how aften your parent(s) or
guardian(s) do these things,

1) Express pride in me
TES SOMETIMES NO

2) Help me practice Uhings

TES SOMETIMES [0
Page | 2
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1) Help me niake decisions
TYES

4) Give me good advice
TES

5] Help e niake upr my mind
TES

6] Help me find answers
TES

7] Praise me when 1 do well
TES

E] Poditely point out my mistakes
TES

9] Tell me how well 1 do on ashs
TES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

8

[y

[y

[y

i

i

[ur

Section 4: My teachers

Far the questions below please CIRCLE, Yes, Sometimes O/ No for how often your teacher{s) do these

thing=

1) Listes if I'ni upset
TES

2] Care abowl me
TES

1) Are fair i me

TES

Fage |3

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

[y

[l

[ur
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4) Understand me
TES

5] Explain things
TES

6] Show me how Ls di things
TES

7] Give good adwvice
TES

) Help me solve problems
TES

9] Praise me when "ve tried my best

TES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

8

i

[y

[ur

[ur

i

Section 5: My Classmates

Far the gquestions below please CIRCLE, Yes, Sometimes OR Mo for how often your classmates(s] do

these things.
1) Act nice b imne
TES
2] Ak mve Lo jodn in aetivities
TES
F) Dy mice Lhings for me
TES
4) Spend Lime doing Uhings with me
TES
&) Help me with projecis

YES
Page | 4

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

i

[l

Hd

[ur

[ur
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6] Treal nie with respect
TES

71 Tell me how Lo do new Uhings
TES

) Fay nice things Lo e
TES

9] Give me positive altention

TES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMFES

SOMETIMES

SOMETIMES

i1

M

0

i1

Section &: Oher the last month...

This next secton of the questionnaire asks about dealing with problems. Answer each queston by
CIRCLIMNG Mot at all zatisfied, A litde satisfied, Premy well satisfied OR Very satisfied to describe howr

you think youw handle problems.

1) Orverall, how satisfied are you with the way you lsamdled your problems doring the Lt

month? Would you say...

Mot at all satisfied Alittle samisfied

Pretoy well satisfied

Very satisfied

2) Overall, compared Lo other kids, how good do you think that you have been in handling
your problems during the past month?

Mat ar all satisfied Alittle satsfied

Pretoy well satisfied

Very satisfied

1) Owverall, how well do yow think that tee things you did doring the last month workoed oo

imake the situation better?

Mot at all satisfied Alittle satisfied

Pretty well satisfed

Very satisfied

4] Overall, liow well do yow think Uat the Uings you did doring e Last month worked o

ke you feel better?

Mt at all satisfied A little satisfied

Pretty well satisfied

Very satisfied

5] In the Tuture, how good do you Ukink that you will useally be in kandling your problems?

Mot at all satisfied Alittle sagtsfied

Page | 5

Pretty well satisfied

Very satisfied
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6] Owverall, how good do you think you will be ol making things better when problems come up
i e futore?

ot ar all satisfied Alittle satisfied Pretty well satisfied Very satisfied

7) Overall, how good do you think you will be at handling your feelings when problems come
up i the future?

ot ar all satisfied Alittle satisfied Pretty well satisfied Very satisfied

Section 7 Secondary School

Vihen you think about going to secondary schoal, rate bow you feel about the following by CIRCLING
Strongly disagree, Disagree, Azres OR Strongly agree

1} 1worry about Gnding my way around
Strongly disagreeDisagres Agres Strangly agree
2] Tworry aboul geiting along with other studenis
Strongly disagree Disagres Agres Strongly agree
3] Tworry thai my parents will pul to much pressure o me

Strongly disagree Diszgree Azres Strongly agree

4] Tworry thai my peers will pul too mech pressuce on nie

Strongly disagree  [isagrse Azrep Smronghy agres
5] Iworry about being bullied

Strongly disagree  [isagrse Azrep Smronghy agres
&) Iworry about Hiling in

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Azres Strongly agres

7] Tworry about having dilferent teachers

Strongly disagree  [isagrse Azrep Smronghy agres

Page | &
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B) 1worry about salety

