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Chapter 6 Educational transitions

For most of us, the course of our educational journeyis made up of a series of transitional
stages that are usually associated with age boundaries and growing older. Equally though,
attending formal schoolingcan be punctuated with unexpected turning points, such as
changing schools part way through, which can create a break inthe normative progression
through education. In this chapter, we follow the series of transitional stages beginning with
the experience of starting school, moving from primary to secondary and then potentially,
on into highereducation. We also focus on contextual factors that shape these transitions

and which might also create other turning points.

Moving into and through the education systeminvolves crossing many academic, social and
cultural boundaries. Therefore, educational transitions are often presented as problematic
‘risky’ periods to overcome to avoid negative outcomes. Whilst we do not deny that
educational transitions can be difficult, ouraim for this chapteris to also explore some of
the purposesserved by educational transition, and how negotiating each turning point can

provide valuable developmental opportunities forindividuals.

Starting school

Starting school, certainly in the West, is one of the biggesttransitionsin a child’slife, almost
as a rite of passage to growingup. It isalso a family milestone, typically celebrated with
rituals such as ‘first day at school’ photographs. Many of us will remembersnapshots of

when we started school, and how we feltabout it at the time. Itis likely to be a time of



excitementand anticipation, but also apprehension and uncertainty. We can see this
reflectedinthe followingextract showing Debbie, a mother, recounting the experience of

her son starting school:

“He was very excited about going and we had no trouble. We were
amazed, not a tear or anything, he was quite happy to go. He did find it
difficult at first, though, because he didn’t know anyone. Paul from
playgroup had gone into another class. | think once he’d made a friend
in Richard and discovered PE he was happier and now he loves it,
absolutely loves it....I could tell he was okay because he was happy to
leave me, never any crying. Notlike Richard. His mum thought he’d
settled in well at the beginning and then about 3 weeks in he didn’t
want to go to school. In fact, it took him until half way into the second
term before he really settled. He was certainly stressed by school and
had quite a few wet beds, and sometimes had nightmares.” (Fabian,

2000, p149).

Debbie’s discussion about her son starting school tells us a great deal about transition.
Firstly, it is not an individualised process because both the person experiencingthe
transition and those around them (in this case, the parents), can be deeply aff ected by the
change. The bed-wettingand nightmares must have been as distressing forRichard’s mum
as they were for him. In addition, the same transition had a decidedly differentlevel of

impact on Debbie’s son than it did on Richard.



Transition to school normally refers to the time when children begin primary school, but
there is a complex picture of when this transition occurs. The compulsory age for starting
school varies between countries, and many countries have established pre-school provision
and allow childrento start school earlierthan compulsory age. Debbie’s sonfor example
had beento playgroup, but pre-school education can take various forms including
playgroups, public and private nursery schools, childminders, kindergarten, and reception
classesin primary schools. Such complexity means that ‘starting school’ happensto children
at differenttimesand with a different set of experiences, depending on access to pre -school
provision, where itis based, and whenitis seenas appropriate for the childto start school.
The timingand nature of transitionis therefore socially and culturally constructed — affected

by changing politics, educational policies and locally available provision.

Transition to school isseen as such a significanteventis because the school environmentis
likely to be very differentfrom what children have been used to. The ‘classroom ecology’
contrasts withthe pre-school and home environment because early years settings are
characterised by child-centred free play, whereas school is more adult-directed (Rimm-
Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). In school, there are expected behaviours such as sittingand
listening, concentrating for prolonged periods, and engagingin more formalised school
work (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2010), which may be incompatible with children’s previous

experience (Lam & Pollard, 2006).

An interview study with children who had recently started primary school in Singapore
showed that theyrecognised stark differences between pre-school and primary school

(Ebbeck et al., 2013). Pre-school was seenas a place where play and free choice



predominated, whereas school was more formalised with new rules and restrictions.
Similarly, Einarsdottir (2013) conducted group interviews with children starting school in
Iceland, and found children distinguished pre-school from ‘real school’ which they expected
to be bigger, with more serious and harder work. Children clearly recognise the differencein
culture betweenthe two types of institution, and it is this discontinuity betweenthe new

context and familiar context which can cause discomfortand uncertainty during transition.

