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Editorial

We are delighted to present this issue of the
Children’s Research Digest, focusing on the topic
of transitions in the settings, themes and stages
of childhood and young adulthood. Transition
plays an important role in the lives of all children
and young people, and how they manage these
transitions and the supports available to manage
them can have profound impacts on their lives.
Transition refers to movements or changes
from one period or state into another and these
changes can occur either suddenly or over a
gradual period. Some transitions are predefined
by external structures such as the education
system and the law, and common transitions
include starting preschool, primary school,
moving to secondary school and transitions

to adulthood. Within childhood development,
children move through a range of stages and
the rate of transition and the exact type of
changes that occur may be unique to each child.
Transition is not just temporal in the lives of
children and young people, but also horizontal
referring to movement across various settings
that a child and his/her family may encounter
within the same time frame.

In general then, transition can be understood as
a change of contexts - the movement from one
institutional setting to another either horizontally
(within the same timeframe) or vertically (across
time). It also includes any changes that may
affect children. These can include events such

as bereavement, loss, independence, illness,
changes in family structure, changes at school or
friendship. Transition, then, can be understood
as a change process and a shift from one identity
to another. ‘It is usually a time of intense and
accelerated development demands that are
socially regulated” (Fabian and Dunlop, 2002:

3). Recognition of the importance of supporting
and strengthening effective transitions is one

of the transformational goals of the Nationall
Policy Framework for Children and Young People:
Better Outcomes - Brighter Futures (2014).

The diversity of transitions that children and
young people may experience throughout
their lives is well represented in this issue of
the Children's Research Digest. We encounter

educational transitions, first into preschool and,
then, from preschool to primary school and we
learn of the differences and similarities in such
experiences for children with special educational
needs and from lower socio-economic status
backgrounds. We learn of the difficult transition
experiences as children enter adolescence

and start their journey into adulthood; how this
increases their risk of engaging in substance
misuse or how these years are sometimes
made especially difficult when parents become
seriously ill. Again, we see how transitions
become especially challenging for young people
with intellectual disabilities on a daily basis as
they have to horizontally transition between
different settings such as the family home,
transportation devices and community settings.
Finally, we are brought through a theoretical
investigation of how transitions impact on
children's lives, in a longitudinal research study
on sick children’s engagement in Fun Camps.

The term transition is commonly used and
understood in the field of early childhood
education and increasingly research looks

at transitions from preschool to primary
school. This was very much reflected in the
submissions received for this Special Issue. The
‘dynamic effects model’ (Rimm-Kaufman and
Pianta, 2000) of transition is clearly evident

in much of the work. This holds that children’s
transition to school is a dynamic process

and is understood in terms of the influence

of different contexts experienced by the child

- the home, classroom, and the community -
and the connections between these contexts
over time. It helps shift the focus away from a
family-based deficit perspective and instead
recognises the shared responsibility of this
complex transition for children. Also evident in
these articles is that transition is not simply a
move from the preschool to the school context,
but a shift in identity from child in preschool

to pupil in school. Furthermore, as in the
general literature on transitions, terms such

as continuity and discontinuity; ready school
and readiness for school; adjustment and
adaptation; coping strategies; as well as children

as agents in transitions all appear. Throughout
there is a preoccupation with how we can better
understand the meaning and role of transitions,
including through specific research methods,
and develop supports to alleviate the stress and
challenges of transitions, through a number

of examples of good practice in successfully
managing or easing transitions for children and
young people.

The majority of articles in this issue focus on
vertical transitions from preschool to primary
school settings. There is a focus on the structural
conditions for such transitions, in particular the
supports required by children before, during and
after the transition process. Daly and Forster
discuss commissioned research which informs
the NCCA's work in developing a reporting
template to improve arrangements for the
transfer of information between schools and
state-funded ECCE settings about the progress
and achievement of students. They argue that,
despite the potential offered by Aistear and Siolta,
a clear national implementation plan to help
practitioners and teachers to use these resources
to extend and enhance children’s experiences is
lacking. This is evidenced by O’ Donoghue who
makes a case for the discontinuity in practice
between pre- and primary school settings. In this
pilot study, exploring how primary school teachers
understand and implement Aistear in their
practice, 0’ Donoghue highlights the importance
of Aistear as a tool to support the transition

from preschool to primary school. Duignan and
Gibbons similarly emphasise the contribution of
the Aistear framework in their discussion of a
Children and Young People Services Committee
(CYPSC) project in Galway on supporting
transitions to primary school, focusing on the
development of a booklet ‘This Is Me' which is
underpinned by Aistear. Early years practitioners
involved welcomed the booklet as a transparent
way of sharing appropriate information with
schools that could help to support children’s
transitions.

Within this structural focus it is important to
consider disadvantaged children’s experiences.
Some of the articles highlight children’s everyday

concerns on transitioning to primary school for
specific cohorts of children experiencing social
and economic disadvantage. Research has
highlighted the links between early childhood
disadvantage and adversity and difficulties

during this transition (0'Kane and Hayes, 2006;
Jackson and Cartmel, 2010). Here, in this Issue,
we encounter the additional difficulties faced

by children from low socio-economic status

(SES) backgrounds. For example, O’ Farrelly

et al. discuss The Children’s Thoughts about
School Study (CTSS) which sought to address the
absence of the perspectives of children from low-
SES backgrounds in policy and practice. Although
the participant children from low-SES junior infant
classes described the move to primary school as
challenging they also relished the opportunities
that school offers and welcomed aspects of
school including opportunities to play, predictable
access to outdoor space, and access to toys,
books, and food. They especially sought support in
language, literacy, and numeracy, toileting, motor
skills, and the social skills needed to make and
maintain friendships and avoid bullying.