Strongly disagreeDisagres Agree Strongly agree
3] Iworry aboul new rules

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Agree Srrongly agres
1071 worry aboul having Loo mach homework

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Agree Srrongly agres

1171 worry aboul feeling peer pressure Lo do things | don'l want io do

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Agree Srrongly agres
L1211 worry about being accepled by other students

Strongly disagree  Disagree Azrep Strongly agres
13] 1 worry alsoul getiing lost

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Agree Srrongly agres
12] Tworry that my teachers will put o muoch pressure on me

Strongly disagree  Dizagree Azree Srongly agres
15] 1 worry abuout having difficuli classes

Strongly disagree  Dizagree A=ree Strongly agres

Thank you for filling in the guestionnaire

If vow are feeling worried ar sad, then it is important that wou talk to a friend, teacher or parent about
hawr you are feeling,

Page | 7
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Appendix 5.6: Scale amendments

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ)

This SDQ is a brief behavioural and emotional screening questionnaire which can
be administered to parents or teachers of four to sixteen-year old’s (informant-rated
version), or as self-report for eleven to sixteen year olds. The scale consists of twenty-five
psychological attribute items, five items in each of the five subscales: emotional and peer
problems (internalising scales), conduct and hyperactivity (externalising scales) and

prosocial.

In the present study, the five item Emotional Symptoms and Peer Problems
subscales were replicated, as was the rating system: not true assigned a score of zero,
somewhat true a score of one and certainly true a score of two, and mean scores were
calculated (larger score equating to greater problems). Overall, the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire is a widely used measure with good factorial validity, internal
reliability (Goodman, Meltzer & Bailey, 1998), and test—retest is shown after four to six

months (Goodman, 2001).
Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS) (Malecki et al., 1999)

The CASSS is a forty item (ten items on each subscale: Parent, Teacher, Classmate
and Friend) self-report scale that assesses children’s (Level 1 scale) and adolescence’s
(Level 2 scale) perceptions of social support. This scale draws on Harter’s (1985a) Social
Support Scale for Children, Nolten’s (1994) Student Social Support Scale and is closely tied
with Tardy’s (1985) model of social support, in that the CASSS assess four types of social
support: emotional, informational, appraisal and instrumental, across four sub-scales:
parent, teacher, classmate and friend. To assess perceptions of social support,
participants respond to the frequency of a statement on a six-point Likert scale from one
(never) to six (always) and the importance of a statement on a three-point Likert scale
from one (Not Important) to three (Very important). A total score is then calculated by
summing all four sub-scale scores. The scale has strong internal reliability (Malecki &

Demaray, 2002).

In the present study, the Level 1 scale is used at all four time points which is
deemed appropriate for children between the ages of eight and twelve. The Friend sub-

scale was omitted from the present study, subject to the aim being to assess the three
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most dominant and relevant support figures whom children have most access and
exposure to over primary-secondary school transition. Similarly, and based on feedback
received from teachers at the primary and secondary schools, an item from each scale
was deleted (item three from the parent sub-scale: ‘make suggestions’, item eighteen

’

from the teacher sub-scale: ‘helps me when | want to...” and item twenty-six from the
classmate sub-scale: ‘make suggestions when . ..") to minimise the number of questions

in the survey, as these items were shown to overlap with other items on the scale.

Some of the remaining items were also edited, particularly items which were
incomplete, such as item eight of the parent sub-scale: ‘praise me when ldo ... where
the word ‘well’ was added to the end of the statement in the present study, and item
fifteen of the teacher sub-scale: ‘explains things when...” where the word ‘when’ was
deleted in the present study. Also, based on feedback received from class teachers,
children selected one of three choices ‘yes’ ‘sometimes’ or ‘no’ for each CASSS item which
replicates the rating system of the SDQ, as this score allocation was perceived as less
confusing, complicated and time-consuming for the children. Thus, the present CASSS
scales consisted of nine items in each subscale and total scores were calculated (a high
score indicating higher perceptions of social support), as ‘yes’ was allocated a score of

two, sometimes a score of one and ‘no’ a score of zero.
Coping Efficacy Scale (Sandler et al., 2000)