This transitional uncertainty opened up a field of work about ‘school readiness’ to ascertain
whethera child has the necessary skills and abilities needed to adjust to school and be
ready for learning (see Hughes et al, 2015). Readiness can be interpretedinvarious ways,
and some discussions focus on individual characteristics of the child and whetherthey are
mature enough or have the appropriate skillsand knowledge to be deemed ready for school
(Dockett & Perry, 2002). From a contextual viewpoint, school readiness centres on the way
beliefsand expectations about ‘what it means to be ready for school’ are constructed by
communitiesina specific context. This means that school readiness will mean different
things indifferent situations rather than being consistently applied across contexts and

settings (Dockett & Perry, 2002; Mashburn & Pianta, 2006).

The meaningsthat parents develop about ‘school readiness’ impacts on the practices they
undertake at home to help prepare theirchildren for school and has been linked to factors
such as social class, ethnicity, family relationships, norms and values (Barbarin et al, 2008;
Mashburn & Pianta, 2006). Parental beliefsaboutthe importance of school readinessis
related to the amount of transition practices (such as reading, art, games) undertaken with

theirchildrento prepare them for starting school, and the more parents engagedin



transition practices, the higherachievementtheirchildren gained when they started school
(Puccioni, 2015). Children’s expectations about school are influenced by the people around
them, and they use this to form theirown ideas about what school will be like and how they
should prepare (Chan, 2012). Therefore, to promote a positive start to school, the diversity
of backgrounds and prior experiencesthat children come with needsto be taken into

account (Dockett and Perry, 2013a).

Starting school involves a personal shiftto ‘becominga pupil’ (Lam & Pollard, 2006),
suggestive of a change in identity processes. There is alsoa change in status for children as
they become an ‘older child’ compared to their pre-school selves (Chan, 2012). In a focus
group study with 105 Canadian children about starting school, they talked about it signalling
growing up and getting bigger. This showed that they recognised theirdevelopingselfand
saw transition as representative of this shift (Di Santo & Berman, 2012). Changes inidentity
are also evidentat home, where a child starting school assumes a new status in the family
as a school child (Hedegaard & Fleer, 2013). Parents too have reported identity shiftsto
becoming ‘parents of a school child’ who is growing up and becoming more independent
(Miller, 2015). We saw in Debbie’s account how she has lived through her son’s transition to
school and ‘compared notes’ with other parents. Her son’s transition was an important

experience for her too.

One of the immediate priorities for children when they start school is learning the way the
school works, what is expected of them and understanding explicitand subtle social rules.
Things such as the organisation of the school day, rituals surrounding putting your hand up,

the ringing of the school bell, lining up for lunch, and takingthe registerare all examples of
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the expected pupil behaviours that new children needto learn to ‘do school’ (Peters, 2010,
p72). There are also subject-related terminology and practices that children encounter
during formal lessons (for example, learning how to do sums, understanding different
scientificterms and techniques, and conventions about writing). We suggest that school can
be viewed asa community of practice (Crafter & Maunder, 2012; Wenger, 1998), with
established rules, routines and practices to adjust to. In support of this, children say that to
function well at school, they need to know what the rules are (Di Santo & Berman, 2012;
Dockett & Perry, 2002). Dockett and Perry (2005) conducted a study with Australian children
at the end of theirfirst year of primary school where they were invited to talk about what
was important to know when starting school and take photographs of meaningful things.
The most common responses relatedto ‘knowingthe rules’, expectations of behaviour such
as what you are not allowed to do or where you cannot play, and the physical environment

such as finding your way around.

To adjust, children need to regulate theirown behaviourto align with what is expected at
school. Through interaction with others, children can observe how to behave and what
actions are commonplace and accepted - enablingthem to learn the culture of the school,
and their role within that. For example, buddies have been discussed as a useful resource to
support transition because, as existing pupilsin the school, buddies are more experienced
members of the community, hence are positioned as ‘more expert others’ (Dockett & Perry,
2013b, p350). They helpthe new child to integrate and learn the ropes by providinga
framework for expected behaviours and actions in the community, passing on shared

knowledge and enablingthe new child to observe and model their behaviour.
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However, transitionis not just about gaining the knowledge and skills needed to function
effectivelyatschool, but also about actively participatingin and contributing to the
community (Anderson etal, 2000; Hgjholt, 2012). By participation, we mean a child’s
engagementin school activities, and ‘being’ a school pupil. Partici patingin school lifeisa
social experience involving mutual interactions and negotiation of meaning (Wenger, 1998).
As Fabian (2000, p144) explains, through their participationin school activities children
create their own meanings and adapt to and acquire the school’s way of thinking, feeling
and behaving. Hgjholt’s (2012) observational and interview-based research with children
over a 2-year period from kindergartenin to school illustrated the way they continually
sought to engage with each otherand build and maintain communities. When children were
unsure about somethingintheir new school, they asked each other, discussedit and
developed strategiestogether. Assuch, they used each other as social resources to support

theirtransition.

