
iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Declaration i

Acknowledgements ii

Abstract iii

Table of Contents iv

List of Appendices xiv

List of Tables xv

Abbreviations xvii

Chapter 1 : Introduction 1

1.1 Introduction 2

1.2 Aim of the Study 2

1.3 Rationale for the Study 3

1.4 The Concept of Transition 6

1.5 Outline of Thesis 9

Chapter 2 : Contextualising Transition: 12

Preschool and Primary School Provision in Ireland

2.1 Introduction 13

2.2 Ireland 2000-2007 13

2.3 Preschool Provision in the Irish Republic 16

2.4 Primary School Provision in the Irish Republic 18

2.5 Preschools and Primary Schools: Curricular Differences 19

2.5.1 The Montessori Curriculum 20

2.5.2 The High/Scope Curriculum 21

2.5.3 Play-Based Curricula 22

2.5.4 Early Start Curriculum 23

2.5.5 Primary School Curriculum 24

2.5.6 The National Framework for Early Learning 27

2.5.7 Sίolta – the National Quality Framework for 

Early Education 28

2.6 Preschools and Primary Schools: Cultural Differences 30



v

2.6.1 Teacher Training in the Preschool and Primary Sectors 31

2.7 Preschools and Primary Schools: Physical Differences 34

2.7.1 Class Sizes and Adult:Child Ratio’s 34

2.8 Summary 36

Chapter 3 : Theorising Transition: 38

Theoretical Framework

3.1 Introduction 39

3.2 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model 41

3.3 Understanding Transition in Ecological Terms 44

3.4 The Ecological Model and the Current Research Project 52

3.5 Sociocultural Theory 54

3.6 Understanding Transition in Sociocultural Terms 56

3.7 Summary 59

Chapter 4 : Understanding Transition: 61

Literature Review

4.1 Introduction 62

4.2 The Child during Transition: Attitudes and Beliefs 62

4.2.1 Beliefs about the Challenges Children Face 62

4.2.2 Beliefs about the Changing Role of the Child 65

4.2.3 Skills Necessary to Succeed in Formal Schooling 68

4.2.4 Are Some Children More At Risk of 

Experiencing a Difficult Transition? 70

4.2.5 Socio-Emotional Wellbeing During Transition 71

4.2.6 How do we Define a Successful Transition? 73

4.3 The Child during Transition: Policies and Practices 73

4.3.1 The Issue of School Readiness 74

4.3.2 Links Between School Readiness and Age 77

4.3.3 Accepting Children at their own Developmental Level  79

4.3.4 Three Approaches to the Period of Transition 80

4.4 The Family during Transition: Attitudes and Beliefs 83



vi

4.4.1 Parents Beliefs about School Readiness 83

4.4.2 Continuity for Parents 84

4.4.3 Communication with Parents 84

4.4.4 The Role of the School Parent 86

4.5 The Family during Transition : Policies and Practices 87

4.5.1 Policies and Practices with regard to Communication 87

4.5.2 The Need for Inclusive Policies and Practices 88

4.5.3 Transitions Capital 90

4.6 The Professional during Transition: Attitudes and Beliefs 92

4.6.1 Professional Communication and Continuity 92

4.6.2 Beliefs about Skills Necessary for Children 95

4.7 The Professional during Transition: Policies and Practices 97

4.7.1 The Importance of Preschool Education 97

4.7.2 The Importance of Curriculum 99

4.7.3 The Role of Play 101

4.7.4. Strategies to Improve Transition for Children 102

4.8 Summary 104

Chapter 5 : Exploring Transition: 106

Methodology – Phase I

5.1 Introduction 107

5.2 Sampling 108

5.2.1 Preschool Sample 109

5.2.2 Primary School Sample 110

5.3 Measurement Instruments 110

5.3.1 Preschool and Primary School Questionnaires 111

5.3.2 Pilot of Questionnaires 112

5.3.3 Expert Panel Review of Questionnaires 112

5.3.4 Maximising Questionnaire Response Rates 113

5.4 Ethical Considerations 117

5.5 Data Input and Analysis 117

5.6 Summary 119



vii

Chapter 6 : Exploring Transition: 120

Methodology – Phase II

6.1 Introduction 121

6.2 A Case Study Approach 122

6.3 Sample 123

6.4 Measurement Instruments 125

6.4.1 Meetings with Case Study Parents 125