As we delve deeper into children's experiences of
transitions, Clerkin sets the scene by describing
a current paradigmatic shift within the structural
conditions at policy level with regards to early
childhood care and education. Recent research
(see O'Kane, 2015) argues the case for interactive,
play-based learning in the early years of primary
school and indicates that the use of more formal
approaches has the potential to impact negatively
on children’s transition experiences. Through
tracing political developments (structural
transitions), Clerkin examines play in early years,
specifically, the challenge of balancing the

right to protection with the right to experience
‘risky play’. We then turn to the details of the
importance of play-based approaches that
proactively include children's voices. The theme
of giving children a voice and enabling their
active participation in transition processes runs
through the remaining articles on early years
transitions to primary school, starting with

Ring and O'Sullivan’s article which presents the
findings from a National Evaluation of Concepts



of School Readiness in Ireland. These indicate
that children perceived primary school in terms
of the size of the buildings; the limited availability
for play; the centrality of homework and the
importance of making friends. The authors
emphasise the importance of children being
adequately informed and consulted in relation

to the transition process and conclude that

it should be reflective of the process quality
embedded in the principles of Aistear. Reilly,
utilising Bronfenbrenner's ecological perspective,
looks at the role of play in preparing children

for ‘big school’ and describes preparation for
the transition in a piece of action research in
one preschool which included walking trips to
the primary school, visits to the school during
breaktime, taking photos, drawings, and dressing
up in school uniform. Reilly recommends
implementation of key strategies, including
engaging play episodes, to give children a more
comprehensive experience of what to expect
and to support their transitions to primary
school. McCormack and Cullen’s article offers an
engaging examination of transitions to primary
school as they explore a learning story of children
helping to close their preschool experience and
resituate themselves as ‘big school’ learners.
They look at reflective journaling with children
as a means of acknowledging their growth and
acquired skills in preschool and empowering
them as confident learners as they prepare for
their transition to primary school.

Next, the attention turns to transition experiences
for children diagnosed with autism. Here we
start with Twomey when in Transitions: Space
and Place she describes innovative research
methods including puppetry and role play used
to elicit children's experiences of transitions into
and between early years settings. This article
highlights how inadequate support and planning,
including delays in diagnosis, can have negative
implications for transitions and can result in
exclusion for some children. Through also
engaging with parents, Twomey demonstrates
that parent involvement was essential to the
success of transitions, as indeed do a number

of the articles. Ferguson, O'Shea and McCaffrey

follow up on the challenges faced by children with
autism in managing transitions but move from

a focus on vertical to horizontal transitions that
happen on a daily basis. We also move in focus

to the later years of children’s lives by following

a sixteen year old girl as she has to physically
transition via transportation and the authors
provide us with useful, practical strategies for
young people managing such daily transitions.

Murray stays within the focus on transitions in
adolescence with an examination of vertical
transitions of young people navigating through
their teenage years and preparing themselves
for adulthood. Informed by his work as a
practitioner, Murray has conducted a wide-
ranging and enlightening literature review on
the increased risk of substance misuse faced
by adolescents, and again we are provided with
useful strategies for practitioners to smooth the
transition process and significantly reduce the
risk of adverse experiences, including dangerous
health behaviour. Rodriguez stays within
vertical transitions during adolescence when
she investigates the impact of young people
learning of their parents’ diagnosis with serious
illness, such as cancer, and the issues that such
young people experience in transforming from
being cared for by their parents to themselves
becoming carers, or their parent's parent.

Finally, Kearney provides us with an apt
detailed theoretical discussion of some of the
processes at play in children’s experiences of
transitions. Kearney specifically looks at the
example of the power, or magic, of seriously ill
children's participation in fun camps in different
jurisdictions and cultural settings. Across these
diverse contexts, the powerful moments of
transformation, children’s transitions from sick
patients to active, empowered children who
have fun, is remarkably similar and affords us

a thought-provoking theoretical framework to
understand such transitions.

Dr. Deirdre Horgan
Guest Editor, University College Cork

Maja Haals Brosnan
Editor, Children’'s Research Network for Ireland
and Northern Ireland
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Introduction

This paper outlines the task set out for the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA) regarding the development of templates
to transfer information on children’s learning
and development between preschools and
primary schools in Ireland. It also focuses on the
outcomes and implications of a research review
on the transition from preschool to primary
school commissioned by the NCCA to underpin
this work. The key messages from this research
highlight that:

1 apositive experience during the transition to
primary school is important.

2 certain dispositions, skills and knowledge
are important for children as they make the
transition to primary school.

3 greater alignment in curriculum and
pedagogy across preschools and primary
schools is needed.

4 supporting transitions is a shared
responsibility between children, families,
communities, preschools and primary
schools.

5 the transfer of information on children’s
learning and development between
preschools and primary schools is an
important part of the transition process.