Participationis both a form of action and a form of belonging (Wenger, 1998), and
relationships with othersthrough shared participation enables newcomersto become
integratedinto the community (Anderson et al, 2000). For children, makingfriendsis a very
important part of starting school and helpsto instil their sense of belongingtothe class
(Dockett & Perry, 2002). In a focus group study with childrenin theirfirst year of school,
they were asked what other children needed to know before starting primary school. The
most common responses were about peerrelationships, the need to make friends, how to
do this, and the skillsyou need to get on with others (Margetts, 2013). Faced with lots of
unfamiliar peers, a child will seek to make sense of the social structure of the class, reflect

on how they compare to others, assessthe appropriateness of theirbehaviourand how to
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fitin, and decide who they want to associate with (Symonds, 2015). The sense of belonging
and membership established through this social comparison process shapes a child’s
identity about who they are and theircapabilities. Children’s ‘identity work’ during
transitioninvolveslearningaboutthemselves as pupils (Lamm & Pollard, 2006, p123), and is
an active rather than passive process — learning how to adapt to and cope with the
environment, making sense of how to function, and the rolesto follow, negotiate orreject.
Transition isa journey, where children are engagedin an ongoing process oscillating
between negotiatingwhere they belong and becominga new version of themselves

(Tilleczek, 2012).

For parents, connecting with other parents at school and feeling part of the ‘community of
parents’ can be important, particularlyin providing support and enabling each other to get
usedto the school systems (Griebel & Niesel, 2013). Parentswant to form good
relationships with the school and teachers to build trust and help them monitor theirchild’s
progress (Miller, 2015). However, parental engagementin theirchildren’slearning, and
relationships with school, can take many forms and schools need to account for diverse

family structures and circumstances (Rogers, 2018).

Continuityinrelationships between pre-school and primary schools is also important and
can be established through effective joined up working, such as teachers from both settings
making reciprocal visits and sharing information about individual children’s learningand
progress (Fabian, 2013). By creating connections between pre-school and school

environments, potential discontinuity between the two contexts are identified and reduced.
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Moving to secondaryschool

The move to secondary school represents anothersignificant transitionin a child’s
educational journey and, like starting school, the age at which children move to secondary
school varies. In the UK, the transition usually occurs around age 11, but it can be as late as
14 if children attend middle school first. Data from the World Bank (2016) shows
international starting age for secondary school ranging from 10 to 14 years dependingon
country, and thereiis still imited access to secondary level educationinsome developing
countries. Terminology alsovaries - with some countries using terms such as high school,
lyceum, or preparatory school to referto the secondary stage (West et al, 1999). Despite
this complex picture, research into children’s experience of this educational transition
presentsa similarpicture of the changes they experience, the concerns and worries they

have, and the thingsthey welcome about the new environment.

Starting secondary school (commonly referred to by children as ‘bigschool’) symbolises
‘growingup’ (Lucey & Reay, 2000), and is a status passage moving from beinga child, to
becominga young adolescent (McLellan & Galton, 2015). It doestherefore representthe
kind of normative-social shift evidenced by Hendry and Kloep (2002) intheir lifespan model
(see chapter 1). The secondary school environmentis much larger than primary school, and
there is more personal responsibility give n to students to manage their academic work and
navigate their way around (Coffey, 2013). Students are typically taught by several different
teachers each day, each with theirown pedagogic style, and will learn new subjects with
increased academic demands. The changes in physical environment, social contacts and

academic expectations occur simultaneously during the transition to secondary school (Rice
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et al, 2011). On theirown, each of these changes may be easily managed, but when

accumulated togetherthey can become more traumatic (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008).