6.4.2 Case Study Children – Interviews and Pictures 126

6.4.3 Classroom and Playground Observations 128

6.4.4 Child Group Discussions 131

6.4.5 Teacher and Classroom Assistant Interviews 133

6.4.6 Trustworthiness of Data 133

6.5 Data Coding and Analysis 135

6.6 Ethical Considerations 137

6.7 The Ethics of Conducting Research in a Familiar Setting 138

6.8 Summary 139

Chapter 7 : Presentation of Findings – Phase I   140

Questionnaire Data

7.1 Introduction 141

7.2 Preschool Questionnaire Findings 141

7.3 Background Information & Decision Making 141

7.3.1 Background Information 142

7.3.2 Decisions on Transition to Formal Schooling 143

7.3.3 Summary: Background and Decision Making 144

7.4 Attitudes and Beliefs of the Preschool Teachers 144

7.4.1 Beliefs about Children at Risk of Experiencing 

Difficult Transition. 144

7.4.2 Risk: Designated Disadvantaged –Non-Designated

Disadvantaged, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 146

7.4.3 Beliefs about Skills Necessary to Succeed in 

Formal Schooling 147



viii

7.4.4 Beliefs about the Literature on the Transition to 

Formal Schooling 150

7.4.5 Literature: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 151

7.4.6 Beliefs about Barriers to a Successful Transition to 

Formal Schooling 151

7.4.7 Summary: Attitudes and Beliefs 152

7.5 Policies and Practices Considered Important by Preschool 

Teachers 153

7.5.1 Transition Practices in Preschools 153

7.5.2 Practices: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 154

7.5.3 Ways in Which Primary Schools Could Assist the

Process 155

7.5.4 Practices at Primary Level: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural 

Cross-Tabulation Comparisons 157

7.5.5 Summary: Policies and Practices 157

7.6 Qualitative Responses from Preschool Teachers 157

7.7 Summary of Preschool Teacher Findings 160

7.8 Primary School Questionnaire Findings 161

7.9 Background Information, School and Class Context 161

7.9.1 Teacher Information 161

7.9.2 School Context 162

7.9.3 Class Context 163

7.9.4 Summary Background Information & Context 166

7.10 Attitudes and Beliefs of the Primary School Teachers 167

7.10.1 Beliefs about Children at Risk of Experiencing 

A Difficult Transition 167

7.10.2 Risk: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 168

7.10.3 Beliefs about Skills Necessary to Succeed in 

Formal Schooling 169

7.10.4 Beliefs about the Literature on the Transition to 



ix

Formal Schooling 172

7.10.5 Literature: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 173

7.10.6 Beliefs about Barriers to a Successful Transition to 

Formal Schooling 173

7.10.7 Summary: Attitudes and Beliefs 173

7.11 Policies and Practices Considered Important by Primary 

School Teachers 174

7.11.1 Transition Practices in Primary Schools 174

7.11.2 Practices: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural Cross-Tabulation 

Comparisons 175

7.11.3 Ways in Which Preschools Could Assist the Process 176

7.11.4 Practices at Preschool level: DD-NDD, Urban-Rural 

Cross-Tabulation Comparisons 177

7.11.5 Classroom Organisation 177

7.11.6 Difficulties in the Junior Infants Classroom 181

7.11.7 What Would They Change? 181

7.11.8 Summary: Policies and Practices 182

7.12 Qualitative Responses from Primary School Teachers 183

7.13 Summary of Primary School Teacher Findings 184

7.14 Preschool and Primary School Teachers Responses Compared 185

7.14.1 Background Information 185

7.14.2 Attitudes and Beliefs Compared 186

Children Experiencing Difficulties 186

Skills Necessary to Succeed 188

Beliefs about the Literature 189

Beliefs about Barriers 190

7.14.3 Policies and Practices Compared 191

Preschool Responsibilities 191

Primary School Responsibilities 191

7.15 Summary of Preschool and Primary School Responses Compared 192

7.16 Outline of Chapter 193



x

Chapter 8: Presentation of Findings – Phase II

