Moving on up: Children’s experiences of transitions to new classrooms in childcare settings
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Transitions: A Common Experience for Children in Childcare Settings

Continuous care experiences in the first years of life are paramount for children’s wellbeing. Where there is instability or multiple care arrangements there is a related risk for children’s behavior (Morrissey, 2009). One type of instability is experienced when children move between practitioners and classrooms in childcare settings. These transitions are inevitable in many centre-based childcare settings, as children are typically grouped by age (Neuman, 2002). Moving on to a new classroom often means that children must adjust to new caregivers, peer groups, routines, and expectations (Merry, 2002). Despite evidence suggesting that such demands can be stressful for children (Cryer et al., 2005), these transitions have been largely overlooked by research efforts.

The present study aims to answer the following research question:

What are children’s experiences of transitions to new classrooms in childcare settings?

Method
A short-term longitudinal study followed 7 children (3 boys) from 5 childcare settings for 6 weeks as they moved to the last classroom in the setting. Children ranged in age from 32 – 44 months (M = 36.42, SD = 4.64).  Data included:

•Scan sampling observation of interactive, non-interactive, and anxiety behaviors

•Semi-structured interviews with parents and practitioners

•Participatory interviews with children
Anxiety scores were computed by calculating the proportion of total scans that were assigned as being anxious behaviors. Interviews were analyzed using the principles of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Positive and Negative Impacts on Behavior 

Just over half of the children and all of the boys exhibited increases in the proportion of their behavior that was coded as anxious following the move to their new classroom. 

Table 1. Proportion of children’s anxiety behaviors pre and post-transition 

	ID 
	Gender
	%Anxiety Pre-Transition
	%Anxiety Post-Transition

	1
	Female
	4.45
	3.85

	2
	Female
	1.46
	1.49

	3
	Female
	3.65
	1.96

	4 
	Female
	1.70
	4.89

	5
	Male
	4.78
	15.93

	6
	Male
	2.12
	5.88

	7
	Male
	0.84
	8.99


In general it was the parents of boys who reported a more negative impact of the transition. These parents spoke of incidents of withdrawal, negative affect, and aggression in their son’s behavior following the transition: ‘He was a bit depressed I think, he would just burst out crying for no reason ’. On the other hand several parents of daughters referred to a new sense of independence and assertiveness in their children: I noticed a difference in her personality, I must say, more of an independence’.
Changing Relationships

One possible explanation for children’s behavioral patters is the interruptions transitions often bring for children’s relationships. Some parents spoke of their concerns over how their children would cope as they left familiar practitioners behind: ‘She seemed to adore her so my concern was her leaving [her practitioner]’. Although some parents reported that these fears were not realized, others recalled how their children had found these separations difficult: ‘[with] the previous teachers he had he would kind of be a bit resentful of them, as if to say “you’ve dumped me”’. Children also spoke about changes in relationships following transitions. One boy commented that his friends lived in different rooms: ‘Helen* doesn’t live in [that room]. She lives in [a different practitioner’s] room. 

Changes in Expectations and Rules

In addition to negotiating changing relationships children must also adjust to different rules and expectations in their new classrooms. Several parents noted the increased expectations that were held for children in new rooms: ‘They kind of slightly have to learn how to toe the line…just how to get into a classroom atmosphere a bit more.’ Some of the children also mentioned the different rules in their new classroom: ‘We don’t do fighting here’. 
Learning Opportunities

As well as these changes parents and children also highlighted the new learning opportunities that the transition had brought: ‘I think the new stuff that was in there, especially the computer, he absolutely loved it’. One parent in particular reported being taken aback by the rate of her daughter’s learning since the move to the new classroom: ‘She is soaking up the learning part of it…One day at the dinner table she starting telling us about the kookaburra bird and we all nearly fell off the chair’. Several of the children were also eager to point out the new activities in their classroom: ‘[The computer] is for looking at animals, an owl and a seahorse’.
Transitions: Times of Opportunity and Challenge

Although inferences are limited by the small sample size, the findings underscore the caveat that early childhood transitions can bring both opportunity and risk for children (OECD, 2006). What factors are at play in predicting children’s adjustment during these important junctures remains unclear. The findings do point to a possible gender difference whereby boys appear to be more vulnerable to the effects of transitions. It is conceivable that this relates to boys’ general susceptibility to psychosocial stress, which may mean that they are affected more adversely by childcare settings (Côté, Borge, Geoffroy, Rutter, & Tremblay, 2008). Further research is needed to investigate whether and how characteristics at the level of the child and the environment may predict children’s patterns of adjustment during these periods of change. Such knowledge will have important implications regarding how best to support positive transitions for children. 
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