The transition also coincides with puberty, which is often described as a turbulenttime for
young people as they deal with the physical, social and emotional changes associated with
emergingadulthood (Erikson’s ‘identity vs role confusion’ stage). Whereas most children
handle this very successfully, it can be a potential threat for some if they are unable to cope
(Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Hendry and Kloep’s (2002) lifespan model proposesthat being
‘bombarded’ with challenges at any one time can put pressure on a person’s resources.
Secondary transition can therefore be a sensitive period forchildren, and how they respond

to it can impact on their management of subsequentlife challenges.

Whilst transition to secondary school can be stressful, most children navigate this period
successfully. Gillison etal (2008) studied a sample of Year 7 students who had recently
started secondary school at three time points duringthe first term. Improve ments were
reportedin their quality of life, and satisfaction of psychological needs over this period. It is
not clear to what extentthe children’s scores had changed from primary school, as data was
only collected when they started their new school, but it does suggest that adjustmentto
the new environment happened quite quickly, and without a negative impact on overall
wellbeing. Thisis supported by research in England and Australia which found that most of
children’sworries about transition disappeared during the first term (Coffey, 2013;

Evangelou et al, 2008).
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When we look at the things that children are typically worried about when they start
secondary school; concerns about relationships with other children, being bullied, finding
theirway around, gettinglost, homework and workload are the most frequently reportedin
studies carried out in different countries (Rice etal, 2011; Zeedyket al, 2003). In theirdesire
to know what to expect, children piece togetherfragmentedideas about secondary school
based on things others have told them (Pratt & George, 2005). Often, the worries children
have about secondary school are based on rumours or horror stories they have heard from
others, which can cause anxiety and create inaccurate expectations (Jindal-Snape & Foggie,
2008). Whilst many children hear these stories and cite them as a source of worry, they
quickly realise whenthey get to theirnew school that these rumours were just hearsay
desired to scare them (Hodgkin et al, 2013). Feelinganxious isinevitable whenfaced with
uncertainty, but this anxiety means children need to develop waysto cope. Coping with
challenges like thisinvolves drawing on a range of resources varying by disposition, social
and cultural factors, and over time (Hendry & Kloep, 2002), and it is how individualslearnto
manage and overcome this struggle that is important. As such, anxious feelings canserve a

developmental purpose and facilitate personal growth (Lucey & Reay, 2000).

Friendships are as important in the transition to secondary school as they are in starting
school. Nervous feelings that children have can be relieved by having friends, and friends
can instil theirsense of belongingin the new environment (Darragh, 2013). As a result,
children often express desire to stay in the same class as the peersthey know at primary
school whenthey move to secondary school (Hodgkin et al, 2013). Existingsocial networks
can provide a safety net— a valuable resource that can be drawn on to helpthem settlein.

However, the move from primary to secondary often means that existing friendships are
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ruptured - particularly when children are going to separate schools (Weller, 2007). Losing
theirexisting support network will make children feel unsure about where theystand in
relation to others. When faced with uncertainty, they will seek to establish new connections
to helpthem navigate the new situation and provide support. For example, studies have
shown that children will start to build relationships and strategic bonds with acquaintances
at primary school if they discover that they are going to the same secondary school (Pratt &
George, 2005; Weller, 2007). These shiftsin peer networks in advance of starting the new

school highlight the prolonged process of transition.

When they start secondary school, the formation of new social groups can also be an
elongated process as children establish where theyfit in. In this psychologically sensitive
time, feelings of acceptance by others can impact on how childrenfeel about themselves.
Poorthius et al (2014) studied nearly 500 Dutch schoolchildren at 3 time points (end of
primary school, just after starting secondary school, and three months later) to assess their
self-esteem, and expected and perceived levels of social acceptance based on how much
they thought theirclassmates liked them. Whether children’s self-esteemreduced,
increased or remained stable depended on the extentto which theirlevel of social
acceptance insecondary school met with their prior expectations. Unfortunately, we only
have self-reported dataon peeracceptance here, not how peersrated them. However, the
authors argue that perception of acceptance is the important aspect of self-esteem, and
that self-esteemacts as a social gauge which can be dented when high expectations are not