Case Study Data 194

8.1 Introduction 195

8.2 Springwood School 195

8.2.1 The Junior Infants Classroom 196

8.2.2 The Junior Infants Teacher 197

8.2.3 The Classroom Assistant 197

8.3    Callum’s Story 198

8.3.1 Background 198

8.3.2 Preschool Experience 198

8.3.3 Callum’s Home-School Links 199

8.3.4 Parent Experience 200

8.3.5 The First Few Weeks 201

8.3.6 Older Than His Years 202

8.3.7 Reflections on Callum’s Transition 203

8.4 Ross’s Story 205

8.4.1 Background 205

8.4.2 Older and Wiser? 205

8.4.3 Language and Communication Skills 207

8.4.4 A Transition for Ross’ Parents 207

8.4.5 Family Values 210

8.4.6 Home-School Communication 211

8.4.7 Reflections on Ross’ Transition 213

8.5 Ruairi’s Story 215

8.5.1 Background 215

8.5.2 Additional Needs 216

8.5.3 In a Class of His Own 219

8.5.4 Insider Experience 220

8.5.5 Reflections on Ruairi’s Transition 223

8.6 Jack’s Story 224

8.6.1 Building Confidence 224

8.6.2 The Preschool ‘Expert’ 226

8.6.3 The Oldest in the Class 227



xi

8.6.4 Reflections on Jack’s Transition 228

8.7 Rachael’s Story 229

8.7.1 Background 229

8.7.2 Rites of Passage 230

8.7.3 ‘The Free Spirit’ 231

8.7.4 Loves the Craic! 232

8.7.5 The Caring Child 233

8.7.6 The Confident Negotiator 234

8.7.7. Reflections on Rachael’s Transition 236

8.8 Janice and Fiona ’s Stories 237

8.8.1 Background 237

8.8.2 ‘The Twins’ 237

8.8.3 Parent Expectations 238

8.8.4. Janice’s Transition 239

8.8.5. Fiona’s Transition 241

8.8.6. Reflections on Janice and Fiona’s Transitions 242

8.9 Teacher Perspectives: Interview Data 245

8.9.1 Attitudes and Beliefs 245

8.9.2 Policies and Practices 246

8.9.3 Communication 248

8.9.4 Summary of Teacher Perspectives 249

8.10 Parent Perspectives: Interview Data 250

8.10.1 Attitudes and Beliefs 250

8.10.2 Policies and Practices 252

8.10.3 Communication 253

8.10.4 Summary of Parent Perspectives 253

8.11 Children’s Perspectives:  Child Discussion Group Data 254

8.11.1 First Days of School 254

8.11.2 Play Versus Work 255

8.11.3 Favourite Places Inside and Outside 257

8.11.4 What Don’t They Like About School 257

8.11.5 The Yard 259

8.11.6 The Rules 262

8.11.7 Summary of Child Discussion Group Data 266



xii

8.12 Summary 267

Chapter 9: Informing Transitions:

Analysis and Discussion 269

9.1 Introduction 270

9.2 Limitations of the Research 270

9.3 Children Experiencing Transition 271

9.3.1 Children at Risk 274

9.3.2 The ‘Ready’ Child 274

9.3.3 Differences in Teacher Opinion 277

9.3.4 Work versus Play 279

9.3.5 The Role of Play 280

9.3.6 Outdoor Play 282

9.3.7 Adaptation to the Rules 284

9.4 Families Experiencing Transition 285

9.4.1 The Role of the Parent 285

9.4.2 Parents Views on Readiness 287

9.4.3 Parental Involvement 288

9.5 Professionals Supporting Transition 290

9.5.1 Preschool Support 290

9.5.2 The Ready School 291

9.6 The Role of Continuity 294

9.6.1 Planning for Transition 294

9.6.2 Curricular Continuity 296

9.7 The Role of Communication 297

9.7.1 Preschool and Primary School Communication 298

9.7.2. Different Uses of Language 298

9.7.3 Communication with Parents 299

9.8 Summary 301

Chapter 10: Bridging Research and Practice:

Conclusions and Recommendations 303

10.1 Introduction



xiii

10.2 Conclusions 304

10.2.1 Conclusions Relating to Children Experiencing 

Transition 305

10.2.2 Conclusions Relating to Families Experiencing 

Transition 306

10.2.3 Conclusions Relating to Professionals Supporting 

Transition 307

10.2.4 Conclusions Relating to Continuity and Communication 299

10.3 Recommendations 308

10.3.1 Recommendations Relating to Children Experiencing 

Transition 308

10.3.2 Recommendations Relating to Families Experiencing 

Transition 310

10.3.3 Recommendations Relating to Professionals Supporting 

Transition 311

10.3.4 Recommendations Relating to Continuity and 

Communication 313

10.4 Summary 315