National frameworks and their support for the
transition to primary school

Both Aistear; the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework (NCCA, 2009) and Siolta: The
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
Education (CECDE, 2006) highlight the
importance of transitions, including the transition
to primary school. The Aistear Siolta Practice
Guide (www.aistearsiolta.ie) is an on-line
resource to support practitioners to use the two
frameworks together. A number of resources,
including a self-evaluation tool are available to
help practitioners support children and families
with the transition to primary school.
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The NCCA's role in supporting the transition
from preschool to primary school

The transition of children from preschool

to primary school is an area of work for the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
over the coming years. The NCCA advises the
Minister for Education and Skills on curriculum
and assessment for early childhood, and for
primary and post-primary schools. As part of
Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life:
The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and
Numeracy among Children and Young People
2011-2020 (2011) the NCCA was assigned
responsibility for developing suitable reporting
templates and to make these available on-line to

Improve arrangements for the transfer

of information about the progress and
achievement of students between all schools
and state-funded ECCE settings by requiring all
settings and schools to provide written reports
in standard format to schools and settings

to which students transfer (reports to be
provided following admission of student to the
new school/setting) (Department of Education
and Skills, 2011, p.82)

The Department of Education and Skills, and the
Department of Children and Youth Affairs are to
make the transfer of information a requirement
(DES, 2011).

As preparation for this work, the NCCA
commissioned the following:

Transition from Preschool to Primary School:
Research Report 19 (0'Kane, 2016) which

is a review of the literature nationally and
internationally.

- Transition from Preschool to Primary School:
Audit of Policy in 14 Jurisdictions (O'Kane and
Murphy, 2016a) which looks at data transfer
and the transition process.

— Transition from Preschool to Primary School:
Audit of Transfer Documentation in Ireland
(O'’Kane and Murphy, 2016b) which is an audit
of ten transfer documents that have been

developed collaboratively between preschools
and primary schools.

Executive summaries of the above three
papers outline key learning from each paper
and are available at www.ncca.ie. A synopsis of
key messages from the three papers is

now presented.

Key messages from the transition
research papers

Key message 1

A positive experience during the transition

to primary school is important

The main findings of the literature review
support the view that a positive experience
during the transition to primary school is a
predictor of children’s future success in terms

of social, emotional and educational outcomes
(Dockett and Perry, 2007; Peters, 2010). Children
experiencing social and economic disadvantage,
children with English as an additional language
(EAL) and children with special educational
needs may require particular supports at the
time of transition to primary school. Despite the
importance of this educational transition there is
little evidence of it being recognised at policy level
nationally or in the jurisdictions reviewed in the
international audit.

Key message 2

Important dispositions, skills and knowledge
for children as they make the transition to
primary school

In terms of key dispositions, skills and knowledge
that best support children as they transition
from preschool to primary school, a good
degree of consistency is found in the literature
nationally and internationally. The focus is on
social and emotional skills, communication and
language skills, positive learning dispositions like
independence and curiosity, and self-help skills,
with less focus being placed on academic skills
(O'’Kane and Hayes, 2010; Jones, Greenberg and
Crowley, 2015).
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Key message 3

Greater alignment in curriculum and

pedagogy across preschools and primary
schools is needed

While the research reviewed highlights the
importance of greater alignment between
curriculum and pedagogy across preschools
and primary schools, there continues to be a
discontinuity, particularly in terms of pedagogical
practice. Research has indicated that formal
approaches to education during the early years
of primary school have the potential to impact
negatively on children (Fabian 2013, Petriwskyi
2013, Fallon and O'Sullivan 2015), thus supporting
the case for interactive, play-based learning.

Key message 4

Supporting transitions is a shared responsibility
The need for families, preschools and primary
schools to communicate and to work together
to support children making the transition from
preschool to primary school is emphasised

in the research (Educational Transitions and
Change (ETC) Research Group, 2011; Trodd
2013; Dockett and Perry, 2014). However, it
appears that collaboration and communication
between families, preschools and primary
schools is still not happening in any systematic
or comprehensive manner, nationally or
internationally.

Key message 5

Transfer of information on children’s learning
and development between preschools and
primary schools is important

The research highlights that a key part of
communication includes the transfer of
relevant information on children’s learning

and development between preschools and
primary schools (ETC Research Group 2011).

No jurisdiction reviewed has a nationally agreed
template for the transfer of information on
children's learning and development as proposed
for Ireland, though in Ireland as in many other
jurisdictions templates to transfer information
have been developed and used on an ad

hoc basis.



Conclusion and implications
for NCCA's work

The transition from preschool to primary school
is an important milestone in children’s lives.

The commissioned research papers provide
important messages not only for NCCA but

for all those concerned with this important
educational transition. The papers extend our
understanding of some of the issues surrounding
this transition internationally and nationally,

and give insights into the multiple factors which
influence this important event in children’s

lives. The key messages confirm that a positive
experience during the transition to primary
school isimportant. Certain dispositions, skills
and knowledge are important for children as
they make the transition and therefore should be
focused on in preschools. Supporting transitions
is a shared responsibility between children,
families, communities, preschools and primary
schools. Yet communication and relationship-
building are not happening for many children and
this issue needs to be addressed.

The transfer of information on children’s learning
and development between preschools and
primary schools is an important part of the
transition process. While this transfer of relevant
information is not happening in any systematic
way as yet, the development of national templates
as prioritised in the Literacy and Numeracy
Strategy (2011) should be helpful in this regard

if supported by a wider commitment to the
transition process. Work will begin shortly by

the NCCA on developing draft templates that are
relevant, user-friendly and manageable for the
Irish context. In 2017, NCCA will work with a small
number of preschools and primary schools to try
out the templates and following feedback, these
will be further developed and made available

in 2018. Parents and children will be involved in
the process. In addition, NCCA will add to the
resources in the Aistear Siolta Practice Guide

to provide further guidance on supporting this
important transition.