Developed for children aged between nine and 12, the Coping Efficacy Scale
developed by Sandler et al. (2000) assesses children’s beliefs or appraisal in their ability to
cope with challenging situations. The scale consists of four items which measures the
child’s level of satisfaction in their handling of problems over the last month, such as item
two: ‘Overall, compared to other kids, how good do you think that you have been in
handling your problems during the past month?’ and three items which measures their
level of confidence in handling future problems, such as item six: ‘Overall, how good do
you think you will be at making things better when problems come up in the future?’ Each
item is rated on a four-point Likert scale (1: Not at all satisfied, 2: A little satisfied, 3:
Pretty well satisfied, 4: Very satisfied) and total scores are calculated, a high score
indicating a greater level of coping. The scale has strong test-retest reliability and internal
reliability (Smith et al, 2006). This scale and rating system was replicated in the present

study.
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The Perceptions of Transition Survey (Smith et al., 2006)

The Perceptions of Transition Survey (2006) was developed from the research of
Akos and Galassi (2004) and measures children’s perceptions of the organisational,
academic and social aspects of High school. Each item is rated on a four-point Likert scale
(1: strongly disagree, 2: disagree, 3: agree and 4: strongly agree). The original survey
consisted of thirty-five items: thirteen items pertaining to what children may look forward
to, fifteen items pertaining to what children may be worried about and seven items for
children to rate how helpful teachers, counsellors, parents and other children had been
over the transition to High school. Across the sub-scales, there were eleven academic
items, eleven social items and five organisational items with good internal reliability

(Smith et al., 2005).

In the present study the ‘worried about’ sub-scale was solely used subject to
advice from teachers regarding the length of time available for the children to complete
the survey, and given that there were many parallels between items on the ‘worried
about scale’ and ‘looking forward to scale’, such as items two: ‘l worry about getting
along with other students’ and six ‘l worry about fitting in” on the ‘worried about’ scale,
and item three ‘I look forward to being around more students’ on the ‘looking forward to’

scale.

Also, item three: ‘I worry that my parents will put pressure on me to do well in
classes’ was written differently so it was more open and generalisable as opposed to
simply pertaining to academic concerns, as the purpose of the present study was not to
assess academic difficulties but instead to assess general concerns, and instead this item
read as follows in the present study: ‘l worry that my parents will put pressure on me’.
For this same reason, item four: ‘l worry that my peers will put too much pressure on me
to do well in classes’ was omitted, as if this item was also re-written so that it was more
open and generalisable it would be too similar to item twelve: ‘I worry about feeling peer

pressure to do thing | don’t want to do’.
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Appendix 5.8: Missing Data

Before commencing any analyses, the data file was screened for errors and
missing data. Across all four time points, there were 93 missing values (14 atT1,9at T2, 7
at T3 and 63 at T4), which were missing completely at random (MCAR). This decision
aligned with Parent’s (2013) assumption that data is treated as MCAR unless there is a
clear bias in missingness, for example, one item on a survey has many missing values. As
shown below. this was not the case within the present study as missing values were

scattered across items, scales and time points.

In handling missing data in the present study, participant-level mean substitution
was used, as this method is considered robust and comparable to other data imputation
methods when it is clear that: data is MCAR or missing at random (MAR), few scale items
are missing, there is good interitem correlation and sample sizes are moderate (Parent,
2013). All these assumptions were met in the present study. For participant-level mean
substitution in the present study, the participants’ mean score for the scale where the
item was missing was calculated (based on the participants’ remaining data for that scale)
and manually inserted. As all scales were extracted and replicated from pre-existing
scales, tolerance levels were determined based on author recommendations for the given
scale. For example, for the SDQ a tolerance level of 40% was set by Goodman (2007)
wherein if at least three out of the five items in the sub- scale were completed, the
remaining two scores were replaced by the mean. Where tolerance levels were not
specified and efforts to contact authors unsuccessful, as recommended by Parent (2013)
a tolerance level of 20% was set, which meant that for Smith et al.’s (2006) The
Perceptions of Transition Survey (2006) which consists of fifteen items, twelve items must

have been present for the participants’ mean score to be calculated and inserted.