met.
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We see from this how children’s perception of their social relationships with peers during
transition contributes to theirsense of self. In fact, thereis a lot of ‘identity work’ going on
for childrenwhenthey start secondary school. They move from beingthe oldestand biggest
at primary school, to beingthe youngest and smallest at secondary school, and they also
change from beingwell-known at primary school to being relatively unknown. The move
signals growing up, but also means starting at the bottom again and feelinglike ‘little fishin
a bigpond’ (Topping, 2011). This change in status is likely to prompt reflection about who
they are and where they stand in relation to others. Darragh (2013) conducted a qualitative
interview study with children during theirfirst six months at secondary school. Reflectingon
theirfirst mathematics lesson, several children talked about making comparisons between
themselves and others to ascertain whetherthey belonged or not. Feelings of intimidation
in the first class were exacerbated by worries that the other childrenin class looked smarter
and would learn quicker than them. Here, children were negotiating their new environment
and establishinga learneridentityinrelation to others based on theirapparent confidence
and mathematical competence. Becomingfamiliar with their peers and finding others who

were ‘like them’ enabledthemto feel a sense of belongingin the new class.

To help prepare children for starting secondary school, Maher (2010) facilitated
communication between secondary school and primary school students by buildingan
online community of peers. There was evidence of primary school pupilslearningthe
practices of secondary school and modellingthe interaction styles displayed by secondary
school students. This approach overlaps with Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of the expertand
novice learner. The expert gradually guides the novice, adjusting the amount of input

provided until they can function independently inthe community (Maher, 2010).
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As in primary school, parental support is important in facilitating successful transition, and
family and teachers help children prepare by giving advice, reassurance, encouragement
and guidance about what secondary school will be like (Coffey, 2013; Evangelou et al, 2008).
This is nicely demonstrated by a study conducted by Waters etal (2014) on secondary
transitionin Australia. Support from peers was shown to be the strongest predictor of
children’s positive expectations of transition, but presence of parents (interms of being
around before and afterschool, and in the evenings) was the most powerful predictor of
positive transition experiences. We might question the fact that transition expectationsand
transition experiences were each measured in this study by children’s responsesto only one
guestion, withis a rather crude measure, but it does suggestthat the interaction of peer
and parental influences are significant playersintransition and may contribute valuable
social resourcesto help children duringthis time of change. Of course, parental presencein
this way is not always possible, and interesting research by Benneret al (2017) found that
support from friends and school belonging were most significantin ‘b uffering’ well-being
during transition to high school. Therefore, relationships within the school itself with peers

and teachers are the most important.

There are overlaps here with our discussion of starting school, where relationships were key
in transition. We also highlighted how the context around the child and theirpersonal
circumstances impacts on theirtransition. In this respect, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systemis a useful framework to draw on because it accounts for influences at school,
family, and community level, as well as the relationships betweenthem (Chan, 2012).

Attentionto the interactions withinand between settingsis reflectedinthe activities
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undertaken by some schoolsto help ease children’s transition to secondary school.
Evangelou et al’s (2008) study of primary-secondary transitionin England explored the
range of transition practices undertaken by schools and found that taster eventsand school
visitsto help children become familiar with the physical layout, organisation and academic
expectations of secondary school were quite commonplace. However, the educational
landscape does not remain static, and there are widerinfluencesthatalso account for
differencesin how transitionis supported. For example, government policy changes and the
turbulenteconomic climate has led to a decline in some transition activity in schools
(McLellan & Galton, 2015). Thisillustrates how we need to take a holisticapproach to
primary-secondary transition which accounts for the interplay betweenindividual
characteristics, family, school and the wider contextindividuals are situated within (Jindal -

Snape & Foggie, 2008).

Movement within and between schools

We have looked so far at major transition points centred around age-bound stages — or
normative-social developments (Hendry & Kloep, 2002). However, children face many other
ongoing transitions which form part of theireducation journey. Firstly, the complex tiered
school system means that some children move betweeninfantand juniorschools, or
between primary and middle school before the transition to secondary school (Galton et al,
2000). Children will also encountertransitions within a school. These transitions can be felt
at the start of each school year, where children move to a differenteducational level, and
can be feltat key curriculum stages where children take important assessments, begin

studying new subjects, or make decisions about theirfuture learning path. Each of these
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transitions means changes to normalised routines and established patterns of behaviour,

alongside shiftsinidentities and relationships.