Greater alignment in curriculum and pedagogy
across preschools and primary schools is

needed and again this is an area of work

for the NCCA. The structure of the Primary
School Curriculum (DES,1999) and the use

of time across it, are being looked at by the
NCCA over the coming months and could

help in working towards a greater alignment

of curriculum and pedagogy between these
two educational settings. The NCCA's work on
transition templates and on the structure of, and
use of time, in the primary curriculum provide
important opportunities for helping children to
make a successful transition from preschool to
primary school in Ireland.
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Introduction

In Ireland, the forthcoming revised primary
curriculum for Junior and Senior Infants will
seek to ensure ‘greater consistency’ with
Aistear (National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment 2012, p14). This has many positive
implications, firstly it recognises the period of
early childhood as a time in and of itself and

not the child as ‘becoming’, and secondly, it
acknowledges children as ‘'social actors’ whose
well-being and development are dependent on
the relationships of those adults around them.
Both of these concepts support a children’s
rights perspective and support the UNCRC 1989
General comment No 7 which calls on countries
to implement coordinated strategies in early
childhood education.

While Aistear (NCCA 2009) has provided a
framework that can support those working
across early childhood education (ECE) to
develop a continuum of practice for children
aged between 3-6 years, it does not follow that
there is a continuum of practice. A study by
O'Toole et al. (2014) which looked at educational
transitions in Ireland found that primary school
teachers reported either not knowing much
about Aistear (NCCA 2009) or not using it due
to lack of time. Providing continuity for children
in their learning experiences will require an
exploration of how primary school teachers
understand Aistear (2009).

Arange of educational researchers have argued
persuasively that providing continuity within

and between early years settings requires

a common language and understanding
regarding transitions between preschool

and primary school (O'Kane and Hayes 2006;
Dunlop 2007; Brostrom 2011). A study by O’ Kane
(2007) regarding transition from preschool to
primary school in Ireland found that, while early
childhood practitioners and primary school
teachers were open to the idea of greater
communication in order to provide a continuum
of curriculum, there was little congruence in their
approaches to children’s learning. There was

no evidence of high levels of continuity across
both settings, and there was an absence of any
shared view of children as learners between
both groups. Ensuring continuity in the absence
of discussion and analysis of what constitutes
“key elements” and how those working in ECE
understand ECE is to ignore the very essence of
an appropriate early childhood curriculum.

Aistear as a transitional support

As an early childhood curriculum framework,
Aistear acknowledges that children learn and
develop holistically, and supports the continuity of
children's learning experiences as they transition
from preschool to primary school. Aistear
supports a unitary approach between preschool
and primary school and focuses specifically

on learning throughout early childhood. The
framework is set out under four themes;

- Well-being

Identity and belonging
- Communicating
Exploring and thinking

These four themes provide a flexible framework
for early childhood settings and “conveys
successfully the integrated and holistic
development of the young learner and the
totality of his/her learning needs” (NCCA 2004,
p22). Aistear is shaped by a view that children’s
interests and learning dispositions for curiosity,
wonder, resilience, and playfulness are at the
centre of what and how they learn (NCCA
2012). Aistear highlights the critical role of play,
relationships and language for young children’s
learning. The framework has both implicit

and explicit links with the new primary school
curriculum (Department of Education and
Skills 20186).

The aim of the pilot study was to gain an
understanding of how primary school teachers
understand Aistear (NCCA 2009). The study
which was carried out in 2015, was guided by two
research questions.

The first key research question was:

How do primary school teachers understand
Aistear (NCCA 2009), Ireland’s early childhood
curriculum framework?

A related sub-question was:
How does their understanding of Aistear (NCCA
2009) influence their teaching practice?

Method

The use of focus group as a data collection
method facilitated a broad exploration of how
the teachers understand Aistear, and how

their understanding influences their teaching
practice. In line with my ontological point of view,
the study adopted a constructivist approach.
Constructivism sees knowledge as coming from
experience and interaction with others. Lincoln
and Guba (2005) suggest that working within

a constructivist paradigm, acknowledges that
realities are constructed from multiple, intangible
mental constructions that are socially and
experientially based. Furthermore, they suggest
that constructivism is local and specific in
nature. Findings from the focus group discussion
highlighted issues that were both specific and
individual to the teachers. In analysing the data,
the three teachers are represented as T1, T2,

and T3.

Findings

The study found that there was a general
consensus amongst the teachers that Aistear,
as a curriculum framework, involved children
learning through play. However, rather than play
being integrated throughout their classroom
practice, findings show that play is understood
to mean something that is peripheral to the
learning of academic skills, and has been
introduced in a limited way with just thirty
minutes a day allocated to Aistear.

Views on children as self-directed learners

There was no evidence in the teachers’
descriptions of play that it was ever initiated by
the children. The findings suggest that despite
the espoused views about the prevalence of play,
the language used by T 1and T 2 described their
role during what they described as ‘Aistear Time'
in a very structured and teacher-led approach.
Teachers' approaches to how play based learning
is incorporated into the classroom are influenced
by their perspectives on the purpose of play. The
findings suggest that T1and T2 left little choice

to the children in directing their own learning
through play. There was no discussion in relation
to the children’s interests, knowledge, or skills.

T3 described a less didactic approach and
described a practice that allowed the children
some choice in their learning.

Strengths based approach

Aistear highlights that children become positive
about themselves and their learning when adults
value them for who they are. Children achieve
better outcomes when their diverse strengths,
abilities, interests, and cultural practices are
understood and supported (Diversity in Early
Childhood Education and Training 2011). Analysis
of the data suggests that T1and T2 talked about
the children in their classes in a way that draws
on a deficit model of children as learners. There
were no references to the positive attributes
that the children bring to their classroom. In
contrast, there were references to what the
children lacked in terms of their social skills. T2
for example spoke of the children in their class
in a way that suggested that all children need

to be at the same level in order to learn. The
teachers identified that many of the children
attending their classes did not have English as
their first language and argued that this posed
a difficult reality for them in implementing their
curriculum. During the discussion in relation to
the children who did not have English as their
first language, T1, T2 and T3 made no reference
to the needs of the children other than their lack
of English. The emphasis during the discussion



was in relation to the importance of the children
learning English, their second language. The
teachers did acknowledge the help they have
from a language support teacher, however, the
support teacher was available to support the
children in developing their English. There was no
discussion in relation to supporting the children
to develop their first language.