If missing data exceeded either the tolerance level set by the author or 20% when
author recommendations were not available, the Exclude cases pairwise function was
utilised, as this procedure omits that participant from any analyses which use that scale
but includes data from that participant for all other analyses where there is full
information. Where participant-level mean substitution was utilised, in line with
recommendations by Schlomes et al. (2010), individual missingness rates by scale and

data points are reported and presented below.
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Participant Number Time point Scale Number of items missed
108 Time 1 Peer Problems 2
42 Time 1 Peer Problems 1
191 Time 1 CASSS-Parents 1
74 Time 1 CASSS-Teachers 1
138 Time 1 Coping Efficacy 1
74 Time 1 Transition Worries 2
130 Time 1 Transition Worries 1
190 Time 1 Transition Worries 1
193 Time 1 Transition Worries 3
208 Time 1 Transition Worries 1
Time Two Imputation Table
Participant Number Time point Scale Number of items missed
74 Time 2 Emotional Symptoms 2
134 Time 2 Emotional Symptoms 1
74 Time 2 Peer Problems 1
74 Time 2 CASSS-Teachers 2
88 Time 2 Coping Efficacy 1
145 Time 2 Transition Worries 1
208 Time 2 Transition Worries 1
Time Three Imputation Table
Participant Number Time point Scale Number of items
missed
205 Time 3 CASSS-Teachers 1
92 Time 3 CASSS-Classmates 1
439 Time 3 Coping Efficacy 1
667 Time 3 Coping Efficacy 1
813 Time 3 Transition Worries 1
646 Time 3 Transition Worries 1
379 Time 3 Transition Worries 1
Time Four Imputation Table
Participant Number Time point Scale Number of items
missed
820 Time 4 Emotional Symptoms 1
848 Time 4 Emotional Symptoms 1
853 Time 4 Emotional Symptoms 1
865 Time 4 Emotional Symptoms 1
876 Time 4 Emotional Symptoms 1
113 Time 4 Peer Problems 1
416 Time 4 Peer Problems 1
893 Time 4 Peer Problems 1
438 Time 4 Peer Problems 1
242 Time 4 Peer Problems 1
886 Time 4 CASSS-Parents 1
887 Time 4 CASSS-Parents 1
837 Time 4 CASSS-Parents 1
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839
849
871
878
847
339
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888
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853
870
871
884
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For all tests, priori power analyses were conducted using G*Power3.1. It was

predicted that all tests in the present study would have a medium effect size (partial n=

.06). For the ANOVA tests, this was converted in G*Power3.1 to an effect size f =0.25, for

the t-tests calculated in line with conventional t-test effect sizes proposed by Cohen (1998)

which was d= .50 and correlation d = .30, and for the hierarchical multiple regression in line

with the conventional f2 medium effect size, f2 = 0.15. For all analysis o = .05 and power set

at .80. The predicted sample size for each test is presented in the table below, and whether

this was met in the present study:

Test

Overall sample size

Size of each group

Met in present study

Correlations

Baseline comparisons
Longitudinal change
Gender differences
Age differences
Immediate T1-T2
Change Scores

Post Transition change

Regression

84

102
180
102
180
102

102

89

N/A
51
N/A
51
N/A
51

51

N/A

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes, for overall, not for
each group (N control
group > 32)

Yes
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The assumption of normality was measured using a combination of graphical (QQ-

Plots and Histograms) and statistical methods (kolmogorov-smirnov test and kurtosis).