For example, a child moving from the first year at primary school intothe second yearis
likely to experience numerous changesincludinga new teacher, new classroom rulesand
expectations, shifting social dynamicsin the peer group, and an upward trend in academic
expectations. However, these within-school transitions receive farless attention. We find
this differential attention interesting because it highlights the cultural significance attached
to certain transition points as opposed to others. The way that transitionis generally framed
within educational research focusing on key age-based transition points can mean that
other kinds of transitions are underestimated. When transitionis seen as an ongoing
process rather than a pointin time, these other pointsin the educational journey become

equally worthy of consideration.

Some school years appear to have a ‘low profile’ (Galton et al, 1999) and a potential
consequence is missing the impact of more ongoing transitional issues being experienced.
For example, movingto secondary school in the UK typically occurs in Year 7 (age 11-12) and
is associated with excitement, Year 8 (age 12-13) with mundane routineand a dipin
motivation (Galton et al, 1999, Doddington et al, 1999), with subsequentyearsfocused
largely on working towards formal examinations. Primary schools also place much emphasis
on entrance and exityears. The cultural significance and school attention attached to
particular educational periods can give the unintended message that other transitional
stages are unimportant (Demetriou et al 2000). Children are quick to respond to messages

about ‘what counts’ and ‘when it counts’ (Galton et al, 1999) so Galton et al (2003)
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recommend that schools redistribute theirefforts, avoid putting so much attention on some

years over others, and maintain continuityin learning (Doddington et al, 1999).

When thinking about movementbetween or within schools we often assume that these
transitions occur for many children at the same time as they move through the school
system. However, for some children, changing school happens outside of the normal
window where transition usually occurs. Pupil mobility refersto childrenleavingor joininga
school at a non-standard time. There are all sorts of reasons why pupil mobility occurs,
including families moving house or area, change in parental job, travellerchildren, children
from armed forces families, migrant children (includingrefugees orasylum seekers), family
break up or separation, and previous school exclusions (Dobson et al, 2000). Childrencan be
negatively affected by school mobility, with switching schools increasing theirchance of
poor educational outcomes (Gasper et al, 2012). Whilstwe needto recognise that children
switching schools may already be at risk for educational difficulties because of theirlife
circumstances rather than the move itself (Gasper etal, 2012), this kind of transition does
seemto be risky for some, suggesting it may have characteristics that distinguishitfrom

other educational transitions.

One reason could be that children are likely to be facing multiple transitions atthe same
time due to extraneous eventsin theirlives. Family separation, moving house or area, or
migration are all notable transitions in their own right, so if children are also changing
school because of these circumstances it can add additional pressure, and shape the way
the particular school transitionis experienced. These examples might be described as

‘fateful moments’ (Giddens, 1991) and illustrate how relationships and systems around a
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childimpact on theirlives. For example, increasinginternationalisation and professional
global mobility means that many families move abroad with parents’ work. For some
childrenthis can involve a national movement alongside a school move, and may mean
enteringa school with a differentfirstlanguage to theirown (Dixon & Hayden, 2008).
Experiencingunfamiliarity at multiple levels like this can be extremely unsettling. Research
with children who had recentlyjoined a primary school in Thailand having come from other
countries reported intense fear of the unknown, culture shock, and sense of lossfor people
they left behind (Dixon & Hayden, 2008). The circumstances surroundingeach child varied,
as did the time taken to settle — highlighting the individual and prolonged process of

transition.

A further reason why pupil mobility may have particular characteristics could be the
challenge of entering an already established class group. Children will initially enterthe
school as strangers and need to make friends with other pupils who have already
established theirown community (Brown, 2012). In Messiouand Jones’ (2015) study of
children’s experience of mobility between schools, gaining peeracceptance and making
friends was the main concern expressed by children, along with adapting to new ways of
workingin the classroom. Whilst we see overlaps here to our earlierdiscussions about
starting school and moving to secondary school, childrenin this study felt that their
experience was distinct and would have been different had theyjoined the school at the

expectedtime along with other pupils.

Difficulties with social integration for new pupils were highlighted in Langenkamp’s (2014)

study, drawn from a large-scale survey of over 5000 children who had moved schoolsin the
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United States. Whilst there were mixed results about how children got on when they joined
the new school, they were less likely to have a friend in the new school and were at greater
risk for academic difficulty. It seems that social relationships and instilling a sense of
belongingare one of the key challenges children face during school mobility. Dobson et al
(2000) argues that schools needto be active in planning strategies for managing pupil
mobility, ensuringthere are good induction procedures, appropriate resources to support

pupils, and regular monitoring.