Parental Involvement

Quality ECE requires respectful relationships
between the primary school teacher and the
child's parents (NCCA 2009). T3 noted the
importance of involving parents at the beginning
of their child's education and spoke about the
importance of developing a relationship with
parents from the start. T3 also suggested

that building collaborative relationship

between parents and teacher can facilitate
amore supportive environment for the child
when doing homework and promote a more
comfortable relationship between teacher

and parent. Findings suggest the need to look

at how ECE teachers could be supported to
work in partnership with parents. The teachers
acknowledged the importance of parents being
involved in their child's early years in school.
However, all three teachers had negative views
of the parents in terms of their understanding of
play, and their knowledge of how to encourage

their children to play.

Conclusion

The findings from the pilot study highlight the
need to explore how primary school teachers
understand Aistear and to look at how teachers
can be supported to work in partnership with
parents. Primary school teachers play a critical
role in laying strong foundations for ensuring the
continuity of experiences for young children as
they transition from preschool to primary school.
Ensuring greater consistency between the
revised primary curriculum for Junior and Senior
Infants and Aistear (NCCA 2012, p19) will require
an understanding of the contextual realities

teachers face in delivering a new primary
curriculum through Aistear.

The findings from the pilot study will be

used to inform a further study which will be
undertaken as part of my Doctorate in Education.
The proposed study will seek to gain an
understanding of the constraints and realities
that may impact on the implementation of
Aistear (NCCA 2009), within the new language
school curriculum for junior and senior infants
(DES 2016). Primary school teachers work in
different environments with different constraints
and realities that impose on their day to day
practice. There is a need to consider other
aspects such as school intake, history, staffing,
school ethos and culture, ‘material’ elements

like buildings, resources and budgets, as well as
external environments. The proposed study will
look at how primary school teachers, perceive
and implement Aistear (NCCA 2009) within their
classrooms, and will examine the localised nature
of how the teachers manage the implementation

of Aistear (NCCA 20009).
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Introduction

Moving from preschool to ‘big school' is an
important, exciting but often stressful and
daunting transition for young children and

their parents. The first days and weeks in their
new educational setting can present many
challenges as well as wonderful new learning
experiences, and for young children, moving
from preschool to primary school can feel like

a transition that brings enormous change.
Research highlights the importance of smooth
transitions between these settings, and while
many children cope well with the changes that
come with this transition, some children are
more vulnerable than others (Cryer et al 2005).
Research by O'Kane and Hayes (20086) finds
that there are links between early childhood
disadvantage and adversity, and difficulties
during this transition. How children and parents
respond to transitions depends on many
factors, such as the resilience of the child, the
development of positive dispositions to learning,
children's attributes such as self-confidence and
independence, as well as the support network
that surrounds the child and family. To ease
potential difficulties and to promote a more
successful and smooth transition between
preschool and primary school, it is vital that there
is partnership between both settings and that a
system for transferring information is in place. It
is also important that parents and children are
supported during this time, as research suggests
that children’s particular adjustment to the
challenges of their new school environment can
have a real and lasting impact on their lifelong
learning journey (Morrissey, 2009). In this paper,
a collaborative approach to supporting positive
transitions for preschool children in Galway and
Roscommon is described, and a pilot project on
one interagency initiative is discussed.

Children and Young People's Services
Committees (CYPSC) Transitions
Project

In 2015, a subgroup of Galway and Roscommon
CYPSCs, consisting of early years practitioners,
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teachers, Child Care Committee and TUSLA
staff was established to address the need to
support transitions from preschool to primary
school. The initial work of the subgroup consisted
of a review of current practice, research and
theory and an exploration of the models that
support transition nationally. Two models that
were influential in the initiative were the Child
Snap-Shot, developed by Hayes and O'Kane
(2013), and the ‘My 'I Can' Booklet from Kildare
CYPSC. Working collaboratively, the sub-group
developed a booklet entitled ‘This is Me’ which
was then piloted in seven preschools in Galway
and Roscommon in May, 2015.

Exploring a ‘transitions’ theme

Approximately 80 children from the preschools,
who were transitioning into eighteen national
schools in Galway and Roscommon were
included in the pilot of This is Me. Each child was
supplied with a Transitions Booklet that was
completed by the practitioner in partnership
with the child and parents. Practitioners in the
ECE settings were also supported to spark the
children’s interest in the upcoming transition by
exploring the theme of ‘Starting Big School' It
was suggested to practitioners that following
the Open Days in the different primary schools,
the practitioner could invite each child to
discuss their new school, their thoughts, fears,
observations, new activities explored, new friends
and the new teacher. This could also provide
important opportunities for the practitioner to
discuss and address children's fears, anxieties
and worries of the impending transition. Children
could also be invited to paint, colour and draw
pictures of their new school, classroom, friends
etc. Age-appropriate, colourful and inviting
picture story books exploring themes such

as ‘new school' and ‘new friends’ were also
suggested for reading in story-time to explore
the topic and enhance the children’s interest and
understanding further. Role-playing the teacher
in their play activities and modelling their uniform
could also support the child's interest in their
transition. Parents were invited to participate in
the theme, for example by talking to their child

about their own positive memories of starting
primary school or share photographs with
their child of their first day in primary school to
stimulate and encourage conversation.