The statistical test results are presented in the table below:

Test Kolmogorov-smirnov test Kurtosis
Time One

Emotional Symptoms (C) .00 A1
Emotional Symptoms (1) .00 -.20
Peer Problems (C) .00 .26
Peer Problems (1) .00 2.86
Coping Efficacy (C) .00 -.00
Coping Efficacy (1) .00 42
Transition Worries (C) .20 -74
Transition Worries (1) .07 -.38
Time Two

Emotional Symptoms (C) .00 1.05
Emotional Symptoms (1) .00 73
Peer Problems (C) .00 .58
Peer Problems (1) .00 3.06
Coping Efficacy (C) .00 17
Coping Efficacy (l) .00 1.13
Transition Worries (C) .20 -.98
Transition Worries (1) .00 -.39
Time Three

Emotional Symptoms (C) .00 .40
Emotional Symptoms (1) .00 1.54
Peer Problems (C) .00 2.69
Peer Problems (1) .00 .91
Coping Efficacy (C) .00 .51
Coping Efficacy (1) .00 1.98
Transition Worries (C) .00 -.59
Transition Worries (1) .01 .29
Time Four

Emotional Symptoms (C) .00 .15
Emotional Symptoms (1) .00 1.59
Peer Problems (C) .00 1.36
Peer Problems (1) .00 3.10
Coping Efficacy (C) .00 -12
Coping Efficacy (l) .00 1.29
Transition Worries (C) .00 -.03
Transition Worries (1) .00 .82
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As shown above on the kolmogorov-smirnov test all variables assessed within the
t-tests and ANOVAs apart from Transition Worries at Time One (intervention and control
groups) and Time Two (just intervention group) violated the assumption of normality.
However, when looking at the kurtosis results all variables (apart from Peer Problems
scores, which is not uncommon for this scale, as many scholars have also found scores to
be non-normally distributed when using this scale) (Ortuno-Sierra et al., 2015) are
between -2 and +2 which is considered acceptable in order to prove normal univariate
distribution (George & Mallery, 2010). Thus, given that t-tests and ANOVA statistical tests
are relatively robust with respect to the assumption of normality; the central limit
theorem discusses means and sums as not always normally distributed for
reasonable sample sizes (n > 30) (Pallant, 2013) and when data are naturally occurring
(https://www.sdqinfo.org/a0.html), and Tabachnick and Fidell (2013, p.81) state that

kurtosis is ‘reduced when sample size is 200+, the present data was not transformed.
Outliers

While there were extreme scores identified in both directions (upper and lower),
the only significant outliers identified on box plots were extreme low scores for Coping
Efficacy and high scores for Emotional Symptoms, Peer Problems and Transition Worries,
indicating poorer adjustment and greater vulnerability over the transition period.
Trimmed mean scores and significant outliers outlined on box plots for each outcome
variable at each time point are presented in the table below. As you can see there are few
differences between the means and trimmed means which further justifies why we did

not remove outliers.

It was decided that while there were clear outliers for each variable across time
(apart from Emotional Symptoms and Coping Efficacy in the control group at Time One,
and Transition Worries for both the intervention and control group at Time One and Two),
removing outliers has the unwanted effect of excluding participants who are most
interesting. In the present study, this pertains to children who are more vulnerable over
primary-secondary school transition and find this period more difficult. Thus, all outliers

were included in the present analysis.


https://www.sdqinfo.org/a0.html
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Variable Mean Trimmed Outliers (participant number) identified on box-plot
Mean
(5%)