Teachers working inan international school where there was high pupil turnover talked
about the process of transition as a ‘journey’ where new pupils moved from an initial state
of vulnerability and disorientation to resilience and openness, and new experience and
learning (Hacochen, 2012). This journey needed to be supported and guided carefully by
teachers creating a nurturing atmosphere and using collaborative methods that were
responsive toindividual pupil needs. The journey metaphor is encouraging because it
highlightsthe positive outcomesthat can be achievedthrough transition, and the new
opportunitiesitcan bring. For example, in Messiou and Jones’ (2015) research on pupil
mobility, some children saw it as a fresh start, and a chance to approach their learningand

behaviourin school differently.

Itis difficultto disentangle to what extentthe problems children may experience whenthey
start a new school are to do with the transition itself or the context in which they are
making the transfer (Gasper et al, 2012). For example, achild who has failed to integrate
well at their previous school may be the precursor for the move and may also impact on

how well they fare sociallyin the new school. Similarly, a child who is moving due to difficult
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family circumstances is likely to be affected by those when they are making the transition.
Gasper et al (2012) claim that school mobility affects children differently depending on their
characteristics and life circumstances. We also see evidence that pupil mobility affects
schools differently, with varied mobility figures, diverse pupil needs and community profiles
(Dobson etal, 2000). There are therefore likely to be varied strategies adopted by schools to
accommodate this. Again, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System is useful in this respect
because it accounts for the various settingsin which children are situated withinand

considersthe interrelationships between these to shape individual experience.

Transition to higher education

A final example of educational transition characterised by notable personal, social and
academic changes is the transition to university study. Unlike the previous transitions
discussed, thisexperience is not necessarily shared by all learners given that progressionto
highereducation only chosen by a proportion of people. For those who go, starting
universityisgenerally regarded as an excitingtime, furnished with new opportunities and
personal growth, but the scale of change involved explains why transition to universityis

oftenarticulated as a ‘gap’ that needsto be bridged (Leese, 2010).

Many students go to university shortly after finishing school, meaningthat this transition
occurs at atime when theyare also enteringadulthood. They are likely to be making
important decisions about specialised courses and possible careers for themselves and
exploringintimate relationships. In Erikson’s model of psychosocial development, young

people at this pointare situated betweenidentity vs role confusion’, and ‘intimacy vs
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isolation’ crisis stages. Often young people move away from home to attend university,
meaningthat theyare adjustingto livingindependently forthe first time. As a result,
students relocating to attend university encounter multiple transitions simultaneously as
they getused to livingsomewhere new, adapt to looking after themselves physically and
financially, and build new relationships. For those students who continue to live locally and
commute to university, this periodin theirlivesstill signals growingindependence and

changing lifestyles.

There will be a different picture for students starting university laterinlife, who may be
employed, have family commitments, and be at a different developmental periodintheir
lives. Additionally, inthe UK the governmentagenda on widening participation (which aims
to increase university participationin underrepresented groups) hasincreased access to
highereducation for a broader range of students than would have traditionally gone to
university, meaninga greater diversity of backgrounds and prior educational experiences.
The magnitude of change associated with starting university will therefore vary between
studentsand some may find it easierto adapt than others (Hussey & Smith, 2010). Whilst
most students adapt to university life successfully, a minority of students encounterongoing

struggles with the new social and academic demands (Lowe & Cook, 2003).

When viewed through the lens of communities of practice, universities are characterised by
numerous norms and practices which newcomers are expectedto adapt to (O’Donnell &
Tobell, 2007). These ways of working may be differentfrom what individuals are familiar
with, resultingin a sense of discontinuity. Forexample, highereducation requires

independence, increased learnerresponsibility, the ability tointerpret, analyse and critique
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information, adoption of new academic skills, advanced self-awareness and problem-solving
skillsand academic self-management (Conley, 2008; Wingate, 2007). There is new discourse
to learn, both inrelationto theirsubject area and the administrative procedures (Harvey et
al, 2006). Successful transition dependson the speed with which students can adapt to the
new learning context and take on the greater independence and personal responsibility that

is required (Brinkwoth etal, 2009).