Throughout the pilot, the practitioners observed
the positive reactions of the children, who
connected immediately with the Transitions
Booklet, with one child even requesting “Can

I bring it home with me?” Overwhelmingly
evident was the children'’s positive responses,
enthusiasm, interest and their distinct pride

in their achievements as the Booklet provided

an opportunity to reflect on their ability and
capacity as a competent and confident learner
subsequently nurturing further positive self-
esteem and self-confidence. The key themes that
emerged for the early years practitioners were
that they welcomed the booklet as a trusted and
reliant way of sharing appropriate information on
children with schools that could help to support
their transition:

Itis a way of sharing “small pieces of
information” on the child that the early years
practitioner feels the teacher should know;

it reinforces skills for school and supports
parental involvement and it demonstrates that
the early years service is documenting in a
holistic way (Early years Practitioner).

For parents, the booklet highlighted the
developmental and social areas that are needed
for a smooth transition and helped them in their
own preparation for their child's move to national
school:

The booklet has stuff you take for granted and
don't think about, like I wouldn't have thought
too much about his independence skills but it's
actually the important things that will help him
settle in school (Parent).

For teachers it provided them with a holistic and
strengths-based image of the child in advance of
their transition:

Itis well laid out and covers all areas. Having
read it before the child started I knew exactly
what her strengths were (Teacher).

Findings from the pilot were used to finalise the
design of the Booklet. Children in the preschools
involved in the pilot contributed with their art,
which was incorporated into the final design.
The Booklet was then translated into Irish and
the two versions, ‘This is Me' and ‘Seo Mise', were
printed and made available free of charge to
every preschool in Galway and Roscommon in
April and May 2016, through County Child Care
Committees.

This is Me/ Seo Mise: The
Transitions Booklet

The Transitions Booklet is underpinned by

the Aistear Curriculum Framework (NCCA,
2009) and, in addition, recognises each

child as a unique, active, learner. ‘This is Me'
presents children's learning through the four
interconnecting themes from Aistear: Well-being,
Identity and Belonging, Communications and
Exploring/Thinking. Key learning dispositions,
skills, knowledge and values are identified in the
booklet under each theme to support children

as competent and confident learners and to
make a successful transition into primary school.
Crucially, the Booklet supports the “Transitions”
Standard 13 of Siolta, which highlights:

Ensuring continuity of experiences for children
requires policies, procedures and practice
that promote sensitive management of
transitions, consistency in key relationships,
liaison within and between settings, and the
close involvement of parents and where
appropriate, relevant professionals (CECDE,
2006, p. 89).

The language in the Booklet is simplified to
ensure and support child participation and a
rights-based and strengths-based approach.
Taking a rights-based approach and supporting
Article 12 of the UNCRC (UN, 1989), each child

is invited by the practitioner to participate and
contribute during the process of completing
the Booklet. The wording of each disposition/
skill is strengths-based and describes the ability
and capacity of the child in all areas of the



themes ensuring that a positive image of every
child is reflected. The Booklet is universal and
inclusive and practitioners who were presented
with booklets were informed that every child
transitioning to primary school should have a
Transitions Booklet.

Standard 3 of Siolta requires practitioners to
ensure parents’ and families’ involvement in their
child’s early learning and development, “valuing
and involving parents and families requires a
proactive partnership approach” (CECDE, 20086,
p.29). During the pilot scheme, one practitioner
was concerned with a child displaying audibly
loud vocals throughout the preschool sessions
and had carried out several exercises to
determine if the child had a hearing impairment.
The child displayed excellent listening skills. The
partnership with parent and holistic approach
taken by the practitioner allowed the mother to
reveal that she suffered a hearing impairment
and subsequently the child was encouraged from
birth to shout for her attention. The practitioner,
with consent of the parent included this crucial
information in the booklet, in order for the
primary teacher to understand the child's need
to shout. This example highlights the powerful
effect of the Transitions Booklet on practice as
an important holistic tool for stakeholders to
share information and work together to support
the successful transition into primary school for
each child.
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The importance of effective transitions
for children from low socioeconomic
status communities

Kagan (2010) likens early childhood transitions
to something that is “as common as air and as
complex as the molecules that compose it” (p.3).
This is an apt description of the transition to
school, a move that nearly all children encounter,
yet one that brings considerable changes in
value systems, demands, practical concerns,
group dynamics, and cultural traditions (Fabian
and Dunlop, 2002). Negotiating these changes
is challenging and carries high stakes, as
children who struggle to adjust well to school
are more likely to experience poorer outcomes
(Ladd and Price, 1987; Kagan and Neuman,
1998). This is especially true for children from
low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds,
who frequently start school behind their peers,
without the socioemotional, cognitive and
behavioural skills needed to navigate school
successfully (Doyle, McEntee and McNamara,
2012).

Accordingly, children from low SES backgrounds
are often the focus of interventions that seek to
improve school readiness and promote positive
transition experiences. Developing effective

and efficient supports, however, requires an
understanding that spans the full complexity of
these transitions. Valuable research has been
undertaken to this end, for example on how
parents, education systems, and communities
can work together to promote positive
transitions to school (see e.g., reviews by Public
Health England 2014; Woodhead and Moss,
2007). Yet this work relies almost exclusively

on parents’ and teachers' perspectives and
where children have been consulted, this

tends to involve middle or mixed SES samples.
As documented in the inaugural digest issue
(Bourke and Kinlen, 2014), the absence of

the perspectives of children from low SES
backgrounds means that the policy and practice
landscape for transitions is built on only a partial
understanding of what these experiences mean
for children (O'Farrelly, Booth, O'Rourke and

Doyle, 2014). This gap is notable not least because
it is at odds with national policy frameworks
which privilege both children’s participation
rights and the importance of early interventions
that promote positive transitions (Department of
Children and Youth Affairs, 2013, 2014).