Time One

Emotional Symptoms (1) .57 .55 309

Emotional Symptoms (C) .50 46 N/A

Peer Problems (1) 46 42 101, 29, 80, 164, 202, 81

Peer Problems (C) 43 40 108, 134

Coping Efficacy (l) 291 294 101, 181,91, 12

Coping Efficacy (C) 3.05 3.06 N/A

Transition Worries (1) 232 231 N/A

Transition Worries (C) 213 213 N/A

Time Two

Emotional Symptoms (1) .51 47 306,

Emotional Symptoms (C) 43 .39 30, 63

Peer Problems (1) .39 .36 306, 86

Peer Problems (C) .38 .34 305, 74, 308, 134, 114, 56, 126, 106

Coping Efficacy (1) 296 3.00 9,170, 95,12

Coping Efficacy (C) 3.05 3.09 109, 126, 308, 153, 106, 43, 123

Transition Worries (1) 2.09 2.06 N/A

Transition Worries (C) 195 193 N/A

Time Three

Emotional Symptoms (1) 41 .37 185

Emotional Symptoms (C) .52 49 343,451, 806, 810, 834, 831

Peer Problems (1) .30 .28 216,719

Peer Problems (C) .35 .32 685, 621, 672,515, 677, 496, 651, 648, 802, 689,

Coping Efficacy (l) 3.13 3.17 794,714,647, 825, 815, 826

Coping Efficacy (C) 3.05 3.08 6,181, 248

Transition Worries (1) 1.78 1.74 361, 353, 740, 646, 346, 406, 685, 513

Transition Worries (C) 199 197 396

Time Four 438

Emotional Symptoms (1) 41 .37 179, 230

Emotional Symptoms (C) .55 .52 633, 891, 905, 819, 634, 926, 730, 921

Peer Problems (1) .27 .23 196, 80, 203, 245

Peer Problems (C) .36 33 341, 636, 885

Coping Efficacy (l) 3.02 3.05 241, 86, 196, 78, 230, 80

Coping Efficacy (C) 297 299 633, 385, 891

Transition Worries (1) 1.64 1.59 92

Transition Worries (C) 1.85 1.81 633, 910, 602

Homogeneity of variance and sphericity

For each t-test presented below, the Levene’s test was larger than .05

demonstrating equality of variance. Mauchly’s test of sphericity showed that the

assumption of sphericity was met for Transition Worries: x2 (5) =7.95, p = .16 and

Emotional Symptoms: x2 (5) = 4.76, p = .45, but not for Coping Efficacy: x2 (5) = 27.01, p =

.00 and Peer Problems: x2 (5) = 23.88, p = .00. Thus, to reduce increase in Type 1 error,

Greenhouse-Geisser corrections are applied to the degrees of freedom (df), to calculate

the valid critical F-values.
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Appendix 5.11: Feedback from teachers

Teachers from each intervention school were asked to complete a process
evaluation form. This contained the five questions listed below, which teachers answered
on a three-point Likert scale: ‘yes’, ‘partly’ and ‘no’ (item one and two); ‘yes’, ‘sometimes’
or ‘no’ (item three); ‘very confident’, ‘slightly confident’ or ‘not confident’ (item four), or
‘very engaged’, ‘partly engaged’ or ‘not engaged’ (item five). Where ‘yes’, ‘very confident’
or ‘very engaged’ was not given, teachers were asked to expand on their answer in the

space provided.

All five intervention lessons were delivered
The content of all five lessons was delivered as planned in the teacher lesson plans
Between 50 minutes to one hour was allocated to each intervention lesson

Please rate your confidence in delivering the intervention lessons

v A W hdE

Please rate your class’ engagement during the intervention sessions

Out of the four intervention schools, three teachers completed these forms. Of
the three teachers that completed the process evaluation forms, all teachers responded
‘ves’ to item one, reporting all five interventions to be delivered. 2/3 teachers reported
‘yves’ to item two, relating to whether the content of the programme was delivered as
planned. The one teacher who reported ‘partly’ to this item discussed how they needed
to tailor the final two lessons to meet the class’ firsthand experience. 2/3 teachers
reported ‘partly’ to item three, pertaining to whether the TaST lessons were allocated 50
minutes to one hour. The one teacher that responded ‘sometimes’ indicated how the
time given to TaST depended on the time available, some sessions sometimes split into

two as the children enjoyed discussion time and needed longer for this.

2/3 teachers reported ‘slightly confident’ to item four, which pertained to how
they felt delivering the intervention sessions; the teacher who felt ‘confident’ expressed
the cohesion between the lesson plans and PowerPoint slides, and the planned, detailed
lesson plans enhancing confidence. The two teachers who reported ‘slightly confident’
discussed how this was shaped by external, personal factors such as being new to the
Year 6 transition phase of education and that confidence would develop with time,
particularly delivering the programme again next year. All three teachers discussed their
classes being ‘very engaged’, key features shaping this being the parents’ activity, the

discussion elements and practical tasks.