Giventhe challenges associated with transitioning to university, there have been discussions
about ‘readiness’ for highereducation, dependent on how well students’ previous personal
and educational experiences have prepared them for the demands of university study and
enabledthemto form realisticexpectations (Conley, 2008). Many students enterhigher
education with unrealisticexpectations about what it will be like, which can partly be
explained by the different pedagogical approach at secondary school requiring different
study habits (Cook & Leckey, 1999; Lowe & Cook, 2003). However, preparedness also comes
from the perceived accuracy of priorimpressions formed by prospective students about
what going to universityislike, and what ‘beinga student’ involves (Palmeretal, 2009;
Maunder et al, 2013). Knowledge about higher education, and choices about whetherto
attend, what to study, and where to study are shaped by a variety of background
characteristics, such as class, previous schooling, peers, family attitudes, parental
expectations and aspirations, and teacher guidance (Brooks, 2003; Briggs et al, 2012). This
means that the information available to students about university life which they use to
construct theirexpectations, and the resources they draw on to make decisions about their
university experience, will vary depending on theirsocial and cultural contexts. For example,

studentswho are the first to attend university in theirfamilies (referred to as ‘first
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generation students’) or coming from communities where participation in highereducation
is lesscommonplace, may not have the same resource bank to draw on to create realistic

impressions of university (Leese, 2010).

Warin and Denpster(2007) discuss how identity functions as a form of coping with
unfamiliarsituations such as those encountered duringthe transition to university. One way
in which university students manage this uncertaintyis through engaging in social
comparison to positionthemselvesinrelationto othersand drawing on cultural images of
university life and typical students to make sense of what to expectand where theyfit
(Maunder et al, 2013). Negotiatingthe transition to highereducation thereforeinvolvesa
lot of identity work as studentsinterpretand reflecton their developingacademicidentity,

social identity, and sense of self (Azmitiaetal, 2013).

Tinto (1993) suggeststhat we need to considerthe interaction between the person and
theirenvironment, the multiple factors contributingto individual experiences, and the
extentto which they establish a sense belongingto the university community. Relationships
within and between the settings that studentsinhabit are key to their university experience,
and the extentto which theyfeel integrated and committed to theircourse of study. In
support of Tinto’s claims, Harvey at al (2006) conducted a literature review of research on
the first-yearexperience at university, and an emergingtheme was studentintegrationin
academic and social domains. Students adjusted betterif they had a friendship group and
had supportive interactions with staff. There was also an important role for family and
friends outside of the university (Harvey et al, 2006). Similarly, students have commented

that forming friendships was paramount in fosteringa good experience at university
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(Brooks, 2007) and that social integrationis vital for successful transition and subsequent

retention (Thomas & Hanson, 2014; Wilcox et al, 2005).

One of the recurrent themes inresearch on university transitionis the need for studentsto
develop a sense of belonging. Having a sense of sense of belongingisimportant for the
identity changes characterised by transition to university to take place (O’Donnell & Tobell,
2007), and belongingto the university and quality of relationships with friends have been
shown to contribute to students’ adjustmentto university (Pittman & Redmond, 2008). We
can see this ‘needto belong’ reflectedin some of the initiatives universities putin place to
facilitate transition. Examplesinclude building a sense of community (through social
activities and opportunities for peer interaction), increasinginteraction between staff and
students (through tutorials, learning centres, scheduled meet and greet sessions) and
encouraging more active student involvementin university (through group projects and
activities, competitions etc) (Palmeretal, 2009). All these examplesbuild nicelyonthe
communities of practice approach, where fosteringrelationships between membersand

active participation can helpfacilitate belonging.

In Summary

In this chapter we have considered several educational transitions, each occurring at
different stages of the educational journey. We have seensome overarching patternsinthe
findings reported between contexts (international) and across educational stages (such as
school, university). One theme is continuity — and how feelings of discontinuity between

environments can make transition more difficultto manage. Secondly, being prepared for
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the new context isimportant - with individuals wanting to know what to expectand having
realisticinformation to draw on inthe face of uncertainty. The vital role of relationships
with others during transition both as a source of support but alsoto instil feelings of
belonging has surfaced many times. In addition, the role of identity during transition and
how the process of negotiating educational transition promotes shiftsin perceptions of self
has beendiscussed. Transition in this sense is an ongoing developmental process rather
than a brief period of disruption. Therefore, we should avoid viewing transitions as
inherently negative, and recognise that whilst they may be challengingand unsettling, they

can be rewarding and beneficial.
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