The children's thoughts about
school study

The Children’s Thoughts about School Study
(CTSS) sought to address this gap by consulting
forty-two junior infant children from DEIS
(Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools)
schools, approximately seven months into the
new school year. The study had two goals. The
first aim was to provide a better understanding
of the transition and early school experiences
of children from low SES backgrounds. The
second aim was to use this knowledge to
contextualise the goals and effectiveness of an
early intervention programme, Preparing for
Life (PFL). PFL was a longitudinal randomised
controlled trial of an intensive home visiting
programme that sought to improve children's
school readiness by working with families from
pregnancy until children started school. The
PFL evaluation enrolled 233 pregnant women
from North Dublin communities regarded as
low socioeconomic status and that have above
national average rates of unemployment, school
dropout, lone parent households, and public
housing. Families were randomised to receive
either the home visiting programme and low
level supports (intervention group) or low

level supports only (control group) (for more
information on the PFL evaluation and outcome
results see http://geary.ucd.ie/preparingforlife/).
CTSS purposefully sampled children in the PFL
catchment communities whose families had
received (1) the PFL home visiting programme
and low level supports, (2) PFL low level supports
only, or (3) no intervention.

Children were recruited over two years.

All families of junior infants children in two
catchment schools were approached in March
2014 and the sample was further supplemented

in March 2015 through targeted recruitment of
children who were known to have participated

in the PFL programme. Parents of junior infants
children were given an information pack
including anillustrated booklet designed for the
children themselves. Children whose parents
had provided consent for their participation were
then invited by the researcher to participate

in a one-to-one interview, using the booklet as

a tool to support the assent process. During
interviews children were shown pictures of nine
school-day scenarios (such as arriving at school,
listening to the teacher, and going into the yard)
and were asked how the children in the pictures
felt as per the Pictorial Measure of School

Stress and Wellbeing (PMSSW; Murray and
Harrison, 2005). The children were also asked
whether they liked school and looked forward

to going to school (School Liking and Avoidance
Questionnaire; Ladd and Price, 1987) and to
draw a picture of themselves in school and tell
the researcher about their drawing. Finally, an
anthropomorphised character “Riley Rabbit” was
used to ask children semi-structured questions
about adjusting to school such as “what will Riley
need to know about school?; what will Riley's first
day of school be like?". Interviews were analysed
using the principles of thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke, 2006), involving both inductive and
deductive approaches.

Data generated from the CTSS interview were
used to inform a series of outputs (detailed
below) addressing the study's two goals. First

a bottom up approach was employed (focusing
on those children whose families received no
intervention) to generate a general picture of
the school experiences of children from low SES
backgrounds. Subsequently, data were added
from the children whose families had received
either low level supports or the home visiting
intervention. The expanded framework was
then reviewed using the lens of the five school
readiness domains (see below) that formed the
primary outcome of the PFL evaluation.

Understanding the early school
experiences of children from low ses
backgrounds

In the paper “Little bit afraid ‘til  found how

it was", O'Rourke, O'Farrelly, Booth, and Doyle
(under review) document how children’s

initial uncertainty at school commencement
gave way to detailed and rich understandings

of the internal workings of school. Children
emphasised tension between their competencies
and evolving skills, and the importance of

peer and family relationships to support their
school wellbeing. Separately, in “Look I have

my ears open’, Tatlow-Golden, O'Farrelly, Booth
and Doyle, (2016a) used the interviews to
specifically examine factors that enable and
constrain the resilience of children from low SES
backgrounds at school entry. Positive factors
included resource provision, school activities and
routines, play, and relationships with the teacher.
Negative factors included bullying, difficulties
engaging with peers, and using the toilet. The
descriptions of toileting were particularly vivid,
thus a dedicated output focused in on children’s
responses to this PMSSW scenario. In “Bursting
and other experiences” Tatlow-Golden, O'Farrelly,
Booth and Doyle (2016b) document that most
children had negative, or mixed responses to the
toileting scenario, such as fear of not identifying
the right toilet, fear of being alone, lack of
privacy, and potential bullying. These findings of
children's early school toileting experiences are
significant as delayed toilet use can have lasting
consequences for children’s urinary and bowel
health (e.g., von Gontard, Niemczyk, Wagner and
Equit, 2016).

To contextualise the goal and outcome results of
the PFL intervention and evaluation, the frame
of the five outcome domains of school readiness
(cognitive development, language development,
social and emotional development, attitudes

to learning, physical well-being and motor
development) was employed to determine their
relevance to all three groups of children. In the
final report of the PFL evaluation, Doyle and the
PFL evaluation team (2016) detail how children’s



rich and nuanced accounts offered insight

into what school readiness means to children
on the classroom floor. In terms of cognitive
development, children valued opportunities for
learning through play, as well as skill in spatial
reasoning - especially related to block play,

and numeracy. Children enjoyed and sought
mastery in language development and literacy
and access to books, they were proud of their
reading and letter/sound recognition, yet found
these aspects of school challenging. They held
remarkably positive views of school, conveyed
strong appetites for and approaches to learning,
and were rich in imagination. For many children,
physical wellbeing and motor development
equated with having the physical independence
to handle daily routines and toileting; having the
strength and coordination to avoid falling in the
yard and play sports and games; and having

the fine motor skills to draw, trace, and write.
Importantly, several children also valued access
to healthy meals and food. For many children,
socioemotional development related to the
skills needed to navigate some sadness, anxiety,
and loneliness, and avoid social exclusion, peer
aggression, and bullying.

Learning offered by the CTSS

Collectively these outputs draw out new

insights into the lived transition experiences of
children from low SES backgrounds. Although
children describe these moves as challenging
they also relish the opportunities that school
offers. Welcomed aspects of school include
opportunities to play, predictable access to
outdoor space, and access to toys, books,

and food. Mastery and agency is important to
children as they start their school careers, and
they especially seek support in academics (i.e.
language, literacy, and numeracy), toileting,
motor skills, and the social skills needed to make
and maintain friendships and avoid bullying.
These findings suggest that children themselves
endorse the goals of interventions such as

PFL in providing them with the skills they need
for school. Moreover, children offer important
food for thought for how these programmes

might be potentiated by educational strategies
that support healthy eating, bladder and bowel
health, motor development, and healthy peer
relationships.
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Play affordances
in early childhood
education and care:
A paradigmatic
shift and political
transition from
protectionist to
participatory
perspectives?



Introduction

This article explores a current paradigmatic
transition from a protectionist perspective to
one that emphasises opportunities for children’s
increased participatory play experiences

within Irish early childhood education and care
contexts. It makes the case for the benefits of
play and acknowledges children's rights to play
and particularly to participate in challenging

or “risky” play. The changing culture of ECEC

in Ireland is acknowledged as influenced by
external structures on children's opportunities
for play and learning. In this regard the impact
of key policies including Aistear, Siolta and the
initiative “Better Start” are explored. As such the
focus is on structural transitions rather than
transitions as experienced in the lives of children
and their families.

Alandmark in how children are viewed in Ireland
has been a recognition of all children from birth
to age eighteen as citizens with rights (United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
1989 ratified by Ireland 1992) including the

right to engage in play (Article 31). While there

is no universally accepted definition of play, the
process of play has become intrinsically linked
with social and cultural theories of learning and
development (Bruner 2008). However, children's
access to the affordances of play is dependent
on adult gatekeepers, whose social and cultural
attitudes to play will impact on how such
experiences are mediated in home and out-of-
home contexts. Kernan and Devine (2010, p. 371)
observe that

One feature of modernity has been the
institutionalising of childhood space —the
demarcation of specific places within which
children are gathered, primarily for the
purposes of play, learning and ‘caring’.

Greater female participation in the workforce
has increased demand for out-of-home care.
Recent research suggests that children in
Ireland on average spend less time outdoors
than the daily one hour afforded prison inmates
(Brennan as cited by Bray 2016). Various reasons

have been suggested for the decline in outdoor
activities, including the growing proliferation of
indoor screen- based technologies. Recently,
concerns around long-term physical and mental
health, and rising obesity levels in young children
has focused attention on increasing children’s
outdoor play and physical activities (Sandsetter
2012, Maynard and Waters 2014). This article
adopts a holistic focus on children’s right to
engage in play, with an emphasis on experiences
within indoors and outdoors ECEC contexts
prior to formal schooling. Recent transitions in
the early years sector are discussed alongside
implications for children's opportunities to
actualise play affordances in ECEC.

Play matters in early childhood

The ubiquitous nature of play in children’s lives
is summed up by Cole-Hamilton and Gill,
(2002, p14):

Children play wherever they are. This might
be indoors or out. Children play in their home,
at school, in childcare and play provision, and
in the public and private places they visit with
their friends or with adults

Trevarthan's studies (2004) indicate that
children's intrinsic motives for playful
collaborative meaning making commence in
earliest infancy. This understanding is elaborated
through analysis of early “meta-conversations”
where infants have been shown to respond to,

as well as elicit the liltingly playful interactions

of parents and close carers, often described as
“motherese”.

InIreland, an historical expectation for parents
to provide for children in the early years has
meant that out-of-home care and education
has developed in an ad hoc way with a mixture
of voluntary, community and private providers.
This market-based model has been critiqued
for high costs, identified by Barnardo's and Start
Strong (2012) as some of the most expensive in
Europe. Workers in the sector have also been
campaigning against the low status, pay and
conditions within the profession (Association

of Childhood Professionals 2016). Education

and care prior to primary school is mostly
regulated by Tusla which is a child and family
agency, under the remit of the Department of
Children and Youth Affairs. The Department of
Education and Skills has also started to inspect
preschools. Responsibility for primary school
education lies with the Department of Education.
A division in policy and practice is reflected in
the higher qualifications, pay, status and working
conditions associated with primary schooling.

In 2010, investment in ECEC prior to formal
school underwent a major transition with the
introduction of the ECCE free preschool scheme
(Department of Children and Youth affairs
2013b). The universal nature of the scheme was
welcomed yet also critiqued, for the continued
lack of emphasis or supports for children in the
vital birth to three stage of development.

However, Aistear, the early years framework
(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
2009) does emphasise the importance of
supporting holistic development for all children
from birth to age six. The emergent and dynamic
nature of the framework involved considerable
research and engagement with literature on
national and international best practice. Siolta
(20086), the national quality framework, reflects
similar aspirations and principles for children
from birth to age six. The image of the child is
one of an active playful learner developing and
responding within multiple cultural contexts both
indoors and outdoors). Hayes (2010) emphasises
the importance of the mediating role of the

early 